
“This is the best kind of partner you can ask for,” Mutrif Sideeq
said to reporters last November regarding his country’s rela-
tionship with China.2 An official in Sudan’s Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Sideeq is understandably grateful. Since the establish-
ment of diplomatic ties in 1959, China has enjoyed increas-
ingly friendly relations with Africa’s largest country, expressed
through frequent diplomatic visits, academic exchanges, mili-
tary cooperation and growth of trade.3 China’s overtures
towards Sudan, stepped up in recent years, are in concert with
a grander courtship of Africa.4 But while wealth creation by the
Chinese in Africa has benefited Africans in many ways, malig-
nant effects are also apparent—and nowhere more so than in
the Darfur region. China’s growing investment in Sudan’s rich
oil reserves is paired with a tacit agreement that Beijing will
not use its clout to press Sudan on human rights abuses.
Recently, this has meant strong opposition by China to any
United Nations action to end the government-backed ethnic
cleansing in Darfur. China’s support has emboldened Sudan
and undermined international efforts to stop the continuing
atrocities in Darfur.As Sudan has become a pariah state whose
name is associated immediately with ethnic cleansing and
genocide, officials such as Mutrif Sideeq have come to appreci-
ate the partnership offered by an emerging world power such
as China.

As the world now knows, Darfurians are being massacred
by the janjaweed, government-sponsored ethnic militias that
have been committing war crimes, crimes against humanity
and “ethnic cleansing” in the Darfur region since February
2003. Current UN estimates indicate that there are at least
180,000 dead and more than 2.5 million displaced persons in
the region,5 with countless others raped and assaulted. Perpe-
trating their violence in the context of a military counter-
insurgency campaign against two rebel groups, the Sudan
Liberation Army (SLA) and the Justice and Equality Movement
(JEM), government forces and militias have systematically tar-
geted civilian communities that share the same ethnicity as the
rebels. In response to the government’s atrocities, the rebel
groups have abducted civilians, attacked police stations and
other government institutions, and raided and looted livestock
and commercial goods.

In 2004, the UN Security Council passed three resolutions
intimating measures against Sudan’s government if it does not

disarm and prosecute those responsible for abuses in Darfur.6

Because they lack any intent of strong action, these resolutions
have had little effect in restraining the Sudanese government or
its allied militias, or in improving security and protection for
civilians. In February this year, victims interviewed by Human
Rights Watch in Darfur reported rapes, torture and mutilation
by government-backed militias. Eyewitnesses told how gov-
ernment-backed militias attacked villages in South Darfur, sin-
gling out young women and girls for rape. Male relatives who
protested were beaten, stripped naked, tied to trees and forced
to watch the rapes. Moreover, in violation of an April ceasefire
agreement and a November commitment to cease aerial activ-
ity in Darfur, the Sudanese government used aircraft in mid-
December to attack the civilian population of South Darfur.7

In March of this year, the UN passed three new resolutions
on Darfur that may offer some belated and limited relief.8

Passed after key objectors withheld their vetoes, these resolu-
tions will: 1) deploy 10,000 UN peacekeepers to Sudan, but
under a limited mandate that does not yet include operations
in Darfur; 2) attempt to impose sanctions on government offi-
cials found to violating international humanitarian and human
rights law; and 3) aim to try cases at the International Criminal
Court (ICC).The UN’s efforts to toughen its stance on Darfur
have been restrained and delayed by China’s repeated threats to
use its Security Council veto.As a member of the UN, China
has a responsibility to oppose ethnic cleansing and take steps
to end it, and given its intimate connections with Khartoum,
Sudan’s capital, Beijing could use its influence to curtail the
carnage and bolster its image as a responsible global power.

Thirst for oil
While China’s investment and involvement in Africa dates back
to 1959, its growing thirst for oil has ratcheted up its interest
in recent years. Only a little over a decade ago, China was a net
exporter of oil, but the country’s rapid development has
changed that picture radically. China now imports 40 percent
of its crude to keep up with its gross domestic product (GDP)
growth, which was 8.1 percent in 2004 and has averaged 9
percent over the last two decades.9 Although a slightly
decreased GDP expansion rate of 7.8 percent is anticipated for
2005, China National Petroleum Company (CNPC) estimates
that China’s demand for oil will see a 19 percent year-on-year
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increase by the end of 2004.10 China now accounts for 12.1
percent of the world’s oil consumption, surpassing Japan to
take second place behind the United States. It is responsible for
40 percent of the increase in worldwide oil demand over the
last four years. In five years, the number of vehicles traversing
China’s roads is expected to double to 56 million.11The U.S.
Energy Department predicts that by 2025, China will import
9.4 million barrels per day (bpd) out of a total consumption of
12.8 million bpd.12

In contrast to its mushrooming energy consumption,
domestic oil output from Chinese reserves in Daqing and
Liaohe is diminishing, and even with today’s high oil prices,
reserves in China’s western deserts are too costly to pump and
transport.As a result, China began a campaign in the late 1990s
to exponentially increase its overseas production and secure
foreign resources for the future of its economic colossus.

Many Western oil companies avoid dictatorial and unstable
states such as Sudan, concerned about volatile conditions there
and condemnation at home.13 Others are prevented from oper-
ating in certain countries by sanctions such as those imposed
by the U.S. on Sudan. Companies from China, India and
Malaysia face no such pressure, and without major competi-
tion from the West, they are buying up Sudan’s oil reserves.

Thinking ahead
Determined to secure reliable supplies of energy, China aims to
lock up oil at its sources, a strategy that funds exploration and
development in oil-rich countries that require outside assis-
tance to make full use of their natural wealth.14 China is able to
cement its relationship with these countries by providing capi-
tal and technology, and assisting in the construction of infra-
structure.Although the search has taken Chinese officials
around the world, from neighboring Russia and Kazakhstan to
traditional U.S. suppliers such as Canada,15Venezuela16 and
Saudi Arabia,17 their investments in Africa are considered the
most enduring for national energy security. Sudan currently
exports 60 percent of its oil to China, making it a key piece of
China’s Africa strategy.

Sudan is desirable for several reasons. Current oil produc-
tion is estimated at a fraction of proven reserves, and will con-
tinue to expand with the aid of foreign investors. Since it does
not belong to the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries (OPEC), Sudan is not subject to its production or export
limits.18 Furthermore, Sudanese oil is low in sulfur and of a
similar grade to China’s domestic product, making it easier to
refine at home.19 Finally, by cooperating with and supporting
Sudan while it is considered a rogue state, China has been able

Displaced Sudanese in a Darfur refugee camp. Photo: Reuters
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to exploit a lack of competition. In 2001, Beijing selected
Sudan as the “springboard for its campaign to triple its over-
seas oil production within four years.”20

According to the PRC’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, oil
cooperation with Sudan began in 1995, and production began
in June 1999.21 On December 6, 1996, CNPC, a government-
owned corporation, acquired the largest share (40 percent) in
the Greater Nile Petroleum Operating Company (GNPOC)22

when Canada’s Arakis Energy Corporation sold 75 percent of
its interest in the project.23 CNPC, through its construction
subsidiary, China Petroleum Engineering & Construction
(Group) Corporation (CPECC), then assisted in the building of
a 1,540-kilometer pipeline from blocks 1 and 2 to the Red
Sea.24The Chinese government lauded the Sudan project as
“the first overseas large oilfield operated by China.”25

Next, the two countries jointly built a refinery near Khar-
toum with a 2.5 million ton processing capacity that went into
operation in May 2000.26To cover its bases, CNPC deftly
crafted the refinery contract to secure an important conces-
sion: if debt service on this project is not met, CNPC has the
right to extract the equivalent of crude oil in kind, depriving
Sudan of its own fuel to refine.27

Because investors are planning for the long-term, they have
been willing to forego immediate profits on these projects.
CPECC vice president Wang Guoqing told a reporter, “A Western
company couldn’t have done what we did . . . Sudan wanted it
done in 18 months and we did it, even though we knew we
wouldn’t make any money.”28 Wang said CPECC also brought in
10,000 Chinese workers to finish the GNPOC project in record
time: “Our workers are used to eating bitterness . . . they can
work 13–14 hours a day for very little.”29

With three billion U.S. dollars invested in Sudan, China’s
work there is only beginning.Trial production at Block 6 in the
western Kordofan region began in the summer of 2004, while
blocks 3 and 7 are under construction and will begin produc-
tion in approximately six months. Chinese state-run interests
hold 47 percent of these two blocks, split between CNPC (41
percent) and Sinopec (6 percent).30 A new pipeline, extending
730 kilometers from the Al-Fulah area in western Sudan to a
refinery in the Khartoum suburbs, is currently under construc-
tion.31 As Li Xiaobing, the deputy director of the Trade Min-
istry’s West Asian and African Affairs division, said in a press
interview, “When we started [in Sudan], they were an oil
importer, and now they are an oil exporter.We’ve built refiner-
ies, pipelines and production.”32

Thanks in part to foreign investors led by the Chinese, oil
now accounts for more than 11 percent of Sudan’s GDP. 33 Oil
and petroleum products total 81 percent of exports and 40
percent of public revenue.34 As today’s high oil prices make
exploration more worthwhile, Sudan’s estimated reserves have
been growing.Amnesty International reports that proven
reserves were estimated at 564 million barrels as of January
2003.35 China’s long-term plans for Sudan may prove disap-
pointing, however. Estimates place production at 500,000 bpd
by the end of 2005, which means that Sudan’s oil will be gone
in approximately three years unless significant new reserves
are discovered.Arvind Ganesan, a director at Human Rights

Watch, describes China’s involvement as “looking the other
way on serious human rights issues for a relatively short-lived
gain.”36

Arming the Sudanese regime
China’s involvement in Sudan has not only bolstered the
Sudanese economy—it has also provided military aid that
enables a repressive regime to torture and kill its own citizens.
International Monetary Fund (IMF) figures show a steady
increase in Sudan’s military spending, including equipment
used against civilians in Darfur. In late 2004, it was revealed
that China is one of Sudan’s main suppliers of arms, military
planes and helicopters, all equipment used regularly in air and
land attacks against civilians. Since the 1990s, China has pro-
vided Sudan with more than 40 Shengyang J-6 and J-7 jet
fighters and F-7 supersonic fighters, and some of these
weapons have been used by government-backed militias in
Darfur.37 According to a report cited by Amnesty International,
Sudan imported $32,827 worth of pistols and revolvers,
$97,437 of ‘sporting and hunting shotguns’ and $845,918
worth of ‘parts and accessories for shotguns or rifles’ from
China in 2002.38 Furthermore, China provides equipment
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Chinese Ambassador to the UN Wang Guangya speaks after China
abstained from a Security Council vote in September 2004 threatening
sanctions against Sudan. Photo: Reuters



such as trucks and logistical equipment which, while less
closely monitored, is also used in Sudan’s systematic abuse of
human rights.39 China also reportedly assisted the Sudanese
government in setting up three weapons factories near Khar-
toum.40 With the seventh largest military expenditure in Africa,
the Sudanese government seems well equipped for protracted
warfare against Darfurian civilians.

According to the U.S.-funded Civilian Protection Monitor-
ing Team, Chinese interest encouraged the Sudanese govern-
ment “to clear the way for oil exploration and to create a cordon
sanitaire around the oil fields.”41 Scorched-earth campaigns have
forcibly removed groups living in contested areas, resulting in
the displacement and death of many ethnic Neur and Dinka
peoples.

Rusthal Yackok, a survivor who lost his wife and six chil-
dren, told reporters that he blames the Chinese government:
“The Chinese wanted to drill for oil, that is why we were
pushed out. Now, I have no family, no cows. I have nothing. My
life is totally destroyed.”42

Stonewalling at the UN
China’s behavior at the United Nations also fuels the continu-
ing violence.At its meeting on July 30, 2004, the Security
Council passed a motion that gave the Sudanese government
30 days to rein in the killers or be subjected to ambiguous
punitive “measures.”The September resolution stated: “[The
Security Council] would consider taking additional measures,

including sanctions, to affect Sudan’s oil sector and the Gov-
ernment or its individual members.”43 Neither these nor an
equally weak resolution the following November produced
much concrete improvement.The resolutions did not guaran-
tee the provision of aid or troops, nor did they instate a no-fly
zone. Furthermore, China responded to the September resolu-
tion by pledging to veto future attempts to impose an
embargo.The discussions in March this year finally explored
the possibility of an armed UN intervention, in which mem-
ber states could 1) enforce no-fly restrictions on government
or government troops or militia, and 2) ensure safety for civil-
ians by sending reinforcements and supplies to the 2,000
African Union peacekeepers currently on the ground.An inter-
vention of this type, unlike the piecemeal sanctioning of indi-
vidual officials or the problematic ICC route,44 would have
given the UN substantial power to impose peace in Darfur.The
resolutions that ultimately passed, however, did not include
armed intervention, thanks in large part to China’s efforts to
preserve its trade ties with Sudan.

China has continued to dilute the resolutions by threaten-
ing its veto.Wang Guangya, China’s representative to the UN,
stated, “Sanctions or the threat of sanctions are difficult for my
government,” adding that “a good prescription . . . will help
the patient, not kill the patient.”45 In statements following the
September vote,Wang explained, “The council should ensure
that the threat of sanctions would not be automatically
invoked. China [is] against the use of sanctions, which it

A Chinese-built refinery in Khartoum. Photo: AP Wide World Photos
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believe[s] could complicate matters.”46 While China has not
yet used its veto power on Sudan, it has abstained from several
of the resolutions,47 and Wang maintained an anti-sanctions
stance throughout the proceedings.

Brothers in arms 
Chinese officials seem unmindful of their own complicity in
the Darfur crisis.When questioned about Sudan’s human
rights abuses,Trade Ministry official Li Xiaobing merely said,
“We import from every source we can get oil from.”48 Chinese
diplomats often refer to a common colonial past in rationaliz-
ing Sino-African cooperation. Liu Guijin, the Chinese ambassa-
dor to South Africa, observed in a press interview, “China and
Africa shared similar experiences, both suffered from aggres-
sion, plunder and enslavement by colonialists.”49 Journalist
Peter Goodman sees the colonial aspect of China’s involvement
somewhat differently: “[J]ust as colonial powers once supplied
African chieftains the military means to maintain control as
they extracted natural resources, China is propping up a rogue
regime to get what it needs.”50 Without the legal challenges or
corporate-image liabilities that plague their Western counter-
parts, Chinese firms are drilling into unstable regions and
extracting much-coveted resources. Rather than holding Sudan
to standards of transparency, good governance or human
rights, China merely requires that it adhere to the one-China
policy by refusing diplomatic recognition to Taiwan.

Moreover, China maintains an immovable stance on the pri-
macy of state sovereignty that is consistent with its objections
to scrutiny of its own human rights record. In an official state-
ment concerning human rights, Beijing berated any state that
interferes “in the internal affairs of other countries on the pre-
text of human rights.”51

Through its oil involvement, China is responsible in four
ways for continuing the violence in Sudan. First, its willingness
to invest in Sudan’s oil development resulted in scorched-earth
campaigns that forcibly displaced civilians from their tribal
lands. Second, Chinese development of infrastructure enabled
the production of oil, the revenue from which generated a
larger military budget for the government. Channeled toward
salary payments and weapons purchases, oil profits are pro-
longing the Darfur genocide.Third, Beijing is a primary sup-
plier of arms, fighter jets and other military supplies to
Khartoum.When this cozy relationship was threatened by
growing international awareness of the Sudanese government’s
abuses, China made its fourth contribution to violence in
Sudan by brandishing its veto power, which stripped each res-
olution of effective action to end the violence.

In its November report,Amnesty International revealed that
growing oil revenues assure the Sudanese government of its
capacity for war by maintaining salary payments and financing
equipment acquisition.52 “Khartoum is emboldened and
encouraged by China’s assistance. It is using petrodollars to
manufacture arms, many of them knockoff versions of Chinese
weapons,” said Jemera Rone, senior researcher at Human
Rights Watch.53

Is peace likely? 
With its actions in Sudan and at the UN, Beijing has demon-
strated that while reputation may be significant, energy secu-
rity is essential. Still, one expert is hopeful that consensus
remains a possibility. Drew Thompson, a researcher at the Cen-
ter for Strategic and International Studies in Washington, D.C.,
believes that Africa could be an opportunity for cooperation
between China and the United States, as well as with the inter-
national community.Thompson explains, “The U.S. could see
China as a competitor, threatening its influence and access to
markets and resources, or it could see China as a partner to
help solve outstanding security threats.”54The signs, however,
are not reassuring. Pressures on the Sudanese government have
yielded few results, and it is unlikely that China will change its
stance at the UN. China’s intransigence is based on a well-
founded assumption that peace in Sudan would directly harm
Chinese oil interests. Peace, with a regime change, would lead
to greater IMF and World Bank control of Sudan’s oil fields,
making it likely that Western companies would rejoin the com-
petition in Sudan. Moreover, China’s financing of government
such as Sudan’s thwarts the U.S. government’s promotion of
democracy on the African continent.The Darfur resolutions
mark the first time in recent years that Beijing has threatened
its veto power against a U.S. petition supported by the United
Kingdom and France.With an ally like China, Sudan has little
incentive to cater to Western demands.As a result, Darfurians
have become the tragic victims of China’s “peaceful rise” as a
world power.
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