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Origin of the Tokyo International Conference on African
Development (TICAD)
KEIICHI SHIRATO *
Abstract: The Tokyo International Conference on African Development (TICAD),
which was held for the first time in 1993, was conceived by the Permanent Mission
of Japan to the United Nations in New York no later than the first half of 1990. The
mission devised the idea as a means of gaining the support of African countries as
Japan sought to be elected as a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council
and proposed the plan at a meeting of Japanese ambassadors to Africa in July 1990.
Hisashi Owada, the then senior deputy minister for foreign affairs—the secondhighest administrative position within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA)—did
not approve the idea of holding a conference to gain African votes. However, he
considered TICAD as demonstrating Japan’s enthusiasm to engage in proactive
diplomacy. The Middle Eastern and African Affairs Bureau of MOFA, which
oversees Japan’s diplomacy with Africa, initially opposed TICAD; however, it later
changed its stance on the grounds that such a forum could be useful as a measure to
alleviate the backlash of African countries as Japan prepared to lift sanctions against
South Africa, a move that took place in June 1991. Thus, the Japanese government
decided to lift sanctions against South Africa and hold TICAD as a single package.
Keywords: TICAD, apartheid, sanctions, proactive diplomacy, United Nations

Introduction
The population of Africa is projected to reach a quarter of the world’s
entire population by 2050. In recent years the international community has come to
view Africa as an enormous market, with many countries and companies seeking to
strengthen their relations with African nations.
One of the concrete measures taken by the world’s major countries to
strengthen their relations with Africa is the hosting of international conferences to
which African heads of state are invited. One example is the Chinese government
which has been hosting the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) every
three years since 2000 and, more recently, the United States, Russia, and Iran have
also held large international conferences to invite African leaders and pledge aid and
investment in Africa.
It was 28 years ago, in October 1993, that an international conference for
African countries was held for the first time. Such an event, although commonplace
*
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now, was unprecedented at the time. The conference was planned by the Japanese
government and held in Tokyo. It was entitled the “Tokyo International Conference
on African Development” (TICAD).
TICAD was co-hosted by the Japanese government, the United Nations
(UN), the UN Development Programme (UNDP), and the World Bank. Forty-eight
African countries sent representatives to Tokyo, including the presidents of five
countries: Botswana, Ghana, Uganda, Burkina Faso, and Benin. The conference
opened with a keynote speech by then Prime Minister Morihiro Hosokawa on behalf
of the Japanese government and closed on the second day with the adoption of the
Tokyo Declaration on African Development (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 1993).
Regarding the 1993 TICAD, Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA),
which oversaw the event, explained its significance this way: “The event was held
at a time when the Cold War had ended and the international community’s interest
in Africa was waning. It created an opportunity to revive interest in Africa” (MOFA
2016).
However, the Japanese government, whose historical relations with
African nations had up until then been tenuous, has never explained the reason for
hosting TICAD or the process leading up to it. Yoshifumi Okamura, who served as
the director-general of MOFA’s African Affairs Department and as the ambassador
in charge of TICAD VII, explained that the Japanese government decided to organize
the first TICAD in order to support the development goals for Africa adopted by the
United Nations in 1991 (Okamura 2019). This explanation, however, begs the
question as to why the Japanese government decided to support the development
goals for Africa in the first place.
After the first conference in 1993, TICAD was held every five years (1998,
2003, and 2008). Then, following TICAD V in 2013, this changed to every three
years. Starting with TICAD V, the African Union Commission (AUC) joined as a cohost.
There are studies in the academic community that focus on the history of
TICAD and analyze how it has changed in character. However, there are no detailed
prior studies regarding the reasons and circumstances behind the Japanese
government’s decision to host TICAD in 1993, except for a small account in a paper
released by Sadaharu Kataoka in 2008.
Kataoka writes:
It was the Permanent Mission of Japan to the United Nations in New York that
first came up with the idea of holding an international conference on African
development … As can be seen from the fact that the TICAD initiative came
from the Permanent Mission of Japan to the United Nations in the late 1980s,
this initiative had a hidden agenda, although the development of Africa was
the ostensible theme. The agenda was to strengthen Japan’s relations with
African countries so that the nation could gain the responsible UN position by
taking the initiative in African development.
In particular, the initiative began as a tool that Japan used to be elected as a
non-permanent member of the UN Security Council (Kataoka 2008).
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Kataoka points out that it was the Permanent Mission of Japan to the
United Nations in New York that first proposed the idea of holding TICAD, but he
does not cite any verbal statement or written document to support this claim. Nor
does he explain what kind of discussions were held and how the decision was made
within the Japanese government, and how the idea proposed by the Permanent
Mission of Japan to the United Nations became a reality.
Why did the Japanese government, whose relations with Africa had been
tenuous, plan an international development conference for the region? Who came up
with the idea of gathering representatives of African countries including heads of
state in one place, a move that was unprecedented at the time? What process did
Japan go through to make this happen? What did the Japanese government hope to
achieve through TICAD, and what diplomatic benefits did it hope to gain after the
end of the Cold War? The objective of this paper is to answer these questions by
examining unpublished diplomatic documents and interviewing retired diplomats.
1. Proposal by the Permanent Mission of Japan to the United Nations
(1) Meeting of Japanese ambassadors to Africa Held in 1990
Is there any basis for Kataoka’s claim that the Permanent Mission of Japan
to the United Nations in New York conceived TICAD? For this question, the author
sought contact with a diplomat who worked at the UN mission around 1990. Yoshio
Hatano, who served as the ambassador to the United Nations at the beginning of the
1990s, agreed to be interviewed.
Hatano was stationed in New York as the ambassador to the United Nations
from February 1990 to April 1994. Prior to that, he was the ambassador of the
Permanent Mission of Japan to the International Organizations in Geneva from
January 1987 to December 1989. Hatano made the following remarks:
In the latter half of the 1980s, when I was in Geneva as an ambassador, the
Japanese government wanted to have a Japanese national appointed as the
head of an international organization. What is important in electing the head
of an international organization is to solidify the votes of countries in Africa,
South America, and the Caribbean. The support of Africa, which has a large
number of countries, was important, and I knew from my experience in
Geneva that it was effective to promise African countries economic
cooperation and to have them feel indebted to Japan.
I was appointed as the ambassador to the United Nations in New York. One of
my primary tasks was to gain the support of other countries so that Japan could
win an election to become a non-permanent member of the UN Security
Council. When I attended the meeting of Japanese ambassadors to Africa for
the first time in my capacity as the ambassador to the United Nations, I
proposed that a conference be held in Tokyo to invite African leaders and
discuss development issues. I thought that such a forum would create a great
opportunity for Japan to demonstrate its contribution to the world and that
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African nations would thank Japan. 1

The meeting of Japanese ambassadors to Africa mentioned by Hatano is an
internal meeting held by MOFA once a year. In principle, ambassadors stationed in
African countries were sent back to Japan temporarily to exchange views among
themselves. The meeting that Hatano attended for the first time in his capacity as the
ambassador to the UN stationed in New York was held at MOFA in Tokyo from
July 17 to 19, 1990.
In order to verify Hatano’s remarks, the author requested the disclosure of
relevant documents on September 27, 2019, based on the information disclosure
system under Japan’s Public Records and Archives Management Act. As a result, the
summary of the discussions of the fiscal 1990 meeting of ambassadors to Africa was
made available on November 26, 2019.
The document, created by MOFA’s Middle Eastern and African Affairs
Bureau in November 1990, states that 15 ambassadors and one consul general from
Japanese embassies in 16 African countries attended the conference. In addition to
senior MOFA officials such as the director-general of the Middle Eastern and African
Affairs Bureau, ambassadors and envoys to the United States (Washington, D.C.),
the United Kingdom (London), France (Paris), and the United Nations (New York)
attended the meeting. According to pages 19 to 20 of the 36-page document, Hatano
proposed TICAD as follows:
One of the major challenges facing the world economy today is the need to
provide support to Africa from economic development or humanitarian
standpoint. There is an international consensus regarding this issue. Every
country is aware that the international community must address this issue.
However, the reality is that no country raises this issue because everyone is
afraid of being asked to provide funding. However, Japan continues to be the
world’s largest aid donor to developing countries. If Japan takes the initiative,
we will gain the respect of the world (without having to provide any fresh aid).
In this respect, we believe that it would be a good idea to invite the heads of
black African countries to Japan when the United Nations University is
completed in two years and hold an international conference on African
development in Japan. (We should limit the participants to either head of state
or prime ministers as the aim is to achieve educational effects and PR effects
on both foreign and domestic audiences. The participants could be limited to
a dozen or so people.) We would like to ask for your positive consideration.
Another idea would be to include landlocked developing countries (LLDCs)
in Asia to hold a LLDC development conference (MOFA 1990 pp.19-20).
As seen above, as far as the Permanent Mission of Japan to the United
Nations was concerned, TICAD was a means of gaining African votes as Japan
sought to win an election to become a non-permanent member of the UN Security
Council.
1

The author’s interview with Yoshio Hatano, June 18, 2019.
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(2) Hisashi Owada’s Proactive Diplomacy
How did senior MOFA officials at the time respond to Hatano’s proposal at
the meeting of Japanese ambassadors to Africa? The summary of the discussion of
the meeting does not make any reference to this point.
In the interview, Hatano recalled that “almost no one at the ambassadors’
meeting responded favorably to my proposal.” He said that he had held a meeting
with Takakazu Kuriyama, the then vice-minister for foreign affairs, and a meeting
with Hisashi Owada, the then senior deputy minister for foreign affairs (in charge of
political affairs), when he temporarily came back to Japan for the meeting of
Japanese ambassadors to Africa, and informally proposed the idea of holding
TICAD. 2
In order to confirm Hatano’s remarks, it was necessary to interview
Kuriyama and Owada. Kuriyama had passed away in 2015. However, Owada agreed
to an interview and acknowledged that he had met with Hatano, who had temporarily
returned to Japan for the meeting of Japanese ambassadors to Africa. Owada
described how Hatano proposed TICAD as follows:
First of all, I heard from Mr. Kuriyama that Mr. Hatano made such a proposal
at the ambassadors’ meeting. I remember telling Mr. Kuriyama that I could
not support the idea of inviting heads of state and providing aid as a means of
securing UN votes because that would be a cheap trick.
I reiterated this stance when I had a meal with Mr. Hatano later. I opposed Mr.
Hatano’s proposal as a means of getting UN votes. However, I felt that it
would be interesting if Japan could take the initiative regarding the
development of Africa and make an appeal to the world. I conveyed this view
to Mr. Hatano. 3
In December 1989, seven months before Owada’s meeting with Hatano,
U.S. President George Bush (senior) and Mikhail Gorbachev, the general secretary
of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, met on the Mediterranean island of
Malta and declared the end of the Cold War.
Owada, who held the number two administrative position within MOFA at
the time, felt the need for a major change in Japan’s diplomacy at a time when the
international situation was drastically changing with the end of the Cold War. Owada
explained that, as a country defeated in World War II, Japan had focused on “not
causing trouble” to the international community. However, with the end of the Cold
War, there was an awareness regarding how Japan should transform its passive
diplomacy into proactive diplomacy in accordance with Japan’s national strength. 4
Owada regarded Hatano’s proposal as an “interesting idea.” He explained how he
2
3
4

Ibid.
The author’s interview with Hisashi Owada, January 13, 2020
Ibid.
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came to view Hatano’s idea in a positive light:
During the Cold War, whether or not aid would be beneficial to developing
countries was a secondary issue. The donor countries used aid to shape the
international order in their favor. However, the Soviet Union, on which
developing countries depended, disappeared with the end of the Cold War. The
United States also became less eager to help developing nations. As a result,
many developing countries were left behind. African countries were forced
into a particularly difficult situation.
As I observed the situation, I wondered if there was anything we could do for
the development of Africa. I also wanted to make Japan’s diplomacy more
proactive. At that time, Mr. Hatano came to me with a proposal to hold a
conference on African development. I thought that holding an African
development conference would be an opportunity to approach Africa from the
perspective of development theory, not aid theory, and allow Japan to achieve
proactive diplomacy. 5
Thus, while strongly opposing TICAD as a means of winning African votes
at the United Nations, Owada regarded TICAD as a concrete measure to make
Japan’s diplomacy more proactive. At the same time, Owada thought that it would
be an opportunity to revise the old approach, which had focused solely on providing
Africa with huge amounts of aid, and to discuss the philosophy of development that
Africa needed. TICAD became closer to reality because Owada expressed an interest
in the matter.

2. Background of the Decision
(1) Confrontation Within MOFA
As mentioned earlier, no one at the meeting of Japanese ambassadors to
Africa reacted favorably to the idea of holding TICAD, according to Hatano.
If TICAD were to be held, the primary bureau responsible for the matter
would be the Middle Eastern and African Affairs Bureau, and the bureau’s First
Africa Division and Second Africa Division would handle the actual operations.
Takeshi Kamitani, who attended the meeting of Japanese ambassadors to Africa in
his capacity as the director of the Second Africa Division, said that everyone in the
Middle Eastern and African Affairs Bureau opposed Hatano’s proposal. 6 According
to Kamitani, there were two main reasons why they rejected the proposal. First,
inviting a large number of heads of state from African countries at one time would
be unprecedented. It would require complex and enormous preparation prior to the
conference, and a great amount of work on the day of the conference. The Ministry
of Foreign Affairs had no previous experience hosting such a large-scale
international conference. Second, even if Japan were to promise development
5
6

Ibid.
The author’s interview with Takeshi Kamitani, July 2, 2019
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cooperation at TICAD, there was no guarantee that African countries would support
Japan in its bid to become a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council.
Thus, the costs and benefits seemed to be unbalanced. 7 When Hatano proposed
TICAD at the meeting of Japanese ambassadors to Africa in July 1990, the Middle
Eastern and African Affairs Bureau, the primary bureau responsible for such a matter,
did not believe that TICAD would be an effective means for Japan to become a nonpermanent member of the UN Security Council.
According to Kamitani, the main concern for officials in charge of Africa
at the Middle Eastern and African Affairs Bureau at the time was the situation in
South Africa, which had begun to move toward democratization. Frederik Willem de
Klerk, who became the president of South Africa in August 1989, released Nelson
Mandela on February 11, 1990. Mandela, a leader of the black liberation movement,
had been in prison for around 27 years since 1962. De Klerk, in releasing Mandela,
was trying to push ahead with reform and abolish apartheid. In response to these
changes in South Africa, Kamitani, who was the director of the Second Africa
Division, believed that it was an urgent task for Japan to strengthen its relationship
with South Africa and that the Japanese government should gradually ease economic
sanctions against South Africa. 8
The meeting of Japanese ambassadors to Africa was held five months after
the release of Mandela. At the meeting, Makoto Watanabe, the then director-general
of the Middle Eastern and African Affairs Bureau and Kamitani’s supervisor,
expressed the view that sanctions against South Africa could be lifted depending on
the situation, saying: “It is necessary to deal with the situation while assessing the
domestic developments in South Africa, international cooperation, and the reactions
of African countries (MOFA 1990, 8).” Kazuo Chiba, the ambassador to the United
Kingdom at the time, expressed his support for the Middle Eastern and African
Affairs Bureau, saying that “I must agree that we should be cautious at this time in
light of Japan’s position. However, I do not think that we should remain in this
position forever” (MOFA 1990, 13-14).
The United Nations Bureau (now the Foreign Policy Bureau) and the
Permanent Mission of Japan to the United Nations in New York were most
vociferous in their opposition to the lifting of sanctions at the meeting of Japanese
ambassadors to Africa. Yasuji Ishigaki, the then deputy director-general of the United
Nations Bureau, expressed a cautious stance regarding the lifting of sanctions by
saying: “It may be acceptable to implement certain measures within the ministry if
they do not cause any waves, but we should be careful about any measure that could
be interpreted as an external signal” (MOFA 1990, 13).
Hatano, who proposed the TICAD initiative, was particularly vocal in his
opposition to the lifting of sanctions. Hatano pointed out the importance of African
votes in various UN elections saying, “Whether we can win the 51 African votes is
key to winning two-thirds of the votes in the upcoming elections at the UN Economic
and Social Council and the UN Security Council.” Hatano objected to the lifting of
the sanctions, saying, “The criterion for African countries to judge whether or not
7
8

Ibid.
Ibid.
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Japan is a friend is, ‘What efforts will Japan make for the abolishment of apartheid?
(MOFA 1990, 10)’’.
Even though Mandela had been released, as of July 1990, when the meeting
of Japanese ambassadors to Africa was held, South Africa was still under the control
of the white government. Hatano, as the person in charge of Japanese diplomacy at
the United Nations, was deeply concerned that the lifting of sanctions against South
Africa would provoke a fierce backlash from many African countries, and that Japan
would lose its support at the United Nations.
Thus, the July 1990 meeting of Japanese ambassadors to Africa, where
Hatano proposed TICAD, highlighted the internal conflict within MOFA over
specific measures regarding Japan’s African diplomacy. Officials in charge of UN
diplomacy, led by Hatano, proposed TICAD to win African votes at the United
Nations. However, the Middle Eastern and African Affairs Bureau, which oversees
Japan’s Africa diplomacy, opposed it on the basis that there was no guarantee that
the initiative would help Japan win African votes and that it would not be worth the
time and effort that such an event would require.
At the same time, the Middle Eastern and African Affairs Bureau, which
opposed TICAD, advocated the gradual lifting of sanctions against South Africa to
strengthen Japan’s relationship with the nation as it began to move toward
eliminating apartheid. However, the United Nations Bureau and the Permanent
Mission of Japan to the United Nations opposed the lifting of sanctions against South
Africa fearing that doing so would hurt Japan’s relations with other African nations.
(2) Linkage with the Lifting of Sanctions against South Africa
As mentioned earlier, Owada, one of the top administrative officials at
MOFA, was interested in holding TICAD as a concrete measure to make Japan’s
diplomacy more proactive. However, holding a conference would require elaborate
preparations, such as establishing the basic concept of the conference, working out
the details of the discussions, asking African nations to participate, and considering
the logistics. MOFA’s Middle Eastern and African Affairs Bureau would oversee
preparations. Thus, even if Owada was interested in TICAD, the initiative would not
materialize if the bureau remained opposed to it. Kamitani said that he did not have
any recollection that a full-fledged discussion was held within the ministry at least
until several months after Hatano proposed the idea at the July 1990 meeting of
Japanese ambassadors to Africa. 9
However, on June 15, 1991, some 11 months after the meeting of Japanese
ambassadors to Africa, an article appeared on the second page of the evening edition
of The Asahi Shimbun (Tokyo edition) with a headline, “MOFA considering a
development conference in 1993 to support Africa.” This was the first article in
which a plan to hold an African development conference, which later became known
as TICAD, was made public. Following this Asahi Shimbun article, The Mainichi
Shimbun, and The Yomiuri Shimbun published similar stories on June 19 and June 21,

9

Ibid.
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respectively, in their morning editions. 10
The Japanese government officially announced the TICAD initiative in a
speech by then Minister of Foreign Affairs Taro Nakayama at the UN General
Assembly on September 24, 1991, three months after the newspaper reports. Thus,
these newspaper reports in June were not based on any official announcement by
MOFA. Since these articles were published around the same time, it could be inferred
that reporters wrote the articles based on information they gathered regarding the
ministry’s decision by other means.
More interestingly, the June 15 evening edition of The Asahi Shimbun,
which reported on the holding of TICAD, also carried an article regarding the
Japanese government’s decision to partially lift its sanctions against South Africa.
On the second page of the evening edition on the same day, next to the article on
TICAD, there was an article with a headline, “Government may soon lift sanctions
against South Africa following the elimination of the population registration law.”
The Japanese government decided to lift sanctions against South Africa in
response to the country’s accelerated move toward the elimination of apartheid.
South African President de Klerk, in a speech to parliament on February 1, 1991,
announced that he would abolish all apartheid-related laws. By June 17, the
country’s parliament had abolished all such laws. In response to this reform measure,
the Japanese cabinet decided on June 21 to lift sanctions related to human exchange,
including the suspension of visas for South African citizens and restrictions on
educational and cultural exchange.
The article in The Asahi Shimbun on the lifting of sanctions against South
Africa was published six days before the Cabinet decision. Newspaper reports
published at the time gave the impression that the decision to hold TICAD and lift
sanctions against South Africa were made simultaneously by MOFA as a single
package. Are the newspaper reports that MOFA decided to hold TICAD accurate? If
so, why was this decision made despite the opposition of the Middle Eastern and
African Affairs Bureau, the primary bureau responsible for the matter? Is it merely
a coincidence that the decision to hold TICAD was made at the same time as the
lifting of sanctions against South Africa?
The author directed these questions at Kamitani, who was the director of
the Second Africa Division, and Owada, who was the senior deputy minister for
foreign affairs. Kamitani said, “From around April to June 1991, I prepared a
document regarding the policy of holding an African development conference, which
was approved by Senior Deputy Minister Owada and Vice Minister Kuriyama.” He
explained the situation as follows:
De Klerk declared the total abolition of apartheid in February 1991. Therefore,
I began to plan the timing and schedule for the lifting of sanctions against
South Africa. The Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of International Trade and
Industry (now the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry), and Keidanren
wanted the sanctions to be lifted quickly. However, this was opposed by
MOFA’s United Nations Bureau. I remember that the director of the United
10
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Nations Bureau chided me, saying, “Please stop” when I said that I wanted to
lift sanctions.
Vice Minister Kuriyama trusted Senior Deputy Minister Owada. Therefore,
senior officials of the ministry gathered at Mr. Owada’s room and discussed
policies. While considering various scenarios based on the discussions there,
I realized that we would be hampered if we only considered the bilateral
relations between Japan and South Africa. It was just a matter of time before
South Africa would become a black African country along with
democratization. For this reason, I came to believe that Japan needed to
revamp its diplomacy toward Africa by placing the new South Africa within
the overall African context.
However, it was difficult to determine exactly what to do to strengthen
relations with Africa. That is why I took a second look at the African
development conference initially proposed by Mr. Hatano. Mr. Owada was
adamant in his stance that he would not allow any conference aimed at
collecting African votes at the United Nations. I, too, opposed the holding of
any conference as a tactic to win votes. Even so, I thought that if we could
demonstrate that Japan was serious about the development of Africa by
holding such a conference, African countries that were wary of Japan’s plan
to lift economic sanctions against South Africa would become more
supportive.
In the end, Mr. Owada instructed me to “prepare a document to explain the
simultaneous lifting of sanctions and the holding of TICAD as a single
package.” I remember that it was around April to May of 1991. In this way,
the lifting of sanctions against South Africa and the hosting of TICAD were
approved at the same time. The decision to lift the sanctions was adopted by
the Cabinet in June. As for the hosting of TICAD, someone within the
government told reporters about it, and it became a newspaper article. 11

Meanwhile, Owada, acknowledging that Kamitani’s remarks were correct,
discussed the background against which the lifting of sanctions against South Africa
and the holding TICAD were adopted together as a single package:
I thought it was necessary to think of an exit strategy when imposing sanctions.
At that time, the South African government was moving toward
democratization. Japan, responding to that effort, had to proactively involve
itself in the South African situation and urge the South African government to
further democratize the nation. I also thought that it was necessary to
demonstrate that Japan was seriously addressing the development issues of
Africa and taking diplomatic initiatives on its own, instead of focusing only
on sanctions against South Africa. From this perspective, I decided to lift
sanctions against South Africa and hold the African development conference
at the same time. 12
11
12

The author’s interview with Kamitani
The author’s second interview with Owada, June 17, 2020
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As of June 1991, the Japanese government lifted sanctions related to
human exchange but postponed the lifting of economic sanctions, which constituted
the core of Japan’s overall sanctions against South Africa. This is because MOFA’s
United Nations Bureau and the Permanent Mission of Japan to the United Nations,
which were concerned about Japan’s relations with other African countries,
remained cautious about the lifting of sanctions. They were concerned about a
possible deterioration in Japan’s relations with these African countries in light of the
criticism that Japan had received from the international community regarding the
nation’s diplomacy toward South Africa. This was due to the following
circumstances:
The Japanese government banned Japanese companies from investing in
South Africa based on a Ministry of Finance notification in 1968. In October 1985,
the government decided to (1) ban the export of computers that would contribute to
the activities of the South African military and police and (2) refrain from importing
Krugerrands and other South African gold coins. In September 1986, in a statement
issued by the chief Cabinet secretary, the government (1) suspended the issuance of
tourist visas to South African citizens, (2) denied South African airlines’ access to
Japan, and (3) suspended imports of South African pig iron and steel.
However, civil groups opposing apartheid criticized that Japan’s sanctions
were full of loopholes, in part because some Japanese companies had invested in
South Africa through overseas subsidiaries. In addition, exports of Japanese-made
vehicles were not subject to sanctions. For this reason, the total value of trade
(exports + imports) between Japan and South Africa in 1987 (announced in January
1988) was the largest of all bilateral transactions in the world. The UN Special
Committee Against Apartheid, as well as various African countries, criticized Japan
for economically supporting the apartheid regime. In 1988, the UN General
Assembly passed a resolution criticizing Japan by name. Thus, the Japanese
government was forced to take measures to reduce trade with South Africa.
Moreover, black people in South Africa, who accounted for nearly
80 percent of the population, still had no suffrage when the government abolished
apartheid-related laws in June 1991. No concrete path toward democratization had
been decided. Mandela was respected as the leader of the anti-apartheid struggle, but
some political forces in the black community were puppets of the white regime, and
the liberation movement was by no means monolithic. There were also forces
opposing democratization within the National Party which was headed by President
de Klerk. Rightwing forces comprised of certain white people who were determined
to maintain apartheid had infiltrated the military and police. Considering the militant
nature of the white South African regime, which for many years had utterly
suppressed dissident movements within the country and repeatedly carried out
military attacks on neighboring countries, it was natural that many African countries
remained wary of South Africa. If Japan had lifted sanctions against South Africa
under these circumstances, other African countries would have reacted strongly.
Thus, the concerns held by MOFA’s UN diplomats, who were always sensitive to
African votes, were not far off the mark.
Kamitani, who initially opposed TICAD but later approved it, recalled the
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situation by saying: “I had been thinking for a long time that we needed something
that would serve as a damage-control mechanism if African countries reacted against
the lifting of sanctions.” 13 UN diplomats from MOFA initially proposed TICAD as
a means of securing African votes in UN elections. Ultimately, however, by
combining the lifting of sanctions against South Africa and the holding of TICAD,
MOFA expected that TICAD would serve as a damage-control mechanism to ease
the backlash of African nations against Japan’s lifting of sanctions against South
Africa.

Conclusion
As examined thus far, TICAD, which was held for the first time in 1993,
was conceived by the Permanent Mission of Japan to the United Nations in New
York no later than the first half of 1990. The plan was initially created as a means of
gaining the support of African nations so that Japan could be elected as a nonpermanent member of the UN Security Council. The idea was proposed by Hatano,
who served as the ambassador to the United Nations, at a meeting of Japanese
ambassadors to Africa held within MOFA in July 1990.
However, the Middle Eastern and African Affairs Bureau, the primary
bureau responsible for the matter, was reluctant to support Hatano’s proposal. This
is because it was unclear whether Japan could gain the support of African countries
at the United Nations even if it spent an enormous amount of time and effort to hold
such a conference by inviting heads of state from these nations. In addition, Owada,
who held the second-highest administrative position at the time and who was seen
as the next vice minister, did not support TICAD as a means of securing African
votes.
On the other hand, Owada felt the need to revamp Japan’s diplomacy
following the end of the Cold War and wanted to make its passive diplomacy more
proactive. Owada also wanted to create an opportunity for donor countries to
reconsider their strategies toward Africa, which had been distorted by the Cold War,
and make them reconsider their stance toward the development of Africa. For this
reason, Owada became interested in Hatano’s proposal regarding TICAD, believing
that such a forum would create an opportunity for Japan, a world leader in the
development of Africa, to take concrete measures to achieve proactive diplomacy.
Meanwhile, MOFA’s Middle Eastern and African Affairs Bureau planned
to lift sanctions against South Africa early after the nation accelerated its move to
abolish apartheid following the release of Mandela in February 1990. However,
MOFA’s United Nations Bureau and the Permanent Mission of Japan to the United
Nations rejected the early lifting of sanctions, fearing that African nations that were
opposed to the lifting of sanctions would refuse to support Japan in UN elections.
Even as MOFA was divided over the issue of sanctions against South
Africa, the abolition of apartheid became definite in February 1991. The Middle
Eastern and African Affairs Bureau, which was initially reluctant to accept TICAD,

13

The author’s interview with Kamitani.

Origin of the Tokyo International Conference on African Development

13

changed its stance and allowed it as a damage-control strategy to ease the backlash
of African countries that opposed Japan’s lifting of sanctions. Eventually, Owada,
who was searching for a means to achieve proactive diplomacy after the Cold War,
reached the conclusion that TICAD would be beneficial as a concrete measure for
Japan to demonstrate its efforts to lead the world in the development of Africa. Thus,
in June 1991 the Japanese government decided to host TICAD while at the same
time lifting sanctions against South Africa. The Japanese government proceeded
with the preparation for the hosting of TICAD under the leadership of Owada, who
was promoted to vice-minister for foreign affairs in October of the same year.
Until the 1980s, Japan’s diplomacy focused on issues related to the nation’s
direct interests, such as the international financial order and Japan-U.S. economic
friction. Japan’s involvement in the international order was also largely limited to
the economic field. However, since the end of the Cold War, Japan had been seeking
a new role that goes beyond being a mere “economic superpower.” Japan gradually
shifted the focus of its diplomacy to the system of “values” (Shiratori 2018).
An argument could be made that TICAD was an extension of the old
diplomatic approach that emphasized Japan’s interests insofar as the forum was
expected to serve as a damage-control mechanism in dealing with African countries
as Japan lifted its sanctions against South Africa. However, TICAD was Japan’s
pioneering effort following the Cold War as the country emphasized a system of
“values” within the context in which it sought to lead the world in development
issues involving Africa. At the same time, the realization of TICAD was greatly
influenced by the diplomatic philosophy and strong leadership of Owada, who led
Japan’s diplomacy after the Cold War. TICAD may not have been realized without
the leadership of Owada, who seized the end of the Cold War as an opportunity to
revamp Japan’s diplomacy.
As the author engaged in this study to clarify the origin of TICAD, what
came to light was the process in which Japan’s passive postwar diplomacy—which
was developed within the framework created by the United States—became more
proactive as Japan began to take the lead in shaping the order and norms of the
international community after the Cold War.
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The Political Economy of the TICAD Process:
Bureaucratic Interests and the Immobility of the Japanese
Private Sector
KWEKU AMPIAH *
Abstract: Taking its cue from the Japanese government’s conception of the TICAD
in the early 1990s, the essay interrogates the development content of the dispensation
as initially articulated by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA), which was
premised on the advisory functions of the process with no financial pledges towards
Africa’s economic development. Consequently, the paper argues that the original
format of the TICAD deviated from Japan’s practice of ODA, which emphasised
economic cooperation packages reinforced through aid, direct investment, and trade
in a formula that essentialised the role of the Japanese private sector in the process
of economic development. The paper further investigates the roles of the Japanese
bureaucracy in the TICAD, suggesting that inadvertently perhaps the MOFA
monopolised the TICAD process. The discussion also explores recent reactions of
the Japanese private sector to the process.
Keywords: TICAD; Ministry of Foreign Affairs; Economic Cooperation; Ministry
of Economy, Trade and Industry; Kezai Doyukai

Introduction
In 1987, the Japanese Ministry of International Trade and Industries (MITI)
initiated the New Aid Plan (New Asian Industries Development Plan) for Japan’s
engagement with the developing countries of East Asia (Shimomura and Wang 2015
12-13; Shimomura and Wang 2013, 122-126; Wade 1996,7). The plan, as
inaugurated by the then Minister of MITI, Hajime Tamura, involved ‘comprehensive
economic cooperation packages with the trinity of aid, direct investment, and imports
from developing countries’, what has been referred to as ‘the linchpin of Japan’s
win-win approach…’ designed to contribute to ‘…the aid recipient’s economic
development as well as the promotion of Japan’s exports’ (Shimomura and Wang
2015, 12). Integral to that formula was the objective to promote the export-oriented
industries of Asian countries, in particular ASEAN members, who were desperately
pursuing a ‘…transformation of their export structure from primary goods to the
products of labor/technology-intensive manufacturing’ (Shimomura and Wang 2015,
12). The success of the initiative largely depended on ‘…attracting direct investment
from export-oriented industries’, and to that end, the Japanese private sector was
*
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indispensable to the plan. Indeed, the formula was not new with regard to Japan’s
engagement with aid recipients in East Asia, not least because it formed the core of
the package for Japanese development assistance as early as the 1960s and 1970s.
The plan, as originally articulated by the Japanese Ministry of Finance
(MOF), should also be seen in the context of Japan’s hegemonic contests with the
international multilateral financial institutions of the World Bank and the IMF to
assert Japan’s economic leadership vis-à-vis the neoliberal economic imperatives of
the US and its allies in the West (Wade 1996, 4; Terry 2000, 275-276). According to
Wade (1996, 4), ‘…the episode involve[d] a Japanese challenge to the World Bank
and its core ideas about the role of the state in the strategy for economic
development’, as MOF and its agency the Overseas Economic Cooperation Fund
(OECF) attempted to get the Bank to revise its ideological stance, and to respect
Japan’s pragmatic belief in the state’s role in economic development assistance.
This essay examines whether the Tokyo International Conference on
African Development (TICAD) process fits within the seemingly quintessential
Japanese approach to development assistance mentioned above, which inherently
factors Japan’s own economic interests into its plans for Overseas Development
Assistance (ODA). Indeed, in the MOFA’s Development Cooperation Charter of
2015 (2015, 8), it is clear that ‘Japan will provide assistance [to Africa] through joint
efforts of the public and private sector through the process of the …TICAD so that
Africa’s remarkable growth in recent years based on expanding trade, investment,
and consumption, will lead to further development for both Japan and Africa’: an
equation of mutual interests. Thus, this study investigates what defines Japan’s
national interests within the TICAD framework and how this was negotiated among
Japanese government ministries and relevant bureaucratic agencies by assessing
some of the specific roles these institutions might have played in the development
and evolution of the TICAD. Crucial to the analysis are issues concerning the flow
of interests between the public and private sectors in relation to TICAD, and how
these have evolved and been negotiated over time.
Taking its cue from the framework and ambitions of the New Asian
Industries Development Plan of 1987, this essay places TICAD in the wider context
of Japanese policy towards development aid from the latter part of the 1980s, and
essentially argues that the origins and ambitions of the TICAD initiative as
articulated from the early 1990s inherently detracted from the traditional Japanese
approach to development assistance, which involved ‘comprehensive economic
cooperation packages with the trinity of aid, direct investment, and imports from
developing countries’, as the Minister of MITI, Tamura, put it. This is not least
because the dominant ministry in the inception and implementation of the TICAD
policy was the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA), while the economic
ministries, MITI and MOF, which are traditionally more relevant to the policies and
logistics of economic development, had seemingly remained disconnected from
MOFA’s deliberations and discussions concerning the content of the TICAD.
The extant literature (Orr 1990; Arase 1995; Rix 1980; Yanaga 1968) alerts
us to how the system of bureaucratic policymaking in Japanese ODA which involves
consultations among various ministries, primarily the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
(MOFA), Ministry of International Trade and Industries (MITI), Ministry of Finance
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and their subordinate agencies, reflected competing interests between ministries. As
the essays by Shirato (2020) discussed below further affirm at times such conflict of
interests percolates among departments within a ministry. At any rate, with MOFA
as the architects of the TICAD the summits started out as diplomatic sessions
premised on the rhetoric of economic development assistance.
The analysis begins with a discussion of Keiichi Shirato’s 2020 essays in
the Japanese journal Shinchosha Foresight concerning the ideation at the
bureaucratic level that went into the planning and construction of TICAD. It
proceeds to address the TICAD process by reviewing its evolution from 1993, before
interrogating the modus operandi of TICAD and assessing its dynamics, including
why it has not so far managed to actively involve the Japanese private sector in its
processes to help kick-start the development of the African economies, in the manner
that Japanese companies deployed their investments, technological innovation and
development practices to incentivise the East Asian economies to productive ends.
In essence, Japanese ODA to East Asia was designed and used to leverage Japanese
private sector trade and investment interests in the region, which helped to integrate
Japanese venture capitalists in the economic development of East Asia. This aspect
of the analysis incorporates a discussion of the interlocking relationships between
the relevant Japanese bureaucracies, including ministries and government agencies,
and the Japanese private sector, to assess how the latter have responded over time to
the TICAD process. Thus, the analysis includes a discussion of the reactions of the
Japanese private sector to the TICAD, focusing on the views and recommendations
of the Japan Association of Corporate Executives, Keizai Doyukai, and to a small
extent the Keidanren, the Japan Business Federation. The timeline of the analysis
begins with the planning of TICAD in the early 1990s and ends in 2008, following
TICAD IV in 2008, the latter event and period indicating a shift in the ambitions and
direction of TICAD, including a concerted effort to make the summits more actionoriented and responsive to the interests of the Japanese private sector and indeed of
the African countries.

1. MOFA and the Inception of the Tokyo International Conference on
African Development
Shirato’s 2020 articles about the origins of TICAD (which have been
rendered into English in this volume by the author) reveal its working objectives as
premised as being ‘advisory’, rather than making pledges towards Africa’s
development, a point confirmed in Prime Minister Morihiro Hosokawa’s keynote
address at the first TICAD Summit of 1993. To put it another way, Japan’s
conception and implementation of the TICAD was essentially no different from how
Japan had previously approached Africa in terms of development modalities, which
were largely in the form of grant aid and technical assistance, with an emphasis on
humanitarian support (Takahashi 2017 52, note 7; Sato 2010; Inukai 1993). If there
was a difference, it was in the fact that TICAD also served as a motivational concept,
an exercise designed to encourage African political leaders and elites to step up to
the task of socio-economic development through self-help to fulfil the aspirations of
their countries. Thus, the Tokyo Agenda for African Development adopted at TICAD
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II in 1998 notes, with reference to the theme ‘Asian experience and African
development’, that the ‘backdrop of development success lies in the combination of
a strong commitment by the leadership and the people to economic prosperity,
appropriate long-term development strategies and functional government
administration to pursue these strategies coherently’ (MOFA 1993).
The compelling aspects of Shirato’s narrative concern its insights into the
bureaucratic decision-making regarding the justification for the TICAD and how it
would be implemented, the factors that necessitated the Japanese leadership to bring
about a summit about the political economy of Africa. The narrative brings to life
the roles of two senior figures at the MOFA, Hisashi Owada and Yoshio Hitano, in
the formulation and realisation of the TICAD. Owada had also served as senior
advisor to the President of the World Bank, and as permanent representative of Japan
to the Organization for Economic Cooperation (OECD) in Paris from 1984 to 1988.
Hatano had been a member of the Japanese Delegation to the OECD in Paris from
1964 to 1966. His last ambassadorial post was as Permanent Representative to the
United Nations in New York from 1989 to 1994, coinciding with the formation and
implementation of the TICAD process.
In his discussion of the policymaking processes leading to the emergence
of TICAD, Shirato chronicles the interdepartmental debates and negotiations within
MOFA about how to engage with the African problematic, focusing in part on the
issue of what the Japanese government aimed to gain from the initiative. What
emerges from the series of interviews he conducted with leading retired officials of
MOFA, including the two mentioned above, and analysis of archival documents is
in part an attempt to dispel the popular perception that the Japanese government
started the TICAD process to entice the large number of African countries at the UN
General Assembly to support Japan’s attempts to gain permanent membership to the
UN Security Council. Thus, Shirato states ‘…that TICAD is more than a tool for
winning African votes to become a permanent member of the UN Security Council’,
and presents the initiative as part of ‘…the beginning of the Japanese government's
‘proactive diplomacy’ after the end of the Cold War’, suggesting a shift from the
passive Japanese diplomacy necessitated by Japan’s defeat in World War II and the
burden of its bilateral alliance with the US in the post-war era.
The discussion reveals that the genesis of TICAD took place in a briefing
held at the MOFA Press Club in Kasumigaseki, Tokyo, on 19 July 1990 by Makoto
Watanabe, Director General of the Middle Eastern and African Affairs Bureau
(Shirato 2020), regarding the African Ambassadors Conference of 1990 held at the
MOFA from 17 to 19 July. It was at that meeting that Ambassador Hatano, then
Japan’s Permanent Representative to the UN, tentatively disclosed Japan’s interest
in taking the initiative to address Africa’s socio-economic problems, while at the
same time expressing caution about African expectations for more ODA from Japan.
This must also be seen in the context of Japan’s position at the time as the leading
aid donor.
Shirato suggests that Hatano’s remarks were the seed that sprouted into the
TICAD, apparently designating Hatano as the originator of the policy. However,
Hatano’s plan was conceived in relation to Japan’s ambitions to gain a nonpermanent Security Council seat at the UN, the feasibility of which would depend
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on support from the African countries at the General Assembly. To make his proposal
attractive to the African countries, Hatano’s strategy apparently included engaging
their representatives at the UN on issues relating to the economic development of the
region, but the plan as conceived did not actually involve increasing aid to the
African countries. Although some of the leading MOFA officials were not convinced
of the efficacy of the plan, this pessimism did not stop Hatano from lobbying within
MOFA for an African development summit.
Owada, who was at the time Senior Deputy Minister for Foreign Affairs at
MOFA, apparently valued the idea of Japan taking the lead in Africa’s economic
development in the post-Cold War era, partly because of his experiences at the
OECD, which had revealed to him how fundamentally flawed were Western donors’
approaches to development issues in the developing countries, especially African
countries. However, although he viewed the plan as an ‘interesting idea’, he did not
warm up to Hatano’s aspirations to use it as a campaign for Japan’s ascendence in
the UN. Instead, Owada focused on using the idea to transform Japan’s hitherto
passive diplomacy into a proactive diplomacy following the end of the Cold War. In
that sense, TICAD was symptomatic of a revitalised Japanese diplomacy with grand
ambitions. In Owada’s assessment, the TICAD, as part of Japan’s proactive foreign
policy, would approach Africa’s economic malaise ‘from the perspective of
development rather than as an issue about aid’, and certainly not as a vehicle to
promote Japan’s ascension within the UN (Shirato 2020). The plan was eventually
pushed through with the support of Owada. On 24 September 1991, Taro Nakayama,
Minister for Foreign Affairs, finally officially announced Japan’s plan to hold a
conference on African development in a speech delivered at the UN General
Assembly, based apparently on the evolving political events in relation to apartheid
South Africa (Shirato 2020), and therefore designed to mitigate the potential
backlash against Japan’s gradual lifting of sanctions against South Africa, which had
been officially disclosed on 6 May 1991.
Strikingly missing in Shirato’s discussion is a lack of reference to the roles
of the economic ministries, MOF and MITI, and their relevant agencies, Japan Bank
for International Cooperation (JBIC), among others, in the ministerial decisionmaking concerning the development of the TICAD process, which poses a question
regarding the development content of the TICAD initiative. If indeed these ministries
were not integral to the decision-making processes, and were nothing more than
bystanders, as it were, to the discussions within MOFA about the plans for a
conference on African development, to what extent could TICAD have been
important to the Japanese government as a development initiative, given that Japan’s
political economy traditionally depends on its economic technocrats for crucial
decisions about development matters?

2. High-level Policy Dialogues about Africa’s Development, TICAD 1 TICAD IV
From its inception in the 1990s, the TICAD initiative was micro-managed
by MOFA. This is not least because TICAD was the brainchild of senior officials of
the foreign ministry, and as noted above, MITI and MOF had not been particularly
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involved in the planning and organisation of the venture, although the Japan
International Cooperation Agency (JICA), as the implementing agency of Japanese
ODA, was automatically involved. There is a confluence of factors at play that are
worth untangling in relation to the reticence on the part of MITI and MOF towards
TICAD. Firstly, MOFA designed TICAD as an advisory platform for Africa’s
economic development that would not be supported by financial pledges from Japan.
It is fair to assume that the opposition among departments at MOFA to making
financial pledges as part of the TICAD framework must have been convenient, if not
a relief, for MOF, as it saved it from having to contest with requests to provide more
funds for ODA.
MITI’s lack of enthusiasm for TICAD was based on two primary factors:
a lack of conviction in the economic viability of the project; and the fact that the
Japanese government would not be committing large funds towards the development
of Africa. Consequently, because no such funds would be made available, MITI may
have viewed the initiative as unattractive, as it lacked the ‘seed money’, the impetus,
to attract the Japanese private sector, manufacturers and other industrial concerns,
who would gain from the significant loans if they were available, as happened in
Southeast Asia and East Asia. Nevertheless, Japanese ODA to Africa did continue to
increase throughout the early part of the 1990s, maintaining between 11 percent and
12.8 percent compared to, for example, 2.2 percent in 1970 1 although as indicated in
Tables 1, 2 and 3, Japanese ODA to the African countries was largely toward
humanitarian assistance. As noted above, this continued in the TICAD era with
emphasis on Grant Aid and Technical Aid, a great portion of which was for poverty
reduction rather than as a kick-starter for economic development, as conceived in the
traditional Japanese development practices which emphasised loan aid as seed
money to attract Japanese private sector investment in the recipient countries. At the
same time, it could be argued that had the Keidanren showed an interest in the
economic prospects of the African countries, enough for its members to want to
invest significantly in the region, more ODA might have been injected into the
TICAD as seed money.

1 Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Official Development Assistance). https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/oda/summary/1999/d_g2_01.html#c_2_2.
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Table 1: Types and Geographical Distribution of Japan’s Bilateral ODA by Region (1998). US$ million
Grant Aid
Technical
Technical
Loan aid
Cooperation
Cooperation +
Amount
Regions
Grant Aid

Total ODA

Northeast Asia

76.44

427.36

707.31

1,211.10

Southeast Asia

437.85

489.31

1,510.49

2,437.66

Africa

636.38

193.97

119.93

950.29

Source: Derived from Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Official Development Assistance).
https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/oda/summary/1999/d_g2_01.html#c_2_2
Table 2: Japan’s Bilateral ODA by Region (2010).US$

Grant aid

Grants
Technical
cooperation

Loan aid
Technical
cooperation +
Grant aid

Amount
Amount
(A)-(B)
Disbursed
Recovered
(A)
(B)
East Asia
441.75
881.77
1,306.34
3,881.79
4,389.80
-508.02
Southeast Asia
385.15
504.83
874.22
3,242.34
3,187.34
54.99
Sub-Saharan Africa
1,481.57
408.02
1,559.92
273.37
102.55
172.83
Note: The figures for Grant Aid include Grants provided through multilateral institutions. These are not included in the total for Technical
cooperation + Grant aid.
Source: Derived from Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Official Development Assistance).
https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/oda/summary/1999/d_g2_01.html#c_2_2
Regions
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Table 3: Japan’s Bilateral ODA by Region, (2018)

Grant aid

Grants
Technical
cooperation

Loan Aid
Technical
cooperation +
Grant aid

Amount
Amount
(A)-(B)
Disbursed
Recovered
(A)
(B)
East Asia
433.76
413.37
847.13
2,282.06
4,456.18
-2,174.12
Southeast Asia
405.86
385.01
790.87
2,237.04
3,493.26
-1,256.22
Sub-Saharan Africa
746.77
312.34
1,059.11
430.59
118.87
311.72
Note: Recovery Procedure during Replenishment: ‘In principle, when the amount remaining undisbursed for the total disbursement for the Special
Account stipulated in the Loan Agreement reaches twice the amount of the initial disbursement, 4 JICA shall be entitled to initiate a recovery
procedure, under which replenishment will be partially made at a recovery ratio of two-thirds (2/3) against the amount for the supporting
documents submitted…’
Source: Redacted from Japan International Cooperation Agency, Brochure on Special Account Procedure for Japanese ODA Loans, August 2012.
https://www.jica.go.jp/english/our_work/types_of_assistance/oda_loans/oda_op_info/procedure/c8h0vm0000aoeopw-att/account_201208.pdf
Regions
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2. The Logistics of the Tokyo International Cooperation on African
Development, TICAD I -TICAD IV
Since its inception in 1993, there have been seven TICAD summit meetings,
interspersed since 2001 with inter-ministerial meetings, which are convened as part
of the institution of the TICAD process to review progress on decisions and
agreements made at the previous summit meeting. Procedurally, as originally agreed,
from 1993 TICAD was held once every five years in Japan, but this changed
following the fifth summit in 2013, when it was agreed that the summits would be
held every three years, conceivably due to pressures from the African countries on
MOFA to lessen the gap between the summits to mirror those of China’s TICAD
equivalent, the Forum for China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC), which meets every
three years. Rotating the venue of the summits between Japan and the African
countries, as was the practice with FOCAC, was also incorporated into TICAD.
Although the Japanese government orchestrates and single-handedly funds
TICAD, as a multilateral venture the initiative is co-organised with the United
Nations, World Bank, United Nations Development Program (UNDP), African
Union Commission and other relevant partners, a reflection of Japan’s own belief in
the UN-centered multilateral system. The arrangement is also implicitly an
affirmation of Japan’s bilateral alliance with the US, as well as the liberal democratic
orientation of its international relations. At the same time, Japan’s attempt to rope in
its ‘alliance partners’, including Britain and France (although apparently France was
initially reluctant to participate in what it saw as potentially ‘a one-day event’)
(Shirato 2020) was also seemingly carefully orchestrated to mitigate possible
concerns on the part of the so-called traditional partners of the African countries, on
whose interests Japan was attempting to encroach: the sort of opprobrium China has
recently experienced in its expanding relations with the African countries.
Nevertheless, TICAD as dictated by the ambitions of MOFA is indeed an offshoot
of Japan’s attempts in the latter part of the 1980s and the early 1990s to position
itself as a prominent leader in international affairs, based on Owada’s conception of
Japan’s proactive diplomacy, as noted above, and to be less dependent on its Western
allies for its international political direction.
TICAD was indeed a unilateral Japanese initiative towards Africa, which
did not involve having to seek permission from Africa’s traditional partners, as Japan
had tended to do in the Cold War era (Ampiah 2011). The fact that the first TICAD
summit, incidentally or not, coincided with the World Bank’s publication in 1993 of
The East Asian Miracle, based on a project that was funded by Japan and interrogated
the Anglo-American dominance in global economic policies (Wade 1996), was a
further indication of Japan’s emerging assertiveness. However, the perception
among Japanese policymakers was indeed that by establishing the TICAD, Japan
was taking on ‘a burden’ that other donors had seemingly given up on, become averse
to, and were eager to divorce from. Thus, as part of the Japanese government rhetoric,
the TICAD process was launched in 1993, during which time international interest
in Africa was waning as a result of the end of the Cold War (MOFA 2003). At the
same time, Japan’s policymakers saw it as logistically, and perhaps strategically
sensible to have the UN and the Global African Coalition co-host the event because
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the MOFA felt Japan lacked the expertise to handle such a huge operation on its own
(Shirato 2020).
It is appropriate at this stage to delineate some of the salient features of the
TICAD proceedings from 1993 to 2008 to help appraise and interrogate the
aspirations and evolution of the process. I will first discuss the Tokyo Declaration on
Africa Development towards the 21st Century (MOFA 1993), which was adopted by
participants at the first TICAD summit (TICAD I), as it provides further insights into
the essence and ambitions of the TICAD. The first paragraph of the Declaration
begins with a commitment of intent, announcing that, ‘[w]e, the participants of the
Tokyo International Conference on African Development (TICAD), consisting of
African countries and Africa's development partners, declare… our continued
dedication to the development of Africa towards a new era of prosperity’. How is
this laudable aspiration transmuted into and realised as concrete economic
development? In other words, how is the declared intention formulated and realised?
Crucially, as a framework for capitalist development, the Declaration centres the
importance of the private sector in strategies for economic development and growth,
maintaining that ‘the participants of TICAD agree that though foreign aid has an
impact on development, its role is only supplementary in magnitude and catalytic in
nature’.
This leads to the theme of economic development through activities of the
private sector, which addresses the relationship between the state and the private
sector as a much-valued component of the TICAD strategy for economic
development. It is declared that ‘a workable and practical cooperation between
government and the private sector is a key factor for development’. As such, the
African countries are exhorted to invest in and promote the ‘climate of trust between
these two actors’. To further promote the importance of the private sector in the
development process, the Declaration also ‘recognize[d] the importance of
appropriate insurance and guarantee schemes to protect private enterprises investing
in Africa from political and economic risks’.
While acknowledging ‘the differing international and internal conditions’
for development, the Declaration confirms ‘...no one model of development can be
simply transferred from one region to another’. All the same, it ‘acknowledg[ed]
some relevance of the Asian experience for African development’, suggesting the
possible repurposing of the Asian experience for the economic development of the
African countries (Stein 1998,19-22). Relevant to this is that the so-called Asian
experience is nothing more than a technique of capitalist production, and as Foucault
(1989, 124) informs us, ‘[t]echniques are easily transplanted’.
48 African countries, of which five were led by presidents and 43
represented by either ministers or ambassadors to Japan, attended TICAD I in
October 1993. Given the novelty of such an event organised by a country in East
Asia, the African delegates viewed the initiative with a mixture of hidden excitement
and patient expectation, hoping it was more than a meeting to conduct ‘a policy
dialogue’, and that the dialogue would be elevated into concrete development
practices that would lead to transformations in the African economies.
However, the format and orientation of the TICAD II in October 1998 was
essentially no different from that of the previous summit in 1993. The policy
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dialogue led to the summit’s adoption of the Tokyo Agenda for Action, which
emphasises (MOFA 1998):
1) Social Development: to accelerate development in education, health and
population, and measures to assist the poor
2) Economic Development: to advance private sector development, industrial
development, agricultural development, and [examine] issues about external debt
3) Foundations for Development: to provide guidance towards good governance,
conflict prevention and post-conflict development
The tenth anniversary of the process ushered in TICAD III from 29
September to 1 October 2003, which was, as with the first two events, held in Tokyo.
Again, with an emphasis on a ‘high policy dialogue’ between the African countries
and their partners, the summit explored six thematic ideas, as follows: consolidation
of peace; capacity building, human-centred development; infrastructure; agriculture;
and private sector development. It was also at this summit that TICAD began to take
the shape and achieve the status of an institution, confirming its staying power, even
though there was rising concern, if not irritation, among the African delegates about
the effectiveness of the meetings, reflecting queries the African Diplomatic Corps in
Tokyo had raised with MOFA. 1 Effectively, the African participants were more
interested in attracting Japanese private sector investments and expanding trade with
Japan, and were less inspired by discourses and lectures, on the principles of
economic development, good governance and nation-building, which they felt,
rightly or wrongly, patronised them. In essence, they wanted the contemplation to
pick up steam and for the summits to be action-oriented.
Within MOFA itself, at least based on Owada’s testimonies, it was also felt
that what was needed in Africa were development initiatives to address the region’s
socio-economic problems, rather than allocation of aid based on donors’ GDP and
dictated by the dynamics of global politics (Shirato 2020). These were ideals that, as
will be discussed below, the Japanese private sector also shared, based on the
understanding that aid should only be seen as a catalyst for economic development.
It is intriguing, however, that, according to Owada, MOFA, or perhaps he meant
himself and his cohort, ‘are opposed to fashioning TICAD into a platform for
pursuing the interests of Japanese companies for Japan’s ascendency in Africa,’
(Shirato 2020) a non-sequitur in every sense in so far as Japan’s relations with Africa
were concerned, unless perhaps the point was meant as criticism of China, or indeed
the West, in their relations with the African countries.
Nevertheless, Japan’s perspective on Africa was being gradually
transformed within the framework of TICAD, becoming more positive towards
engaging more proactively with the African economies, and indicating some new
directions in the TICAD process. This became more evident in the run-up to TICAD
IV, which was held in Yokohama from 28 to 30 May 2008. The Yokohama
1

Apparently in preparation for TICAD I there had been intense meetings between MOFA
officials and members of the African Diplomatic Corps in Tokyo that exposed heightened
disagreements between the two parties.
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Declaration, Towards a Vibrant Africa (MOFA 2008), adopted at the summit,
reflected ‘…positive trends which have emerged across the African continent in
general since TICAD III in 2003’, citing ‘increasing political stability and improved
governance, buttressed by strong economic growth and rising levels of foreign direct
investment’ – much of it coming from Asia, in particular from China.
To build on this positive trend while remaining mindful of the
developmental challenges facing the region, TICAD IV was devised to focus on the
following inter-related priority areas: boosting economic growth; ensuring human
security, including achieving the Millennium Development Goals and the
consolidation of peace and good governance; and addressing environmental issues
and climate change. For the purposes of this article, I will focus on the first priority,
boosting economic growth, not least because it signifies the shift in the direction and
priorities of the TICAD process towards sensitising the Japanese private sector about
the emerging economic prospects of Africa. In essence, the remit of the TICAD was
shifting away from the ‘no pledge’ principle that had served as the basis for the
origins of the initiative. Perhaps more pertinent to the concept of boosting economic
growth was the emphasis given to the role of the private sector – both domestic and
foreign – in the promotion and financing of sustainable economic growth in Africa.
Thus, unlike the previous summits, TICAD IV in 2008 was calibrated to encompass
action-oriented outcomes (MOFA 2008, 6), and the discourse regarding TICAD from
that point began to put more emphasis on public-private partnership. To reinforce the
new orientation of the TICAD discourse, for the first time in 2009 MOFA’s
diplomatic Blue Book acknowledged that Japan’s ‘relationship with Africa, which is
rich in natural resources and has a huge population that continues to increase, is of
great significance for the future of the Japanese economy’. According to Shirato
(2020), ‘[s]ince then, there has been a passage in the diplomatic Blue Book every
year that clearly affirms Africa’s growing importance in Japanese diplomacy’.

2. The Economic Ministries and the Private Sector in the TICAD Process
In 2007, MOF made a public intervention in respect to Japan’s relations
with the African countries, which was significant in the context of Japanese
bureaucratic interests regarding TICAD (Pajon 2020): as noted above, these had
previously largely been managed, if not unwittingly monopolised, by MOFA. The
Minister of Finance, Omi (2007), who gave the keynote speech at the Africa Day
Symposium in Tokyo on 25 May, reaffirmed the public-private partnership matrix in
the TICAD process, as he proposed ‘that Japan should deliver aid in a way that assists
the efforts of African countries toward private sector development’. He also made
the point that ‘the development of the private sector is crucial to Africa’s sustainable
economic growth through accumulation of capital and promotion of external
trade…’, which are inextricably linked in so far as capital promotes external trade
and vice versa in the generation of profit through further investment. In that context,
the Finance Minister referenced Japanese ODA essentially as ‘seed money’ that
would serve as the basis for the promotion of the activities of the private sector in
Africa.
MOF’s intervention indeed indicates Japan’s attempt to explore the
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potential of the TICAD in a more mutually beneficial manner, and could therefore
be seen as part of the process to reorient the original modus operandi of the process
away from the ‘advisory only’ role that had been imposed upon it. From such a
perspective, Omi stated that, in collaboration with the Africa Development Bank
(AfDB), Japan had initiated ‘EPSA (Enhanced Private Sector Assistance) for
Africa…focusing on private sector development’. As might be expected from an
official from one of Japan’s economic ministries, Omi ended his speech with a
remark that he hoped ‘Japan will build win-win relations with African countries not
only through financial instruments, but also through utilizing the power of science
and technology’ (Omi 2007). This meant supporting, as Shimomura might put it, the
aid recipient’s economic development, as well as promoting Japan’s exports through
that process (Shimomura 2015, 12).
These were also indications that the Japanese private sector was beginning
to show signs of interest in the African economies, and these indications were
perhaps integral to the plans articulated by Omi. The dynamics of this suggest that
the original formulation of TICAD as a diplomatic initiative, which had by then
passed its sell-by date, was gradually being recalibrated in favour of the economic
imperative and within an understanding, according to the Kezai Doyukai (2013;
2018, 4), that ‘the engine of the African economy has shifted from foreign
governmental aid to trade and investment by the private sector’. In tandem, the
Japanese government committed to fulfilling the promise it made at TICAD IV
(2008) to double Japan’s ODA to $1.8 billion by the 2012 fiscal year, and to offer
yen loans amounting to $4 billion in the five years preceding that (Keizai Doyukai
2013), but this was done essentially to augment the principles undergirding the ideals
of public-private partnership, the basis of Japanese development assistance to East
Asia.
Consequently, the Keizai Doyukai (2018, 4) noted that ‘since TICAD IV…
the message concerning ‘public-private partnership’ and about graduating ‘from aid
to trade and investment has gained much traction in the discourses about African
development, and the need for public-private partnership in Africa’s development
has also been advocated in Japan’. As such, the Kezai Doyukai (2016) exhorted the
Japanese government to establish multiple development goals and attach timescales
and finance to them.
One detects some exasperation in the tone of the Doyukai regarding
Japan’s engagements with the African countries, indicating that the association
wanted the Japanese government to do more in the context of TICAD to promote the
interests of potential Japanese investors in Africa. The Kezai Doyukai (2013) pointed
out that from 2002 to 2011, the average annual amount of Japan’s private sector
investment in Africa remained at approximately $440 million, arguing that this
amount, far below the amount disbursed as ODA (approximately $1,580 million),
indicates that Japan must make further efforts to meet Africa’s expectations of
attracting more investments than aid. The point here is that the ODA that was
disbursed to Africa, which was largely grant aid and technical aid, as indicated above
in Tables 1, 2, and 3, was not attractive to Japanese investors, as the package was
more geared towards humanitarian assistance, not economic development. In effect,
the aid package was not designed for activities such as infrastructure development,
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for example, that could help attract more private sector investment. Thus, the
Doyukai requested that, given TICAD’s ‘…new trend toward public-private
partnership and [the] shift in emphasis from aid to trade and investment, there is a
growing need to tie trade/investment and business expansion by companies to
Africa’s development and growth’ (Keizai Doyukai 2018b). More concretely, the
association intimated that (Keizai Doyukai 2013):
To encourage private companies to place higher priority on Africa…we
believe that the Japanese government should provide a type of development
aid that will improve regional economic and social infrastructures, and which
will identify the types of business needs and seeds existing in Africa.
They further challenged the Japanese ‘government to increase the percentage of aid
to Africa’ (Keizai Doyukai 2013).
If the Doyukai comes across as supporting more Japanese development
assistance for Africa, it is because more ‘seed money’ for the region would inherently
augment Japanese private sector interests in the region, in the formula Omi referred
to as ‘win-win’. Indeed, among the Doyukai’s recent proposals is that ‘the Japanese
government … set forth and implement a focused strategy for Africa oriented around
the needs and priorities of the private sector, as a means to encourage companies
wishing to set up operations in Africa’, and it wants the Japanese government’s
assistance in prioritising the needs of the private sector (Keizai Doyukai 2018b).
Thus the association is forthright in ‘…request[ing] that the Japanese government
take a more strategic and flexible approach to ODA, to meet the needs of both
African countries and Japan’s national interest in the mid- to long-term’ (Keizai
Doyukai 2013).
The Doyukai’s other complaint concerned what the association saw as the
uncoordinated and conflicting bureaucratic interests surrounding the TICAD process.
This is because, as it noted, while other ministries such as Ministry of Economy
Trade and Industries (METI) 2 and MOF have become more actively involved in the
vision of the TICAD process as an economic initiative, ministerial roles remain
scattered, with ministries and agencies carrying out independent and insufficiently
coordinated activities in terms of how frameworks for public-private collaboration
are administered (Keizai Doyukai 2013). Consequently, the Doyukai ‘…suggest[ed]
the establishment of a minister responsible for TICAD, who will administrate
various ministries and agencies and integrate their policymaking and coordination
functions regarding African strategies under his/her leadership’ (Keizai Doyukai
2013).
The association also wanted the Japanese government to step up support to
the private sector with an emphasis on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
that are willing and flexible but lack resources (Keizai Doyukai 2018b, 2). In essence,
the Doyukai wanted the Japanese government to abandon policies that were designed
to please all and sundry, and instead focus on enhancing ‘public funding schemes
tailored to the needs of SMEs and start-up companies and to actual business
2

MITI was reorganised to METI in 2001.
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conditions’ (Keizai Doyukai 2018b, 2). The appeal for the Japanese government to
desist from making policies that please all, and the emphasis on SMEs, might reflect
the Doyukai’s irritation in the reticence of certain members of the business
community towards Africa.
As would be expected, the association was also concerned about how onesided the commitments made at the TICAD were, with all expectations on Japan,
while the African countries did not seem to make any commitments apart from
attending the events. Consequently, the Doyukai requested that the Japanese
government ‘encourage the governments of African countries to offer incentives to
private-sector companies dealing with issues of basic education and other local
human resource development issues’, and further appealed to Japan to ‘resolutely
urge these countries, by utilizing all available bilateral and multilateral frameworks,
to address governance issues such as regulatory [and] systemic changes connected
to industrial policy and economic activities and [inadequate] administrative
capabilities’ (Keizai Doyukai 2018b, 3). The credibility of the Doyukai’s criticism
of the African partners is perhaps evident in, for example, the African Diplomatic
Corps (Tokyo) recommendations submitted in 2012 with regard to TICAD V (2013),
which were essentially a shopping list of what the African countries expected from
Japan without offering to commit to anything themselves (African Diplomatic Corps,
2012).
As Hirano (2012, 184) confirms, initially there was a ‘lack of interest in
TICAD from the Japanese business community’. Nevertheless, the Keidanren,
which has tended to demonstrate a more conservative and reticent stance regarding
Africa, has also become more attentive to the evolution of TICAD in tandem with
the changing business dynamics of the African countries. Not surprisingly, the
Federation’s interventions in the discourses regarding TICAD also reinforce the
business content of Japanese ODA, as discussed above. Reflecting on economic
development in Asia and its relevance to Africa, the Keidanren (2018) noted that ‘the
provision of Japanese public funding and technology helped to build infrastructure
and systems and human resources (HR) training, leading to public sector trade and
investment, job creation, technological improvement, and industrial development in
the region’. It further notes that ‘[i]n Africa too, at TICAD V a statement was made
on the importance of viewing African countries not simply as destinations for aid but
rather as trade and investment partners… [that] public-private partnerships can help
to maximize the development…’ and recommended that further partnerships be
designed to ‘achieve a collaboration incorporating the three strands of investment,
trade, and aid’ (Keidanren 2018), the trinity Shimomura identified in Japanese ODA.
With such a shopping list, it is fair to suggest, as with the Doyukai, but unlike the
architects at MOFA who had driven the formation of the TICAD, that the Keidanren
(2018) approaches Africa, not surprisingly, through a business model. This is not
least because of the ‘economic growth and the growing middle-income population
expected in the future’ in the region.
Nevertheless, in a recent survey, the Japan External Trade Organisation
(JETRO 2020) pointed out that, ‘while business momentum in Africa is growing,
concerns about risks remain’, noting that ‘[i]n terms of management issues,
‘’preparation/Implementation of legal regulations” was the biggest risk’. Of the
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firms the organisation surveyed, ‘approximately 80% … viewed this as a problem,
indicating strong concerns about governance’. Thus, Japan does not rank among
Africa’s major investors 3, although it has the third-largest economy in the world,
after the US and China. It seems the problem is complicated by inhibitions of
distance, both spatial and cultural (Keizai Doyukai 2015, 5), although China has
successfully demonstrated that East Asian venture capitalism does not have to have
any such limitations.

Conclusion
The discussion has drawn on the traditional conception of Japan’s ODA to
show how Japan’s approaches to development assistance to Africa deviated from the
norms according to which Japan administered aid. As noted above, these norms
involved comprehensive economic packages, the trinity of aid articulated by MITI
Minister Hajime Tamaru, an arrangement that ensures a role for the Japanese private
sector in the bilateral engagement between the Japanese government as the donor
and the recipient country, and where both donor and aid recipient benefit. The
equation effectively promotes Japanese exports and investments while stimulating
the development and growth of the recipient’s economy. In contrast, Japanese ODA
to Africa was largely in the form of humanitarian assistance and devoid of the
incentives that would attract the Japanese private sector to engage in the
development of recipient countries in the region. Taking my cue from Shirato
Keiichi’s account of the origin of the TICAD, I suggest that TICAD was indeed
conceived as a diplomatic initiative and not an exercise in development, based on
the formula according to which Japan approaches development assistance.
While Shirato seems inclined to suggest that TICAD was not designed to
solicit African support for Japan’s bid for a seat on the UN Security Council, it is
evident in his own narrative that there were two schools of thought with different
agendas within the MOFA as to what the TICAD could be used for. The indications
are that the UN Bureau, led by Hatano, was keen to use the initiative to attract the
support of the African countries for Japan’s bid for a Security Council seat; the other
contingent, led by Owada, seemingly had a primary motive to reinvent Japanese
diplomacy after the end of the Cold War, reorienting it away from its previous
overdependence on the US and Japan’s EU allies, and TICAD was one of the
vehicles designed to make Japanese foreign policy more proactive. Nevertheless,
both teams agreed on one thing, which was not to turn TICAD into a costly exercise
for Japanese taxpayers by increasing ODA to the African countries. The dual
concepts of ownership and self-help were thus deployed as part of the TICAD
framework to force the policy to stick to the regime of not making financial pledges
at the summits. At the same time, these concepts were used conveniently as
motivational instructions for self-reliance in economic development and nationbuilding for a region that is saddled with corrupt regimes and ineffective leaders
(Shirato 2020).
3

Top Investor Economies in Africa (Billions of Dollars). Source: UNCTAD, 16 June, 2020.
https://unctad.org/news/investment-flows-africa-set-drop-25-40-2020
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Indeed, Japan’s conception of TICAD has seemingly offered a new form
of development dispensation to the African countries. However, its premise as an
advisory body that would not make any ODA pledges toward Africa’s development
did not change how the Japanese private sector viewed Africa’s economic prospects,
which they continue to largely ignore. The analysis above suggests that this was
largely a product of how TICAD was conceived from its inception by the senior
members of MOFA, including Ambassadors Hisashi Owada and Yoshio Hatano,
with their disparate interests. Thus, the discussion has explored the bureaucratic
conflict of interests that fed the initial articulation and development of TICAD as a
policy concept.
Discussions about TICAD often do not reflect the role of the economic
ministries of MOF and METI, for example, in the formulation and articulation of its
inception, because they were barely involved, a factor that I argue allowed MOFA to
monopolise the initiative, and single-handedly run it. In many ways this was not
useful to the interests of the African countries, as without an interest in the TICAD
from these powerful economic ministries, the summits’ actual development content
was limited, and would therefore attract little interest from the Japanese private
sector, which works in close association with the METI.
The change with the TICAD initiative seems to have come with TICAD IV
in 2008, in response to the economic boom in Africa triggered by Chinese imports
of the region’s natural resources. As the momentum to boost the Japanese private
sector’s interest in Africa’s economic prospects gathered pace, pledges by the
Japanese government for infrastructure development and other incentives began to
be made. The point to stress here is that the turnaround was indeed dictated by
economic factors, both in Japan and in Africa. The discussion above also
demonstrates the extent to which the Kezai Doyukai in particular has warmed up to
the idea of the TICAD as a business forum.
The jury is still out on how successful TICAD can be as a factor in the
development of the African economies. It would seem that for the initiative to
succeed in some way in its ambitions, the African countries and the Japanese
stakeholders, (including the Japanese private sector) will have to synchronise their
respective responsibilities, with each playing roles commensurate with their
capabilities. The African countries will have to attend to governance and institutional
issues to make the region attractive for Japanese investors. Human capacity
development through education is also imperative. On the other side, Japan’s
technological and financial prowess will need to be deployed in a focused and
systematic manner to maximise the objectives set out for the TICAD. Perhaps a
concentration on one or two countries in each of the sub-regions as a basis for
development and from where development to the other countries might be
orchestrated could be a good way of using tight ODA resources. In the meantime,
the Japanese private sector as venture capitalists could use their investments
wherever the opportunities are, and take risks.
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Abstract: This article does not underestimate the development impact of China’s
Belt and Road Initiative in terms of transportation infrastructures in Africa, nor
ignores the potential development role of Japan’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP)
Initiative here assessed. The problem is that although both countries initiatives
facilitate Africa’s defragmentation through greater connectivity via the development
of infrastructures if their connectivity is not adequately addressed, disruptive
development effects may arise for the countries involved. It is argued that
development cooperation through mixed hard-to-soft infrastructures leads to greater
defragmentation, hence contributing toward deeper regional integration.
Theoretically, it draws on the concept of defragmentation and the new regionalism
approach as it best highlights the relationship between globalization and
regionalization connectivity approaches. Qualitative analysis is used to compare the
gaps between hard and soft aspects of representative infrastructure projects of China
and Japan in East Africa. Eventually, better connectivity should result in better trade
relations between both sides. It finds that though Japan has a better hard-to-soft
approach than China, the latter has better regional connectivity in East Africa than
Japan. Finally, both donors showed a similar asymmetric aid and trade pattern with
East Africa with a disadvantage to the African side.
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Introduction
At the sixth Tokyo International Conference on African Development in
Nairobi, Kenya, on August 27, 2016, Japanese Prime Minister Abe Shinzo initiated
the Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy, renamed Free and Open Indo-Pacific
Initiative (FOIP Initiative, hereafter, FOIP). The fulfillment of the FOIP rests on
three pillars. (1st) “The promotion and establishment of the rule of law, freedom of
navigation, and free trade, etc.,” are essential to (2nd) “the pursuit of economic
prosperity”. However, without the (3rd) “commitment for peace and stability” of all
nations across the Indian Ocean and the Pacific, securing connectivity between Asia
and Africa will be hard to achieve, if not impossible (MOFA – Ministry of Foreign
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Affairs of Japan 2021).
From a development perspective, the FOIP second pillar emphasis on “high
quality infrastructure” is especially important for the Japanese government aim of
increasing Asia-Africa “physical connectivity” through the construction of (hard)
infrastructure, such as ports, railways, and roads, thus facilitating “people-to-people
connectivity” through human resources development, and (soft) “institutional
connectivity”, aimed at achieving inclusive, sustainable, and resilient growth (i.e.,
“quality growth”) in Asia and Africa (MOFA 2021, 3; MOFA 2018b, 3–5).
Infrastructure connectivity has become an important part of Japan’s development
cooperation with Africa, but also of China that complementary to the Forum on
China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) has launched the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
in 2013, previously called One Belt One Road (OBOR). Initially, with the exception
of East Africa region, Africa was not important to the BRI. Gradually, Africa has
become a significant partner within the BRI international cooperation as in addition
to the 46 Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) signed between China and African
countries, a Cooperation Mechanism was established between China and the African
Union (AU) in December 2021 to deepen their partnership on jointly building the
BRI (Yuxi 2021).
Given Africa’s present trade asymmetry with China and Japan, the question
here is to what extent China’s and Japan’s development cooperation projects within
the framework of the BRI and Japan FOIP initiatives are contributing to East Africa’s
defragmentation to accelerate regional infrastructure connectivity, eventually
rebalancing East African trade with China and Japan.
To answer the above question, the authors compare Japan’s official
development assistance (ODA) projects and China’s ODA-like projects under the
BRI to East Africa, specifically Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda, assess their financing
for the aforementioned projects and conclude with a brief analysis on their trade
relations.
East African region was selected due to its geographic proximity to Asia
and its regional development priority as an economic corridor both to China and
Japan connectivity initiatives. This study is not aimed at analysing the strategic
aspects of the FOIP and BRI and their competitive nature; rather, it compares Japan’s
and China’s aid projects, their practical aspects, and their contribution to regional
integration of Africa through the concept of “defragmentation” that is connectivity
through development of infrastructures. Based on this concept the overall trends of
Japan’s and China’s aid projects towards infrastructure development in East Africa
are analyzed. It also includes a qualitative analysis of two concrete projects - the
Mombasa Port Development Project by Japan, and the Standard Gauge Railway
(SGR) from Mombasa to Nairobi by China. It is argued that development
cooperation through mixed hard-to-soft infrastructures leads to greater
defragmentation, therefore contributing toward deeper regional integration and
sustainable development in Africa.
The article is organized as follows. Following the introduction, section two
explains what defragmentation means and emphasizes the importance of Japan and
China’s connectivity policies to enhance regional integration through infrastructure
development, thus mitigating the negative impact of economic globalization as a
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result of greater defragmentation in Africa. The third section analyzes the trends and
actual performances of Japan and China’s aid for connectivity in East Africa. The
fourth section draws lessons from Japan and China’s projects. The final section
concludes with a note on both countries’ trade relations with East Africa.

1. Conceptual and theoretical background: Defragmentation and
connectivity in Africa
Célestin Monga (2017), the vice president of the African Development
Bank Group, noted that the key to Africa’s development is not just economic growth
but also sustained economic development via a structural transformation of the
economy through the expansion and diversification of its exports. Given Africa’s
dependency on exportation of primary products, which account for 62 percent of
Africa’s total exports, agribusiness can be an engine of structural transformation and,
at the same time, increase labor and agricultural productivity, create nonagricultural
jobs in the manufacturing sector, and alleviate poverty (Boly and Kéré 2017;
Ndikumana 2011). To facilitate Africa’s regional integration into the global economy,
the promotion of greater connectivity through the development of infrastructure
between regions is essential. According to the Commission for Africa (2005, 233),
Infrastructure is a key component of the investment climate, reducing the costs
of doing business and enabling people to access markets; is crucial to advances
in agriculture; is a key enabler of trade and integration, important for offsetting
the impact of geographical dislocation and sovereign fragmentation, and
critical for enabling Africa to break into world markets.
In principle, both Japan’s and China’s initiatives share the idea of
connectivity. In order to promote economic growth in Africa, the BRI vows to
connect the continent into global markets through infrastructure development, the
shift of labor-intensive industries from China to Africa, and higher trade capacity
(Lin 2018). Similarly, Japan’s FOIP aims to promote economic prosperity by
enhancing connectivity with quality infrastructure development to materialize the
“potential of Africa as a global main player” (MOFA 2017, 9). However,
globalization in Africa has not been working as an inclusive form of integration, but
rather as a force of capitalist expansion, careless of geopolitical borders, and
neoliberal in character (Guttal 2010, 70–76). As a result, boosting Africa’s
intraregional trade is critical to its integration into the global economy through trade
facilitation and network services infrastructure to produce and move goods swiftly
across African regions (World Economic Forum 2012). In this context, the new
regionalism approach highlights the close relationship between globalization and
regionalization with an emphasis on the consequences of asymmetric power relations
in its various forms (Grant and Söderbaum 2003, 7–8). This approach embodies the
fragmentation of traditional regionalism as a formal integration process into an
informal regionalization process that, according to Bach (2003), may translate into a
process of integration, which may be formally state-led (Taylor 2003).
To highlight the importance of intraregional and interregional connectivity
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in promoting Africa’s sustainable development, the authors draw on the concept of
defragmentation. Bach (2016, 115) cites the World Bank to describe defragmentation
as the idea of “promotion of ‘deeper’ regional integration through the removal of a
range of non-tariff and regulatory barriers [that] ... raise transaction costs and limit
the movement of goods services, peoples and capital across borders.” The concept
considers that “coherent regional economic spaces should emerge along with global
integration on a less asymmetrical basis” (Bach 2016, 115). From this viewpoint, the
significance of the FOIP and the BRI is that both take into account the impact of the
globalization process in Africa and redefine the purpose of regionalism as no longer
an institutional, formal, and overly political process, but rather an informal process
aimed at regional cooperation and economic revitalization of regions through the
development of infrastructures (Acharya 2012, 8; Office of the Leading Group for
Promoting the Belt and Road Initiative 2017, 1; MOFA 2017). However, while China
emphasizes the BRI as a policy instrument to advance “economic globalization” (Liu
and Dunford 2016), Japan’s FOIP highlights how globalization has marginalized
Africa in the world economy and aims to upgrade the connectivity capabilities of all
countries involved at the national, regional, and sub-regional scale to promote
stability and prosperity through development cooperation (MOFA 2017).
Based on the above it can be assumed that for defragmentation to occur in
Africa, connectivity through the development of infrastructures is vital. Hence, the
development of hard infrastructures, such as mega transport infrastructures, as well
as soft infrastructures, such as energy, transport, water, sanitation, information, and
communication technology, and trade logistics are also critical. Moreover, to take
advantage of the great potential of both (hard-to-soft) infrastructure towards
economic growth and inclusive development, all stakeholders should focus on these
two components (Bach 2016, 115; Ndikumana 2011, 212).
Deng (2013, 687) found that transport infrastructure in some cases had a
positive impact on productivity and economic growth, but in other cases, the
opposite was found, with the roads not always leading to prosperity. Hence, Bakker
et al. (2014), with regard to connectivity, suggested that transport and infrastructure
development should take a sustainable development-oriented approach rather than a
growth-based approach. To this end, Brenton and Isik (2012) suggested upgrading
hard infrastructure with improvements of soft infrastructure, including high-quality
transport and logistics services, to improve connectivity.
In the case of the BRI, this connectivity is manifestly centered on transport
“hard” infrastructures, such as railways, roads, shipping, aviation, pipelines, and
integrated space information networks, to expand economic, trade, and financial
cooperation (Office of the Leading Group for Promoting the Belt and Road Initiative
2019). China’s “hard” infrastructure approach translates in faster extra-regional trade
rather than that of intra-regional trade (Gomera and Khanapurkar 2019). In the case
of Japan’s FOIP, connectivity has implications and applications beyond transport
(hard) infrastructures, as connectivity covers several domains, including soft
infrastructures. Japan’s connectivity focuses on three dimensions, as follows:
economic diversification and industrialization; resilient health systems; and
promotion of social stability toward sharing prosperity (MOFA 2017, 12). In contrast
to the BRI, the FOIP indicates a better configuration of the new regionalism approach
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in Southern and East Africa as Japan’s hard infrastructures are coordinated with
improvements in soft infrastructures (Rogerson 2001; Brenton and Isik 2012).
In sum, defragmentation contributes to Africa’s sustainable development
through regional connectivity. However, to attain this goal, both hard-to-soft
infrastructures are essential. It is generally accepted that Japan’s policy for
promoting prosperity and stability in Africa (and Asia) appears to be consistent with
the idea of defragmentation in terms of supporting infrastructure development. In
this light, the following section analyzes Japan’s and China’s development projects
in East Africa, to understand to what extent their policy connectivity contributes to
Africa’s defragmentation.

2. Japanese and Chinese Aid for Connectivity in East Africa
(1) Overview
From the perspective of connectivity and sustainable development in East
Africa, this section reviews Japan’s aid to Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda and
compares it with that of China. Based on the OECD Creditor Reporting System
(OECD 2019) for Japanese ODA and on Dreher et al. (2017) for Chinese ODArelated and other official flows-like projects, aid data was analyzed from 2000 to
2014.
According to Dreher et al. (2017), from 2000 to 2014, China committed to
76, 68, and 81 ODA-like projects in Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda, respectively.
During this same period, China also provided US$1,460.8 million, US$657.5 million,
and US$1,006.9 million to Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda, respectively.
As for Japanese ODA, in the same period, Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda
were provided with US$2,121.7 million, US$235.8 million, and US$689.4 million
respectively. Among the three East African countries, Kenya was the top recipient of
aid from both Japan and China. Historically, Kenya has been one of the largest
recipients of Japanese ODA, and a key player in the TICAD process (Raposo and
Potter, 2010). In the same vein, China’s historical diplomatic relations with Kenya
evolved to a new stage of South-South Development Cooperation through FOCAC
and BRI infrastructure projects, such as the Standard Gauge Railway (SGR) railway
project, Mombasa port extension, and Lamu power plant, not without problems as
this late project was cancelled by Kenya’s National Environment Court as Chinese
firms lacked environmental studies of the plant’s impact on Lamu, a UNESCO
heritage site (Wagner 2020, 104).
As Table 1 shows, from 2000 to 2014, both China and Japan share a similar
pattern for sectoral aid allocation to Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda. First, they both
provided more aid to economic infrastructures, in particular, transport and the
storage and energy sectors, than to social infrastructure and services. Second, their
aid projects for transport and the storage sector, which directly aim to enhance
connectivity between East Africa and the world economy as well as intraregional
connectivity, tend to concentrate on Kenya rather than landlocked Rwanda and
Uganda. Third, although they have different terms and conditions for concessional
loans, Chinese loans have raised concerns of debt sustainability while Japan is
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extremely cautious in extending new loans to prevent debt distress as the case of
Ghana has shown where Japan halted the provision of loans (OECD 2020).
Table 1. China’s and Japan’s sectoral aid allocation to Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda
(2000-2014, percentage*)
Kenya
Rwanda
Uganda
Sector
China Japan China Japan China Japan
100: I. Social Infrastructure &
Services
23.20 20.06 5.78 35.56 22.53 26.22
110: I.1. Education
7.12 4.72 2.42 10.05 0.38 5.25
120: I.2. Health
9.00 4.92 0.71 0.41 5.29 11.81
130: I.3. Population
Policies/Programmes &
Reproductive Health
0.04 0.91 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.33
140: I.4. Water Supply &
Sanitation
0.00 6.05 0.00 12.95 1.14 3.35
150: I.5. Government & Civil
Society
6.94 2.72 2.63 7.80 14.98 4.09
160: I.6. Other Social
Infrastructure & Services
0.09 0.75 0.01 4.35 0.74 1.38
200: II. Economic Infrastructure
& Services
61.90 51.79 50.93 25.44 58.44 42.83
210: II.1. Transport & Storage
44.27 26.09 50.93 11.52 10.26 21.87
220: II.2. Communications
1.64 0.21 0.00 1.21 0.18 1.61
230: II.3. Energy
15.99 24.75 0.00 12.38 48.00 19.13
240: II.4. Banking & Financial
Services
0.00 0.70 0.00 0.08 0.00 0.20
250: II.5. Business & Other
Services
0.00 0.04 0.00 0.25 0.00 0.02
300: III. Production Sectors
0.42 11.45 3.59 16.14 5.06 8.14
310: III.1. Agriculture,
Forestry, Fishing
0.21 10.60 1.23 15.34 5.06 7.24
320: III.2. Industry, Mining,
Construction
0.21 0.62 0.00 0.56 0.00 0.79
331: III.3.a. Trade and Tourism 0.00 0.23 2.35 0.24 0.00 0.11
Others (1)
14.47 16.69 39.71 22.85 13.95 22.81

Note: 1) Others include multi-sector / cross-cutting, commodity aid / general programme assistance,
action relating to debt, humanitarian aid, and unallocated / unspecified assistance.
* Percentage of total ODA commitments and Other Official Flows (OOF)
Source: Compiled by the authors based on Dreher et al. (2017) and OECD (2019)

China’s flexible terms on loans might provide Kenya with quicker chances
to economic growth via the construction of economic infrastructures. However, in
October 2018, the IMF elevated the country risk of debt stress to moderate while
landlocked Rwanda and Uganda are at low risk of debt distress (AEO – Africa
Economic Outlook 2019). According to the Kenya Annual Debt Report, as of June
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2018, Japan and China detained 4 percent and 22 percent, respectively, of Kenya’s
debt (Rotich 2018). Rwanda owes China only US$289 million, in contrast with
Uganda, which owes China US$2.96 billion, and Tanzania US$2.34 billion in loans.
On the one hand, East Africa's debt exposure to China is increasing (Cyiza 2019),
but on the other hand, Japan’s slowness to implement its projects compared to China
is a problem. Although Japan’s aid projects are as much concessional as China’s, the
term conditions for its loans are more generous than China’s, as will be discussed in
the next section. This does not mean that both countries have overlooked the
importance of grant aid to social development sectors in Kenya, Rwanda, and
Uganda. The reason for the low amount of aid for the social sector is that the scale
of grant aid in this sector is smaller than the economic sector, which is financed
mostly with loans for the reasons stated above. Furthermore, it is widely known that
both China’s and Japan’s development cooperation have always emphasized the
central role of infrastructures for development, which demonstrate the root causes of
connectivity in their development approaches, without neglecting the social sectors,
as Raposo and Potter (2010) and Carvalho (2015) have shown.
Proportionally, both Japan and China have implemented almost as many
projects for the social sectors as for the economic sectors in Kenya, Rwanda, and
Uganda; education, health, government and civil society, and agriculture have been
the priority social sectors in Japan’s and China’s aid to the three countries. However,
Japan has more aid projects to water supply, sanitation, and agriculture, forestry, and
fishing than China.
(2) Aid for Hard and Soft Infrastructures
This section focuses on Japan’s and China’s aid projects for connectivity
in East Africa, including both hard and soft infrastructures. It should be noted that
we used different sources to collect data regarding Chinese and Japanese projects
and the data together range from 2000 to 2018 in slightly different periods.
According to Dreher et al. (2017), from 2000 to 2014, China implemented 18
infrastructure projects in Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda. In the case of Japanese ODA,
the project data was collected from 2008 to 2016 from Seifu Kaihatsu Enjo (ODA)
Hakusyo Nihon no Kokusai Kyōryoku (Japan’s ODA White Paper, selected years)
while the data from 2017 to 2018 was from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan
(n.d.). According to these sources, Japan implemented 16 projects to construct hard
infrastructures in the three African countries from 2007 to 2018.
Despite the limitations in the dataset, some similarities and differences can
be observed in both China’s and Japan’s aid projects for hard infrastructure in the
Northern Corridor, as follows. First, China tends to concentrate its projects on Kenya,
while Japan’s aid is more evenly distributed between Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda.
China emphasizes hard-infrastructure projects, such as the construction of roads and
railways, whereas Japan features various hard-infrastructure projects, such as roads,
bridges, ports, geothermal power pools, and sustainable smallholder irrigation.
Second, Japanese projects, mostly roads, have concentrated on the capital city of
each East African country (i.e., Nairobi, Kampala, and Kigali). Although these cities
are an important gateway to the Northern Corridor, not only is the Japanese
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contribution limited to these areas, but its aid scale is also smaller than the Chinese
projects, which include roads and railways connecting major cities and borders. The
Mombasa Port Development Projects and the SGR project between Mombasa and
Nairobi are representative projects of regional connectivity in East Africa by Japan
and China, respectively as the next section will show.
In addition to hard infrastructures, Japan has promoted connectivity in East
Africa’s Northern Corridor through soft infrastructure; it covers institutions in areas
like tax policy, one-stop border post (OSBP), and customs administrations, necessary
for successful regional integration, vital to reduce the trade transport costs (AEO
2019). At the project level, in fact, Japanese cooperation for enhancing connectivity
in the Northern Corridor of East Africa can be divided into three categories: first,
projects for constructing hard economic infrastructure; second, projects for
developing institutions through soft infrastructure that includes capacity building
and the development of institutional aspects; and third, projects for formulating a
master plan for each economic corridor in Africa. In April 2017, the Northern
Corridor Master Plan was completed with the support of the Japan International
Cooperation Agency (JICA).
In contrast, China, in 2007, implemented technical cooperation with Kenya
for port partnership between the Kenya Ports Authority (hereafter, KPA) and China’s
Tianjin Port. According to Dreher et al. (2017), the partnership aims “to improve
trade, traffic, and services between the respective ports” by implementing “programs
in port studies, staff training, and exchange of information.” However, China’s
support for strengthening connectivity has concentrated on the construction of hard
infrastructure, and few projects, except those discussed above, have focused on soft
infrastructure for connectivity.

2. Japanese and Chinese Connectivity Projects in East Africa
Since the early 1960s that Kenya has been given privileged country status
from the perspective of Japan’s national interests. Its geostrategic location in East
Africa along the Indian Ocean makes Kenya a priority country to Japan today as a
promoter of FOIP as during the Cold War due to its capitalist orientation (Raposo
2014). Throughout time, Japan’s interest in Kenya has not diminished as TICAD VI
(2016) held in Nairobi has shown. The importance of Kenya Mombasa/Northern
Corridor, the Nacala Corridor in Mozambique, and the Growth Area in West Africa
is well emphasized at TICAD VI, as Japanese Prime Minister Abe (MOFA 2016) of
the US$30 billion allocated to Africa, US$10 billion were pledged to catalyze private
sector investment and strengthening connectivity within the quality infrastructure
approach in this region.
Japan’s assistance for the Northern corridor, in particular to the Mombasa
port as a gateway to the Eastern Africa region intensified in 2007. Kenya’s serious
violations of Japan’s ODA Charter during the 1990s, mixed with political and
corruption scandals in the early 2000s, explain Kenya’s difficulties in repaying its
loan aid debts to Japan (Raposo 2014; Nyong’o 2009).
(1) Japanese Case: Mombasa Port Development Project
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Under the request of the Government of Kenya, on November 20, 2007,
Japan agreed to provide up to 26.711 billion yen (about US$0.24 billion) to
implement the Mombasa Port Development Project (JICA 2007). The objective of
this project was to respond to a higher demand of container cargo volume to improve
the efficiency of port management, thereby promoting trade and socioeconomic
development in Kenya and the East African region (JICA 2007; MOFA 2018a, 23).
The project included the construction of the second container terminal on the western
side of the Port of Mombasa and the procurement cargo handling machinery (socalled cranes) (JICA 2007).
This project was funded through a Japanese ODA loan with a 0.20 percent
interest rate (consulting services: 0.01 percent) and a 40-year repayment period,
including a 10-year grace period (MOFA 2007). Furthermore, this project was the
first under the Special Terms for Economic Partnership (STEP) project for Africa.
The STEP project is tied aid and “was introduced in July 2002, with a view to raising
the visibility of Japanese ODA among citizens in both recipient countries and Japan
through best use of advanced technologies and know-how of Japanese firms” (JICA
2018). In implementing this project, Toyo Construction, a major contractor of this
project, used the Prefabricated Vertical Drain method and heavy-duty anticorrosion
treatment (House of Councilors 2013, 53). The Kenyan government considered
untied aid more desirable, but given that this was a STEP project implemented with
Japanese high technology, it accepted (Mitsubishi UFJ Research and Consulting
2014, 95). Furthermore, in March 2018, Toyo Construction became a major
contractor of phase 2 of the Mombasa Port Development Project, which included the
construction of Berths No. 22 and No. 23. The phase 2 project was also a STEP
project. Toyota Tsusho (2017) and Mitsui Engineering & Shipbuilding (2017) won a
bid for the procurement of two types of cranes (ship-to-shore gantry and rubber-tire
gantry) both in the first and second phases of the project.
The development of the Port of Mombasa, also vital to the BRI, will
improve regional connectivity and facilitate economic growth between the countries
in the Northern Corridor, and its integration into the global economy. The port is the
gateway from East and Central Africa (Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, Eastern
Democratic Republic of Congo, Northern Tanzania, Southern Sudan, Somalia, and
Ethiopia), which are connected to over 80 ports worldwide (KPA n.d.). The Northern
Corridor Transit and Transport Agreement, which was signed on October 6, 2007,
stated in Article 12 that “the Government of the Republic of Kenya undertakes to
provide or shall make provision for third parties to provide maritime port facilities
to the contracting parties at Mombasa” and “shall, in addition, ensure that the port of
Mombasa … remains a competitive maritime port facility” (Northern Corridor
Transit and Transport Coordination Authority 2007, 15).
Moreover, infrastructure development, including transportation, is one of
the pillars of Kenya’s Vision 2030 for long-term development. In his Jubilee
Coalition Manifesto 2013, President Uhnru Kenyatta set several targets and key
projects, including the construction of the SGR from Mombasa to Malaba on the
Ugandan border, the increase of the share of rail in freight transport activities from
5 percent to 50 percent, and the modernization and upgrading of the Port of Mombasa
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(Oxford Business Group 2014). According to Kenyatta, “the SGR will make the port
of Mombasa more efficient and will enhance the performance of the facility”
(Government of Kenya 2017). Because the Port of Mombasa is the only international
maritime port in Kenya, its development and connection with the SGR is
fundamental, given that the railways are limited and deteriorated (JICA 2015). Thus,
Japan’s Port of Mombasa development project and China’s funding for the SGR rail
are complementary and consistent with Kenya’s development policy.
The second terminal constructed by this project can handle container
cargoes of 0.55 million TEUs, “making it the largest container port between Durban
in South Africa and Port Said in Egypt” (Global Construction Review Staff 2017).
Moreover, the completion of the second terminal allowed a 12 percent growth of
Mombasa’s cargo traffic from January to June 2017 (Global Construction Review
Staff 2017). Another positive impact was its contribution to local employment, with
4,000 workers hired during the construction phase (JICA 2017, 16). Toyo
Construction employed 90 local people (including engineers), and some were hired
from third countries (House of Councilors 2013, 54). However, the lack of Kenyan
engineers meant that both JICA and Toyo Co. had to rely on foreign engineers, some
from the Philippines for the harbor and ship construction (Yoshida 2013, 15).
The project was signed in November 2007, but the construction only
started in March 2012. A Ministry Country Assistance Evaluation of Kenya in 2014,
acknowledged and criticized the time lag problem of Japanese project through an
evaluation, selection, and procedure of the Plan-Do-Check-Action cycle; Japanese
projects are implemented upon request of the partner country and the completion of
a preliminary survey, which applies the Five Development Assistance Committee
(DAC) Criteria for Evaluating Development Assistance as laid out by the OECDDAC and internationally accepted as an ODA evaluation methodology (JICA 2016).
To be more competitive both in terms of private sector partnership for quality
infrastructure, but also against Chinese bids, known for its fast pace on project
management, Japan is trying to shorten the time lag between the feasibility study and
construction to 1.5 years instead of the usual five years (OECD 2020).
(1) China’s Engagement with Kenya: The Standard Gauge Railway (SGR) from
Mombasa to Nairobi
Similar to Japan, China established diplomatic relations with Kenya at the
time of its independence in 1963. Although Chinese economic activities with Nairobi
date back to the Tang dynasty between 618 and 907 AD, China’s interest in Kenya
developed greatly with the FOCAC process after 2000, even more with the BRI as
the Mombasa-Nairobi SGR is the largest infrastructure since Kenya’s independence,
included in the country’s Development Vision 2030 (Abegunrin and Manyeruke
2020). The SGR project fits the BRI narrative of “mutual benefits” within the
concept of win-win cooperation as not only connects Kenya to inland Uganda,
Rwanda, and Burundi but also serves the BRI regional integration interests.
Given the mutual regional interests amongst the above three governments
in June 2013, under the Uganda initiative, the First Infrastructure Summit of the
Presidents of Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda was held to create the mechanisms to
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develop the SGR (Mustapha and Greenhill 2017, 12). As a result, the presidents
signed a Tripartite Agreement for the development and operation of the SGR in
August 2013 that was extended to the Republic of South Sudan in May 2014
(ibidem). The SGR was one of the key projects in the Northern Corridor Integration
Projects (NCIP), which is a “multilateral development initiative established in 2013,
aimed at spreading up development in the region, particularly through the
improvement of infrastructure to connect the movement of people, goods, and
services in the region” (Government of Kenya 2018).
The project was divided into two phases. Phase I connected 609 km
through railway lines from Mombasa to Nairobi in 2014, and phase II is expected to
connect Nairobi with Malaba in Uganda (Dreher et al. 2017; Tukic 2018, 59). The
project was awarded to the China Road and Bridge Corporation (CRBC), a
subsidiary of China Communications Construction Company (CCCC), and used
Chinese track-laying technology instead of the British design standards that Kenyan
engineers wished for (Kacungira 2017; Tukic 2018; Wu et al. 2019). Although
questions about the CRBC’s ability to complete the work arose because it was
blacklisted by the World Bank in 2009 due to the failure of a project in the
Philippines (Oxford Business Group 2014, 126), the project was completed in 2017
and SGR freight services started in January 2018. It seems that China’s advantage to
financing the SGR over traditional donor financing results from the lesser
importance given by Chinese contractors to environmental issues, meant that if
environmental DAC rules were to be safeguarded the project would have not been
completed on time (Mustapha and Greenhill 2017).
Since the launch of the SGR freight trains, the volume of containers
delivered by rail from the Port of Mombasa increased and the containers delivered
by road have gradually declined (Kenya Ports Authority 2018a, 2018b). Moreover,
the SGR not only is five hours faster than highway transport, but transportation costs
fell from US$12-17 to US$7 (Kabecha 2018; Winston 2021).
The construction of the SGR created more than 30,000 (including indirect)
jobs for both laborers and permanent employees (Kenya Association of
Manufacturers 2017; Wambu 2018). The freight train of the SGR is run by Chinese
locomotive drivers and Kenyan assistant drivers. As of July 2018, the SGR had
employed more than 2,000 staff members and provided daily training for local
employees (Kabecha 2018). The SGR was operated by a Chinese company for the
first five years. Meanwhile, the company plans to train Kenyans to operate the SGR
by themselves (Kenya Association of Manufacturers 2017). According to Kenyan
Transport Cabinet Secretary James Macharia, 858 Kenyan students trained under the
partnership with China started working for operations and maintenance of Madaraka
Express, the SGR passenger service, in December 2017 (Wambu 2018).
Despite the SGR’s short-and long-term economic benefits, as noted above,
its high cost brings up the problem of economic viability of many BRI projects
(Kacungira 2017; BBC - British Broadcasting Corporation 2017; Mustapha and
Greenhill 2017). The total cost of the SGR project between Mombasa and Nairobi
amounted to US$3.8 billion dollars. China Exim Bank funded US$3.2 billion, 90
percent of the total cost, with the remaining 10 percent provided by the Government
of Kenya. Of US$3.233 billion, US$1.6 billion was funded through a concessional
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loan with a 2 percent interest rate, 13 years for repayment, and a seven-year grace
period. The remaining US$1.633 billion was a commercial loan with 10 years for
repayment and a five-year grace period (Dreher et al. 2017). In a short period of time,
Kenya debt to China rose to about 6 percent of GDP (Kacungira 2017).
The cost of the SGR project between Mombasa to Nairobi was expensive
compared to a similar project—Ethiopia’s 756 km Addis Ababa-Djibouti line
(US$3.4 billion) launched in 2016. In 2013, the World Bank stated that the SGR
needs a significant increase in the volume of rail freight to justify the investment in
the SGR (Kacungira 2017). Although the construction of the SGR created thousands
of jobs, this was short term, and local suppliers were excluded. With the exception
of cement and some steel purchased from local manufacturers, the CRBC imported
all materials from China (Sanghi and Johnson 2016). Hence, from the perspective of
the African private sector, the BRI did not offer any mutual advantages as they were
excluded from the project outsourcing between Chinese and Kenyan governments.
The economic sustainability of the SGR depends in part on its financial
feasibility in terms of attracting more tonnage of freight carried by SGR from inland
countries to the Port of Mombasa and vice-versa. Given the lack of revenue to repay
Chinese loans, China Exim Bank decided not to extend the loan to complete the SGR
(Hairsine 2019; Mustapha and Greenhill 2017), forcing the Kenyan government to
find other options to connect Kenya to the Uganda border to complete the regional
connectivity (Kiruga 2019). Last but not least, according to a Kenya Parliamentary
Budget Office Report for the 2021/22 financial year, the “cost of running the SGR
far outweighs the revenues generated in its fourth year of operation”, and not even
the increase of cargo volume in 2019 and movement of passengers compensate for
financial losses, which means that the project is not economically feasible (Mwere
2021).

Conclusion
Through its regional initiatives, China and Japan emphasize the importance
of connectivity in promoting prosperity and stability in Africa and Asia as well. This
article compared how China and Japan have embodied this idea with focus on East
Africa defragmentation aimed at deeper regional integration. Overall, both countries
share a similar pattern in connectivity, which is complementary in the selected casestudies and focused on economic infrastructures. Yet, development aid to social
infrastructures and services from both countries is not forgotten. Japan’s connectivity
approach has a better hard-to-soft infrastructure path toward defragmentation than
China’s. Although Japan cannot match China’s financial power, flexible lending, and
speedy project implementation, it has more generous concessional terms, economic
viability, and financial sustainability than China. However, Japan’s connectivity
approach does not seem to represent an advantage over China’s one as the Kenyan
government wanted the extension of Chinese loans, meanwhile refused by China
Exim Bank given the difficulties of Kenyan government to make the payments.
Specifically, three major findings are advanced. First, Japan has concentrated its aid
projects on the construction of transport hard infrastructure in East Africa,
particularly in Kenya. Such projects have aimed to increase Africa’s connectivity
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with other regions, and one example of this is the Mombasa Port Development
Project. Second, Japan implemented the project with its own technology or
alternative techniques, and in accordance with the development strategy of Kenya
(Vision 2030), for improving the effectiveness of the project. Third, Japan allocated
well-balanced aid to the landlocked countries Rwanda and Uganda, and this aid was
accompanied by support for institution building to boost intraregional trade and
integration. These are exactly the pillars that comprise “quality infrastructure.” The
comparison with China’s case highlighted these distinctive features, which supports
the argument of the importance of global and regional integration through hard and
soft infrastructures for connectivity, namely, defragmentation, as the significant
element in supporting connectivity and sustainable development in Africa.
Hence, Japan’s cooperation for connectivity faces some challenges, and it
provides implications for boosting defragmentation and sustainable development in
Africa. First, compared to China’s projects, Japanese projects tend to be smaller and
slower to be implemented, which is due to Japan’s smaller financial resources (when
compared to China’s) and the more rigorous criteria of the DAC respectively. As a
result, Japan’s impact on Africa’s regional connectivity and development may be
weaker. For example, the economic impact of China’s SGR in the Kenyan economy
through the creation of jobs is far greater than Japan’s. Second, Japan’s aid projects
for the construction of hard infrastructure is still provided through loan aid. As
Japanese loans terms are much more generous than Chinese loans, the level of debt
distress to the partner countries is also lower. However, many partner countries with
Japanese loan aid—for example, Kenya—overlap those of the Chinese. If a Chinese
loan worsens the vulnerability of the partner country’s debt-level condition, this may
influence the repayment to Japan by that partner country.
In sum, we should also note that the enhancement of trade is essential for
Africa’s regional connectivity with itself and the world. Based on the authors’
research 1 both countries show a similar trade pattern with the three East African
countries though with two differences (see Appendix 1-2). First, while both countries
import mineral resources from East Africa, proportionally Japan imports more
agriculture products (and fewer minerals) than China. Second, it seems that China’s
trade asymmetry increased with the BRI as its exports far exceed imports limited to
minerals (most of it) and agriculture. This suggests that the BRI is emphasizing the
trade “corridor” with an advantage for China. Hence, our findings suggest that China
does not seem to have serious intentions to integrate Africa in Global Value Chains.
The same conclusion can be attributed to Japan whose total trade not only is much
less than China’s but is also unbalanced to the East African side. Therefore, both
countries need to show stronger emphasis towards production (mostly agribusiness)
and manufacturing sectors away from their dependency on extractive industries.
Finally, although the value of East Africa exports has increased to both
countries, the few imports of China and Japan are not sufficient to offset the
structural loss that both Asian countries manufacturing exports are causing to East
Africa. Ultimately, the marginalization of Africa (and East Africa) from the
1

Based on data from Center for International Development at Harvard University (n.d.)
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globalization process as a result of the stronger integration of markets reflects both
the lack of adequate infrastructure and manufacturing industrial base and the
inability to diversify exportations, provide food security, and reduce poverty. As the
second challenge for enhancing connectivity in Africa, therefore, more development
cooperation for the structural transformation in Africa and its diversification of trade
is needed, and this could be the subject of future research.
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Appendix 1. China’s trade with Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda by products (USD
million)
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Appendix 2. Japan’s trade with Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda by products (USD
million)
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Chinese Telecommunications Companies in Africa:
Competition or Partnership with African
Telecommunications Companies?
DAOUDA CISSÉ *
Abstract: By studying the expansion of Chinese telecommunications companies
abroad, with a particular focus on Africa in our case study, the paper aims to explore
the relationship (i.e. partnership or/and competition) between African and Chinese
telecommunications companies in Africa. While competition between Chinese
telecommunications companies and their foreign counterparts in overseas markets
exists and is strongly discussed, increasingly, multinational companies (including
Chinese multinational companies) in various sectors of their business activities
partner to develop common projects and achieve common objectives. Such
partnerships, in the case of Chinese telecommunications companies, are driven by
various factors, for example, access to a host country’s telecommunications network,
increase in market share, access to a more diversified distribution channel, cobranding, development of technical and managerial expertise. The partnerships
enable Chinese telecommunications companies to tap into African
telecommunications companies’ comparative and competitive advantages while
operating across the continent. Due to the strict requirement by China’s government
for full Chinese ownership and leadership in China’s key economic sectors, foreign
companies are restricted from solely and freely operating in the Chinese market. In
sectors such as telecommunications, railways, finance, aerospace, among others, for
foreign companies which operate in China, partnering with Chinese state-owned
enterprises becomes compulsory. The research is partly based on qualitative
interviews conducted with employees and managers at Huawei and ZTE in South
Africa and Senegal between 2012 and 2015 alongside the author’s numerous
observations on the engagement between African and Chinese telecom companies in
the South African and Senegalese telecom markets.
Keywords: Africa, China, telecommunications companies, business strategies,
competition, partnership

Introduction
Since the 1990s, opening up to attract foreign investments has been China’s
strategic plan, not only to create jobs for its population but also as a learning process
to develop key sectors for its economic development by putting an emphasis on skills
and technology transfers for its population and its industries. Therefore, through this
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learning process, China has managed to set up and develop state and private
enterprises in its key economic sectors to be big players locally as well as
internationally.
These companies first started in China, before expanding their activities
internationally and becoming globally competitive. Chinese telecommunications
companies, in this case, Huawei and ZTE, followed this strategy. By expanding their
activities abroad, Chinese multinational companies contribute to China’s overseas
investments and contribute to promoting China’s overseas political economy.
Policies by African governments in the late 1990s and the early 2000s to
modernise the telecommunications sector and bridge the telecom divide between
people in rural and urban areas across the continent, and the increase in demand for
mobile phones in Africa and around the world during the last two decades, have
attracted the attention of telecom companies (Alper and Miktus 2019). Africa has
become a thriving market for the telecom industry and is among the world’s fastestgrowing mobile phone markets (International Trade Centre 2020). This fast growth
has been facilitated by the liberalisation of telecom policies in African countries,
which has allowed for the creation of regulatory bodies and increased competition
in Africa’s telecom market. New operators in Africa’s telecom industry have created
competition with state-owned telecom services providers by influencing price
competition and driving telecom subscription services growth rates. Linked to the
growth of mobile services in Africa and limited access to telecom networks in rural
and remote areas, more telecom services providers and telecom equipment
manufacturers are interested in increasing their operations in Africa. Mbeki (2003)
noted that the inequitable development of and access to telecommunications services
across Africa in general, and in South Africa in particular, have created two separate
but co-existing domains: a sophisticated, advanced, and globally competitive first
world and an informal, marginalised, and unskilled developing world. Specifically,
urban areas have been targets for major telecom operators in Africa (McKinsey
Global Institute 2013). However, more focus is currently applied to rural areas to
help rural residents access telecom networks, develop businesses and communicate,
and increasingly bridge the gap between rural and urban areas. For these reasons,
and their quest to establish markets abroad, Chinese telecom companies are
increasingly investing across Africa; following the imperative digital transformation
of the continent. Over the past two decades, Chinese companies have come to
dominate the telecom infrastructure landscape in emerging markets, and around 50
percent of Africa’s 3G networks and 70 percent of its 4G networks are built by
Huawei (Hruby 2021).
With the lack of financial institutions and telecommunications companies
to develop the Information and Communications Technology (ICT) infrastructure in
Africa, China’s engagement in the continent’s ICT industry is mainly based on
financed projects through loans from Chinese policy banks and projects run by
Chinese telecommunications companies (particularly Huawei and ZTE) with 137
loans worth US$ 12.8 billion in 2019 (School of Advanced International Studies,
China-Africa Research Initiative 2020). Even though China’s finance in the ICT
sector in Africa has been declining since 2017 to date, between 2011 and 2016, the
amount of Chinese loans to the continent increased yearly following the slow inroad
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of Chinese telecommunications companies in African countries between 2000 and
2010 (School of Advanced International Studies, China-Africa Research Initiative
2020).
Investments in services sectors also illustrate a broader case of the
qualitative changes (with the diversification of investments moving from the
resources sector to the services sectors) in China’s African investment strategy.
China is increasing its investments in Africa’s services sectors, particularly in the
finance and telecommunications sectors, which are key investment sectors (Chen et
al. 2018). With China’s “go out” policy (a strategic policy that encourages and
supports Chinese companies, both private and state-owned, to go global), Beijing
has shown a desire for its companies, including telecom companies, to venture
abroad. Through China’s 12th five-year plan (2011-2015), the Chinese government
encouraged the building of global brands by Chinese companies. Consequently,
Huawei and ZTE are increasingly targeting this business stream, not only in Africa
but also globally.
China currently plays a major role in financing and supplying telecom and
Information and Communications Technology (ICT) equipment in Africa.
Specifically, mobile usage in Africa has experienced outstanding growth, with an
annual growth of 4.6 percent and more than 130 million new subscribers expected
to materialise by 2025 (Global System for Mobile Communications AssociationGSMA 2019).
According to GSMA (2020), the mobile market in Africa will reach several
important milestones over the next five years: half a billion mobile subscribers in
2021, 1 billion mobile connections in 2024, and 50 percent subscriber penetration by
2025 with 614 million mobile subscribers. O’Dea (2020) states: “Over the coming
years, mobile phone users in Africa can also expect to see improvements in speed
and reliability brought about by improved transmission technology and
infrastructure. In 2019, 59 percent of connections were made over 2G, a figure that
is expected to drop to 14 percent by 2025. Over the same period of time, 3G and 4G
connections are expected to increase, and three percent of connections could be made
using 5G spectrums”. GSMA (2020) reports that mobile internet users in Africa have
reached 272 million in 2019 (26 percent of the population) and by 2025, they will be
475 million with a 39 percent penetration rate.
In contrast to these recent and future developments and figures, the
International Telecommunication Union (2013) cited the following ICT statistics: 16
percent of Africans were using the Internet; 7 percent of African households had
Internet access; annual household Internet access growth stood at 27 percent; less
than 10 percent of wired broadband subscriptions had speeds of then 2Mbps or more;
mobile broadband penetration increased from 2 percent in 2010 to 11 percent in 2013.
This interesting market development aligns with Beijing’s “go out” strategy which
supports Chinese companies to expand their operations in overseas markets.
Alongside the general internationalisation process of Chinese
telecommunications companies abroad, and in Africa in particular, the paper mainly
aims at exploring the relationship (partnership or/and competition) between African
and Chinese telecom companies. Therefore, the study does not focus on the Chinese
telecommunications companies’ competitive advantages and different classical
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motivations to venture into Africa. Previous papers (Cissé 2014; Cissé 2012) related
to the topic have discussed the classical motivations and ties between Chinese
companies and their governments (both provincial and central).
Qualitative interviews were conducted:
• between 2012 and 2013 in Johannesburg and Cape-Town with South African
telecommunications companies’ employees (including managers) and
Chinese managers at Huawei and ZTE.
• between 2012 and 2015 in Dakar with Senegalese employees at both
Chinese telecom companies, Senegalese vendors of telecom devices, and
representatives of telephone companies. The following paper explores the
internationalisation of Chinese telecom companies in Africa, their
relationship with African telecom companies based on the notions of
partnership and competition.

1. Expansion of Chinese telecommunications companies abroad
The telecom sector has been one of the fastest-growing sectors in China’s
economy during the last two decades (GSMA 2019). Many rapidly expanding
Chinese companies have emerged to compete with foreign multinational companies.
Chinese telecommunications companies’ growth goes alongside China’s economic
growth trend and modernisation, which have been accompanied by the increased
competitiveness of Chinese enterprises in global markets. The motivations for
Chinese companies to go global include the search for new markets to export their
products, the need to acquire advanced management and technology skills, and to
secure natural resources (Wang 2017). Seeking new markets for growth is the main
motivation for Chinese multinational companies to invest abroad. By going global,
they are subject to less competition and higher profit potentials due to their price
competitiveness and diplomatic, political, and financial support from Beijing’s
central government. Secondly, Chinese companies venturing abroad learn foreign
management and technology strategies to be internationally competitive and to build
innovative brands. Thirdly, Chinese companies going global follow Beijing’s
strategic policy by securing resources for China’s modernisation and economic
growth. To survive the intense competition in the global market, innovation remains
a major challenge influencing the acceptance of Chinese companies abroad. Thus,
the acquisition of new management and technological skills is needed for Chinese
companies to enter the global market. Building global brands, as highlighted in
China’s 12th five-year plan, and the need to focus on research and development are
major challenges affecting the competitiveness of Chinese companies in global
markets. While many Chinese companies are developing management and
technology capabilities to improve their global competitiveness, others are building
strong global relationships and acquiring foreign businesses through mergers and
acquisitions (He et al. 2019).
The support of the Chinese government to companies going global with the
related focus on the “go out” strategy is an important aspect in the
internationalisation of Chinese multinational companies. The Chinese government,
through its agencies, organisations, and financial institutions (China Exim Bank,

Chinese Telecommunications Companies in Africa

61

China Development Bank, China-Africa Development Fund), brings important
support to Chinese companies overseas (Chen 2020). To achieve the “go out” policy
and allow Chinese companies to venture abroad, the Ministry of Commerce
(MOFCOM), the National Reform and Development Commission (NRDC), and the
State Administration of Foreign Exchange (SAFE) have all developed strategies and
policies to assist Chinese companies to expand their businesses abroad. In 2006, then
Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao reaffirmed the Chinese government’s commitment to
supporting globalisation by offering various types of support, including new policies
and services to coordinate overseas investments and manage risks (Xinhua 2006).
To develop businesses and increase investments abroad, the Chinese government
encourages and supports Chinese enterprises by providing them with preferential
loans and buyer credit. To achieve such policies, financial institutions like the China
Development Bank and the Bank of China decided to offer foreign exchange and
insurance services to Chinese companies expanding overseas. For example, in 2009,
the China Development Bank, through a five-year cooperation framework agreement,
provided ZTE with a US$ 15 billion credit line, including ZTE overseas projects
financing and ZTE credit limits.
The global ambition of Chinese telecom companies is obvious: they want
to go global and expand their business over China’s borders. For example, Huawei
during the last two decades has established research centres overseas. A Boston
Consulting Group noted, “Huawei and ZTE were globalising fast and were
determined to stay the course” (Li Cheng 2006). The internationalisation of Chinese
telecommunications companies has contributed to change the performance of the
sector by creating global competition and reshaping management strategies. Their
participation in overseas markets has taken different forms, including research and
development, project contracting, joint ventures, mergers and acquisition, and
telecom management and operation. Africa’s telecom market, which is an important
market for the global telecom industry, plays a key role in the activities of Chinese
telecom companies across the continent by allowing them to develop a partnership
with local telecom operators. Chinese research and development centres participate
to improve telecom technologies and solutions for network providers.

2. Chinese telecommunications companies in Africa
Since the 1980s, rapid economic growth has driven China’s new interest in
Africa (Dollar 2016). With resource security at the heart of China’s engagement in
Africa, the role of Chinese multinational companies in various investment sectors
has become an important feature of the African investment and development
landscape. However, China’s late inroads (in the 1980s and 1990s) into Africa in
terms of investments and its relative lack of experience in developing and managing
large-scale projects abroad are major challenges for Chinese multinational
companies. In the internationalisation strategy of Chinese companies, it is apparent
that most companies have remained at the developing stage, where they see
international business as an extension of their domestic market (Peng 2012).
In addition to construction, mining, and energy, telecommunication is one
of China’s key investment sectors overseas and plays a critical role in China’s
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economic development strategy (Executive Research Associates 2009). Investments
in telecommunications go alongside strategic policies of China’s interests abroad to
find new markets to export its manufacturing products, develop its technology and
acquire foreign technology. Within its strategic political considerations, the primary
objective of China is to see the emergence of Chinese international competitive
enterprises (Dumbaugh 2008). The two largest Chinese telecom companies (ZTE
and Huawei) play key roles in the expansion of Chinese investments abroad and
China’s political economy strategy overseas, and Chinese telecom companies are
operating following China’s geo-strategic objectives.
This creates a challenge in Africa for effective strategies in dealing with
Chinese telecommunications companies. The willingness of African governments to
modernise and develop their telecom industry through the liberalisation of telecom
policies in African countries in the 1990s and the early 2000s has made the African
telecom industry attractive to foreign investors (Williams 2011). However, while
urban areas benefited from such policies in the 1990s and early 2000s, rural and
remote areas faced a lack of network coverage, access to telecom devices, and mobile
handsets, which contributed to influencing the investment decisions of foreign
telecom investors such as Huawei and ZTE to tap into Africa.
While efforts are being made to achieve growth in the telecommunications
sector across Africa, it is important to highlight the divide between rural and urban
areas, which is related to the lack of adequate infrastructure. In this regard, Africa
lags far behind other regions of the world (See Table 1).
Table 1: Africa’s telecommunications infrastructure development compared to other
regions
Type
Africa
Other regions
Internet Access

16 percent access

Mobile Technology

40 percent overall,
53 percent East Asia and
95 percent in urban Pacific, 80 percent Latin
areas
America and Caribbean

Fixed Line Technology

3 percent in Sub- 19 percent Latin America,
Saharan Africa (SSA) 16 percent Middle East and
North Africa

± 80 percent in developed
countries

Source: The African Development Bank 2010.
•
•

According to Ghanem (2020):
Internet penetration, quality, and affordability in Africa are very low
compared to the rest of the world: Internet penetration in 2019 averaged 39.6
percent in Africa compared to 62.7 percent in the rest of the world.
In 2017, Africa used only 1 percent of the world’s total international Internet
bandwidth. The median mobile broadband download speed in Africa is 2.7
megabits per second (Mbits/s), roughly half the global median of 5.2 Mbits/s,
and the monthly cost of a fixed broadband connection is 36.6 percent of
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gross national income, compared with 14.5 percent globally.
With their emerging partners (China, India, Brazil, Malaysia, Turkey, and
Russia), African countries have seen a shift with new major infrastructure projects
in a wide range of sectors and a surge of interest in the rehabilitation and the recovery
of abandoned projects by some of the traditional partners due to the lack of funding,
political and economic unwillingness, and political unrests. Building adequate
infrastructure, including in the telecommunications sector, has always been a major
challenge for development in African countries.
Telecommunications is a key sector for economic development, and it
contributes to services trade, the most dynamic element of the global trading system,
while the sector also has an important role to play in offering innovative solutions to
traditional development challenges. In recent years, African governments have
shown an interest in developing their telecommunications environment. The boom
in Africa’s mobile phones market is related to the high costs of building landline
phone networks when compared to mobile phone base stations. The high costs of
establishing telephone wires have not been viable for most of the African population
living in poverty and rural areas. Before the boom in mobile phones in Africa, most
areas were effectively isolated. Increased demand for mobile phones and their access
to people in rural areas have motivated more mobile phone manufacturers to supply
African customers with low-cost mobile telephone handsets and wide telecom
coverage.
By focusing on the growing demand in the mobile phone business in Africa,
Chinese multinational telecom companies operate in the continent and are changing
the telecom industry by increasing cost pressure on their main competitors with lowcost mobile handsets and telecom equipment. Globally, Huawei’s market share was
around 18.6 percent of unit sales in the third quarter of 2019, up from 14.6 percent
in 2018 (Holst 2020). Improving technical capacities, linked to low costs of
production, access to state funding, and state political support provide Chinese
telecom companies (Huawei and ZTE) with a competitive advantage that is not
available to independent telecom companies.
The process of globalisation has opened markets for trade and investments.
Once the largest recipient of FDI, China is currently investing abroad, and expansion
through foreign markets has become a strategic growth pattern for China. The
internationalisation of companies has driven foreign investments in different regions
of the world. Social, political, economic, and technological factors have always
influenced and continue to be important factors influencing the strategic decisions
of companies to operate overseas. These economic, political, and social
environments in host countries attract multinational corporations (Kyove et al. 2021).
Chinese telecom companies possess strategic advantages, including political and
financial support from China’s central government and competitive prices, when
investing in the telecom sector in Africa, and African countries represent a potential
market for their business. Countries are attractive if they have large markets,
significant natural resources, low-cost labour, trainable or well-trained human
resources, good communication systems, and infrastructure (Wattanasupachoke
2002). Africa arguably possesses all the important factors needed to attract foreign
investments but lacks the necessary physical infrastructure (Kaur et al. 2018). To
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operate in Africa’s telecom industry, Chinese telecom companies are interested in
technological factors. Countries with adequate technological background (the type
of technology in use, the level of technological development, and the speed of
adoption or diffusion of new technologies) and reliable infrastructure are the first
destinations for Chinese telecom companies. Due to the lack of adequate
infrastructure and technologies in Africa, the telecom industry has lagged. Chinese
telecom companies (ZTE and Huawei) tapped into Africa to develop the telecom
infrastructure and network and thereby bridge the telecom divide (Chanakira 2010
b). The following section analyses Chinese telecommunications companies’ business
strategies in Africa.

3. Business strategies of Chinese telecommunications companies in Africa
While investing in Africa, Chinese telecom companies are more focused
on the needs and requirements of customers (Tong 2021). Good service based on
Huawei and ZTE’s customer-oriented strategy is the main element for the success of
both companies in Africa (Pawlicki 2017). A better understanding of the local
population’s needs and rapid responsiveness to satisfy such needs, competitive
prices, intra-governmental relations, and partnership with local telecom operators
help Chinese telecom companies in Africa to win the trust and reliance of customers.
To achieve tremendous margins, Huawei’s pricing strategy has been to ensure lower
prices than most of its competitors: 5 to 15 percent lower than its main competitors
(Roll 2018).
ZTE, on the other hand, prices 30 to 40 percent below its European
competitors. Rapid responsiveness by personnel and high customer service are also
key elements in their strategies to operate in Africa. Chinese telecom companies
always operate in collaboration with their African telecom partners to set up base
stations in rural zones in Africa. To satisfy local populations’ needs, they also control
the effectiveness of these base stations placed in rural areas. After providing
customers with telecom network equipment, Huawei and ZTE offer long-term
maintenance services to ensure the reliable operation of local networks (Pawlicki
2017).
China’s engagement in Africa’s telecom industry can be seen as a win-win
strategy if we are to consider the improvement and growth in the ICT sector across
the region in the last two decades. Chinese telecom companies, by leveraging their
expertise and experience in their home and overseas markets, help bridge the digital
divide and offer people the opportunity to join the information and communication
era despite their location. During the 2010 World Cup in South Africa, for instance,
Huawei developed solutions to meet customers’ demand for telecommunications.
The company achieved customised solutions to offer people in remote areas better
information access. Through technological innovation, Chinese telecom companies
reduced communication fees for African mobile subscribers. In Nigeria, for instance,
Huawei built Code Division Multiple Access (CDMA) networks to provide telecom
services that cover one-third of the population. During the Thirteenth Nikkei Global
Management Forum in Tokyo, Deputy Chairman of Huawei, Ken Hu, argued:
“innovation in emerging markets means practicality and adapting to local

Chinese Telecommunications Companies in Africa

65

requirements, whether it requires adopting cutting-edge technology or just thinking
outside of the box. Our goal is to work together to develop innovative products and
solutions that enrich lives of those in emerging markets” (Nikkei Global
Management Forum 2011). The strategy of Chinese telecom companies in Africa is
to partner with local telecom service providers by providing telecom infrastructure
and equipment to offer mobile phone users the benefit of low communication fees.
They develop strategic partnerships with the main African network providers such
as MTN, Orange, Algeria Telecom, and Maroc Telecom. Such partnerships with
local telecom operators in host countries allow Chinese telecom companies to gain
their technical expertise, networks, customer base, and other resources. Huawei and
ZTE’s partnership with MTN of South Africa is already a strategic approach for both
companies to gain new markets in the continent as MTN operates in more than 20
African countries. The establishment of research and development centres in Nigeria
and South Africa by Huawei contributes to Chinese telecom companies’
technological innovation policies. Paul Wu, co-founder and CEO for Huawei South
Africa (2009-2011), argued:
“our Research and Development Centers are the engine of our business. We
are looking forward to bringing our international expertise to pioneer local,
customized solutions to South Africa’s telecommunications industry” (Huawei
South Africa Press Office 2009).
This new trend is to assist in positioning Africa’s telecom technology
innovation drive to be on par with the global telecommunication innovations.
Huawei, in its collaboration with the local telecom providers, aspires to ensure
service innovation and design solutions to address telecom challenges in Africa.
Huawei’s research and development centres aim at bringing global
telecommunication innovation to operators in Africa with customised solutions for
Africa’s telecom industry.
However, in the African telecom sector, China’s contribution comes with
preferential loans to governments to acquire Chinese telecom equipment and
infrastructure. Financially supported by Beijing’s central financial institutions
(China Exim Bank, China Development Bank, China Africa Development Fund),
Chinese telecom companies’ operations in Africa also involve tied loans between the
Chinese and African governments (Grimm 2011). The Chinese financiers provide
African governments with loans to buy only equipment from Chinese telecom
companies to develop their telecom equipment and services. Such loans, called
vendor-guaranteed loans, come directly from the Chinese companies which receive
credit lines from Chinese financial institutions to invest in Africa. As in the other
investments sectors, mining, infrastructure, and construction, China also provides
loans to its telecom companies to operate overseas.
With strong government backing, loans from governments, and operators
to buy Chinese equipment, China’s “no strings attached” policy and low-cost
technology supply have facilitated the competitiveness of Chinese telecom
companies in Africa. China’s state-backing of Huawei and ZTE allowed these
companies to seize global market share from more innovative international
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competitors, reducing their growth in sales and investments in research and
development (Atkinson 2020).
For their global expansion, Huawei and ZTE secured credit facilities from
Chinese policy banks and state-owned banks. China provides direct and indirect
subsidies (guaranteed market share, cheap credits from Chinese state banks) that
reduce Chinese telecommunications companies’ operational costs, speed time to
market for their products, and allow them to price their products well below prices
set by their competitors (Hart and Link 2020).
There are strong linkages between the China-Africa strategy and Chinese
telecom businesses. Chinese telecom companies have seen opportunities in Africa
and can use their competitive price advantage to operate not only in Africa but also
in other regions of the world. China, through its overseas political economy agenda,
always integrates business and political objectives. The role of the Chinese
government in the telecom sector is clear: China will further expand telecom
cooperation with African nations in line with mutual benefits and common
development.
BRICS, the Belt and Road Initiative, and the Forum on China-Africa
Cooperation are platforms that drive strategies by China’s government and aim to
contribute to Africa’s infrastructure development based on bilateral, regional, or
multilateral cooperation and co-financing. During the 2015 Forum on China-Africa
Cooperation (FOCAC) which took place in Johannesburg, South Africa, the
African Union (AU) has committed to supporting and funding infrastructure
development across the continent based on a collaboration with China.
Such a commitment and collaboration with China was highlighted in the
FOCAC 2015 action plan (2016-2018) as follows:
The two sides agree that underdeveloped infrastructure is one of the
bottlenecks hindering the independent and sustainable development of
Africa.
The two sides will take concrete measures and give priority to encourage
Chinese businesses and financial institutions to expand investment through
various means, such as Public-Private Partnership (PPP) and BuildOperate-Transfer (BOT), to support African countries and the African
flagship projects, in particular, the Programme for Infrastructure
Development in Africa and the Presidential Infrastructure Championing
Initiative, in their efforts to build railroad, highway, regional aviation,
ports, electricity, water supply, information and communication, and other
infrastructure projects... and facilitate infrastructure connectivity and
economic integration in Africa...China and Africa will develop
transnational and transregional infrastructure... as well as cooperate on
the joint development of ICT infrastructure in telecommunications.
follows:

Prior to FOCAC 2015, in the FOCAC 2012 action plan (2013-2015) as
China committed to supporting Africa in achieving connectivity and
integration and developing more integrated infrastructure within the
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framework of the Programme for Infrastructure Development in Africa and
the Presidential Infrastructure Championing Initiative ... and continue to
encourage capable Chinese enterprises and financial institutions to
participate in transnational and trans-regional infrastructure construction
in Africa and provide preferential loans to support infrastructure building
in Africa.
Moreover, the Chinese government supports its telecom companies to run
more telecom services in Africa (Yeophantong and Wang 2019). Chinese telecom
companies enter the African market and establish partnerships with governments to
build e-government networks for ministries and organisations to provide information
and services for African citizens. ZTE and Huawei have built national fibre-optic
communications networks and e-government networks for more than 20 African
countries (Zhang 2011). In addition to network equipment and telecom infrastructure,
Chinese telecom companies have the advantage of selling cheap mobile handsets to
mobile subscribers in Africa. This allows them to expand their products into the
African market and gain value among customers. Compared to their competitors,
Huawei and ZTE operate in different segments of the telecom industry in Africa.
From fixed and mobile networks, data communications, optical networks,
software, services, and terminals, Chinese telecom products have entered the African
markets (Chanakira 2010a). Furthermore, cutting-edge technology, reliable
equipment for local telecom operators, service response capabilities, and efficient
project management offer Chinese telecom companies in Africa more markets and
from the reliance of a huge number of African mobile phone users and governments
(ZTE 2011). Alongside making forays into African telecom infrastructure building,
Huawei and ZTE always invest in global brand awareness, including in African
markets.
Even though Huawei and ZTE are big telecom players in the telecom
industry, their brand names are not well known. To deal with the lack of awareness
of Chinese telecom brands, Huawei, for instance, has targeted the global market
through investments in branding, advertisement, marketing, sponsoring, public
relations, and lobbying. Such an approach falls under the Chinese telecom companies’
global branding and their long-term strategy to build brand awareness and expand
globally.
Through co-branding, Chinese telecom companies achieve brand extension,
global branding, and a bigger market share. The combination of telecom brand
names (for instance, the combination of MTN and ZTE through co-branding) is a
way for Chinese telecom companies to be known globally. The partnerships and
collaborations Chinese telecom companies establish with African telecom
companies enable them to penetrate the African market by extending their brands to
a degree based on the African telecom companies’ market shares. It is an opportunity
for Chinese telecom companies to access new markets and reach new customers.
Chinese telecom companies work with African telecom companies to combine
resources (i.e. technologies, distribution networks, telecom solutions, telecom
infrastructure, and networks) in order to leverage core competencies. Such an idea
contributed to a growth strategy in which Chinese and African telecom companies
benefit from their combined strengths, and the product or service offered leverages
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the companies’ brand names (Roll 2005).
By co-branding handsets and mobile devices through their collaboration
with MTN, ZTE aimed at building a strong brand in the South African marketplace
and beyond. Brand building is one of the key strategies developed by Chinese
telecom companies to become competitive in the global telecom industry. Building
competitive brands and internationally renowned companies falls under China’s 12th
five-year plan which has encouraged innovation by the Chinese multinational
companies. Co-branding also contributes to global brand awareness of Chinese
telecom brands among customers in Africa who know little about ZTE or Huawei.
It is important to mention that all these business strategies by Chinese
telecom companies are supported by China’s overseas political-economic policies.
For instance, when operating in the African telecom industry, they benefited from
the political advantage, the economic advantage, and political diplomacy established
through China’s engagement in Africa, using these benefits to access more markets
and at times win contracts. Economic diplomacy is another political-economic
strategy that Huawei and ZTE use in African countries by building telecom network
equipment and base stations in rural and remote areas, which are sometimes difficult
to access due to bad road infrastructure, unreliable, and risky to invest in.
Economically, the low cost of product development, considering research and
development, manufacturing, distribution, and sales have allowed ZTE and Huawei
to acquire more markets than their competitors. Such business practices enabled
Chinese telecom companies in Africa to win a positive image and reliance from
African customers and governments, a positive image which enabled them to run
state-to-state as well as private projects.
Furthermore, diplomatically, not only telecom companies but also other
Chinese multinational companies are strongly backed in their overseas operations by
Beijing’s central government. The diplomatic attention paid to African countries by
the Chinese government helps to support state-to-state projects and development
assistance and constitutes an important feature for Chinese telecom companies’
bidding processes. Chinese telecom companies develop political capital in Africa;
for instance, Huawei and ZTE have political ties with China’s government as well
as with host countries’ governments. “When Chinese government leaders visit other
developing countries, they are often accompanied by the senior management team
of Huawei and ZTE” (Cooke 2012, 1842). Both companies gain influence and
reliability and have more important business operations by building political and
diplomatic relationships with host countries’ policymakers through visits by Chinese
officials. It is worth noting that public and economic diplomacy strategies are
common strategies (not only Chinese practices) used by political officials to enable
their countries’ companies to gain economic influence in places where they invest.

4. Competition or partnership between Chinese and African
telecommunications companies in Africa?
Often China’s engagement in various sectors of African economies is seen
as competition against African companies, as well as foreign companies which
operate in African countries. But beyond the Chinese competition which is often
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pointed out in Africa, collaboration and cooperation drive the partnership between
Chinese and African companies and are part of Chinese companies’ business
strategies to access markets and to adjust their managerial and technological skills
to African countries’ needs. Through the partnerships established, opportunities
emerge for African companies as well as Chinese companies.
Such a strategy for partnership and collaboration is not unique to the
Chinese companies in the telecommunications industry but is expanded to other
sectors, too: mining, oil, construction, and finance. It enables Chinese companies to
adjust to the local market dynamics and explore consumers’ needs to later cater to
such needs. It is a long-term strategy but is beneficial in the long run as it enables
Chinese companies to acquire expertise, develop new techniques and solutions and
expand their operations to other markets by tapping into the local companies’
networks.
In the African telecom market, compared to their western counterparts,
Chinese telecom companies have seized a considerable market share of Africa’s
telecom industry, thus leading to competition for other telecom investors as well as
African telecom companies. Building telecom infrastructure in rural areas in Africa
through telecom projects with financial support from the Chinese government
through access to credit and loans that enable African governments to benefit from
concessional or preferential loans, price competitiveness (low-bidding contracts,
cheap telecom devices, and mobile handsets) and contributions to developing enetworks for African governments are strategies implemented by Chinese telecom
companies to expand their businesses in Africa.
Chinese telecom companies’ forays into Africa’s telecom industry have
created competition for African telecom companies, with major telecom companies
having lost contracts to their Chinese counterparts investing in Africa. Such
competition in the telecom infrastructure development sector is fueled by tied
development projects supported by the Chinese government, which require that the
Chinese companies build the project with Chinese telecom equipment.
At the same time, through partnerships established with major African
telecom companies in Africa, Chinese telecom companies explore market and
distribution networks already established by the latter. Therefore, it is quite common
to find Chinese telecom devices and mobile handsets in telecom shops across the
continent. Such an approach contributes to marketing Chinese telecom products to
African customers and increasing the Chinese telecom companies’ market share in
the African telecom industry to the detriment of African local telecom companies.
Chinese telecom companies, particularly Huawei and ZTE in our study,
have established partnerships with major African telecom companies which operate
and have expanded their businesses across the continent. Such partnerships enable
Chinese telecom companies to access different markets and develop their businesses
across the continent. For instance, with the MTN-Huawei partnership, Huawei can
tap into the African market where the South African telecom company has
established business and consolidated market and distribution networks. In 2014,
MTN awarded Huawei with a five-year contract for managed services. According to
the terms of the contract, Huawei delivered managed services, including managed
network operations, network performance management, and spare parts management
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in Ghana, Cameroon, Guinea, and Benin (Huawei 2014).
The partnership and collaboration between Chinese and African telecom
companies can lead to competition for development between Chinese and wellestablished African telecom companies in the African telecom market. While with
its tailored technological approach to customers’ needs (including African telecom
operators’ needs), Huawei wins managed services contracts, African telecom
companies could fully benefit from the Chinese telecom companies by developing
such technologies that they would themselves provide to their customers across
Africa. Even though limited, such a collaboration exists to some extent. In South
Africa, for instance, MTN engineers sit in ZTE’s offices and jointly develop telecom
solutions with their Chinese colleagues at ZTE. Joint projects are developed for local
telecom solutions and technologies tailored for the South-African telecom market.
In addition, Huawei and ZTE also collaborate with Telkom SA which is the main
landline network provider in South Africa. However, issues related to Telkom SA’s
‘unfair’ bidding process for network updates arose between ZTE and Telkom SA and
severed ties between both companies (Mawson 2012). Huawei and ZTE’s
collaborations with Telkom SA include the development of landline networks as well
as broadband networks and devices. “Huawei has been Telkom’s only strategic
partner for its 21st century (21CN) integrated access network which includes voice,
IP and video” (Executive Research Associates 2009, 65). Huawei also provides
Vodacom with 3G terminals and Cell C with high-end IP networks.
Through its telecom companies’ work, China contributes to enhancing
broadband communications in Africa. But, Telkom stores, like MTN and Vodacom
stores, across South Africa serve as sales points for Huawei and ZTE’s devices and
handsets. In other African countries, both companies have developed partnerships
with local companies (which particularly do not operate in the telecom industry) to
establish showrooms to display and sell their devices and handsets. In Senegal, for
instance, Matforce Technologies (which is a branch of Matforce CSI) operated as a
sales representative of Huawei. As Matforce Technologies’ sales of Huawei products
did not yield the expected results for Huawei’s objectives to place and make its
products known in the Senegalese market, the partnership between Huawei and
Matforce Technologies was suspended. Huawei approached other companies
(Midcom and Fall Distribution) which operate in the distribution of telecom products
(devices and mobile handsets) in the Senegalese market. While the negotiations
between Midcom and Huawei were not successful due to Huawei’s conditions and
offer, Fall Distribution has become the sales representative of Huawei products in
Senegal. As such, Fall Distribution ensures the communication and marketing of
Huawei products to the Senegalese customers, with the support of Huawei’s staff in
field marketing. Huawei also offers after-sales services to customers who purchase
its products from Fall Distribution.
However, it is convenient to mention that despite efforts by Huawei to sell
its products (mainly devices and mobile handsets of good quality), the Senegalese
market remains difficult for the company due to the Senegalese customers’ interests
in other brands (Samsung, Apple, Tecno, and Itel) and the competition from Samsung,
Apple and Tecno Mobile (a Chinese company which makes both Tecno and Itel
brands). According to the author’s interviews in 2015 with salesmen, distributors,
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and customers in the Senegalese market, Huawei faces issues related to ensuring
good marketing and communication for its products, mainly due to the low budget
the company allocated to these services. Perhaps as a telecom equipment
manufacturer and more focused on building telecom infrastructure, Huawei invests
more in its core activities where it makes more revenues rather than in the sales of
its devices and mobile handsets.
Even though the telecom sector is liberalised in a number of African
countries, the telecom industry falls under the control of the state, with a state
telecom regulating agency. Therefore foreign telecom companies which invest in
Africa need to establish cooperation and partnership with local telecom companies
across Africa in order to have access to telecom networks that remain entirely
controlled by state telecom service providers.
Alongside collaboration in managed services, Chinese and African telecom
companies engage in building and improving the telecom infrastructure across Africa.
Huawei and ZTE have strong expertise in building telecom infrastructure, but when
operating in African countries’ telecom industries, they partner with local African
telecom companies to have access to telecom networks as well as operate in areas
which need improvement for communications, network coverage, and telecom
equipment installations.
With the presence of Huawei and ZTE, which operate in Africa, it is
important to mention the expansion of the competition between those two giant
Chinese telecom companies, a competition that is fierce in China’s telecom industry.
Both companies have their headquarters located in Shenzhen and are major
competitors in China. While on the one hand, Huawei is a private company with
strong ties with China’s government (due to the political affiliation with the Chinese
Communist Party); on the other hand, ZTE is a state-owned enterprise and receives
more political and financial support from Beijing’s political and financial state
agencies. Like in China, both companies are also big players in international markets,
not least so in African telecom markets.
In competition with Huawei, which is a leading player among Chinese
telecom companies in Africa, in recent years, in South Africa, ZTE won contracts
with MTN, Cell-C, and Vodacom, all South African telecom services providers. In
August 2014, the company won a contract with MTN to build a national fibre-tothe-home (FTTH) network. Alongside its involvement in telecom infrastructure
building (by supplying telecom equipment and services to South African telecom
services providers), ZTE targets the broader information and communications sector,
which involves broadband, transportation, and public sector telecom solutions. The
ZTE-MTN partnership also covers telecom solutions which include voice, data, and
data for social networks. More importantly, ZTE aims at increasing its market share
in the South African telecom industry through mobile handsets and devices sales. In
October 2014, ZTE’s then newly appointed chairman mentioned that the Chinese
telecommunications company intended to expand its market share within the South
African telecom market by 10 percent through aggressive marketing campaigns by
tapping into MTN’s market share (Phakathi 2015). Such a move was made to
increase ZTE brand awareness among South African telecom products’ customers.
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Conclusion
Chinese telecom companies’ foray into the African telecom industry is
motivated by several factors:
• Liberalisation of African countries’ telecom industries.
• African governments’ policies to improve the telecom sector in their
respective countries.
• Need for better access to telecommunications and access to overseas markets
for Chinese companies, among others. In this context, the willingness of
African governments to liberalise the telecom industry in the 1990s and the
early 2000s has attracted Chinese telecom companies (which are following
a globalisation path) into the African telecom industry.
The arrival of Chinese telecom companies across the continent fueled
competition between themselves, the African telecom companies, and the other
foreign telecom companies which operate in Africa, thus breaking telecom sector
monopolies in African countries.
Lower cost of telecom equipment and infrastructure, interest in making
telecom networks accessible to rural and remote areas at affordable prices, access to
affordable mobile handsets, and African governments’ policies to develop the ICT
sector across the continent have been positive advantages for Chinese telecom
companies entering the African market. Alongside access to affordable mobile
devices and handsets for customers with low purchasing power, African countries
benefited from Chinese telecom investments through telecom network and
infrastructure building, skills transfer, capital, and technology acquisition by African
telecom operators.
However, even though there is a growing interest from African
governments towards having Chinese telecom companies’ investments in the
telecom infrastructure, investments which are based at times on partnership and
collaboration with African telecom companies, there are specific risks for the latter
and ICT vendors with regards to competition.
China’s investments in the services sectors in Africa are increasing and
receiving positive attention due to the diversification of sectors of investment out of
the traditional resources sector. However, Chinese telecom companies’ engagement
in Africa has brought concerns related to ICT security through spying and internet
censorship exerted by officials, particularly in countries which lack freedom of
speech and with either controversial or authoritarian governments, with the
assistance of Chinese companies. More often and visibly, though, competition from
Chinese telecom companies has been echoed by African telecom providers, vendors,
and local officials (for instance in Kenya and Nigeria). Although China’s investment
in the continent is diversifying, attention should be paid to not exclusively have
Chinese companies operate in sensitive services sectors. In China, although the
government welcomes foreign investments, sectors such as telecommunications and
banking, among other key sectors, remain closed to foreign investors and entirely
controlled by the government and state-owned enterprises.
The development of the telecommunications industry in Africa is seen by
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many governments as the foundation of sustainable development. While there have
been growing efforts to bridge the telecommunications divide by increasing access
to networks and mobile handsets, more focus should be put on broadband
connectivity as many areas and people in both rural and urban areas across the
continent remain without internet access. Limited, insufficient, or lack of access to
wider telecommunications services is a barrier for a large majority of people across
the African continent, thus creating social exclusion. Wide access to
telecommunications tools and services plays an important role by mitigating socioeconomic disparities between communities and societies. The development of ICT
and telecommunications infrastructure should provide access to information,
communication, and opportunities for social inclusion. Therefore, increasing access
to broadband connectivity should be a dire priority for African governments to
reduce the broadband gap nationwide, regionally, and globally. Regional imbalances
in ICT and telecommunications infrastructure across Africa reflect the fragmentation
of potential continental connectivity and raise challenges to achieve common
projects between African countries on the one hand and with their global partners on
the other hand. African governments in their various partnerships and platforms for
infrastructure development need to clearly differentiate national, regional, and
international projects in order to meet targets based on their policies and plans.
Regional and global partnerships could contribute to mitigating the lack of
high-capacity backbone networks which impedes reliable continental broadband
connectivity. Besides, interests in submarine fiber optic cables versus wireless
networks on which the focus is when it comes to telecommunications infrastructure
should be developed. In early February 2020, during the breakdown of submarine
cables that has temporarily jeopardised regional connectivity by slowing down
internet connection in South Africa for instance, regional internet sharing based on
available capacity with more submarine cables connecting parts of the continent has
proven important and efficient for solutions. More efforts should be done to support
regional initiatives for connectivity across Africa via communication and
telecommunications cables: submarine fibre optic cables, mobile networks cables,
data centres cables, telephone cables, LAN cables, and coaxial cables. To achieve
regional initiatives and integration in the telecommunications sector, African
governments need to focus more on the harmonisation and the standardisation of
telecommunications policies across the continent which will contribute to fully
integrating African countries and their populations through Information and
Communications Technology (ICT).
African countries could take advantage of their partnership with China in
the telecommunications sector to develop such interests for faster and more reliable
connectivity across the continent. Chinese companies have a comparative advantage
in submarine fibre optic cables as most of the related projects were undergoing in
Greater China, including Hong Kong and Taiwan, a decade ago. China was already
involved in such submarine cables projects in 2018 to provide high-speed internet
traffic between Africa and Asia as probably a flagship corridor of the Belt and Road
Initiative. Such a project aims at enabling better digital infrastructure and services
for countries on both continents. Furthermore, the Digital Silk Road as part of the
Belt and Road Initiative is a platform that can contribute to strengthening partnership
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and cooperation between African countries and China in the telecommunications
sector for the development of the digital economy in Africa. The Forum on ChinaAfrica Cooperation (FOCAC) has played an important role in fostering such
partnerships in the telecommunications sector between China and African countries.
African and Chinese companies, alongside governments’ involvement could develop
cooperation in the digital economy, broadband connectivity, and ICT infrastructure.
Coordination between Africa and China to establish a strong cooperation agenda
could yield benefits in the modernisation of the telecommunications infrastructure
in Africa and be catalysers for other sectors such as trade, transport, agriculture,
financial technology, education, and electricity. There are already bilateral,
converging interests between China and several African countries to meet the market
demand and learn from each other in sectors related to ICT and telecommunications.
Under the various platforms (FOCAC, Belt and Road Initiative, BRICS, among
others) African countries should join forces with China for practical and sustainable
projects. Huawei and ZTE have partnered with companies across the continent for
ICT innovation, communication networks, artificial intelligence.
Even though the Digital Silk Road could bring opportunities to Africa’s
telecommunications industry and digital economy, it could present risks and
challenges related to cybersecurity, governance, IT freedom, and control of citizens.
African governments’ commitment to develop the ICT and telecommunications
sector should not raise suspicions among their populations for a controlled internet
but rather should enhance regional and global connectivity, contribute to the socioeconomic transformation of people and the economy. Modern and adequate
telecommunications infrastructure could contribute to improving the lives of
millions of Africans across the continent through education, business, and social
contacts. Such an approach to enhance regional and global connectivity among
Africans in the continent and between Africans and the rest of the world is a means
to facilitate and improve people’s social interactions worldwide.
However, protective measures to avoid data cyber-attacks, networks failure,
data losses should be highly considered for better and improved regional network
security. The African Union is aware of the numerous security challenges and risks
that the development of the digital economy could pose to African countries, even
though it could provide great opportunities for the continent. With China at the heart
of the Digital Silk Road initiative, changes in partnership and policy for many
African countries could translate into many risks to deal with: political risks, lack of
transparency, governance, and renegotiation. Besides, African governments should
tackle political instability, mismanagement of funds, corruption, lack of an adequate
regulatory framework that could hinder and affect investors’ confidence in the short
and long term for sustainable investments. The partnership between African
countries and China through the Belt and Road and the Digital Silk Road initiatives
should involve private companies for expanded investments in a wide range of
industries and for a more inclusive sustainable development that consider job
creation, education, training, skills, and technology transfer for the majority of the
African youth. However, African countries individually as well as through the
regional and continental organisations need to elaborate mechanisms to fund their
projects to avoid over-reliance on foreign funding and mitigate debt risks. For
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instance, the establishment of sovereign funds generated from sectors in which
countries have comparative advantages or levy-based funding could reduce the
reliance of African governments on foreign funding and debts.
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Pushing Women Further into Poverty and Gender-based
Violence: The Impacts of Covid-19 in Rural and Urban
Mali Areas
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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic has greatly interrupted individuals’ daily lives
since its breakout in 2019. If the virus spreads unpredictably regardless of sex, race,
religion, or wealth, its impact has been acute for the already vulnerable individuals.
Due to COVID-19 high infection, high mortality, and gestation cycle, significant
protection measures were implemented in Mali over social distance and quarantine
methods to lessen the spread of the disease, which in turn rendered several economic
activities impossible. Using data obtained from local and international news, reports,
journal articles, and women’s oral accounts in rural and urban Mali, the analysis
found that the COVID-19 pandemic severely impacted women and girls. As a result
of the confinement measures, inequalities in economic outcomes and gender-based
violence between men and women have been exacerbated. Before the pandemic,
most women in Mali were gaining less money and saving less than men, making it
further complicated for them to hold economic shocks as lockdowns and travel
limitations have disturbed their financial pursuits. The outcomes also reveal that
women were at increased risk of domestic violence perpetrated by violent spouses
leading to physical, mental, and sexual violence. The paper concludes that there is a
pressing need to prevent and manage the post-COVID-19 impact on women’s socioeconomic activities and gender-based violence by establishing a new more inclusive
societal order with gender-sensitive policy responses.
Keywords: Covid-19, gender-based violence, socio-economic, poverty, women

Introduction
As of July 2021, it has almost been a year and a half since the initial alarm
rings of COVID-19 were announced. Since the coronavirus broke out in Wuhan,
China, in December 2019, it has spread worldwide at an alarming rate (Notivol et al.,
2021). So far, more than 4 million people have died worldwide, and more than 194
million cases have been confirmed throughout the world as of July 2021 (JHU CSSE
2020). Despite the development and implementation of vaccines against COVID-19
in many countries, the number of confirmed cases and deaths continues to rise.
Besides the health dimension, the pandemic has also brought disturbance and doubts
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in individuals’ daily lives. It triggers additional challenges to the most vulnerable
individuals, including women and girls, as governments and institutions in different
parts of the world have taken radical and unprecedented measures requiring various
restrictions on people’s daily lifestyles to lessen the spread of the disease.
After a year into the COVID-19 crisis, it is evident that the economic shock
of this pandemic is gendered. A World Bank report in 2020 reveals that the pandemic
is more likely to have particular and severe impacts on countries where governments’
capacities are already weak, exacerbating existing inequalities and vulnerabilities
(World Bank 2020). The report added that the pandemic is also expected to increase
levels of violence perpetrated against intimate partners, anticipated by the imposition
of restrictions on movement. Some groups and segments have been incredibly prone
and exposed to the immediate social and economic consequences of the COVID-19
pandemic—such as women and girls who already encounter systemic obstacles to
their involvement in the economy. They generally have inadequate access to
valuable resources such as land, credit, and information required to raise their farms
and businesses. Globally, women and girls remain disproportionately frightened by
poverty, discrimination, and violence (Olajumoke 2021). They sometimes balance
most unpaid care work coupled with the usual pressures of securing money for their
family. These twofold duties are arduous and make it challenging for women to earn
revenue to enhance their skills and prospects. Women, for instance, make up more
than 70% of the most severely affected informal economic agents in food services,
farming, and micro-trade (Lenshie et al., 2021). They are also overrepresented in
other affected areas like the health care sector and cross-border commerce. Studies
have revealed that women and children are more likely than men to experience food
insecurity and malnutrition during a crisis (Onoshakpor et al., 2020).
It is crucial to understand the unprecedented impact of COVID-19 on
households in Mali. This paper aims to assess the economic impact of the pandemic
on women’s income-generating activities in rural and urban areas to understand and
evaluate the growth of domestic violence against women and girls. The study also
seeks to inform policymakers and the government by making recommendations for
risk mitigation. In this vein, the article will seek to answer the following questions:
What were the socio-economic impacts of COVID-19 on women's incomegenerating activities in Mali? How did women and girls cope with the pandemic at
the household level? To address these questions, the remainder of the article is
structured as follows: The next section provides a short description of the research
methodology and an overview of the impacts of COVID-19 on low-income
countries' economies and women's employment in the informal sector. These are
preceded by the sections on results and discussions based on the secondary and
primary data. The final section summarizes the findings regarding the impact of
COVID-19 on women's socio-economic activities in rural and urban Mali and makes
policy recommendations.
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1. Study Site and Methodology
1.1. Study Site
Mali is a vast Sahelian country of 1.2 million square km in West Africa,
bordering seven African countries. The country is structured into ten administrative
areas or regions, 703 communes, 49 circles, and one district. Bamako is the capital
city of Mali. In 2009, Mali’s population was estimated at 14.5 million, 50.4% of
whom were women, over 70% lived in rural areas (INSAT 2009), and 23% lived in
urban areas (Population Data 2020). The population in 2020 grew to almost 21
million people. Bamako, the capital, is proliferating and has reached 4.3 million
inhabitants (Population Data 2020). Mali’s financial endeavor mainly focuses on
agriculture and mining, creating 80% of the country’s income and trades (INSAT
2018). Nearly 65% of Mali’s land area is desert or half desert. The proportion of
informal employment in the non-agricultural sectors is very high, around 99.1%,
reaching 98.8% for men and 99.6% for women (World Bank 2014).
Malian societies are linked to tradition and religion as around 90% of the
population are Muslim. Contemporary Malian societies are thus based on rules and
norms reflecting the country’s socio-economic, political, and cultural realities, which
date back to traditional Malian communities and Islamic values ( Diallo 2021). These
rules and values established patterns and customs for household structures, social
relations, and interactions between men and women. They also recognize and
legitimize the domination of men as the head of households for family management
and resources allocation. Within these systems, women manage complex household
duties and pursue multiple livelihood strategies that men do not. Women’s activities
typically include productive and reproductive roles like ensuring household chores,
collecting firewood, and water, caring for family members, etc.
In comparison, men are engaged in more lucrative sectors of the economy,
such as formal employment in government or private enterprises, trades, and other
informal activities. Men are also the key decision-makers within households (Diallo
2021). Married women must often obey socio-cultural norms and rules in conducting
entrepreneurship activities or joining a collective group. These norms and patterns
affect women’s educational attainment, access to resources, quality work, and
decision-making stances. As an illustration, the INSAT (2009) survey shows that
29.4% of Malian adults are literate. The proportion of literate people is higher in
urban areas (53.2%) than in rural areas (21.6%) and in wealthier households (48.6%)
than in poorer families (16.3%). The literacy rate for women is 21.5% compared to
41.5% for men. This disadvantage affects girls compared to boys and is linked to the
importance of marriage for girls in most communities, resulting in early dropouts
from school due to motherhood. As for employment in the civil servant sector, men
make up 85.5% of higher category A, while 44.1% of women are in the lower
category B1.
As a result, most women are employed in informal sectors, and their level
of qualification is deficient. Women work in occupations or sectors with limited
employment stability and lower-level positions, with no prospect of career
advancement and thus no improvement in income. About 95% of working women
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are concentrated in agriculture, livestock, fishing, trade, processing, domestic
activities, hotels, and restaurants (INSAT2009). Women’s low level in skills
employment, lower education level, lower salaries, disparities in time spent on
unpaid domestic and care work, and precarious employment leave them at a
disadvantage in many respects compared to men before the pandemic. They also
have weak access to credit and microfinance due to the micro size of their businesses
and their financial inability to expand or develop them. These also impact women’s
land ownership and access to other productive assets. The same situation holds true
for their access to essential decision-making stances. As of 2020, women represented
less than 30% in key strategic positions in the government (INSAT 2018).
The COVID-19 pandemic strengthens these prevailing inequalities
between men and women as resources are reduced with mobility restrictions. For
instance, Mali’s economy was expected to grow by 5.1% in 2019. But the IMF
projection for 2020 fell to 0.9% due to the health crisis with the global shock of the
coronavirus pandemic (IMF 2020). Mali had its first confirmed case in March 2020.
Since then, the number of cases has dramatically increased. As reflected in (Map 1),
58 health care centers out of 75 in the ten regions have confirmed cases of COVID19 by the end of June 2021. Mali has 14,417 cases, of which 166 were imported. Of
the 14,417 patients, 10,058 have been cured, and 525 have died (WHO 2021).
Map 1: Number of confirmed cases and deaths of COVID-19 in Mali by health care
division as of June 2021

Source: Government of the Republic of Mali, World Health Organization 2021

1.2. Methodology
As for the methodology, the study employs a mixed research method. The
author uses data from reports, journals, and articles from international organizations,
NGOs, and government officials to assess the pandemic’s impacts on women from
their oral accounts in rural and urban Mali areas to achieve the research objectives
as indicated in Table 1.
The researcher collected qualitative and quantitative data from primary and
secondary sources, requiring various analysis methods. Data sources were from the
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internet, web pages, and print papers dealing with COVID-19 and gender, focusing
primarily on Malian women. The survey employed data from NGOs, government,
and international organizations in Mali as its primary data. Microsoft Excel was used
to analyze the quantitative data. At the same time, descriptive analysis was applied
with the qualitative data to understand the relations between the variables used to
attain the research goals. Descriptive statistics involved handling summary
frequency to answer the research question. Data analysis in Microsoft Excel was
employed to broaden the researcher’s knowledge of statistical data, compare the
findings, and minimize bias from the consulted materials.
Table 1: Data Sources and Analysis Method
Research objectives
To evaluate the impacts of
COVID-19 on developing
countries

To understand the socio-economic
impact of COVID-19 on women’s
income-generating activities

To understand and assess the
socio-economic impacts of
COVID-19 on women in Mali

To understand and assess the
socio-economic impacts of
COVID-19 on women in Mali

To evalute the impacts of COVID19 in developing countries
To understand the socio-economic
impact of COVID-19 on women
income generating activities

Data sources
International organizations database
•
ACDI
•
FAO
•
ILO
•
IMF
•
Plan International Mali
•
UN WOMEN
•
UNICEF
•
WHO
•
WORLD BANK
•
WTO
Mali Government database
•
Mali Ministry of Health
•
Ministry of Women and
Children
•
Ministry of Rural Development
•
INSAT
NGOS
•
Benbere
•
JHU CSSE
•
Kujenga Amani
•
JDWS
Literature on COVID-19 from
•
Articles
•
Newspapers
•
Reports
•
Blogs

Data analysis methods
Excel, query, figure, and
descriptive analysis

Excel, query, diagram
and descriptive analysis

Excel, query, figure and
descriptive analysis

Excel, query, figure, and
descriptive analysis

Source: Author
As for the data analysis process, the study focuses on three major areas: (1)
the economic impact of COVID-19 on women’s income-generating activities, (2) its
social impact at the household level, and (3) the implication these have on girls’
schooling and early marriages. These factors were assessed from rural to urban areas’
perspectives. These enabled the researcher to understand the relationships and
impacts of COVID-19 on women in rural and urban areas.
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3. Impacts of COVID-19 on the Economy and Women Labor in LowIncome Countries
3.1. Impacts of COVID-19 on the Economy of Low-Income Countries
The effects of COVID-19 on economic activities in low-income countries
are evident. Besides public health concerns, it has also triggered severe financial
challenges. Ongoing impacts comprise complete or partial cessations of general
activities and human interactions in developed and low-income countries. Exportoriented goods experienced a massive decline in demand (mainly from Asia, the
United States, and Europe), borders closings, deficiency in accessing necessary
products, and interruptions in shipments and air freight had additional consequences
on commercial activities in developing countries that primarily rely on manufacture
goods from the west (Onyishi et al., 2021).
These measures influence all-economic segments, including the health,
industrial, wholesale, transportation, education, and other sectors. The COVID-19
pandemic has also altered the macro environment of the world economy, mainly in
the demand and supply realm, revenue, and employment creation from the trade
sector. According to the yearly trade report released by the World Trade Organization,
the world marketing industry will drop by 13 to 32% in 2020 because of the COVID19 pandemic. The plunge will likely surpass the employment decline of the global
financial crisis from 2008-to 09 (WTO 2020).
Exchanges of services and goods among customers will also be hindered
due to travel limitations and the shutting down of marketing and business institutions
(Wanije and Benefo 2020). It is believed that the global Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) will drop by as much as 3%, while developing nations will experience the
hardest struck, as much as 4% on average, with some more than 6.5% (Maliszewska;
Mattoo; and Mensbrugghe 2020). According to the International Monetary Fund, the
world will lose 9 trillion US dollars, which is comparable to the GDP losses of Japan
and Germany (IMF 2020). Specific groups or entities susceptible to the global
market structure and policies like women, children, and refugees are more likely to
be impacted.
3.2. Women Labor in the Informal Economic Sector
The estimation that the COVID-19 crisis would have wide-ranging harmful
impacts on females and families in sub-Saharan Africa was primarily recognized.
The GDP has dropped almost in every country. Several companies have fallen into
financial hardship, and household earnings have been reduced (Casale and Dorrit,
2020). The International Labor Organization assesses that the number of females
working in low- and middle-income nations fell 4.7% between 2019 and 2020,
compared to a 3.3% decline for men due to the uneven effect of COVID-19 on areas
where females make a higher percentage of the labor force (ILO 2021). The report
further forecasted a decline in human development and poverty in Africa,
particularly within rural communities in informal and small businesses.
Additionally, literature on COVID-19’s impact shows that women’s
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economic and productive livelihoods have been affected disproportionately and
differently than men’s (Ramparsad 2020). Disruptions in supply chains and market
closures have significantly impacted businesses run by women. As mentioned earlier,
women earn less, have fewer savings, work in less secure jobs, and operate in the
informal sector (Dube 2021). They have less access to social protection schemes and
form most single-parent households. Therefore, their ability to withstand economic
shocks is less than men’s. Micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises, especially
those run by women, make up many enterprises in developing countries and are
among the sectors of activities most affected by the pandemic (Ryder, Wanije; and
Benefo 2020). These enterprises are fragile, have difficulties accessing finance under
normal conditions, and have little room to mitigate economic crises. The pandemic
has particularly affected the restaurant, trade, and food processing sectors. Sustaining
a business beyond a certain period is challenging with limited financial resources.
Many small companies can no longer employ their current staff, let alone recruit new
ones. Remote work in many of these businesses is impossible. Moreover, these
companies are rarely formalized into banking systems, making their access to a first
loan more challenging during this period of economic crisis (Odeku 2020).
Besides, more than 80% of the rural population depends on subsistence
agriculture in sub-Saharan Africa (World Bank 2020). Any disruption of the
prevailing and future agricultural production cycles will have long-term harm and an
incremental impact on the region. Communities across sub-Sahara Africa currently
cope with the combined effects of COVID-19, persistent hunger, conflict, and
climate change (Mzini and Boitumelo 2020). Some even forecast that the number of
people worldwide touched by food insecurity will double as an immediate
consequence of the pandemic (Ezirigwe et al., 2021). Understanding the challenges
women faced in these multi-dimensional circumstances amid the pandemic remains
a crucial study area.

4. Results and Discussions
As mentioned earlier, Mali had its first confirmed cases of COVID-19 in
March 2020. As in other countries, the government has decreed a series of measures
instigating social distancing methods and rigorous lockdowns to slow down the
spread of the disease and lower the number of deaths and infected people.
Accordingly, the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs has developed an emergency
plan to respond to COVID-19 in March 2020. These measures include the closure of
Mali borders, curfews from 9:00 pm to 5:00 am, the interruption of all public
gatherings, the prohibition of any social, cultural, sports, and political meeting of
more than 50 individuals, closure of nightclubs and pubs, schools’ closure, the
reorganization of public administration working hours (from 7:30 to 2:30 pm) and
markets (from 6:00 am to 4:00 pm).
If these measures have helped contain the virus, they have contributed to
the decline of people’s living conditions, who, in many cases, have been deprived of
resources. Since the beginning of May 2020, the restrictions have been gradually
lifted, especially those related to movement and transportation. Despite
governmental and non-governmental actors’ constant efforts, the extent and severity
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of the economic and social disruption caused by the pandemic effects are far from
being resolved. In what follows, this study assesses the impacts of the pandemic on
Malian women’s income-generating activities and the social and psychological
consequences exacerbated by confinement measures as shown in various journals,
blogs, reports from government organizations, community sources, and international
organizations such as the UN and ILO.
4.1. Effects of COVID-19 on Women’s Income-Generating Activities
In the UN Women survey of 2020, 79% of the surveyed individuals
receiving income from employment have seen their revenue decrease or dissolve,
82% for women and 77% for men (ONU Femmes 2020c). This is true for 74% of
individuals in the formal sector and 82% of those in the informal sector. The most
affected are women who receive income from informal employment. Eighty-seven
percent of them have experienced a decrease or loss of revenue, as reflected in Figure
1 (ONU Femmes 2020c).
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Figure 1: Decrease or loss of entrepreneurs’ income by sector and sex (%)
Source: https://data.unwomen.org/publications/enquete-rapide-sur-les-effets-de-lacovid-19-au-mali-une-perspective-genre
Additionally, Figure 2 reveals that the pandemic impact on income was
more significant in urban areas than rural areas. Eighty-seven percent of urban
respondents said they had lost all their income or had seen it decrease, compared to
76% of rural respondents. This percentage rises to 78% for urban men and 75% for
rural men—79% for urban women and 76% for rural women (ONU Femmes 2020b).
As for business owners, employers, and self-employed, whether in the
formal or informal sector and regardless of gender, nearly 9 out of 10 business
owners say they have suffered a decrease or total loss of income since the pandemic
began. This affects women more than men. Eighty-three to seventy-six percent of
women reported losing all their income compared to 4% of men. (Eyong; Mongbo;
Ruiz; and Diaby 2020). The COVID-19 crisis has made entrepreneurs in the formal
and informal sectors extremely vulnerable.
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Figure 2: Change in personal income since the beginning of the crisis by sex and
residence (%)
Source: https://data.unwomen.org/publications/enquete-rapide-sur-les-effets-de-lacovid-19-au-mali-une-perspective-genre
In the face of these challenges, heads of households have adopted strategies
to deal with the pandemic. Among the strategies adopted by household heads, the
most common are reducing food quality, borrowing money, goods, or food from
relatives, and reducing the amount of food. Accordingly, a respondent said:
We did not make much money during the lockdown because we couldn’t access
markets. This impacted our daily food consumption attitude. I can only
provide two meals per day to my children. I hope the pandemic will end soon
(Harber 2020).
The pandemic impacts both men and women and other household members,
yet women experience more significant harm than men. Despite the extent and
impact of the informal economy and promising efforts, Malian women’s ability to
play a vital role in the economy has been constantly and severely diminished by the
pandemic.
As for the impacts of COVID-19 on women’s income-generating activities
in urban areas, the study found that the informal economy’s dominance in Mali
cannot be denied. Throughout the country, proportionately more females than males
work in the informal economic sector (Tal and Hutchinson 2020). Industrial
activities, administrative work, processing, and marketing farm commodities are the
main activities undertaken by women in urban areas. Most Malian women in
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metropolitan cities often depend on public spaces and social interactions with
customers in markets, roadsides, stations, etc., to earn a living.
After the spread of COVID-19, a sharp slowdown in economic activity
occurred throughout Mali. Official projections assess a decrease in Mali’s economic
growth rate by 0.9% (Diarra 2020). It is envisioned today that all fields of economic
activities have been disrupted, with a severe decline in output in the secondary and
tertiary sectors. The tertiary sector’s growth would fall from 5.5% to 0.8% (Sall and
Zhang 2020). The deficit has significantly affected supplies to some industries, the
hotel, transport, restaurant, and tourism sectors. Women who dominate these realms
are more likely to be affected than men. Besides, most women work with no social
benefits (Siham; Wei; and Xu 2021). Similarly, a survey on the pandemic’s impacts
in Mali reveals that the COVID-19 crisis has made insecure people who work in
most informal sectors (farmers, entrepreneurs, food processors, and other enterprises
that depend on imports) more vulnerable: these are mainly women (Diallo 2021).
The United Nations advocacy report of May 2020 on the impact of COVID-19 on
women entrepreneurs in Mali reveals that nearly 20% of women had to stop their
activities between March and April 2020 and that these women lost about 98% of
their income (UN Mali 2020).
Additionally, an increase in prices is projected to occur, leading to an
inflation rate between 0.3% and 4.9% (Ramparsad 2020). As social interactions are
now restricted to contain the virus’s spread, women’s financial activities have been
affected. Many women in Mali’s urban areas will suffer. For example, in Bamako,
expenses dropped anticipated by lowered demand from local businesses; shops shut
down or are running at reduced capacity. Customers no longer buy as much food as
they usually would (UN Women 2020).
Furthermore, a survey on the socio-economic impacts of COVID-19 on
Mali’s women suggests that women’s economic and productive livelihoods will be
disproportionately and adversely affected compared to men (Toure 2020). Likewise,
in a briefing note published in April 2020, the UN reports that women aged 25 to 34
are likely to live in extreme poverty during the pandemic. The lack of decent work
and the lack of access to a decent living standard translates into a lack of access to
remunerative employment, lack of employment-related protections (social and labor
security), lack of right to enjoy economic and social rights, as well as difficult access
to market, capital, and property for entrepreneurs. Mali cannot achieve gender
equality if it does not increase the low wages women earn in conventional farming
and does not provide job security for women in the informal economy.
Regarding the impacts of COVID-19 on women’s income-generating
activities in rural areas, the survey further shows that Mali’s economy mainly relies
on agriculture (farming, livestock breeding, and fishing), employing 80% of the
country’s 21 million people and representing 40% of Mali’s GDP (INSAT 2018).
More than 70% of Malians live in rural areas and practice agriculture. Before the
pandemic, women made up 48.4% of the active economic population in Mali; they
represent 51.6% of the rural population, make up 60% of the agricultural labor force,
and account for nearly 80% of food production (Ministere du Development Rural
2014). Although Malian women play a crucial role in agricultural production, they
are generally in charge of subsistence farming, while men contribute to subsistence

Pushing Women Further into Poverty and Gender-based Violence

89

and commercial agriculture. Malian women farmers’ access to agrarian resources
and control is mediated through men, either their fathers or husbands, and their
agricultural contribution is mostly obscure. Even when women have access to assets,
they rarely control them. The pandemic had additional dimensions to these
prevailing challenges in rural areas. Mainly it disturbed women’s income-generating
activities, predominantly in agricultural production, food processing, and marketing.
Local market interruptions impact rural women’s economic endeavors for their
income-generating activities (Diallo 2021; Odeku 2020). Restrictions on mobility
and prohibition of gatherings have severely reduced commercial opportunities for
most rural women, who relied on informal economic activities and market events to
sell their products. Their small shops and activities must close before 4 pm, which is
the precise time women start selling doughnuts, beans, or fried potatoes. In an
interview conducted by “Benbere,” an online platform run by DoniBolg in Mali, on
the impacts of the pandemic on women’s economic activities, Atta, a vegetable seller
at the Yobou Tao market in the Timbuktu region, stated:
They do not give us anything to protect ourselves from the disease, and they
tell us to go home before 4:00 pm. So how do they want us to feed our children?
As long as a policeman does not come to evacuate me, I will not leave this
market until 6 pm (Harber 2020).
The pandemic hinders women’s ability to take care of themselves and their
families. According to the UN Women Mali report, the socio-economic impacts of
COVID-19 on women revealed that women suffered from a 50% income reduction,
the interruption of their revenue, the deprivation of income-generating activities, and
the downfall of their markets and produces (ONU Femmes 2020 b). Mali’s other
challenges include women’s lack of access to necessary commodities such as soap
or hand sanitizer. Remarkably, most women in rural and urban areas cannot afford
COVID-19 protection kits costs. The prices of hand sanitizers are beyond their
financial means. They cannot afford to buy them daily, given the cost of their
household expenses. Regardless of the government’s efforts, women reveal that they
are the primary “forgotten” and the least protected against the pandemic (Toure
2020). Even though national and international legal frameworks protecting citizens’
rights are a promise in Mali, their implementation is limited.
4.2. Increase in Unpaid Care and Domestic Work
A woman is initially considered a mother and wife responsible for
managing the household chores and care work for children and the elderly in most
parts of Mali. To be appreciated within their family and community, societal norms
require a woman to be submissive and obedient toward her husband and relatives.
Likewise, she must be convivial to guests, a good chief, assiduous, diligent, discrete,
and enduring. Deeply entrenched stereotypes bolster social expectations,
maintaining gender relations and gender roles across generations. As a result, women
cannot fully contribute to productive employment and access leadership positions
like men due to these expectations. On average, women spend 7 to 8 hours a day on
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unpaid care work in Mali, compared to 1 hour for men (USAID 2011).
In rural areas, women spend 6 to 8 hours a day on unpaid household chores
such as cleaning, cooking, fetching water, firewood, farming activities, and caring
for children and the elderly. These practices increased during the COVID-19.
Confinement and curfew measures have disrupted the daily lives of households by
forcing people to transform the way they live and manage their time in the family.
While in urban areas, women spent 5 to 6 hours a day on domestic activities.
This number is higher for career women in the formal sector who work 16 hours a
day (USAID 2011). Working women work double due to their professional and
household responsibilities. Thus, the gender division of labor requires women to
complete productive, reproductive, and community service jobs to support their
husbands, children, and other family members, which is not the case for working
men.
The COVID-19 pandemic strengthens this gender disparity, particularly in
households’ chores and work schedules. The UN Women report in Mali reveals that
69% of women experienced increased unpaid domestic and care work in Mali (ONU
Femmes 2020c). The report also shows that the COVID-19 pandemic has made
women in rural and urban areas spend more time on domestic activities than men. In
this vein, the pandemic has highlighted the essential role of household care and tasks
that have become particularly important in times of health crisis.
Unlike previous humanitarian crises, during COVID-19 domestic care
remains a crucial aspect of the emergency response, given school closures, the
vulnerability of the elderly, and mobility restrictions limiting the availability of
domestic workers. It also forces people and communities to reinforce individual and
collective hygiene through strict compliance with barriers measures. Adopting
hygienic measures is one of the most effective approaches to preventing the spread
of the virus, leading to an increase of two to three extra hours in the maintenance and
cleaning of household premises (Ramparsad 2020). This increased workload often
constrains women’s abilities to engage in economic activities outside the household.
4.3. Increase Health Risks
The right to health is linked to the right to life, and the COVID-19
challenges the ability of states to protect this right. Access to health care in Mali is
highly unequal between Bamako and the regions and between urban and rural areas.
This is due to the unequal distribution of health care personnel and difficult access
to health centers. Women are particularly affected by mobility constraints. Besides
experiencing economic consequences, women are at increased health risks.
Women’s responsibility as caregivers at the household level and in health care
centers also renders them more susceptible to the virus (Achraf et al., 2021).
Feminization of the health sector is common in developed and developing
countries because women are assumed to be better caregivers. This bias results in
the rising enrollments of young women in medicine, nursing, and medical research
worldwide (Moghadam 2021). Globally, women and girls make up 70% of the health
care workforce, putting them in direct contact with those infected (WHO 2020).
In Malian urban areas, even though some 35% of all physicians are women,
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they dominate the healthcare segment primarily as nurses or nurse assistants (ONU
Femmes 2020a). Frontline healthcare workers have been noticeable during the
COVID-19 pandemic despite weakening conditions, low salaries, and threats to their
health. Since the pandemic, healthcare workers have been vulnerable and sent
warnings about their precarious situations, such as shortage of equipment, lack of
materials, low wages, and requests for better working environments.
While in rural areas, the pandemic lowers women’s attendance to maternal
healthcare, which remained precarious before the pandemic due to multidimensional
socio-economic conditions like poor road conditions, difficulties in accessing
transportation, distances to hospitals, etc. Due to the pandemic, many women
reported stopping attending hospitals for fear of being infected. Pregnant and
postpartum women and girls may be particularly vulnerable to infectious diseases,
especially if they have existing respiratory disorders or regular contact with sick
patients. As for mental health, 73% of women said their psychological, mental, and
emotional health-related to stress and anxiety had been negatively affected by the
pandemic (Bazghina-werq and Souci 2020). The vulnerability of rural infrastructure
and fragile health care systems are one of the leading causes of stress and anxiety
among women in rural and urban areas.

4. Increased Gender-Based Violence and Child Marriage
4.1. Increased Gender-Based Violence at the Household Level
Gender-Based Violence (GBV) refers to any hostile acts, including rape,
sexual harassment, physical and verbal abuse among individuals, psychological
violence, and prohibitions of economic activities directed at any entities based on
their gender. These behaviors are harmful and stem from cultural norms and values,
such as excision, forced or early marriage, nutritional taboos, excess feeding,
widowhood, and religious sequestration (UN Women 2020). Before the advent of
COVID-19, domestic violence against women and girls was already one of the major
human rights violations. An analysis of the Mali Demographic and Health Survey
showed that among the interviewees of that survey, 60% of women believed that a
man has the right to beat his wife when she leaves home without his permission or
if she neglects the children (INSAT 2009). A high percentage of Malians in rural and
urban areas still believe that physical abuse is acceptable when wives misbehave,
such as burning food, standing up to their husbands, or refusing to have sex with
their husbands (Beridogo 2002).
Likewise, a survey conducted by an NGO (JDFS), Justice and Dignity for
the Women of Sahel (2020), found that GBV was recurrent in Sahelian African
countries of Burkina Fasso, Mali, Niger, Senegal, Mauritania, and Tchad. Before the
pandemic, the prevalence of GBV in Mali was 43%, as shown in Figure 3 (Dalla and
Snorek 2020).
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Figure 3: Percentage of Gender-Based Violence before COVID-19
Source: Justice and Dignity for the Women of Sahel (JDWS) June 2020
These results attest to most Malian’s tolerance of GBV, especially toward
women. It also reveals a sense of normality in accepting domestic violence
embedded in social patterns. While the traditional values and practices that impact
gender equality persist, the pandemic has created additional gaps and needs for
Mali’s women (Diallo 2021). As the pandemic continues to escalate, this number
will likely increase and cause far-reaching implications for women’s and girls’
sexual, reproductive, and mental health.
As illustrations, with mobility restrictions, women must stay at home all
the time with men. There could be more stress from staying together for a long time
without escaping. This increased stress can raise violence from men to women.
Equally, a survey uncovers that the improved financial dependence of females and
lowered access to external assistance are triggering the rise in domestic violence in
Mali amid the pandemic (WHO 2020).
In urban areas, increased constraints due to economic pressures lead to
extra household stress and increased violence within families (Rajah and Osborn
2020). This condition is significantly exacerbated in Mali due mainly to the events
that have occurred since 2012 involving armed conflicts, terrorism, climate change,
and the country’s socio-cultural setting. Among the civilian populations, women and
children are usually the first victims of assault, insecurity, rape, and volatility in
conflict zones (Bazghina-werq and Souci 2020). Accordingly, the percentage of
GBV in Mali rose from 43% before COVID-19 to 53% during the COVID-19
pandemic, an overall increase of 10% (Dalla and Snorek 2020), as indicated in Figure
4.

Pushing Women Further into Poverty and Gender-based Violence

93

500

A

450

43.86

400

415

350
300
250

81.09

10.16

200
150

187

100

50
102

52
BURKINA

MALI

FASO

B

5.77

99

50
0

201

11.11

MAURITANIA
RATE

NIGER

SENEGAL

TCHAD

% Violence

120
100

14.93

30.39

80
60

11.55

10.12

40
20
0

5.35
BURKINA FASO

MALI

5.05

7.69

MAURITANIA

NIGER

Violence before Covid

SENEGAL

TCHAD

Total

% Increase in Violence during Covid
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Source: Justice and Dignity for the Women of Sahel (JDWS) June 2020
In rural areas, experts in the field, such as medical doctors and health
professionals, declared an upsurge in GBV. The head doctor at a community health
center in Kayes, Diarra, alleged that GBV increased in the region. He said that he
treated “an average of four GBV survivors per week, most of whom experienced
physical and sexual violence.” He also added that “the victims need psychological
support, and his team is not qualified to do so” (Plan International Mali 2020).
Implying that women in peri-urban and remote local communities are especially at
risk as they have lessened protection and healthcare access than those in urban areas.
GBV remains widespread throughout the country with the pandemic.
Women often lack access to justice because of social pressures and lack knowledge
of their rights (ONU Femmes 2020a). The fundamental causes of violence against
women and girls in Mali are discriminatory cultural practices, a lack of respect for
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women’s human rights, and men’s abuse of power in communities where patriarchal
systems prevail. These types of violence and discrimination generally start from
childhood to adulthood. Unfortunately, they are maintained and justified by social
norms and practices in which women often participate. For example, in
contemporary Mali societies, a married woman is required to “mugnou ani sabali,”
meaning to endure, tolerate and accept psychological, verbal, or physical violence
from a male partner/husband as sufferings from a spouse is believed to turn into
“blessings” for her children. These factors ominously reveal the complexity of
gender relations and structural patterns motivating some individuals to recourse to
violence in marriage.
4.2. Increased Child Marriage
School closures have had another consequence, especially for around 110
million children and young people (Titilope 2020). Online or distance learning
courses instigate challenges for poor and low-income families who still lack
essential digital tools and services like (Electricity, TV, Internet), books, materials,
and adequate space in most parts of Mali, mainly in rural and peri-urban areas. This
can harmfully influence young people’s provisions for further education or
employment opportunities.
Schools’ closure was also highlighted as a possible cause of GBV. Children
may be susceptible to child labor and violence in rural and urban areas as educational
institutions are closed (Antonowicz 2010). Particularly, girls’ access to education can
also be impacted by the pandemic. For example, it might be more challenging for
girls to re-enroll after schools have re-opened.
In urban areas, the challenges include the reorientation of girls toward
small businesses, exposing them to rape and assault. Teenage girls being more
exposed to men as street vendors may increase the probability of earlier pregnancies,
mainly before marriage. School closures can likewise result in children’s idleness or
encourage child marriage since school can be a reason or a cover for most mothers
to protect their daughters from early marriage (UNICEF 2020). This was evidenced
by a United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) survey in Mali during the COVID19 pandemic. They found that women and young girls became increasingly
vulnerable to the threat of abuse, child labor, and marriage (UNICEF 2020).
In rural areas, the phenomenon was more noticed in child marriage, which
is an enduring issue in Mali as the country holds the sixth highest incidence rate of
child marriage in the world. Specifically, 52% of Malian girls marry before 18, and
17% marry before their 15th birthday (Plan International Mali 2020). A survey
conducted by Plan International on COVID-19 in the Kayes region found that child
marriage rates have increased since the pandemic outbreak. The spouse of the village
chief describes as follows:
With schools’ closure, the situation has changed for young people. Most boys
are at the gold mining site; some have migrated despite everything. The girls
are in the capital city; they work there as domestic helpers. Many of them have
also been married (Plan International Mali 2020).
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Due to the weight of religion and customary practices, most parents still
approve marriage for girls at 15 years old or after their first menstruation, regardless
of their aspirations and visions. Girls have fewer choices for their marriage or choice
of partner, especially in rural areas. Accordingly, Socko, a 16-year-old girl, said as
follows:
I was forced to marry a man that I did not know. I am only in the 11th year
grade; how can I do it? I want to go to medical school. I do not know if I will
be allowed to continue my studies. Men decide, and we execute! It is sad not
to be in charge of one’s own life (Plan International Mali 2020).
Such occurrences can be attributed to persisting cultural norms and
practices embedded in patriarchal systems that standardize gender discrimination
and are more likely to increase as the crisis continue. While the number of GBV
increases, violence against women and girls takes on a new dimension: social
distancing and self-isolation triggered by the COVID-19 are used to exercise power,
threats, and control over women and girls (O’Donnell; Amber; and Potts 2020). The
household then became a place of fear and abuse for most women and girls who used
schools and their outdoor activities as an alibi to escape from violent partners before
the pandemic.

Conclusion
Based on these findings, the study concludes that although both females
and males have had their incomes interrupted by the pandemic, longstanding gender
disparities suggest that females are more likely to get their life conditions and longterm economic opportunities adversely affected by the COVID-19 crisis. Women
have been negatively affected in several important areas: the deprivation of their
employment opportunities in the informal sector, the increase in unpaid care work,
the decline in their physical and mental health, and gender-based violence’s
intensification. In rural and urban areas, women in the self-employed sector of
informal farming, petty trade, small and medium enterprises, and health care workers
have been most susceptible. The pandemic impacts women employed in tourism,
hotel, transport, restaurant, and informal marketing activities in urban areas. While
in rural areas, COVID-19 has disturbed women’s income-generating activities,
predominantly agricultural production, food processing, and marketing.
Overall, all women encounter increased unpaid household labor, especially
women professionals in urban areas. Besides the economic consequences, women
and girls faced decreased psychological health, increased GBV, and early marriage
amid the pandemic. As for mental health and physical violence, women in urban
areas had more options and easier access to health care centers than rural women. In
urban areas, girls are reorientated toward small businesses, exposing them to rape
and assault. In comparison, many girls migrated to cities or got married in rural areas.
These findings imply that the previously existing inequalities between males and
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females on economic outcomes and GBV have been exacerbated during the
pandemic. The results also show that the economic impact of the pandemic is
gendered because it has pushed more women and girls into poverty. Before the
pandemic, women had already encountered systemic challenges to their full
involvement in Mali’s economy. But this situation has been worsened by COVID19, as shown throughout the analysis. Empowering women to attain their full
capabilities remains one of the most significant ways to fight against poverty. With
the appropriate assistance, women can enhance their profits and prospects for the
future.

Recommendations
It has been a year and a half since the pandemic began, and the virus keeps
mutating with emerging variants from different parts of the world. Therefore, we
might learn to live with COVID-19, implying that countries and communities should
design strategies and practices for the post-COVID-19 era. Political schemes,
economic agents, and civil society organizations will help shape those strategies. In
this atmosphere, policies in response to the pandemic should consider the gender
inequalities highlighted in this paper to avert the heightening of prevailing disparities
and safeguard women who remain most vulnerable. Thus, it is essential to establish
a new more inclusive societal order with gender-sensitive policies addressing the
socio-economic inequalities, biased cultural patterns, beliefs, and opinions that
nurture and justify gender discrimination.
Given their fundamental vulnerabilities, if assistance measures are applied,
women in the informal economic sector in urban and rural areas could be targeted as
recipients. In this regard, policies should initially support women’s needs and
concerns as they are the most affected. The government should take extraordinary
measures to include women’s access to financial resources to meet their economic
needs in the COVID-19 response strategy. This can be achieved by providing women
with non-refundable grants, enabling them to conform to the government’s working
hours and restrictions in response to COVID-19. These grants will help them support
the expenses of their families.
There is also a need to create or have more counseling centers or phone
counseling services for victims of GBV in rural areas. By providing psychosocial
support, these centers will enable victims of abuse to understand their condition as
they will be better equipped with strategies and alternatives to deal with their abusers.
Additional medical staff and health professionals should be trained in the
psychological care of GBV survivors. Victims must also be supported and trained to
invigorate the end of this behavior within their households and communities.
Governments should also create favorable conditions to empower girls and
women economically by providing worthy childcare, education, and labor rights for
unpaid domestic work, enforcing laws against domestic violence, implementing laws
prohibiting early marriage, amplifying investments in public health, and training for
better-paid medical positions. Policies to tackle disparities and enhance women’s
economic, social, and mental health should be established mainly in rural areas by
considering local realities.
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Toward a Theory of Islandness:
A Case Study of Art Tourism in the Naoshima Island,
Japan
STEPHANIE ÉVORA *

Abstract: This study presents a new interpretation of islandness by examining the
Benesse Art Site Naoshima, which consists of projects in the Naoshima, Teshima,
and Inujima Islands. Past studies on islandness overlooked connections between
islands and the process of cultivating a sense of collectivity among islands. As an
African islander, it is the researcher’s view that inter-island connectivity rehabilitated
by art tourism contributes to the socio-economic development of the islands.
Narrative data is analysed (collected through semi-structured interviews with
islanders, visitors, and stakeholders) and is supplemented by figures (statistics on
population, visitors, cost, and frequency of transportation between islands). The
research revealed that art tourism had a large and significant socioeconomic impact
on the islands with improved infrastructure, renewed inter-island connection, and a
wave of incoming migration. But Benesse Art Site Naoshima is only seasonal,
requiring residents to pursue multiple livelihoods strategies. There are five defining
elements of islandness, of which boundness, smallness, amplification by
compression, and connectivity are deep-rooted in the development of the islands. Yet
collectivity is still in its initial stages and needs more progress.
Keywords: Nissology; art tourism; islandness; connectivity; collectivity

Introduction
This study aims to position itself within and contribute to the emerging
research field called nissology 1 by using an interdisciplinary approach to understand
‘islandness’ and advance the theorization. It aims to review its defining elements
while introducing two new elements: connectivity and collectivity. Islandness does
not necessarily mean isolation. Notably, this study’s intuition is that bringing the
PhD Student, Graduate School of Global Studies, Doshisha University, Kyoto, Japan. Email: phanieevora@gmail.com
1
Nissology is the study of islands on their own terms, i.e., the inquiry into islandness. The
spread and experience of the island condition, the islander’s reality, and the relations
within/between the network of islands has been studied, extolled, and discussed by several
scholars, such as McCall (1994), Depraetere (2008a; 2008b), Baldacchino (2006); Hay
(2006).
*
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islands together as a family will unleash the power of a group of islands. This article
expects to offer a new interpretation of islandness by examining the inter-island
connectivity rehabilitated by art tourism. This study firmly believes that it can add
value to island studies and Afro-Asian area studies by learning from the experiences
in Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima, a group of islands in the Seto Inland Sea
(hereafter the Setonaikai 2). The examination of experiences in these islands will
enable us to understand the relationships between inter-island connectivity and the
development of islands in the Pacific and potentially in the Atlantic.
The study also aims to determine the conceptual reliability of connectivity
and collectivity identified in art tourism in the islands and examine to what extent
art tourism is a viable, sustainable practice to enhance connectivity and collectivity.
Lastly, it examines the potential impact of art tourism on the development of the
Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima Islands. The article tries to do so by using interview
narratives collected in the three islands, which have served as the primary data for
analysis.
The islands belong to a collective of art-related activities called Benesse Art
Site Naoshima. The activities started in Naoshima in 1987 and consequently spread
to Inujima in 2008 and Teshima in 2010. In the past couple of years, Naoshima has
been amply advertised in magazines and art-related circles as a mecca for art lovers
and connoisseurs. It has been the target of art-related studies (see Kondo 2012). It
has also been acknowledged by the Okayama Prefecture Remote Plan Strategies for
the islands’ future development to increase the number of visitors as well as in other
reports (直島町 Naoshima Town 2010; Okayama Prefecture 2013; Ministry of Land
Infrastructure Transport and Tourism 2010).
A group of islands is a miniature universe that entangles countless dualities
within the same space and time. Islanders make their living with a local knowledge
that simultaneously pays homage to their ancestry and reflects their daily reality. At
the same time, they are also exposed to non-locals while adapting to a globalizing
world. This applies to both the author’s country of origin—Cabo Verde—and current
country—Japan. They are both island nations, though Japan is larger in size. While
coming of age in Cabo Verde, an archipelago located off the shore of West Africa
and surrounded by land areas that were physically separated by the sea, there was a
sense of being connected to the islands by identity. This has allowed the researcher
to dive into the study of islands and islanders away from home and set a path for
further exploration of the ‘what, who, how, why, and when’ for research on the subject.
Some may think that because the author is an islander, she has a pre-configured bias
toward the subject. In contrast, others may identify it as a specificity that would
enrich the analysis and simultaneously guide the author to scrutinize the islands’
relations, dichotomies, and experiences. The author believes that being an islander
provides the research with a crucial insider view and understanding of an islands’
value, characteristics, and potential.

2

The region is Japan’s largest inland sea and a vital transportation route in ancient times.
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1. About the Data
In collecting narratives, the study used semi-structured interviews. The
islanders who were interviewed were randomly chosen using the snowballing sample
technique. Naoshima Local #1, the first interviewee, introduced the researcher to
Naoshima Local #2, who agreed to participate in the interview and then introduced
others. In this process, the sample interviewees swelled in size. This methodology
acquired the necessary information and appropriately analyzed the lived experiences
of the interviewees. Semi-structured interviews were prepared by combining
questions informed by theory with information transmitted to the researcher by the
interviewees, using personal narratives of lived experiences (Fontana and Frey 2003;
Galleta 2013).
The primary data consists of interviews conducted on the islands of
Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima in Setonaikai, Japan. Interviewees were residents,
visitors, and stakeholders; the data gleaned from these exchanges were supplemented
with the researcher’s observations while on the islands. A total of 25 interviews were
conducted: 8 with Naoshima residents, 7 with Teshima residents, 4 with Inujima
residents, 5 with visitors, and 1 with a stakeholder. The Naoshima Island interviews
were conducted from November 13 to 19, 2019, followed by Teshima and Inujima
from December 6 to 9, 2019. The visits to the islands were just before the outbreak
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The secondary data sources include official island
documentation, censuses, books, academic journals, papers, brochures, reports, and
statistics.
The islanders interviewed were residents born in the islands, left for some
years, and then returned 3 or had relocated to the islands. Still, they had lived in the
locale for some decades. Two interviewees moved back to Naoshima at the
beginning of the art tourism projects, and one from Inujima relocated to the island
six years before opening his establishment.
Interview questions varied in length and scope depending on the group
(islanders, visitors, or stakeholders). Some interviews were conducted in Japanese
with help from a Japanese friend to interpret and translate. As the list of basic
questions had been translated into Japanese in advance, it is presumed that there is
no misunderstanding about the intention of the research on the part of the
interviewees.

2. Toward a New Interpretation of Islandness
Islands have long been considered exotic, mysterious, or dreadful in Western
imagination. At times, their representation in culture, arts, and literature 4 gives them
Those who left the islands typically moved to Osaka, Takamatsu, Tokyo, Okayama, or
abroad. Locals from Naoshima moved more often compared to locals from Inujima and
Teshima.
4
Some examples of literature that describes islands include The Odyssey, written by Homer
in the eighth century BC, which tells the perilous adventures Odysseus faced while passing
3
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an almost surreal existence that has been described since the beginning of time and
defined depending on the relation between the island and the person defining it.
Some say that we live in a world of islands (Baldacchino 2007) or a sea of
islands (Hau’ofa 1994). This article defines the island as a small piece of land
surrounded by water, where the sea is regarded not as a barrier but rather as an
extension of its islandness. Furthermore, this study concurs that an island’s mainland
or surrounding waters may have limited resources, and inhabitants may partake in
multitasking economic activities that amplify their impact due to geographical
factors. This definition is adapted from several preceding works (Baldacchino 2018;
2008; 2005; Hall 2012; Hay 2006; Sharpley 2012; Péron 2004; UNCLOS 1982).
The concept of islandness has been contested by many scholars who present
different definitions and understandings. One such definition describes islandness as
“the essence of island living, the attributes that make an island what it fundamentally
is, and which it has by necessity, without which it loses its identity” (Royle and
Brinklow 2018, 11). In an influential definition, Baldacchino (2018, xxv–xxx)
described islandness as the distinctive essence of being an island and is divided into
five elements: boundedness, smallness, amplification by compression, isolation, and
fragmentation. However, we will not focus on isolation and fragmentation for this
study, as these two elements do not seem typical in many islands. Instead, many
islands are networked, and connected islanders may nurture collective identity
beyond fragmentation. The experiences in Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima Islands
illustrate these points. The excluded elements of isolation and fragmentation are now
replaced with connectivity and collectivity.
The differences in island size affect how islanders relate to each other and
the outside world. Smallness enhances an island’s practice of openness by
welcoming newcomers or enhancing its relationship with neighboring islands. The
smaller the island, the greater its openness, which is manifested by welcoming
newcomers and extending relations to neighboring islands. Indeed, this sentiment is
evident in Hay (2006), who agrees that island life is not characterized by isolation.
Instead, it could be claimed that islanders are more connected and aware of human
interactions than non-islanders. Differences in size also affect how islands are
affected by developmental changes. Larger ones may not feel changed realities as
acutely as smaller ones, even if the nature of the change is the same. This attests to
the influence of smallness and amplification as characteristics of islandness. A rapid
increase in the number of visitors to Naoshima (3,000) must be experienced
differently than in Inujima Island, whose population is less than 50.
The relationship within an archipelago is characterized by mutual
connections and a sense of shared destiny. It is not a disconnection but a continuation.
The enhancement of an inter-island identity, inhabitants’ openness to non-islanders
by different islands on his way home from the Trojan War; Robinson Crusoe, written by
Daniel Defoe in 1719, depicts the life of a man who spent years on an island following a
shipwreck; Treasure Island, written in 1883 by R. L. Stevenson, tells a story of pirates on a
hunt for the treasure of an evil pirate buried on an island; and the Japanese tale of Momo
taro and Onigashima, in which Momotaro sets off for an island to subjugate the Oni, or
devils, who lived there.
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and islanders alike, and the connection between islands in the same archipelago are
the key route to their full development. Boundedness enhances feelings of identity
and belonging, allowing islanders to enjoy greater attachment with the islands
encircled by water. Here, the collectivity of islanders emerges because inhabitants
are bound to their islands and neighboring ones as well. This collectivity is
accomplished through shared history, community relations, culture, disasters
(natural or artificial), geography, and other complex variables that give meaning to
their islandness. The collectivity element experienced by the islands is still in its
initial form, with the activities connected to art tourism serving as a stimulating
mechanism for its development.
Islands are connected and bound to each other even when scholars and
islanders themselves do not realize their connectivity. This connectivity may not be
recognizable to some scholars. Nevertheless, this research argues that island
societies may be momentarily disconnected through time but reconnect once again
when the cycle is completed: “most island societies are, or once were, connected to
other island societies—as colonists, trade partners, tributaries, allies, wife-givers,
and in other ways” (Hage and Harary 2006, 1). Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima are
islands previously connected by an extensive network linked to different economic
activities. Over time, the industrialization of Japan—and, specifically, the
Setonaikai—after World War II brought this historical connection ironically to a
standstill. The linkages between the islands fluctuated from proximity and shared
prosperity to a post-industrial decline accompanied by depopulation, and finally to a
sort of revived connectivity. This network is now being restored through art tourism,
which may eventually connect the entire archipelago within the inland sea.
Thus, this study does not define the examined islands as isolated places but
rather as networks that were once connected within the region by the history and
legacy of Setonaikai and their geographic closeness. We hypothesize that this interisland connectivity was revived with recent art tourism capitalizing on their
proximity. Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima Islands belong to a web of human
interaction formed between the islanders of each island and visitors passing by its
ports. Art tourism is defined as: “any activity that involves travel to see art and would
include those people who travel very specifically to see art somewhere else as well
as those who often or occasionally include visits to see art among other activities
during tours, holidays or other trips away from home” (Franklin 2018, 399–400).
This study discusses art tourism because it has become an overwhelming feature of
Naoshima and its neighboring islands. Art tourism garners global enthusiasm.
Although art-related activities have been in Naoshima since 1992, the art tourism in
the islands gained momentum only recently, with scholars focused on the relation
between art tourism and communities in Setonaikai 5 . The islands are connected
through circuit tourism involving unique art sites, projects, exhibitions, and
museums in various islands in the region 6.
5
6

For more information see Miyamoto (2018); Qu (2019; 2020); Funck and Chang (2018).
Naoshima’s art tourism resonates with the UNESCO initiative of Creative Cities Network
(https://en.unesco.org/creative-cities/home), although in the case of the former, the
emphasis is on the fusion between art and rural landscapes of small islands rather than on
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This article primarily examines the internal connectivity of the Naoshima
Islands. It is necessary, however, to first consider the nature of contacts between the
islanders and non-islanders. These encounters are appreciated and needed by some
islanders, as stated by an interviewee: “Meeting people with a different background
you get to grow as a person, so I think positively about it” (Teshima Local #1).
Prashad (2012) stated that the “fate of the small islands is to disappear” due
to rising sea levels. Islanders from Inujima would say that an island can disappear
not only by being submerged into the sea but also by simply losing its livelihood,
inhabitants, and connections. Locals from the three islands agreed that tourists
brought more energy and life. As an interviewee from Inujima commented:
“Everyone became energetic. I was thinking that the islands were finished. [But] the
art festival and art things [have] created job opportunities” (Inujima Local #4).
The following sections will consider how art tourism has created and
rehabilitated relations and connections between the three islands, bearing this time
perspective in mind. This will help the study explain how these relations are
connected to islands’ socio-economic development.

3. The Historical Settings of the Naoshima Islands
Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima are found in the Setonaikai, Japan’s largest
inland sea. In ancient times, the Setonaikai was a vital transportation route for the
circulation of goods and the spread of culture from the old capitals of Nara and Kyoto
to Kyushu. It also served as a major transportation route for trade with China and
Korea; its waters were filled with merchant ships and pirates (Sansom 1990; Shively
and McCullough 1999). Encounters with pirates along the Setonaikai were common
and feared by many. More often than not, these pirates were fishermen who could
venture into raiding ships or establish commercial relations with distant dynasties
and kingdoms (Shapinsky 2014). The region’s islands also developed with the
expansion of farmland and fishing ports.
Following the Industrial Revolution after the Meiji Restoration, the
Setonaikai region became home to many factories that served various functions and
industries 7—from navy shipyards to copper mining and chemical industries (Kohno
1977). In the earlier period, islanders looked inward and focused on their livelihoods
in their locales, trying to enhance their economic stability. Naoshima flourished with
its fishery and salt industries, which thrived due to its climate and location. Teshima
enjoyed prosperous agriculture and dairy industries and fishery and stone ones. After
the island adventured into industrial waste disposal in the 1970s and failed, its public
image deteriorated significantly. Indeed, it became known for having some of the
worst industrial pollution in Japan. Notably, efforts to clean the island were headed
by islanders, who united and presented a complaint against the company responsible

7

urban regeneration.
The history of industrial development and the entry of the art industry in Naoshima is
summarized in Miyamoto (2018). Korean forced labour in Naoshima during the Second
World War is documented in Jodo (1992).
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for the waste plant and Kagawa Prefecture. Naoshima’s economy has also been
heavily dependent on the Mitsubishi copper refinery (Shibata 2012; Fukushima
2012; Shiwaku 2010). As for Inujima, the islanders also faced pollution problems
that stemmed from its refinery industry.

Figure 1: The islands of Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima in the Setonaikai
Source: Adapted from Takatsuki (2003, 27)

4. Art Tourism and the Islands or the Islands and Art Tourism?
Naoshima belongs to Kagawa Prefecture and consists of the Miyanoura
District, the Honmura District, and the Tsumu’ura District. The island has an area of
8.13 km2; as of 2015, it had 3,105 people, according to Benesse Art Site Naoshima
(2019a) and (SanukiSetoShimaNet 2016). As in many areas of Japan, the island has
seen a major change in its population, which dropped from 7,501 people in 1955 to
4,671 in 1990, eventually reaching today’s total. Teshima is the largest island in
terms of land size, with an area of 14.5 km2, and belongs to Kagawa Prefecture; as
of 2015, its population was 867. The island has a favorable climate for agriculture
and is known for several local products. Bottom-up entrepreneurship countering
“elite arts” in Teshima (Qu 2020) may have something to do with this strong basis
of livelihoods. Agriculture was much of the local economy of Teshima until the
industrial waste disposal sector replaced it. Inujima is the smallest island, with a total
land area of 0.54 km2, belonging to Okayama Prefecture. In the past, the island had
a well-established copper refinery that allowed its population to reach between 3,000
and 4,000 people. As of the latest census, however, the population of Inujima stands
at only 47 people.
The islands of Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima belong to a collective of artrelated activities called Benesse Art Site Naoshima. These activities are conducted
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by Benesse Holdings and the Fukutake Foundation 8. The project started in 1987 with
the opening of an elementary school children’s camp used as a trial for the project.
The camp, the Naoshima International Camping Ground, was built in 1989 under the
supervision of the famous architect Tadao Ando. The project originated with a
conversation between Tetsuhiko Fukutake, the founding president of Fukutake
Publishing, and Chikatsugu Miyake, the mayor of Naoshima at the time (Benesse
Art Site Naoshima 2019b). However, Tetsuhiko Fukutake passed away six months
after this exchange with Miyake, and it was his son, Soichiro Fukutake, who took up
the project (Benesse Art Site Naoshima 2013, 12).
Following the campground activities, they launched the project in 1992 to
complete the first art-related infrastructure built on the island, the Benesse House
Museum. Then, Benesse Art Site Naoshima began operating in Inujima in 2008 with
the opening of the Inujima Seirensho Art Museum. Later, it expanded to Teshima in
2010 with the opening of the Teshima Art Museum. Notably, both museums are the
main attractions of the respective islands. (ibid.)
Artworks are located on museums, private or public properties, and scattered
around the islands. The artworks not being confined to one specific space encourages
visitors to walk or cycle along the streets and into hidden corners, exploring each
district and beach shore to discover all the art-related infrastructures. This allows for
a unique glimpse into the islanders’ lives and identities and participation in the fusion
of traditional and contemporary human cultures with the surrounding nature.
Soichiro Fukutake once noted, “I am not in this business because I love art. It is to
bring smiles and energy to the elderly in underpopulated areas. In that sense, I am
only interested in underpopulated areas. My dream is to show the world the sea, the
islands, life and folklore of the Setouchi region.” (Nagahata and Edahiro 2010, 139).
The overall assessment from the reports and literature purports that the
community positively accepted Benesse’s activities. However, they generally did not
understand the appeal of their island or contemporary art before that time. The
islanders participated in the projects either through interactions with the artists on
the island or by participating in the activities and becoming advocates for them. One
of the interviewees, however, pointed out that the islanders from Naoshima had
disagreements with Benesse. This person’s observations were as follows:
There was a fight between the Benesse and the local people. This is because
it was a new kind of things 9: Benesse just came to the island and started to
build the museum, the hotel, and other things. For the house project area, they
renovated the old houses that had been my friends’ or grandparents’, or
Benesse Holdings Inc. is a Japanese company with headquarters in Okayama City. It
focuses on education and the publication of educational materials, and also specializes in
various services such as nursing care, childcare, and the Global Kodomo Challenge
(Benesse Art Site Naoshima 2019b; Benesse Holgings Inc. 2019). The Fukutake Foundation
and the Naoshima Fukutake Art Museum Foundation were established in 2004 (Benesse Art
Site Naoshima 2013).
9
Qu (2019) argues that there remain “cultural conflicts” between the industry and the local,
claiming that the artworks do not necessarily represent the world view of the latter.
8
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something like that. They just renovated them for the sake of art, and then they
said okay, now local people cannot enter here — you cannot enter here, so you
have to pay to see the things, the Benesse area. They said, from here to here is
Benesse’s area, we bought this area, so you cannot enter it—for, like,
swimming, for the beach. So, we had a fight, and now the local people can go
to the museums for free—we have had meetings sometimes, and yeah—we
felt like—Benesse was intruding upon our history, our island, we felt
invaded… (Naoshima Local #1)
It was interesting to discover that at the beginning, the islanders seemed to
have united against what they considered to be an invasion of an outside force.
Islands may suffer when tourism infrastructure is expanded, as what locals once
considered public property is transformed into private property. The public or private
sector disregards the islanders’ opinions or contributions about disrupting their daily
lives.
The art tourism of the islands is significantly boosted by the Setouchi
Triennale art festival (Setouchi is an alternative name for the Setonaikai region). The
festival, initiated in 2010, revived the traditions of each island that participated in its
first season of the festival. They were: Naoshima, Teshima, Inujima, Megijima,
Ogijima, Shodoshima, and Oshima, as stated by Stakeholder #1. After the first
edition in 2010, the sessions were divided according to the seasons (autumn, spring,
and summer) in 2016 and 2019. This division was made to alleviate the burden
caused by the rush of tourists. The number of art exhibitions and art-related activities
varies from one island to another. According to one tourist, “the level of the art is
different on these islands. The Teshima Museum and Naoshima Museum are
different. Visitors are also different, so this kind of art can be good for some people
or better for other people. It is according to each person” (Visitor #5). But for others,
the difference between one island and the others is significant: “For me who is in
Teshima, I was a bit jealous of the art project in Naoshima” (Teshima Local #4).
Many islanders are aware of such differences: “Number-wise, the number of
tourists here is less when compared to Naoshima” (Teshima Local #7). Teshima
seems to have experienced a decline in visitors from 154,713 in 2016 to 143,373 in
2019 (Setouchi Triennale Executive Committee 2020, 3). Nonetheless, their huge
presence was noted by the locals: “The streets were flooded with people. When it
comes to tourists, there are way more foreigners than Japanese, especially during the
art festival” (Teshima Local #3). The number of visitors to Inujima has been
decreasing at each festival, from 61,809 in 2013 to 60,212 in 2016, and then to
58,707 in 2019 (Setouchi Triennale Executive Committee 2017, 16; 2020, 3).
In the following sections, the case study is presented according to two
themes that correspond to the two revisited elements of islandness: connectivity and
collectivity. Additionally, the implications of art tourism for the everyday life of the
islanders are discussed.
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(1) Inter-Island Connectivity
Transportation connections between the islands and the ports in the two main
areas, Honshu and Shikoku, are in operation and run throughout the year, with extra
trips made during times of particularly heavy tourism. For Naoshima, approaches
from both Kagawa Prefecture and Okayama Prefecture are possible.

Figure 2: Connection between Islands and Surrounding Ports
N: Naoshima, T: Teshima, I: Inujima
Source: Created by the author
In Figure 2, the thickness of the lines connecting the areas shows the
frequency of the connecting ferry/high-speed passenger boat services available
between Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima Islands and surrounding ports. The thicker
the line, the more frequent the connection. Connections between the islands and the
nearest mainland ports appear to be more significant, with the connections between
Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima being the fewest in the region. Moreover, the boat
services between islands are also used by visitors as part of the art tourism circuit.
The connections between Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima drew attention
during this research since inter-island transport did not exist before art tourism was
launched in the islands. This attests to the importance of the third element of
islandness, connectivity, which became real with the network of art tourism activities
between the islands. In response to the question of how locals see people from other
islands, one interviewee in Naoshima answered, “…We do not have any common
information between the islands. …I think it started some years ago for the art, just
for the art—so we did not have ferries or boats running between. That is why it is
hard to visit each other.” (Naoshima Local #1)
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Connections between the islands are made three times a day by a high-speed
boat departing from the port of Miyanoura in Naoshima. The boat trips between the
islands are based on the opening hours of the Teshima Art Museum and Inujima
Seirensho Art Museum. Islanders and visitors equally enjoy the route connecting the
islands. The travel time between Naoshima and Teshima does not suggest a
significant time constraint while living on the islands or managing one’s stay on the
destination island. On the other hand, traveling from Naoshima to Inujima takes
about an hour, thus making the journey troublesome. The limitations over the costs
of travel between the islands were discussed by one of the visitors, who stated that
the journey was “very expensive” and that it was easier to “go around the other
islands” (Visitor #5). They also discussed the need for some infrastructural
improvements in the islands with the ideas centered mainly around transportation
with Visitor (#1) suggesting a ferry ticket system like the one present in Okinawa
that allows more purchase options other than the round-trip ticket. Another tourist
shared this sentiment: “More frequent transport would help, with more buses and
boats” (Visitor #3). The geographically compact Naoshima Islands transportation
network will be like Tokyo’s if the industry thoughtfully responds to these demands.
That would be an amplification effect brought by the outsiders, but it is hard to say
whether the islanders would be happy about it.
Of the five visitors interviewed for this study, none had visited the island of
Inujima, despite the charm of this small island described by Favell (2016). The price
of a high-speed boat ticket from Naoshima to Inujima complicates the connection
between the islands for visitors and the islanders. Visitors might be able to adapt their
trip to accommodate changes in itineraries. But islanders have less chance of doing
so since the time constraint of traveling from Naoshima or Teshima to Okayama and
then connecting to Hoden Port may not accommodate their routine.
(2) Community Involvement and the Island Life
The art tourism industry brought several changes to the archipelago of
Naoshima, not just to the economic situation of the islanders but to the community
itself. According to one Naoshima local, the industry brought changes to the elderly
population with their broad demographics, giving them more opportunities to
socialize and experience new things: “Especially for the old people, I think they are
having a good time because their chance to speak has increased. The visitors are
young, and the older people like talking to young tourists and visitors” (Naoshima
Local #1). The Naoshima Bath facility was constructed by the Benesse Group but is
operated by the Naoshima Tourism Association and the Residents Association. The
bath is free for the locals and hires local people to tend to the building. This facility
is an example of a space where islanders can meet and interact with visitors while
interacting with other islanders.
There are several cafés and restaurants on the islands, most of which were
opened by people from outside the islands. This aligns with local narratives, such as
“The people who are engaged in tourism are mostly people who moved in the islands
and a small number of locals. I did not think tourism would flourish” (Naoshima
Local #4). However, the art tourism industry on the island is prized as a source of
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economic income, even though it is uncertain if the industry is sustainable. Around
Naoshima Island, there are 74 accommodation facilities and 54 restaurants and cafés;
Teshima Island has 24 restaurants and cafés along with 12 accommodations, and
Inujima has seven restaurants and cafés. A Naoshima local shared that:
As the number of tourists increases, the number of restaurants and hotels has
been increasing significantly. You cannot deny that the locals and people who
moved into the islands have gotten some business chances. However, the
businesses target the visitors, and the owners are getting old. The small shops
on the islands go out of business because they do not have successors. I do not
think it is doing any good to the locals. (Naoshima Local #5)
The tourism industry has also contributed to making locals’ lives more
manageable with the addition of a convenience store and ATM that Naoshima Island
did not have beforehand and longer working hours for supermarkets. (Naoshima
Local #1)
In Inujima and Teshima, the islanders identified the social changes that
tourism brought to the mood and environment on the islands, with Inujima becoming
“a lot cleaner and … more energetic than it was in the past” (Inujima Local #3) and
more young people roaming around the islands (Teshima Local #6). A notable
transformation is slowly unfolding on Inujima Island: “A lot of tourists started
coming to the islands, and at the same time, many people are moving here, which is
very significant. If not for the art project, those people would not have moved to
Inujima” (Inujima Local #1). The interviewee is also part of those who have
relocated to Inujima Island and opened his own small business. Inujima Local (#1)
relocated to the island coming from Setouchi City, lured by “the smallness of the
community” and the possibility of running a café where he could exhibit his work.
This appeal of island life to outsiders is not restricted to Inujima: “In Teshima,
the number of people who want to settle is increasing, but I am not sure if there are
enough vacant houses for them” (Stakeholder #1). As a matter of brand image,
Naoshima seems to have already become a modest ‘winner’ in attracting new
residents, as well as “volunteer tourists,” countering the natural decrease of the
original population (Funck and Chang 2018; Funck 2020, 188–91). Another local
made the following observation: “There are some cases in which some visitors
moved to one of the islands and married a local. It is good that these cases occur
because it prevents the decrease in the island’s population. That is something
important in this era of an aging and shrinking population.” (Naoshima Local #5)
Local people from the three islands all agreed that the tourists brought more
energy and life. That said, some locals think tourists can be “troublesome”
(Naoshima Local #6), or they can lack manners such as “throwing garbage away in
public” and “breaking traffic rules” (Naoshima Local #8). Locals also cited the
language barrier as a hindrance in dealing with visitors. According to a local on
Teshima, it is necessary to focus on matters that have not been addressed yet, such
as sanitation: “We have problems with garbage and bathrooms …Some people throw
garbage into our garbage cans, and that is troublesome” (Teshima Local #3). The
shortage of bathrooms is even mentioned in the Teshima Guide Map and Timetable
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brochure distributed by the nonprofit organization (NPO) Teshima Tourism
Association and Tonosho Town Office Commerce and Tourism Department (2019,
1). Both publications are available in English and Japanese and state: “When you
come across a restroom, use it because restroom facilities are scarce on some islands.”
These changes to the communities and the island life are given higher
importance when we consider the different sizes of the islands and how amplified
the effects of new features are on the ground. The smaller the islands’ size, the more
significant is the impact of pollution and improved infrastructures.
Teshima has benefited from a bridge organization that helps maintain the
islanders’ relationships with other islands participating in the Setouchi Triennale and
visitors from outside. This connection is established through the Koebitai (a
volunteer group that provides support to Setouchi Triennale), as stated by its
representative:
Koebitai has to connect these people. That is a mission for Koebitai. Koebitai
then organized Shima Kitchen. It is a restaurant and a platform to connect
islanders and visitors and offers meals using locally produced ingredients.
The place is located in Karato Oka near the Teshima Art Museum. Koebitai
helped with the organization of Shima Kitchen. In 2014, Koebitai decided to
hold a birthday event every month, Otanjoukai, to invite islanders as well as
visitors to celebrate together. The event brings a wide range of people, from
children to the elderly, to celebrate. …Otanjoukai provides them with an
opportunity to go out and socialize with others. Some older people only leave
their homes for this event due to their age. (Stakeholder #1).
The islanders benefit from more frequent connections between themselves
and people from other islands and between people residing on the same island,
increasing their sense of collectivity. Older people who participate in these activities
enjoy socializing with others, thereby curbing their loneliness. Another aspect of the
advantage of these events is that some allow for islanders to visit different islands
and “…In some cases, women from Ogijima go to Teshima to get married and
women from Teshima go to Naoshima to get married” (Stakeholder #1). Collectivity
is stimulated by the activities connected to art tourism, either by direct interaction
with the artworks or by participation in the activities organized by volunteer groups
like Koebitai. The exposure to islanders from different islands and non-islanders that
take part in activities like Otanjoukai or Shima Kitchen stimulates the exchange of
experiences and voices between the participants.
Notably, however, a strict focus on tourism for island revenue may not be
the most sustainable path since the inhabitants have voiced reservations over the
future of the activity on the island. This sentiment was expressed as follows:
“tourism is, of course, important for the future, but it is also important to raise the
islands’ values and make the islands more attractive” (Naoshima Local #2).
Furthermore, some explicitly questioned the sustainability in Naoshima. While
outsiders tend to see the short-term effects of art tourism, islanders anticipate what
the locale will look like in the decades to come:
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Naoshima’s development is kind of hitting the head now … if they build
another art or another thing which is very interesting [and] — which is very
attractive to make the tourists come more, it is okay but— …If they do not do
that, the number of tourists will reduce in 30 years—I mean in five years, I
think. (Naoshima Local #1)

Conclusion
The islands of Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima in the Setonaikai have
become a mecca for art tourism. While it attracts tourists worldwide, there is a
relative paucity of academic research on this phenomenon 10. This is especially the
case for studies grounded in the voices and perspectives of the islanders themselves.
Examining the voice of the islanders affected by the art tourism in their resident
islands and observing the relationships between islanders and visitors while
collecting narratives from each of these groups allowed the study to be about, from,
and with results for islands.
In the islands’ context, the definition of islandness requires serious revision.
Thus, two new defining elements were introduced: connectivity and collectivity.
Conventional nissology has divided islandness – the distinctive essence of being an
island – into five elements: boundedness, smallness, amplification by compression,
connectivity, and collectivity. Boundedness is the main feature of islandness since it
partakes in the encirclement of the islands by water. The smallness of the islands
enhances openness to those who arrive at their shores. The size of the islands coupled
with amplification by compression forces islanders and visitors to experience all the
changes and pressures at a higher level. Connectivity is presented by the new
network of transportation that did not exist prior to the art tourism industry. Finally,
the islanders are bound not only to their neighboring islands but also the visitors
participating in the art project in collective ways.
The activities in the communities offer valuable opportunities for stronger
connectivity that are accomplished easier due to the smallness and boundedness of
the islands. Although collectivity among the islanders was enhanced by Otanjoukai
and other activities organized by Koebitai, ventures to cultivate collective feelings
among people residing in different islands still seem to be in their initial phase.
Before the Benesse Art Site Naoshima project, visits between the islands were scarce
due to a lack of transportation options. At the inception of the venture, interactions
between islanders and non-islanders began. Nurturing collectivity through activities
and encounters occasioned by art tourism could further contribute to the islands’
development.
Art tourism brought a series of significant changes to the islanders’
livelihoods, such as gains in infrastructure, shops, and restaurants, and new
There is a dozen of Japanese articles on art industry and festivals in the Naoshima Islands.
Many are informative, but short, introductory pieces. Miyamoto (2018), a substantial
monograph, discusses several art-related community regeneration projects including the one
in Naoshima.
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transportation routes establishing connectivity between Naoshima, Teshima, and
Inujima. The activities also brought new waves of migration to the islands, with new
residents exploring the services industry that benefits from the influx of visitors. The
industry has provided other ways to support the local community and economy. It
intensified interactions between islanders and non-islanders, thus changing their
perceptions of each other and bringing real change to the islanders’ lives. The effects
of people’s activities tend to be amplified on smaller islands. As a result, the impact
of recent art tourism on the Naoshima Islands has been enormous. The islanders
appreciate the energy it has brought and have enjoyed enhanced convenience in their
everyday lives while at the same time facing the adverse effects of excessive tourism.
In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic restored tranquility to the islands, but it seems
that the islands have been very quick to return to their previous state.
People from the three islands concurred that art tourism should not be the
only economic activity for the development of the islands, as they need something
else that would attract young people. As stated by some locals, “I want more young
people to live on the island” (Inujima Local #2); “It would be best to tie the islands’
economy to an industry that could be profitable through all seasons” (Naoshima
Local #8). One local even suggested that “It would be nice if they connected
agriculture and tourism. It is a problem that there are not many young people on the
island and there is no one to inherit jobs” (Teshima Local #1). The islanders see each
aspect of their development subordinated to one another and connected to the
improvement of transportation between the islands. Islanders from the different
islands seem to want the same thing—diversify the economy and attract future
residents—even though there is no collective awareness of the fact. Teshima Local
#1 argues that the future would be better for locals since they are now looking beyond
the borders of their island. But there is still something to be done: “we have to do
something from inside the island because the art festival is the power that comes
from outside of the island.” The dependency on an exterior force for development
must be overcome with innovation and diversification of the economy, with islanders
taking part in a collective decision process as key stakeholders for the islands’ future.
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Interviews
Inujima Local #1 (2019) Interviewed by author, Inujima Island, December 8
Inujima Local #2 (2019) Interviewed by author, Inujima Island, December 8
Inujima Local #3 (2019) Interviewed by author, Inujima Island, December 8
Inujima Local #4 (2019) Interviewed by author, Inujima Island, December 8
Naoshima Local #1 (2019) Interviewed by author, Naoshima Island, November 17
Naoshima Local #2 (2019) Interviewed by author, Naoshima Island, November 18
Naoshima Local #4 (2019) Interviewed by author, Naoshima Island, November 18
Naoshima Local #5 (2019) Interviewed by author, Naoshima Island, November 18
Naoshima Local #6 (2019) Interviewed by author, Naoshima Island, November 18
Naoshima Local #8 (2019) Interviewed by author, Naoshima Island, November 18
Stakeholder #1 (2019) Interviewed by author, Takamatsu City, November 14
Teshima Local #1 (2019) Interviewed by author, Teshima Island, December 7
Teshima Local #3 (2019) Interviewed by author, Teshima Island, December 7
Teshima Local #4 (2019) Interviewed by author, Teshima Island, December 7
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Teshima Local #6 (2019) Interviewed by author, Teshima Island, December 7
Teshima Local #7 (2019) Interviewed by author, Teshima Island, December 7
Visitor #3 (2019) Interviewed by author, Naoshima Island, November 14
Visitor #5 (2019) Interviewed by author, Naoshima Island, November 14

