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ABSTRACT

This article aims to examine the socioeconomic impact of Chinese investments in Nigeria and provide an 
assessment of the long-term viability of these investments in Nigeria’s economy. The aim is to contribute 
to the existing literature on understanding China’s global economic expansion, Chinese-Nigerian 
relations, and the prospective outcomes for both parties involved. Nigeria has benefited from Chinese 
financing and energy, transportation, and telecommunications projects. It is one of many countries that 
have shown much interest in the BRI, which has also drawn much investment. Because Nigeria is a 
developing country and the largest on the African continent, it is in its best interests to capitalize on 
the BRI’s opportunities for economic growth and continued regional integration while protecting its 
national interests and maintaining its sovereignty. In the meantime, Nigeria needs to find a balance 
between the benefits of Chinese investment and the transfer of technology on the one hand and socio-
economic development on the other.

Keywords: China, cooperation, development, investment, Nigeria.

Introduction

THE BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE (BRI), 
established in 2013, intends to connect East Asia and 
Europe through economic initiatives. The project has 
spread across Africa, Oceania, and Latin America, 
increasing China’s economic and political influence 
(Gürcan, 2022a). However, some experts see it as an 
extension of China’s expanding strength, while the 
U.S. is concerned about China-led economic growth 
(McBride, 2023). Driven by rivalry with the United 
States, economic expansion, and regional develop-
ment, China’s BRI constructs trade channels, stren-
gthens power, and develops interdependence (Jie & 
Wallace, 2021). China’s declared national goals for 
the BRI are to complement regional development 
through economic integration, upgrade Chinese in-
dustry while exporting higher industrial standards, 

and address excess industrial capacity challenges 
(Hu, 2019). China’s BRI has impacted Africa, inves-
ting in fifty-two out of fifty-four nations, and plan-
ning to enter the 53rd market in Sao Tome and Prin-
cipe. Over 90% of the fifty-four nations have signed 
Memoranda of Understanding (MoUs), with half in 
West Africa and the other half in East, North, and 
Southern Africa (Venkateswaran, 2020). China’s po-
sition toward Africa has become more firmly estab-
lished as a result, and the country’s influence there in 
terms of politics and the economy has grown. 

Nigeria, also known as the “giant of Africa,” 
is undoubtedly the most significant country and 
home to the continent’s greatest population. Like 
most of Africa, Nigeria is still underdeveloped 
despite its wealth of natural resources and colossal 
landmass, with 63% of its people living below the 
poverty line (National Bureau of Statistics, n.d.). 
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Any country must focus on development since it is es-
sential to raising residents’ living conditions and redu-
cing poverty. Development is crucial in Nigeria’s case 
since it can help reduce the nation’s extreme poverty 
rate and foster social and economic stability. With 
more than two hundred million people, Nigeria’s de-
velopment is essential for creating jobs and ensuring 
the residents’ long-term well-being. Nigeria is one of 
the African countries that has attracted the most sig-
nificant Chinese investment. By 2021, cumulative in-
vestment had surpassed 20 billion USD, primarily in 
the development of free-trade and export-processing 
zones, oil extraction, home appliances and automobile 
assembly, agricultural production, and so on (Jianc-
hun, 2023). These investments have had a profound 
effect on the country. Certainly, Nigeria also draws 
international investment and diversifies its economy 
by spending money on infrastructure and education, 

which could pave the way for long-term growth and 
prosperity. In particular, infrastructure development 
is critical in Africa to fuel economic development and 
provide a better standard of living for the people. This 
includes the need for portable drinking water, reliable 
electricity, effective transportation, and cutting-edge 
information technology. (Nuke, 2021; Senadjki et al., 
2022). In this context, Nigeria has recently accomp-
lished some developmental goals thanks to the BRI 
project. The China-led BRI project has significantly 
aided Nigeria’s efforts to develop its infrastructure. 
Through investments in the transportation, energy, 
and telecommunications sectors, the BRI has greatly 
helped enhance connectivity within the country and 
stimulate economic growth. This being said, additio-
nal efforts are still necessary to adequately address Ni-
geria’s infrastructure demands and ensure sustainable 
growth for its inhabitants. 

By 2050, 86 percent of the world's extremely poor people are expected to live in Sub-Saharan Africa 
(Figure: CGTN, 2018).

Figure 1. Population and Poverty Projection, 2050
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This article aims to examine the socioeconomic 
impact of Chinese investments in Nigeria and provide 
an assessment of the long-term viability of these in-
vestments in Nigeria’s economy. The analysis will also 
assess the alleged practice of ‘debt trap diplomacy’by 
China through the BRI and its potential consequen-
ces for Nigeria’s economic independence. The study 
also evaluates the efficacy of Nigeria’s strategies in 
overcoming potential challenges and maximizing the 
benefits of the BRI. In doing so, it will contribute to 
the existing literature on understanding China’s global 
economic expansion, Chinese-Nigerian relations, and 
the prospective outcomes for both parties involved. 
The study of Chinese investment under the BRI in 
Nigeria can reveal its impact on infrastructure, trade, 
employment, and local industries and shed light on 
the opportunities and challenges presented by Chine-
se investment.

This research employs process tracing as its core 
methodology, enabling a qualitative and interpretative 
analysis of social processes through empirically-bac-
ked logical inferences. By focusing on the tools, mo-
tivations, priorities, perceptions, and opportunities of 
social actors, process tracing emphasizes the impor-
tance of critical junctures or historical turning points 
(Gürcan & Donduran, 2023). In what follows, there-
fore, this research will review the historical develop-
ment of the China-Nigeria relationship to establish the 
basis for the current surge of Chinese investments in 
Nigeria. Furthermore, it will assess the industries in 
which these investments are focused and the influence 

of the entire process on Nigeria’s economic expansi-
on and progress. Analyzing the socioeconomic effects 
on Nigeria would allow us to assess the overall effe-
ct of the BRI in supporting economic development, 
promoting sustainable development and eliminating 
economic inequities in the country. In addition, our 
process tracing will examine the concept of “debt trap 
diplomacy” to gain insight into both the Western and 
Chinese perspectives. It aims to comprehend why cer-
tain critics contend that Chinese investments could 
potentially result in a significant financial burden for 
Nigeria, which will help us determine whether this 
thesis is rooted in a biased perspective.

Historical Background

Since the Chinese Revolution, Africa has been wit-
hin the orbit of Chinese foreign policy, with the PRC 
foreign ministers visiting African countries annually 
since 1950 (Vines et al., 2023). The Sino-African rela-
tionship is not a recent development; it first emerged 
in the 1950s, when China started supporting African 
nations in their struggle for independence. China’s in-
teractions with Africa can be traced back to the Ming 
Dynasty era, although improved contacts became 
frequent after 1949. African backing was critical for 
China’s diplomatic fights and U.N. admission (Rich 
& Recker, 2013). Sino-African relations also became 
stronger during the Afro-Asian Solidarity Movement 
dating back to the Bandung Conference in Indone-
sia in 1955, when 29 African and Asian states united 
around China, indicating a solid foundation in rela-
tions (Traoré, 2021). China’s engagement with Africa 
further intensified in the 21st century, marked by the 
establishment of the Forum on China-Africa Coope-
ration (FOCAC) in 2000. This partnership has witnes-
sed significant growth in various sectors, including 
infrastructure development, technology transfer, and 
capacity building initiatives.

The Sino-African relationship is 
not a recent development; it first 
emerged in the 1950s, when China 
started supporting African nations 
in their struggle for independence.

Lydia Alhassan  - Assessing the Socioeconomic Impact of Chinese Investments in Nigeria Under the Belt & Road Initiative
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Nigeria, like other African nations formerly un-
der British colonial rule, attained independence 
in 1960. However, in the 1980s, oil accounted for 
87% of export earnings and 77% of federal gover-
nment revenue, which made the country heavily 
dependent on oil, and while this might have been 
seen as a win for the country, it was merely a re-
source curse. The resource curse is a phenomenon 
in which the utilization of natural resources does 
not result in wider economic growth and wealth 
for the populace (Gürcan, 2022b, 57). Although 
the country generates substantial income from oil 
rents, the lack of proper management, corruption, 
and insufficient governance mechanisms resulted 
in a scenario where the country did not experien-
ce significant economic growth and development 

(Chukwuma, 2014; Kanu, 2022). Sino-Nigerian 
relations in the beginning were not rosy due to Ni-
geria’s close ties with the United States and its skep-
ticism towards communist ideology. Like other 
African nations in the 1960s and 1970s, Nigeria re-
cognized China as a developing nation. However, it 
chose not to pursue commercial or diplomatic ties 
in favor of concentrating on nations in Europe and 
North America (Utomi Pat, 2008). This was prima-
rily due to Nigeria’s recent independence and the 
need to uphold the ideologies of its former colonial 
rulers. It should also be noted that Nigeria suppor-
ted the United States during the Cold War crisis. 
Since the United States was a close ally of its former 
colonial ruler, it is safe to say that this influenced 
Nigeria’s decision to establish ties with China.

Along the Belt and Road there are mega infrastructure projects such as railways, airports,
 sea ports and light rail (Figure: Shen Shiwei and Huang Ruiqi, CGTN, 2023).
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Nigeria’s pro-western posture after indepen-
dence influenced its foreign policy towards China, 
resulting in an initial refusal of China’s proposed 
diplomatic relations in 1964 (Oluwabiyi & Duru-
ji, 2021). During the dictatorship of Sani Abacha, 
however, Nigeria pursued a “Look East” foreign po-
licy, expanding the Beijing-Abuja political alliance 
and fostering trust (Ramani, 2016). In 1971, China 
and Nigeria established formal diplomatic ties. This 
was because Western powers harshly criticized Ni-
geria’s military administrations, and Nigeria began 
looking to the East for alternative strategic relati-
onships, which set the stage for the current context. 

China has consistently shown respect towards 
Nigeria and other African nations, treating them 
as equals without exerting dominance. As a re-
sult, Nigeria has become China’s largest contractor 
market, second largest trading partner, and a sig-
nificant investment destination in Africa. In 2018, 
Nigeria entered into a cooperative agreement with 
China known as the Belt and Road Initiative. This 
collaboration resulted in the successful completi-
on of significant undertakings including the Lek-
ki Deep Sea Port, Zungeru Hydroelectric project, 
Lagos-Ibadan train route, Abuja-Kaduna rail line, 
Abuja-Keffi-Lafia-Makurdi road dualization, and 
multiple airport terminals. Nigeria is dedicated to 
strengthening Belt and Road collaboration with 
China and augmenting its ties with China (Jianc-
hun, 2023). 

Literature Review

The overall outlook on the BRI and Africa is 
mixed. Some argue that it has brought much-needed 
infrastructure development and economic growth to 
the continent, while others raise concerns about debt 
sustainability and the potential for resource exploi-
tation. It has already been established that the BRI is 
a collaborative framework designed to foster indust-
rialization and stimulate economic development in 
underdeveloped countries through South-South co-
operation (Zhang, 2023). Guoqiang (2015) investiga-
tes the many ramifications of China’s ‘Belt and Road’ 
project, focusing on its global economic impact, con-
nectivity objectives, and China’s envisioned role. He 
emphasizes the initiative’s potential to boost trade, 
regional integration, and infrastructure development 
throughout Asia, Europe, and Africa. According to 
Guoqiang (2015), the BRI promotes shared benefits, 
non-exclusivity, and peaceful cooperation in addres-
sing global challenges in the areas of policy coopera-
tion, infrastructure investments, and mutual econo-
mic potential. Some scholars, however, contend that 
China will eventually face difficulties because of 
the BRI, particularly in terms of debt sustainability 
and geopolitical tensions. Peredy, Wang, Jiaxuan, & 
Zheng (2023) examine the hazards involved with 
China’s BRI, focusing on economic, political, and 
social issues. Economically, the plan is vulnerab-
le owing to significant infrastructure investments, 
potential debt defaults, and geopolitical resistan-
ce from the United States and regional countries. 
Infrastructure projects cause societal instability, 
political transitions, and environmental sustainabi-
lity concerns. These risks exacerbate the BRI’s dif-
ficulties, necessitating careful planning, diplomatic 
dexterity, and proactive steps to navigate economic 
progress, geopolitical dynamics, and social and en-
vironmental sustainability. 

China has consistently shown 
respect towards Nigeria and 
other African nations, treating 
them as equals without exerting 
dominance.

Lydia Alhassan  - Assessing the Socioeconomic Impact of Chinese Investments in Nigeria Under the Belt & Road Initiative
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In addition, Liu, Zhang, & Xiong (2020) are of the 
opinion that even though China offers financial as-
sistance for the BRI projects through several means, 
including grants, concessional loans, development 
finance, commercial loans, and dedicated funds, the 
amount of financial resources raised for the BRI pro-
ject is inadequate when compared to the substantial 
need for investments in BRI nations, especially in the 
development of infrastructure. The BRI has sparked 
debates about China’s growing influence and its impact 
on global power dynamics. According to Zhou and Es-
teban (2018), secondary powers frequently employ soft 
balancing methods, which involve offsetting perceived 
threats from dominating nations through diplomatic, 
economic, and institutional means. In their view, Chi-
na uses the BRI to oppose U.S. attempts and increase its 
influence across Eurasia in the Sino-U.S. rivalry. 

The BRI promotes economic interdependence whi-
le establishing political power over Eurasian allies and 
challenging U.S. dominance. Its ability to persuade al-
lies and adversaries to accommodate strategic interests 
allows China to challenge U.S. power without directly 
engaging in combat. From a Western-centric perspe-
ctive, thereby, the BRI is seen as a means for China to 
exert its political and economic power, and it is percei-
ved as an integral component of a wider strategy aimed 
at exerting regional and global influence. Furthermore, 
it is perceived as a threat to the economic security of 
the United States because it has the potential to put the 
United States at a disadvantage in its economic inte-

ractions with countries participating in the initiative 
and the United States’ economic relations with China 
(Boutin, 2019). 

He (2018) proposes a dual perspective on the BRI 
and U.S. power play. He believes the BRI’s management 
complexities and centralization within the Chinese 
system have both facilitated and impeded its progress. 
The initiative’s allegedly top-down approach allows for 
swift and massive projects but also poses significant 
risks due to a lack of accountability and susceptibility 
to corruption. China’s investment strategy reflects a 
regime affinity, favoring states like Pakistan, Russia, 
and Indonesia while facing resistance from Western 
democratic allies due to differing ideologies. This dis-
tinction in regime affinity contributes to the varying 
responses toward BRI among democratic and autho-
ritarian states. From a Western perspective, there are 
growing concerns about China’s growing influence, 
and on the other hand, there are more balanced pers-
pectives that present the BRI as promoting economic 
development, connectivity, and cooperation, which is 
evident in the member countries of the BRI (Malik, 
2020). 

The BRI has been criticized due to China’s so-called 
“debt trap” diplomacy, in which countries owe BRI lo-
ans to Beijing, allegedly echoing neocolonial practices. 
The BRI’s success is dependent on persuading mem-
ber countries of its benefits and building momentum. 
However, major nations such as the United States, 
India, and Japan are skeptical, complicating its legiti-
macy and worldwide acceptance (Deng, 2021). Free-
man & Tugendhat (2023) are of the opinion that the 
projects in BRI countries have resulted in corruption, 
negative environmental effects, and abuses of human 
rights, leading to the loss of biodiversity and increased 
pressure on water resources. The lack of transparency 
in China and the concerns around debt sustainability 
further exacerbate these matters. But it is important to 
note that corruption does not stem from the BRI pro-

The BRI promotes economic 
interdependence while 
establishing political power over 
Eurasian allies and challenging U.S. 
dominance.
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jects but rather from existing systemic issues within 
the countries involved. Additionally, critics argue that 
the negative impacts of the BRI projects are not unique 
to China, as similar issues have been observed in inf-
rastructure projects led by other countries. Contrary to 
Western powers historical advantage in Africa through 
colonial ties and cultural influence, China’s soft power 
in the region has been less pronounced. While Western 
nations utilized language, culture, and aid agencies to 
bolster soft power, China’s approach has diverged. Ins-
tead of traditional agencies, China’s soft power centers 
around the ‘Beijing consensus’ a developmental appro-
ach emphasizing unique solutions tailored to individu-
al states and a willingness to experiment and innovate 
(Farooq, Feroze, & Yuan, 2019; Gürcan, 2019). The 
shifting dynamics of Nigerian leaders and their poli-
cies have shaped the country’s relationship with China 
and its trade relations. From 1999 to 2019, Nyiayaana 
and Jack (2021) investigated the relationship between 
Chinese investments in Nigeria and the political eco-

nomics of trade. Nigeria improved its trading connec-
tions with China during the Obasanjo administration 
but concerns about Chinese imports arose. During the 
Yar’Adua administration, the emphasis shifted from 
trade to foreign affairs and diplomacy. The Jonathan/
Buhari era witnessed a return to tighter economic con-
nections with China, with an emphasis on infrastru-
cture development, energy projects, and investments 
in the oil sector. These economic connections led to a 
significant increase in Chinese investments in Nigeria, 
particularly in the infrastructure and energy sectors. 
Additionally, the partnership between the two count-
ries resulted in the establishment of joint ventures and 
collaborations, further strengthening their trade relati-
ons. Chinese investment increased dramatically, parti-
cularly in infrastructure projects such as roads, trains, 
and ports. Raji & Ogunrinu (2018) hold the view that 
Chinese investments are not completely harmless to 
these African states, as other Western-centric scholars 
have argued. 

Chart comparing China's direct investment rate in Africa with the U.S. direct investment rate in Africa 
(Figure: China Africa Research Initiative (CARI) analysis, April 2023).

Figure 2. 2003-2019 China and U.S. Direct Investments in Africa (Billion USD)

Lydia Alhassan  - Assessing the Socioeconomic Impact of Chinese Investments in Nigeria Under the Belt & Road Initiative
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In contrast to the above opinion, Breuer (2017) 
emphasizes China’s positive image in Africa, which is 
linked to low-cost Chinese goods and China’s econo-
mic and infrastructure developments. Additionally, 
using the difference-in-difference model in his resear-
ch, Chen (2023) demonstrates that the BRI has had a 
favorable economic effect on the 130 nations included 
in the initiative. This effect is primarily attributed to 
investments in infrastructure and the promotion of 
common growth principles, which have led to incre-
ased trade, improved connectivity, and enhanced eco-
nomic growth. This being said, the existing body of 
literature on China-Africa relations frequently exhibits 
a Western-centric perspective, neglecting to fully com-
prehend the intricate political-economic dynamics 
that characterize the relationship between China and 
Africa. This relationship can be understood as a delica-
te balance between pursuing strategic domestic objec-
tives and win-win partnerships (Lu, 2023). 

Nevertheless, China’s involvement in Africa has un-
deniably brought about significant changes in the con-
tinent’s economic landscape, with Chinese investments 
and infrastructure projects contributing to job creation 
and development, unlike Western-style neocolonia-
lism and imperialist interventionism. As highlighted 
by Gürcan and Donduran (2023), the BRI is underpin-
ned by a robust normative framework, known as the 
“Silk Road Spirit,” which emphasizes values like peace, 
cooperation, transparency, inclusiveness, and mutual 

learning. This approach stands in stark contrast to the 
Western “creditor-oriented model,” characterized by 
structural adjustments, liberal democracy, and conditi-
onal loans—a system historically designed by Western 
powers to maintain their dominance and perpetuate 
global inequalities. Unlike Western models, the BRI 
and its related mechanisms reject political conditiona-
lity and principles that compromise national sovereig-
nty. Furthermore, the Silk Road Spirit has evolved to 
incorporate “high-quality development” and “sustai-
nability.” This involves fostering technology-intensive 
industries and low-carbon investments, alongside ini-
tiatives for sustainable development, local community 
engagement, and inclusive social development practi-
ces (Gürcan & Donduran, 2023).

Overview of Chinese Investments in Nigeria

From 2003 to 2018, China’s yearly foreign direct invest-
ments in Africa surged dramatically, from $74.8 million 
to $5.4 billion. China became Africa’s fourth-largest in-
vestor when flows resumed to $2.7 billion in 2019 and 
$4.2 billion in 2020, despite the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Fu, 2021).

Over the years, Chinese investments in Africa as a 
whole and Nigeria have grown dramatically even over-
taking the United States in recent years. They span seve-
ral industries, including infrastructure, telecommuni-
cations, manufacturing, and energy, as seen in Figures 1 
and 2. These investments have not only helped Nigeria’s 
economy thrive, but they have also given the local po-
pulace job opportunities. China’s BRI has also strengt-
hened the two nations’ economic relationship, opening 
the door for further investment projects in Nigeria. 

Chinese infrastructure development in Nigeria can-
not be disregarded; as part of the BRI, China has con-
tinually collaborated with the Nigerian government to 
expand ports, establish new transportation systems, 
and modernize existing infrastructure. China is in-
vesting in infrastructure in 35 African countries, with 

As part of the BRI, China has 
continually collaborated with the 
Nigerian government to expand 
ports, establish new transportation 
systems, and modernize existing 
infrastructure.
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a particular emphasis on Angola, Nigeria, and Sudan. 
Nigeria’s infrastructure rehabilitation efforts have relied 
primarily on China, specifically the China Civil Engi-
neering Construction Corporation (CCECC) (Amu-
san, 2022). In Nigeria, China is funding the Abuja Rail 
Mass Transit System and the renovation of the La-
gos-Kano line (Yuan & Jianxin, 2009). Nigeria’s current 
ports and rail developments, such as the Lekki Deep 
Sea Port and the Lagos Rail Mass Transit Blue Line, 
are expected to stimulate economic development and 
China-Africa collaboration. The projects, which inclu-
de West Africa’s largest deep-sea port, are estimated to 
generate $360 billion in economic benefits and 170,000 
jobs (Deol, 2023). Chinese infrastructure development 
has expanded to include airport terminals, trains, and 
ports. Murtala Muhammed International Airport 
(MMIA), Nnamdi Azikiwe International Airport in 
Abuja, Aminu Kano International Airport, Akanu Ibi-
am International Airport in Enugu, and Port Har-court 
International Airport are among the airport terminals 
funded by the China Exim Bank facility to the Nigerian 
government (Okeke-Korieocha, 2022).

A robust telecommunications infrastructure is 
needed to ensure Africa’s economic development in 
the information age. The use of technology, a defi-
ning factor in today’s power dynamics, is crucial for 
economic growth (Iwuagwu, 2014). Nigeria’s journey 
towards developing its telecommunications facilities 
began in 1886 with the establishment of a cable link 
between Lagos and London. Over time, this network 
was extended to include government buildings in La-
gos, Ilorin, and Jebba (Obi, 2014). However, several 
challenges have impeded the full realization of the te-
lecommunications revolution in Nigeria. These chal-
lenges include infrastructural issues, high costs, and 
a shortage of digital start-ups, which have limited the 
sector’s impact on the overall economy.

Nonetheless, it is essential to recognize that despite 
these hurdles, the telecommunications sector has att-
racted significant foreign investment, amounting to 
$25 billion, and has created 1,135,000 jobs. This influx 
of capital and job creation has fostered the country’s 
growth in service industries and economic activity 
(Enahoro & Olawade, 2021). 

The deepest sea port in West Africa, built by China Harbour Engineering Company Ltd (CHEC) in Lagos, 
Nigeria (Photo: CGTN, 2023).

Lydia Alhassan  - Assessing the Socioeconomic Impact of Chinese Investments in Nigeria Under the Belt & Road Initiative
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Chinese corporations have played a pivotal role in 
recognizing Nigeria’s digital economic potential and 
investing heavily in telecommunications. These Chine-
se firms have invested over $16 billion in permanent 
assets and facilities nationwide (Alajemba, 2018). Hu-
awei, a prominent Chinese brand, has been at the fo-
refront of efforts to expand its market share in Nigeria’s 
telecom industry. They have established partnerships 
with local businesses to provide cutting-edge techno-
logy and infrastructural solutions, thereby contribu-
ting to the development of Nigeria’s digital economy. 
Huawei has made substantial investments in Nigeria, 
totaling $76 million since 1999. The Nigerian gover-
nment has also entrust-ed Huawei with the constru-
ction of smart cities and e-government software, em-
phasizing the company’s role in driving technological 
advancements in the country. Huawei and Globacom 

have also collaborated to build the Glo2 submarine 
cable network (Hungerland & Chan, 2021). These 
developments underscore the importance of robust 
telecommunications infrastructure in stimulating eco-
nomic growth and fostering international partnerships 
and technological progress. 

Considering that China has recently experienced ra-
pid industrial growth and has a high demand for ener-
gy resources, the energy and power sector is another 
one where Chinese investment has been significant. 
Nigeria, Africa’s principal oil producer, ranks ninth 
globally with eighteen pipelines, accounting for 9% 
of GDP and 90% of export value (Dokua Sasu, 2023). 
According to an African Oil Week analysis, Chinese 
businesses CNPC, CNOOC, and Sinopec are Africa’s 
fourth largest energy investors, trailing only BP, Shell, 
and Eni (Mitchell, 2023).

West Africa's first light rail network built by CCECC, a Chinese company, was opened in Lagos, 
Nigeria (Photo: China Daily, 2023).
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Chinese investment in the energy and power sectors 
has played a crucial role in enhancing the country’s ener-
gy security and promoting sustainable development. Chi-
nese companies, especially the China Exim loan bank, 
have invested heavily in Nigeria’s oil and gas sector, with 
significant projects such as the Ajaokuta-Kaduna-Kano 
(AKK) gas pipeline and the Zungeru hydroelectric power 
project. The Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation 
(NNPC) is investing £2.2 billion ($2.8 billion) in the Aja-
okuta-Kaduna-Kano pipeline to carry natural gas from 
southern Nigeria to central Nigeria. The pipeline aims to 
utilize Nigeria’s excess gas resources for power generation 
and domestic consumption. The pipeline will carry up to 
3,500 million cubic feet of gas per day, with the remain-
der used as fuel for new power plants and petrochemi-
cal industries. The financing is made available by a loan 
of $2.8 billion from China Export & Credit Insurance 
Corporation (N.S. Energy, 2020). The Zungeru project, 
funded by a loan from China Exim Bank, is planned to 
generate 2.64 billion kWh of electricity annually, satisf-
ying 10% of Nigeria’s domestic energy needs. It is projec-
ted to cost $1.3 billion. Additionally, it will offer facilities 
for fish breeding, irrigation, flood control, water supply, 

and employment opportunities for about 2,000 people. 
In contrast to the federal government’s 25% contribution, 
the China Exim Bank will provide 75% of the financing 
(Akintayo, 2022). 

Implementing these investments in Nigeria, particu-
larly the infrastructure, has not been easy for the Chinese 
investors as well. With a 66.7 percent crime index, Nigeria 
is ranked 17th in the world; however, this may be a lower 
figure because of underreported crime figures. As per the 
Global Peace Index, the nation has the lowest level of pe-
ace, with a non-peaceful index rating of 2.71. The nation 
is witnessing a rise in terrorism, and it has become the 
third-largest nation targeted by terrorists. Nigeria is incre-
asingly vulnerable to dangers from drug trafficking, terro-
rism, and kidnapping. Kidnapping especially is on the rise, 
and ransom requests from victims’ families are common, 
and those who cannot afford the ransom are killed (Ade-
rounmu, 2021). Since many infrastructure projects are in 
rural areas, kidnapping has become a major problem for 
the workers. Incidents resulting in abductions and casu-
alties among security personnel and workers, including 
Chinese nationals, have become common due to attacks 
on work sites such as mines (Erezi, 2022; Owolabi, 2022). 

The Zungeru Hydroelectric Power Plant was built by Chinese companies. This plant produces the electricity 
needs of about 10 percent of Nigeria (Photo: Xinhua, 2023).
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In the long run, if the government does not take the 
necessary steps to ensure the safety of these Chinese 
workers, the ongoing attacks and kidnappings of the-
se workers will essentially discourage more investors 
from making investments in Nigeria. Furthermore, 
it will discourage the project and impede the growth 
of those regions as well as the country. Another issue 
that comes with these investments is corruption. Af-
rican nations are known for their corrupt leaders and 
governance, especially Nigeria, being the largest and 
the most corrupt nation in Africa. Due to its policy 
of non-interference in the internal affairs of countries, 
China is not in a position to monitor how the funds it 
provides are used. However, corruption due to defi-
ciencies in the oversight system can lead to delays and 
inefficiencies in projects.

Socio-Economic Impact of Chinese 
Investments

Chinese investments under the BRI in Nigeria are expe-
cted to have significant socio-economic impacts. It will 
contribute to the country’s economic growth by crea-

ting employment opportunities and stimulating various 
sectors, such as agriculture, infrastructure, and energy. 
Infrastructure development projects are critical for both 
industrialized and developing countries’ long-term deve-
lopment. They entail the development of structures, sys-
tems, and facilities that support the economy of a country, 
including costly technical infrastructure such as highways 
and bridges (Dalibi & Bello, 2017). Infrastructure deve-
lopment initiatives not only support economic growth but 
also improve transportation networks and connectivity, 
making it easier for people to move goods and services 
across the nation. Analyzing the socioeconomic impact of 
Chinese investments is crucial because it allows policyma-
kers and stakeholders to understand the potential benefits 
and drawbacks of such investments. The presence of Chi-
nese investments in Nigeria has had a substantial influen-
ce on the country’s socio-economic terrain, namely in are-
as such as infrastructure, industry, energy, and technology. 
These investments have improved connectivity, alleviated 
transportation, and strengthened trade, promoting econo-
mic growth. In addition, they have generated employment 
prospects in several industries, thereby accommodating a 
substantial segment of Nigeria’s labor force. 

19 September 2023, Abuja, Nigeria. Local workers at the Nigerian Agricultural Technology Demonstration 
Centre displaying the rice seedlings they harvested (Photo: Xinhua, 2023).
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Job creation

Unemployment in Nigeria has been a persistent and 
formidable obstacle, with a significant number of Nigeri-
an graduates actively searching for employment prospe-
cts. Available data suggest that Nigeria’s unemployment 
rate increased to 5.3% in the fourth quarter of 2022 and 
4.1% in the first quarter of 2023. 

Unemployment affects around 23.2 million people in 
Nigeria, and this is the highest rate observed in the past 
13 years and the second highest rate globally (Izuaka, 
2023). High levels of unemployment in any country can 
give rise to a range of social and economic challenges. 
These issues may encompass heightened levels of po-
verty, societal turmoil, and a decrease in overall econo-
mic expansion.

However, the BRI has the potential to address this 
issue by attracting Chinese investment and fostering 
economic growth. In infrastructure, especially railroad 
construction, Nigeria has seen considerable growth in 
job opportunities for its citizens. CCECC’s localization 
strategy, which involves a minimum ratio of ten-to-one 
ratio for local labor, has created jobs in Nigeria, with the 
Abuja-Kaduna line producing four thousand local jobs 
and employing roughly five hundred Nigerians (Chen, 
2018). The building of the railroad has also provided 
Nigerians with investment opportunities, and local bu-
sinesses are benefiting as a result. The Blue Train Line 
has chosen the Nigerian fintech company Touch and 
Pay Technologies as the payment gateway. Previously, 
an international company’s services would have been 
required, but now local businesses can benefit from this 
decision. More job opportunities for Nigerians have been 
made possible by constructing new airport terminals, 
and more will be created as additional terminals are built 
alongside existing airports across the nation. President 
Muhammadu Buhari stated that the newly constructed 
international terminal at Murtala Muhammed Airport 
in Lagos will generate 3,000 direct and indirect jobs for 
Nigerian youth (Mojeed, 2022). Lekki Port, a BRI bene-
ficiary, is planned to help Nigeria by serving as the focal 

point of a master plan encompassing the development 
of an airport, railway, and highways, resulting in the 
expansion of several firms and the creation of 170,000 
jobs (Wang, 2023). This job creation initiative will not 
stop here, as Nigeria and China have planned to invest in 
more sectors and create new investment plans that will 
be beneficial to Nigeria’s economy.

Economic growth

Nigeria’s economy grew at a 7% annual rate between 
2000 and 2014, but growth rates fell from 2015 to 2022 
because of economic distortions, debt levels, trade pro-
tectionism, and other external factors such as the CO-
VID-19 pandemic. In August 2023, persistent inflation 
hit 25.8%, putting millions out of work (World Bank, 
2023). Infrastructure investments are critical for econo-
mic growth and development, accounting for one-third 
of GDP growth. According to research, well-designed 
investments boost potential growth and productivity, 
with beneficial economic spillovers. The impact of public 
infrastructure on economic growth is enormous (Serda-
roğlu, 2016).

Economic growth is crucial for any country, and 
these infrastructure projects are expected to contribute 
significantly to Nigeria’s economy. Rail transit in Nige-
ria has significantly boosted the economy, with 953,099 
passengers traveling by train in the first quarter of 2022, 
a 124.54% increase over the first quarter of 2021. In addi-
tion, the growth rate witnessed a 254.30% rise in produ-
cts transported, with 32,139 metric tons transported vs. 
9,071 metric tons. Passengers generated 2.07 billion Na-
ira in revenue, a 132.82% increase over the previous qu-
arter, and 71.76 million Naira in goods and cargo (Ade-
mola & Huma, 2023). The new international airport in 
Lagos, Nigeria, measuring 50,887 square meters, will 
help foster economic development, revitalize the city, 
and enhance foreign trade, cultural exchanges, and 
tourism. It would also bridge the geographical divide 
between Nigeria and the rest of the world, establishing a 
new aviation milestone (Okeke-Korieocha, 2022).
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Trade Relations

Standing as Africa’s top trading partner in 2021, Chi-
na has maintained close economic relations with Nige-
ria. Even during the COVID-19 epidemic, trade volume 
between China and Nigeria in 2020 climbed by 0.7% to re-
ach $13.66 billion, the highest volume in Africa (Lu, 2023). 
Trade-supporting organizations that have been set up un-
der the BRI, like China Exim Bank, China Development 
Bank, and China Export and Credit Insurance Corporati-
on, have an impact on the trade relationship between Chi-
na and Nigeria. These organizations facilitate international 
trade by providing loans and grants (Akinola, 2015). Chi-
na and Nigeria’s cooperation on the BRI has significantly 
boosted bilateral trade by funding infrastructure projects 
like roads and railroads. This has improved transportation 
and facilitated the flow of goods and services. The BRI is 
transforming the global markets into a concrete force, with 
Nigeria’s Lekki Free Zone (LFZ) emerging as a crucial hub 
for economic and trade partnerships between China and 
Nigeria. The China-Africa Lekki Investment Ltd.-operated 
LFZ covers 30 square kilometers in Lagos State (Huichen, 
2023). It is a zone in which a collection of countries has ag-
reed to decrease or abolish trade barriers, with the primary 
goal of increasing foreign exchange revenues, developing 
export-oriented sectors, and creating job opportunities 
in the host country (Okogba, 2023). The Lekki free zone 
offers attractive incentives such as tax breaks, streamlined 
regulations, and access to world-class infrastructure, ma-
king it an ideal destination for foreign investors looking to 
expand their operations in Africa. 

Debt Trap and Foreign Investments

The debt trap thesis is a concept circulated by Western 
centers to cast a shadow over the positive socio-economic 
impacts of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) on Africa 
and Nigeria. The Debt Management Office reported that 
Nigeria’s total international debt for March 2023 climbed 
to N49.85 trillion ($108.30 billion), including the Federal 
Government’s 36 states and the Federal Capital Territory’s 

external and domestic obligations (Olufemi, 2023). Nige-
ria’s major trading partner and lender is China, which ac-
counts for 80% of bilateral lending. Since 2002, Nigeria has 
received 17 Chinese loans, with six projects in transportati-
on, ICT, energy, agriculture, and water resources. Nigeria’s 
debt to China is $3.121 billion as of March 31, 2020, com-
pared to a total loan arrangement of $5.575 billion between 
2010 and 2018 (Abdulrasheed, 2021). Critics argue that this 
serves as a prominent example of the debt trap diplomacy 
that Western countries promote. However, it is crucial to 
acknowledge that China does not coerce these nations into 
accepting these loans or investment prospects, while in the 
Western case, the transfer of technology and infrastructural 
development are much limited. Instead, China provides fi-
nancial aid and supports the construction of infrastructure 
as part of its economic cooperation efforts. In addition, 
Nigeria’s debt load from foreign financial institutions such 
as the World Bank and IMF is higher than that of Chi-
nese loans, with significantly higher repayment interest. 
The Nigerian Debt Management Office makes it clear that 
China is merely one of several multilateral sources from 
which Nigeria obtains loans. Additionally, it emphasizes 
three justifications for borrowing from outside sources: 
multilateral funding, the pressing need for concessional 
loans to remedy the shortage of domestic infrastructure, 
and the nation’s credibility in preventing foreign lenders 
from seizing control of the domestic economy (Lu, 2023).

Were (2018) argues that Beijing burdens the African 
region with unmanageable debt to enhance its geopolitical 
influence. In his opinion, Africa’s mounting debt to China 
is contributing to a broader apprehension regarding the 
continent’s ability to sustain its entire debt burden. The pri-
mary concern with debt revolves around the responsible 
utilization of debt by a government, the potential impact of 
debt payments on the government’s ability to fund goods 
and services, and the economic productivity of the debt.

Western-centric academics have dubbed the BRI and 
Chinese investment in Africa “debt trap diplomacy,” argu-
ing that China deliberately builds up unsustainable debt le-
vels to exert leverage and control over African nations. De-
bt-trap diplomacy is a method in which a lending country 



207

makes loans to another country to increase its political 
leverage. This frequently entails imposing unduly stringent 
repayment terms on borrowing countries, compelling them 
to make economic or political compromises. Some claim 
that China is pursuing geopolitical objectives in Asia and 
Africa through this policy, while others see it as an econo-
mic opportunity (Ajnoti, 2022).

Al-Fadhat & Prasetio (2022) base their research on 
debt trap diplomacy. They believe financial aid provided 
through investment and loan money can occasionally 
result in a situation where a recipient country becomes 
trapped in a cycle of debt, unable to repay its obligations 
in both the short and long term, which is exactly what 
China is allegedly doing by strategically positioning itself 
as a lender with the goal of exerting influence on African 
nations and fostering reliance, leverage, and influence. 

In contrast to this opinion, other scholars argue that 
the debt trap diplomacy narrative is overstated and that 
China’s involvement in Africa is driven by economic in-
terests rather than a deliberate strategy to trap countries 
in debt. Himmer and Rod (2022) are convinced that the 
DTD approach is biased in its portrayal of China as deli-
berately burdening borrowing nations with debt to acqu-
ire strategic assets. China’s actions to delay repayment of 
Kenyan debts during the COVID-19 pandemic, mar-
ginally reduce Maldivian debt, and decrease Malaysian 
debt, have proved that China is indeed concerned with 
the economic stability and development of its partner 
countries. The financial status of the investigated count-
ries is not completely attributable to China but rather a 
result of a combination of Chinese partiality and respon-
ses to requests made by political representatives.

The West has accused China’s investments in developing 

countries, especially in the BRI, of creating a debt trap. 
This concept was derived from apprehensions regarding 
China’s escalating global influence and its repercussions 
on worldwide integration. Western nations cited Sri Lan-
ka as an example of being ensnared in Chinese debt-trap 
diplomacy; however, the primary cause was excessive 
borrowing from Western capital markets. Chinese invest-
ments in Angola and Venezuela, both experiencing inf-
rastructural deficits, served as proof that there was no debt 
trap. This thesis is nothing more than an unsubstantiated 
claim devoid of concrete evidence (Hao, 2021).

China has provided financial support for many in-
frastructure initiatives in Africa, such as the construc-
tion of trains, highways, bridges, ports, power facilities, 
hospitals, and schools. These loans have played a signifi-
cant role in fostering local development and generating 
employment opportunities. China’s loans are viable and 
capable of facilitating the industrialization and moder-
nization of developing countries. China has taken action 
to tackle the issue of debt by implementing the Global 
Development Initiative and reaching an agreement with 
19 African nations. China is providing debt relief by 
utilizing market-based collaboration approaches. To ef-
fectively tackle the debt problem, it is necessary to imp-
lement synchronized worldwide initiatives and enforce 
more robust measures from developed nations and in-
ternational financial institutions (Mission of the People’s 
Republic of China to the European Union, 2022). 

Conclusion

Nigeria’s best interest lies in the opportunity to capitali-
ze on the BRI for the nation’s economic growth and its 
continued journey towards regional integration. All this 
while safeguarding the country’s national interests and 
preserving sovereignty. Nigeria must, therefore, take me-
asures to ensure that BRI initiatives and infrastructural 
developments are regulated in a balanced manner. More-
over, while focusing on the infrastructural development 
that the BRI provides, Nigeria should also seek invest-
ment opportunities in other sectors, such as education. 

China has provided financial support 
for many infrastructure initiatives in 
Africa, such as the construction of 
trains, highways, bridges, ports, power 
facilities, hospitals, and schools.
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According to the Universal Basic Education Commissi-
on (UBEC), Nigeria requires 20,000 schools and 907,769 
classrooms to accommodate the rising number of out-
of-school children. According to UNESCO, Nigeria has 
an estimated 20 million children who are not attending 
school and around 31% of adults who are unable to read 
or write. If Nigeria collaborates with the BRI to invest in 
educational infrastructure, it will lead to significant de-
velopmental advancements. By improving literacy rates, 
individuals will have access to the necessary informati-
on and skills required to participate in various economic 
endeavors, thereby stimulating substantial economic 
progress. Enhanced productivity, innovation, and entrep-
reneurship subsequently lead to economic growth and 
attract foreign capital.

Nigeria’s approach should encourage economic part-
ners to collaborate with a broader spectrum of domestic 
companies. Should the Nigerian government make choi-
ces that disregard the needs of indigenous enterprises and 
industry, this would encourage brain drain within the na-
tion and negatively affect the nation’s growth. Brain drain 
is an issue affecting Nigeria’s socioeconomic and techni-
cal development; it depletes the country’s natural intellec-
tual and valued people. In addition to raising the expense 
of replacing Nigerians with foreign workers, this increa-
ses dependency on foreign assistance (Evaristus Elechi, 
2013). As a result of foreign investment takeovers, many 
talented Nigerians, especially recent graduates, have been 
unable to bring their ideas to fruition.

As noted previously, the BRI has given developing 
nations the chance to develop, and it is crucial that they 
seize this chance. Regardless of how developed a country 
is, the BRI has proven to be a win-win scenario for all of 
them. Based on the current situation, one could safely ar-
gue that the advantages of this project appear to outweigh 
the drawbacks. Beyond the Western-biased thesis of de-
bt-trap diplomacy, Nigeria will significantly benefit from 
this project; in this regard, the opportunities presented by 
the BRI should not be underestimated but should be furt-
her diversified in a planned manner.
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