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Abstract (English)  

This thesis analyses how and why China has incorporated climate and energy-transition 

narratives into its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), and how these narratives are translated into 

practice in Chinese energy engagement in Africa. Drawing on constructivist role theory, it 

conceptualizes China’s climate engagement as a form of “facilitative leadership” that emphasizes 

cooperation, flexibility, and respect for national sovereignty rather than binding commitments or 

norm enforcement. The analysis is based on a comparative qualitative case study of Nigeria and 

South Africa, two key BRI partners with distinct energy systems and institutional contexts. 

Using discourse analysis and comparison, the thesis explores how Chinese climate narratives, 

such as “green development” and “win-win cooperation”, are articulated in policy documents 

and operationalized through energy investments.  

The findings show that China’s climate narratives primarily function as instruments of 

international role construction, rather than drivers of investment decisions abroad. While China 

presents itself as a provider of green infrastructure and a partner in the global energy transition, 

its investments largely reflect host-country priorities and existing energy structures. In Nigeria, 

Chinese engagement remains concentrated on oil and gas, whereas in South Africa it invests 

more heavily in renewable energy. However, in both cases, outcomes are shaped by domestic 

governance conditions and infrastructural constraints.  

Abstract (German) 

Diese Arbeit untersucht, wie und warum China Klima- und Energiewende-Narrative in die Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI) integriert und wie diese in Afrika praktisch umgesetzt werden. Auf 

Grundlage der konstruktivistischen Rollentheorie wird Chinas Engagement als Form 

„facilitativer Führung“ verstanden, die auf Kooperation, Flexibilität und Respekt für nationale 

Souveränität basiert. Anhand einer vergleichenden Fallstudie zu Nigeria und Südafrika zeigt die 

Analyse, dass Chinas Klima Narrative vor allem der internationalen Rollenbildung dienen, 

während Investitionsentscheidungen weiterhin stark von den jeweiligen nationalen 

Rahmenbedingungen abhängen. In Nigeria dominiert fossile Energie, während in Südafrika 

erneuerbare Energien stärker im Fokus stehen. Insgesamt zeigt die Arbeit, dass China den 

Energiewandel unterstützen kann, jedoch nicht aktiv steuert. China’s Rolle bleibt 

kontextabhängig und weist klare Grenzen in Bezug auf transformative Klimaführung auf. 
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1. Introduction  

As the global pressure to decarbonize increases, energy infrastructure and development finance 

have become central to how the energy transition unfolds, especially for the Global South.1 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), a vast, multi-billion-dollar infrastructure program 

spanning over 140 countries, positions itself increasingly as a platform through which China 

enacts its role in climate governance.2 In recent years, Beijing has framed the BRI as supporting 

“green development”, aligning it with the UN Sustainable Development Goals, the Paris 

Agreement, and China’s broader climate ambitions. Official discourse emphasizes concepts like 

“ecological civilization” and “win-win” energy transition.3 Yet, this green positioning stands in 

tension with China’s continued investments in large-scale fossil fuel projects abroad, particularly 

in the Global South. In 2025, over 75% of China’s global BRI energy engagement remained 

concentrated on oil and gas, raising questions about the credibility and coherence of China’s 

climate leadership.4  

 

Africa is an especially revealing arena for studying these tensions. The continent is both energy-

poor and climate-vulnerable, yet rich in renewable potential. Around 600 million people still lack 

access to electricity, while floods, droughts and environmental degradation intensify.5 In this 

context, Chinese actors, including state-owned enterprises, policy banks, and construction firms, 

have become central to Africa’s energy sector.6 In 2025, Africa accounted for over 65% of 

China’s global BRI construction engagement, with Nigeria and South Africa leading in 

contracted value.7 While South Africa has seen an expansion in especially Chinese-financed 

 
1 Timothy Doyle and Sanjay Chaturvedi, “Climate Territories: A Global Soul for the Global South?” Geopolitics 15, 
no. 3 (2010): 515–35, https://doi.org/10.1080/14650040903501054, 520. 
2 State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, The Belt and Road Initiative: A Key Pillar of 
the Global Community of Shared Future, October 2023, 
https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/whitepaper/202310/10/content_WS6524b55fc6d0868f4e8e014c.html; Sanna 
Kopra, China and Great Power Responsibility for Climate Change (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315151113, 1-5.  
3  State Council Information Office, The Belt and Road Initiative; State Council Information Office of the People’s 
Republic of China, China and Africa in the New Era: A Partnership of Equals (Beijing: State Council Information 
Office, 2021), https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/zy/gb/202405/t20240531_11367447.html; State Council Information 
Office of the People’s Republic of China, Belt and Road Ecological and Environmental Cooperation Plan (Beijing: 
State Council Information Office, 2017), 
https://english.mee.gov.cn/Resources/Policies/policies/Frameworkp1/201706/t20170628_416869.shtml.  
4 Green Finance & Development Center, China Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) Investment Report 2025, 2026, 
https://greenfdc.org/china-belt-and-road-initiative-bri-investment-report-2025/. 
5 International Energy Agency, Financing Electricity Access in Africa (Paris: International Energy Agency, 2025), 
https://www.iea.org/reports/financing-electricity-access-in-africa. 
6 Yuk-shing Cheng, Man-kit Chung, and Kin-ming Wong, “China’s Climate Aid for the Global South—Changing 
Approach and Evolving Institutions,” Sustainability 17, no. 5 (2025): 2256, https://doi.org/10.3390/su17052256, 6.  
7  Green Finance & Development Center, “BRI Investment Report 2025.” 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14650040903501054
https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/whitepaper/202310/10/content_WS6524b55fc6d0868f4e8e014c.html
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315151113
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315151113
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315151113
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/zy/gb/202405/t20240531_11367447.html
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/zy/gb/202405/t20240531_11367447.html
https://english.mee.gov.cn/Resources/Policies/policies/Frameworkp1/201706/t20170628_416869.shtml
https://greenfdc.org/china-belt-and-road-initiative-bri-investment-report-2025/
https://greenfdc.org/china-belt-and-road-initiative-bri-investment-report-2025/
https://greenfdc.org/china-belt-and-road-initiative-bri-investment-report-2025/
https://www.iea.org/reports/financing-electricity-access-in-africa
https://www.iea.org/reports/financing-electricity-access-in-africa
https://www.iea.org/reports/financing-electricity-access-in-africa
https://doi.org/10.3390/su17052256
https://doi.org/10.3390/su17052256
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solar and wind infrastructure, Chinese energy engagement in Nigeria remains largely centered on 

fossil fuels, including the development of the $20+ billion Ogidigben Gas Industrial Park.8  

 

This thesis investigates how China incorporates climate- and energy-transition narratives into its 

BRI engagement in Africa, and how these narratives are operationalized across different energy 

contexts. It explores the relationship between discourse and practice, asking whether China’s 

“green” positioning reflects a shift in its role or primarily a way of framing existing patterns of 

engagement.  

 

The main research question guiding this study is:  

 

Why and how has China incorporated climate and energy-transition narratives into the 

Belt and Road initiative? How are these narratives operationalized in practice through BRI 

engagement in Africa, and what do they reveal about the scope and limits of promoting 

climate-related standards?  

 

The relevance of this topic lies at the intersection of climate leadership and global development. 

As China positions itself as a provider of green infrastructure, the way it balances its energy 

security and climate diplomacy will have lasting effects: not only for emissions outcomes, but 

also for how norms of sustainable development are set and contested in international 

negotiations.9 Despite growing literature on Green BRI and China’s evolving climate leadership, 

there is limited analysis of how green narratives are translated into concrete investment 

decisions, particularly in contexts like Africa where both need and vulnerability are high.  

 

The thesis draws on constructivist role theory as a theoretical framework. This approach 

understands state behavior as shaped by socially constructed identities and role expectations, 

both internal and external.10 It is particularly useful for analyzing how China performs self-

 
8 G. K. Lola and E. S. Devadason, “The Engagement of China in Nigeria's Oil Sector: Is the Transformation 
Positive?” Contemporary Chinese Political Economy and Strategic Relations 4, no. 3 (2018), 1025-2028; Hongli 
Guo, Wen Feng, and Ruining Yan, “China’s Strategic Thoughts and Suggestions on Promoting South Africa’s 
Clean Energy Transition,” Frontiers in Chemical Engineering 7 (2025): 1643007, 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fceng.2025.1643007, 2.  
9 Jilong Yang, “Understanding China’s Changing Engagement in Global Climate Governance: A Struggle for 
Identity,” Asia Europe Journal 20 (2022): 357–376, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10308-021-00643-1, 357.  
10 Karoliina Hurri, “Rethinking Climate Leadership: Annex I Countries’ Expectations for China’s Leadership Role 
in the Post-Paris UN Climate Negotiations,” Environmental Development 35 (2020): 100544, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envdev.2020.100544, 5.  

https://doi.org/10.3389/fceng.2025.1643007
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10308-021-00643-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10308-021-00643-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envdev.2020.100544
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ascribed roles such as “facilitator of South-South cooperation” or “green development leader,” 

and how these roles are enacted through discourse and policy. 

 

Methodologically, the thesis employs a qualitative, comparative case study design.11 It focuses 

on two African countries with divergent energy profiles: Nigeria, a major recipient of Chinese 

fossil-fuel investment, and South Africa, a leading case of Chinese-backed renewables. The 

cases were selected because they represent different energy systems and institutional contexts, 

which makes it possible to examine how similar Chinese narratives are applied under different 

conditions. This approach allows the study to move beyond general statements about the BRI 

and instead focus on how engagement operates on the ground. 

  

The literature review outlines existing research on China’s climate role, BRI narratives, and 

energy engagement in Africa, identifying the gap between discourse and implementation. The 

theoretical framework introduces constructivist role theory and the concept of facilitative 

leadership to analyse China’s behaviour. The methodological chapter explains the comparative 

case study design and data sources. The empirical chapters examine Chinese energy 

engagements in Nigeria and South Africa, demonstrating how projects are structured and 

justified. The analysis then compares both cases to identify patterns and divergences, focusing on 

investment structures, narratives, and domestic constraints. The final chapter concludes that 

China’s climate narratives primarily function as part of its international role construction, while 

actual investment patterns remain shaped by host-country conditions and existing energy 

systems. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
11 John W. Creswell and J. David Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods 
Approaches, 5th ed. (Los Angeles: Sage, 2018), 42-45. 
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2. Literature Review  
 
The literature review explores four strands of scholarship that form the conceptual and empirical 

foundation for this thesis: (1) The historical evolution of China’s role in global climate 

governance; (2) the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) as a platform for climate-related foreign 

policy narratives; (3) China’s energy infrastructure investment abroad; and (4) its climate aid, 

green finance, and South-South cooperation instruments in Africa.  

 

In the first strand of literature, scholars study China’s role in climate negotiations and efforts 

over the years. Analysis highlights Beijing’s shift from a defensive actor emphasizing “Common 

But Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR) to a self-declared leader in global climate 

governance, especially following the Paris Agreement.12 The second strand focuses on the 

narratives China uses to frame its climate and energy engagement. Recent studies explore 

China’s dual identity as a climate leader and Global South advocate, using constructivist role 

theory.13 The third strand of literature examines how China uses the BRI as a strategic platform 

to express its climate and development narratives abroad. Most literature agrees that the BRI 

plays a central role in China’s efforts to redefine global norms and promote South-South 

cooperation.14 The fourth and last strand explores China’s provision of climate-related 

development finance with a special focus on Nigeria and South Africa.15  

 

 

 

 

 
12 Karoliina Hurri, “Rethinking Climate Leadership: Annex I Countries’ Expectations for China’s Leadership Role 
in the Post-Paris UN Climate Negotiations,” Environmental Development 35 (2020): 100544, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envdev.2020.100544, 5; Kopra, China and Great Power Responsibility for Climate Change, 
70-72. . 
13 Zhimin Chen, Gang Zhou, and Song Wang, “Facilitative Leadership and China’s New Role in the World,” 
Chinese Political Science Review 3, no. 1 (2018): 10–27, https://doi.org/10.1007/s41111-017-0077-8, 10; Hao 
Zhang, “China and Climate Multilateralism: A Review of Theoretical Approaches,” Politics and Governance 10, no. 
2 (2022): 50–60, https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v10i2.4920, 51.   
14 Doyle and Chaturvedi, “Climate Territories,” 520.; Arewa, Olufunmilayo. “Constructing Africa: Chinese 
Investment, Infrastructure Deficits, and Development.” PSN: Foreign Direct Investment (Development) (Topic), 
2015, 52-56. 
15 Xi Jinping, “Joining Hands to Advance Modernization and Build a Community with a Shared Future: Keynote 
Address at the Opening Ceremony of the 2024 Forum on China–Africa Cooperation Summit,” Beijing, September 5, 
2024, Xinhua; Maureen Heydt, 2022, “Towards a Solutions-Oriented Approach: China, Africa and Energy 
Transition Narrative Building.” Boston University Global Development Policy Center, 3.  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envdev.2020.100544
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41111-017-0077-8
https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v10i2.4920
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a. The Historical Evolution of China’s Role in Global Climate Governance  

China’s role in global climate governance has undergone a great transformation, particularly 

over the past two decades.16  In the 1990s and 2000s, China adopted a defensive stance, 

positioning itself firmly as a developing country under the UN Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Kyoto Protocol.17 It rejected binding emission targets and 

invoked the principle of “common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities” 

(CBDR-RC) to justify its reluctance to assume climate obligations.18 At the 2009 Copenhagen 

summit, China’s negotiating approach (prioritizing sovereignty and its own development) was 

widely criticized by Western actors who viewed it as obstructing progress. Beijing’s refusal to 

commit to binding mitigation targets and its strong defense of the developing world’s right to 

grow made it a symbol of resistance rather than leadership in the climate regime.19 

 

By the early 2010s, China’s strategy shifted. In 2011, at the 17th Conference of the Parties 

(COP17) to the UNFCCC in Durban, China signaled greater flexibility by expressing willingness 

to consider binding commitments, provided they aligned with its developmental stage and 

capacity.20 Domestically, the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) 12th Five-Year Plan (2011-

2015) marked a reorientation toward lower-carbon growth, innovation, and environmental 

sustainability.21 Internationally, a major breakthrough occurred with the 2014 U.S.-China Joint 

Climate Statement, where China pledged to peak CO2 emissions around 2030, paving the way 

for the Paris Agreement.22  

 

China played an active role in shaping the terms of the 2015 Paris Agreement.23 It championed a 

voluntary pledge-based system while insisting on continued leadership by developed countries in 

mitigation finance.24 The Agreement’s wording reflects this, maintaining room for developing 

 
16 Barry Buzan, “China and Climate Change Governance: A Golden Opportunity,” China Quarterly of International 
Strategic Studies 7, no. 1 (2021): 1–12, https://doi.org/10.1142/S2377740021500019, 2.  
17 Wei Shen and Lei Xie, “Can China Lead in Multilateral Environmental Negotiations? Internal Politics, Self-
Depiction, and China’s Contribution in Climate Change Regime and Mekong Governance,” Eurasian Geography 
and Economics 59, no. 5–6 (2019): 708–732, https://doi.org/10.1080/15387216.2019.1586557, 715.  
18 Brunnée, Jutta, and Charlotte Streck. 2013. “The UNFCCC as a Negotiation Forum: Towards Common but More 
Differentiated Responsibilities.” Climate Policy 13 (5), 601. 
19 Hurri, "Rethinking Climate Leadership", 5.  
20 Andrew Hurrell and Sandeep Sengupta, “Emerging Powers, North–South Relations and Global Climate Politics,” 
International Affairs 88, no. 3 (2012), 470.  
21 Isabel Hilton and Oliver Kerr, “The Paris Agreement: China’s ‘New Normal’ Role in International Climate 
Negotiations,” Climate Policy 17, no. 1 (2017): 48–58, https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2016.1228521, 56.  
22 Kopra, China and Great Power Responsibility, 70.  
23 Hurri, "Rethinking Climate Leadership", 7.  
24 Hurri, "Rethinking Climate Leadership", 8. 

https://doi.org/10.1142/S2377740021500019
https://doi.org/10.1080/15387216.2019.1586557
https://doi.org/10.1080/15387216.2019.1586557
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2016.1228521
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2016.1228521
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country priorities.25 China ratified the Agreement swiftly in 2016 and submitted its first 

nationally determined contribution (NDC), solidifying its role as a more constructive player.26  

 

In parallel, China continued to work within traditional developing country alliances such as the 

BASIC group (Brazil, South Africa, India and China) and the Like-Minded Group of Developing 

Countries (LMDC), reinforcing its narrative of solidarity with the Global South even as it 

embraced more flexible climate commitments.27  

 

After the U.S. announced its withdrawal from the Paris Agreement in 2017, expectations for 

China’s leadership in the energy transition intensified.28 During the same time, the Trump 

administration has drastically scaled back foreign assistance to Africa, also pulling out from 

South Africa’s Just Energy Transition Partnership (JETP).29 China responded by reaffirming its 

climate commitments and positioning itself as a steady actor in contrast to the U.S. retreat. 

President Xi Jinping announced in 2017 that China would “take the driver’s seat” in global 

climate governance, reinforcing its new climate image.30 Scholars note that this leadership 

remained cautious: China adopted the language of responsibility without embracing externally 

imposed obligations.31  

 

In 2018, China restructured its climate governance system, strengthening the role of the Ministry 

of Ecology and Environment (MEE) in climate policy coordination. However, this did not create 

a single centralized authority over China's climate-related foreign engagement. The National 

Development and Reform Commission (NDRC), policy banks, the China International 

 
25 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), Paris Agreement, adopted December 12, 
2015, entered into force November 4, 2016, https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf. 
26 Yang, “Understanding China’s Changing Engagement,” 357.  
27 María del Pilar Bueno and Gonzalo Pascual, “International Climate Framework in the Making: The Role of the 
BASIC Countries in the Negotiations Towards the Paris Agreement,” JANUS.NET, e-journal of International 
Relations 7, no. 2 (2016): 121–140, http://observare.autonoma.pt/janus.net/en_vol7_n2_art8, 123.  
28 Kopra, China and Great Power Responsibility, 128. 
29 Cobus van Staden, Africa–China Cooperation in Green Electrification, Policy Briefing 317 (Johannesburg: South 
African Institute of International Affairs, November 2025), 3.  
30 Xi Jinping, “Secure a Decisive Victory in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society in All Respects and Strive 
for the Great Success of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era”, report delivered at the 19th 
National Congress of the Communist Party of China, October 18, 2017, English translation by Xinhua News Agency, 
published in China Daily, https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201710/27/WS5b22b878a310334914fa2c62.html.  
31 Qi, Jianfeng Jeffrey, and Peter Dauvergne. 2022. “China’s Rising Influence on Climate Governance: Forging a 
Path for the Global South.” Global Environmental Change 73: 102484. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2022.102484, 10.  

https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf
http://observare.autonoma.pt/janus.net/en_vol7_n2_art8
http://observare.autonoma.pt/janus.net/en_vol7_n2_art8
https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201710/27/WS5b22b878a310334914fa2c62.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2022.102484
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Development Cooperation Agency (CIDCA), state-owned enterprises (SOEs), and other actors 

continued to shape implementation.32  

 

China’s domestic emissions plateaued during this period, and its renewable energy sector 

expanded rapidly. In 2020, President Xi pledged carbon neutrality by 2060 at the UN General 

Assembly.33 The following year, China submitted an updated NDC and announced it would 

cease building new coal-fired power plants abroad.34 China also introduced its “1+N” policy 

framework in 2021 to implement the 2030 and 2060 climate targets, outlined in a phased and 

sectoral approach under the guidance of the 14th Five-Year Plan.35  

 

By 2021, China was increasingly positioning itself as a leader in global climate governance, 

particularly as a champion of developing countries’ interests.36 Although tensions such as the 

2022 Taiwan crisis temporarily disrupted diplomatic channels, China and the United States 

resumed high-level climate cooperation at COP27 in Sharm El-Sheikh and during the 2022 G20 

summit in Bali.37  

 

Scholars note that China’s climate leadership style since this period is characterized by enabling 

and facilitating collective action (for instance, through South-South climate cooperation funds 

and green BRI initiatives) rather than coercive power.38 China’s own narrative remained more 

ambivalent: Beijing balanced its new role as a leader with reminders that it is still a developing 

country.39  

 
32 Yang Cheng et al., “China’s Climate Aid after the 2018 Reform: Institutions, Approaches, and Challenges,” 
Sustainability 17, no. 6 (2025): 2256, https://doi.org/10.3390/su17052256, 13.  
33 National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) of the People’s Republic of China, “Action Plan for 
Carbon Dioxide Peaking before 2030,” updated October 27, 2021, 
https://en.ndrc.gov.cn/policies/202110/t20211027_1301020.html. 
34 Diego Morro, Ishana Ratan, Jiaqi Lu, and Kevin P. Gallagher, No New Coal: A Shift in the Composition of 
China’s Overseas Power Plant Portfolio? (Boston: Boston University Global Development Policy Center, April 28, 
2025), https://www.bu.edu/gdp/2025/04/28/no-new-coal-a-shift-in-the-composition-of-chinas-overseas-power-plant-
portfolio/. 
35 Climate Action Tracker, “China: Country Summary,” updated 6 November 2025, 
https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/china/.; National People’s Congress, Outline of the 14th Five-Year Plan.  
36 Qi and Dauvergne, “China’s Rising Influence,” 10.  
37 Hurri, Karoliina. Climate leadership beyond the Global North: The construction of China’s international climate-
leader role during the post-Paris era. Dissertation. University of Helsinki, 2023, 18.  
38 Kopra, China and Great Power Responsibility, 70-72; Yang, “Understanding China’s Changing Engagement,” 
362.  
39 Yang, “Understanding China’s Changing Engagement,” 357-360.  

https://doi.org/10.3390/su17052256
https://en.ndrc.gov.cn/policies/202110/t20211027_1301020.html
https://en.ndrc.gov.cn/policies/202110/t20211027_1301020.html
https://en.ndrc.gov.cn/policies/202110/t20211027_1301020.html
https://www.bu.edu/gdp/2025/04/28/no-new-coal-a-shift-in-the-composition-of-chinas-overseas-power-plant-portfolio/
https://www.bu.edu/gdp/2025/04/28/no-new-coal-a-shift-in-the-composition-of-chinas-overseas-power-plant-portfolio/
https://www.bu.edu/gdp/2025/04/28/no-new-coal-a-shift-in-the-composition-of-chinas-overseas-power-plant-portfolio/
https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/china/
https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/china/
https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/china/
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b. China’s Climate Identity and the Role of Narratives 

As China’s participation in global climate governance increased, scholars started to study the 

narratives through which China frames its climate and energy engagement.40 Recent studies 

increasingly use role-theoretical approaches to analyse China’s changing position in global 

climate governance.41  These studies emphasize that China’s climate role is shaped both by its 

own self-description as a developing country and by external expectations that it should assume 

greater responsibility as a major emitter and economic power.42  

 

A growing number of scholars analyze this identity negotiation in China’s climate diplomacy. 

Jilong Yang (2022) frames China’s participation in climate governance as a “struggle for 

identity”, where Beijing seeks to reconcile its developmental priorities with increasing 

expectations for leadership.43 Similarly, Karoliina Hurri (2020, 2023) draws on role theory to 

show how China’s leadership claims have shifted from resistance toward a more facilitative 

style, particularly in multilateral arenas.44 She highlights that developed countries increasingly 

expect China to play a leadership role, while China’s self-conception remains more ambiguous.45  

  

Hao Zhang (2022), in his review of theoretical perspectives on China’s climate diplomacy, 

argues that constructivist and domestic politics approaches offer the most compelling 

explanations for China’s cautious and role-conscious behavior.46 China seeks to shape global 

climate governance through identity-driven narratives, soft power, and institutional engagement, 

rather than through binding commitments. This strategy is often described as “leading without 

leading”, and emphasizes agenda-setting, norm-promotion and flexible cooperation aligned with 

China’s developmental interests and self-perception.47  

 

Chen, Zhou, and Wang (2018) elaborate this through the concept of “facilitative leadership”. 

Unlike coercive or directive leadership, facilitative leadership enables cooperation to promote 

 
40 Qi and Dauvergne, “China’s Rising Influence”, 1; Hurri, "Rethinking Climate Leadership", 2. 
41 Leslie E. Wehner and Cameron G. Thies, “Role Theory, Narratives, and Interpretation: The Domestic 
Contestation of Roles,” International Studies Review 16, no. 3 (September 2014): 411–36, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24032968, 411.  
42 Chen, Zhou, and Wang, “Facilitative Leadership,” 11. 
43 Yang, “Changing Engagement,” 358.  
44 Hurri, “Roles They Play,” 1066-67.  
45 Hurri, "Rethinking Climate Leadership", 10.  
46 Zhang, “China and Climate Multilateralism,” 50-51.  
47 Zhang, “China and Climate Multilateralism,” 57-58.  
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common goals of the international community, often in a way that maintains flexibility and 

strategic ambiguity.48  

 

The literature is not entirely uniform in how it explains China’s climate role. Role-theoretical 

and constructivist studies emphasize identity, recognition, and competing expectations, while 

political economy approaches give greater weight to energy security, industrial policy, and state-

backed overseas investment.49 These approaches are not mutually exclusive. For this thesis, the 

identity literature is useful because it explains why China uses climate and development 

narratives in a careful and flexible way, while the political economy literature helps explain why 

these narratives do not automatically determine investment outcomes.  

 

The international discourse surrounding China’s climate role and its responsibilities is contested. 

Barry Buzan (2021) suggests that climate governance offers China a “golden opportunity” to 

demonstrate international responsibility and gain normative influence.50 However, others like 

Huan Qingzhi (2017) critique Western climate narratives as ecologically imperialist, arguing that 

China must resist externally imposed norms that conflict with its development model.51 

 

The literature converges on three insights relevant to this thesis. First, China’s leadership is 

largely discursive and facilitative, characterized by agenda-setting, partnerships, and green 

rhetoric.52 Second, its leadership remains strategically ambiguous, enabling cooperation in the 

international setting while avoiding binding obligations that do not align with its development 

priorities.53 Third, China’s climate identity takes shape through practice: it is articulated and 

reinforced in how China presents itself in diplomacy, formulates policy, and implements projects 

on the ground.54  

 
48 Cheng, Chung, and Wong, “China’s Climate Aid for the Global South,” 20.  
49 Hurri, “Roles They Play,” 1066-67; Luiza Kostecka-Tomaszewska and Monika Krukowska, “China’s Economic 
Statecraft: The Role of the Belt and Road Initiative,” European Research Studies Journal 24, no. 2 (2021), 1020. 
50 Buzan, “China and Climate Change Governance,” 1.  
51 Huan Qingzhi, “Criticism of the Logic of the Ecological Imperialism of ‘Carbon Politics’ and Its Transcendence,” 
Social Sciences in China 38, no. 2 (2017): 76–94, https://doi.org/10.1080/02529203.2017.1302234, 91.  
52 Hurri, “Roles They Play,” 1078-1079; Chen, Zhou, and Wang, “Facilitative Leadership,” 25; Qi and Dauvergne, 
“China’s Rising Influence,” 10. 
53 Kopra, China and Great Power Responsibility, 154-160; Feiyue Li, “China’s Stance on the Normativity of 
International Climate Change Law: An Interactional Account,” The Chinese Journal of Comparative Law 10, no. 3 
(2022), 3; Zhang, “China and Climate Multilateralism,” 58.  
54 Yang, “Understanding China’s Changing Engagement,” 372; Hurri, “Roles They Play,” 1079; Hurri, "Rethinking 
Climate Leadership", 10; Shen and Xie, “Can China Lead,” 726.  
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c. The Belt and Road Initiative as a Platform for China’s Climate Leadership 

Claims  

A growing body of literature examines how China uses the BRI as a strategic platform to express 

its climate and development narratives abroad. Rather than viewing the BRI only as an 

infrastructure export mechanism, many scholars argue that it plays a central role in China’s 

efforts to redefine global norms and promote South-South cooperation.55  

 

According to data from the Green Finance & Development Center, China’s total BRI energy-

related engagement reached a record USD 93.9 billion in 2025. Yet over 75% of these 

investments were directed toward oil and gas, while only a fraction supported renewables such as 

solar and wind.56 In 2025, China also continued to invest in coal-related activities through the 

construction of coal mine infrastructure.57 This imbalance persists despite China’s commitments 

in the Paris Agreement to reduce greenhouse gas emissions as well as its pledge to stop building 

new overseas coal plants.58 Data from Boston University’s Global Energy Finance Database 

similarly shows that China continues great investments into the fossil fuel sector.59 While coal 

finance has declined sharply in recent years, particularly after the 2021 pledge, oil and gas still 

represent the bulk of China’s overseas energy lending. This pattern underscores a strategic 

prioritization of energy security and geopolitical influence over climate alignment in many BRI 

recipient countries.60 

 

Yang and Li (2024) reviewed trends in renewable energy investment under the BRI and found 

that despite rhetorical shifts toward low-carbon development, investment patterns remain 

mixed.61 While some growth in renewables is evident, fossil fuels, especially oil and gas, 

continue to dominate China’s overseas energy portfolio. The authors stress the importance of 

host-country governance and regulatory environments, and caution against assuming top-down 

green reforms will automatically translate into green implementation62 

 

 
55 Doyle and Chaturvedi, “Climate Territories,” 520; Arewa, “Constructing Africa.”52-56. 
56 Green Finance & Development Center, “BRI Investment Report 2025.” 
57 Green Finance & Development Center, “BRI Investment Report 2025.” 
58 European Parliamentary Research Service, China's 2035 Climate Pledge,(November 2025), 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2025/779175/EPRS_ATA(2025)779175_EN.pdf.  
59 Global Development Policy Center, China’s Global Energy Finance Database (CGEF), Boston University, 
accessed March 27, 2026, https://www.bu.edu/gdp/chinas-global-energy-finance-database/.  
60 Global Development Policy Center, CGEF Database. 
61 Yang and Li, “A Review of Renewable Energy Investment,”1-2. 
62 Yang and Li, “A Review of Renewable Energy Investment,” 23.  
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From a strategic perspective, the BRI is widely recognized as a key tool of Chinese economic 

statecraft.63 Kostecka-Tomaszewska and Krukowska (2021) argue that the initiative serves 

multiple goals: securing resources and markets, exporting industrial overcapacity, and fostering 

economic interdependence in ways that reinforce China’s global position.64 Their analysis shows 

that infrastructure (and energy infrastructure in particular) plays a central role in this strategy, 

with financing from Chinese policy banks shaping investment flows across Africa and the Global 

South.65 

 

Sabil et al. (2025) further examine how BRI energy investments affect climate risk mitigation in 

recipient countries, finding that project outcomes are uneven and often depend on local 

governance capacity. Their study underscores the need to analyze BRI projects not just through 

Chinese policy lenses, but also in relation to host-country development plans and climate 

vulnerabilities.66 Similarly, Nurgozhayeva argues that the BRI’s green claims lack enforceability. 

By deferring to host country standards, China avoids accountability, resulting in environmental 

inconsistencies and weak normative impact.67  

 

Scholars agree that while China uses the BRI to project green leadership and align with global 

climate norms, this remains largely rhetorical and strategically flexible.68 Actual investments still 

favor fossil fuels, and outcomes often depend on the host-country’s governance rather than 

enforceable environmental standards.69 Scholars remain divided on whether this reflects genuine 

normative leadership or a pragmatic response to international expectations.70 

d. Energy Infrastructure, Development and Climate Aid in Africa  

This strand explores China’s provision of climate-related development finance in Africa, 

particularly through its BRI energy infrastructure projects. Climate aid, in this context, refers to 

financial and technical support for climate mitigation and adaptation efforts in developing 

 
63  Kostecka-Tomaszewska and Krukowska, “China’s Economic Statecraft,” 1020. 
64 Kostecka-Tomaszewska and Krukowska, “China’s Economic Statecraft,” 1024 
65 Kostecka-Tomaszewska and Krukowska, “China’s Economic Statecraft,” 1025.  
66 Farooq Muhammad Sabil et al., “The Effects of China’s Belt and Road Initiative Investments on Mitigating 
Climate Risks in Partner Countries,” Asian Journal of Comparative Politics 10, no. 3 (2025): 229–249, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/20578911251326144. 
67 Roza Nurgozhayeva, “The Belt and Road Initiative and Sustainability: A Driving Force of Change and a Missed 
Opportunity,” Chinese Journal of Environmental Law 8, no. 2 (2024): 119–137, https://doi.org/10.1163/24686042-
12340097, 120.  
68 Kostecka-Tomaszewska and Krukowska, “China’s Economic Statecraft,” 1029; Nurgozhayeva, “Belt and Road 
Initiative and Sustainability,” 119.  
69 Yang and Li, “A Review of Renewable Energy Investment,” 23.  
70 Doyle and Chaturvedi, “Climate Territories,” 530; Kopra, China and Great Power Responsibility, 128-130. 
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countries, including support for renewable energy, technology transfer, and low-carbon capacity 

building.71  

 

China has heavily increased its engagement in energy-related development finance in Africa, 

framing it as part of a broader South-South climate cooperation ethos.72 This approach is 

embodied in initiatives such as the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) and the 

establishment of dedicated funds under the BRI. For example, at FOCAC 2024, President Xi 

Jinping promoted “South-South cooperation on green industrialisation” as a means of shared 

modernization that contrasts with exploitative colonial-era development, pledging 30 new clean 

energy projects across Africa and investments in the African electrical vehicle and green 

electricity fields.73 

 

According to the database created by the Boston University Global Development Policy Center, 

Chinese policy bank loans and foreign direct investment from Chinese firms have financed 56 

power plants in Africa.74 Likewise, Beijing’s China South-South Climate Cooperation Fund 

(announced in 2015) promised ¥20 billion (around $3.1 billion) for developing countries’ climate 

projects, signaling a commitment to fill the climate finance gap left by shortfalls in North-South 

aid. However, years after its announcement, the fund remains unimplemented due to financing 

gaps and institutional fragmentation.75  

 

One key issue in the implementation on the ground is the fragmented institutional architecture of 

Chinese climate aid. Although the creation of CIDCA in 2018 aimed to consolidate and 

streamline foreign assistance, its mandate overlaps with other ministries and agencies.76 Cheng 

et. al. (2025) show that climate-related aid is still coordinated through a “dual track” model, with 

limited authority and weak coordination among actors, including CIDCA, the Ministry of 

Ecology and Environment, and Chinese policy banks.77 

 

 
71 Cheng, Chung, and Wong, “China’s Climate Aid for the Global South,” 6. 
72 van Staden, Africa–China Cooperation, 6.  
73 Xi Jinping, “Joining Hands to Advance Modernization and Build a Community with a Shared Future: Keynote 
Address at the Opening Ceremony of the 2024 Forum on China–Africa Cooperation Summit,” Beijing, September 5, 
2024, Xinhua. 
74 Maureen Heydt, 2022, “Towards a Solutions-Oriented Approach: China, Africa and Energy Transition Narrative 
Building.” Boston University Global Development Policy Center, 3.  
75 Cheng, Chung, and Wong, “China’s Climate Aid for the Global South,” 13.  
76 Shen, Wei. 2020. “China’s Role in Africa’s Energy Transition: A Critical Review of Its Intensity, Institutions, and 
Impacts.” Energy Research & Social Science 68: 101578, 6.  
77 Cheng, Chung, and Wong, “China’s Climate Aid for the Global South,” 13.  
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However, this flexibility often comes at the expense of robust environmental and social 

safeguards. Early phases of China’s energy finance lacked binding ESG standards, and project 

oversight in many African countries remained weak.78 This has led to local concerns about 

pollution, minimal community benefits, and weak accountability mechanisms. At the same time, 

China promotes its renewable investments as vehicles for green technology transfer. Yet in 

practice, many projects are delivered as turnkey systems, limiting opportunities for local 

capacity-building or long-term skill development. Without targeted training and governance 

support, recipient countries often struggle to maintain or expand these installations 

independently. 

These patterns raise concerns about the long-term effectiveness of China’s climate aid model. 

While Beijing’s discourse of mutual benefit and South-South cooperation resonates with African 

partners, the persistent tension between green rhetoric and fossil-heavy implementation remains 

unresolved.79 Moreover, limited analysis exists on how these narratives affect specific project 

decisions on the ground.80 

 

Not all scholars interpret China’s role mainly as greenwashing or weak implementation. Some 

emphasize that China’s infrastructure finance and renewable technology exports can create real 

development opportunities, especially where recipient countries have clear policy frameworks 

and sufficient institutional capacity.81 Others remain more critical, arguing that the absence of 

binding safeguards and the persistence of fossil fuel finance limit the transformative potential of 

China’s model.82 

e. Synthesis and Research Gap  

Scholars broadly agree that China’s climate identity has shifted from resistance to conditional 

engagement and increasingly to facilitative leadership.83 As Zhang (2022) argues, China’s 

climate diplomacy can best be understood through a constructivist lens, in which identity and 

narrative play central roles in shaping behavior.84   

 

 
78 Cheng, Chung, and Wong, “China’s Climate Aid for the Global South,” 3; Shen, “China’s Role,” 7.  
79 Zhang and Lin, “Greening or Greenwashing the Belt and Road Initiative?,” 3–5; Cheng, Chung, and Wong, 
“China’s Climate Aid for the Global South,” 
80 Van Staden, “Africa-China Cooperation in Green Electrification,” 8. 
81 Buzan, “China and Climate Change Governance,” 1; Kiryakova et al., China’s Evolving Role in Africa’s Energy 
Transition, 49.  
82 Nurgozhayeva, “Belt and Road Initiative and Sustainability,” 119; Shen, “China’s Role in Africa’s Energy 
Transition,” 6. 
83 Yang, “Changing Engagement,” 370; Hurri, “Roles They Play,” 6-8.  
84 Zhang, “China and Climate Multilateralism,” 57-58.  
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The BRI serves as a key foreign policy tool through which these narratives are projected. The 

initiative is increasingly framed in Chinese documents as a vehicle for “green” development, 

aligned with the UN’s 2030 Agenda.85 In Africa, China is investing in both fossil and renewable 

sectors, justified by host-country demand, clean coal narratives, and “Win-Win” development 

language.86 However, across all strands of literature, scholars note a tension between Beijing’s 

green rhetoric and its overseas investments in fossil fuel sectors and carbon-intensive projects.87  

 

The literature also identifies structural limits to China’s climate engagement abroad. Cheng et al. 

(2025) show that despite reforms such as the establishment of CIDCA, climate aid remains 

fragmented and under-coordinated.88 Mechanisms like the South-South Climate Cooperation 

Fund have faced years of delay, with financing and institutional responsibilities still 

unresolved.89 

 

Although the existing literature offers important insights into China’s climate diplomacy, two 

main gaps remain. First, while many studies focus on China’s overall climate strategies and 

foreign policy, fewer examine how narratives like “green BRI”, “mutual benefit” or “respect for 

sovereignty” are used to justify concrete energy projects in African countries. Second, there is 

limited research on how these narratives are connected to project-level investment patterns and 

how they are used to frame and justify decisions on the ground. This thesis does not assume a 

direct causal relationship between narratives and investment outcomes. Rather, it examines 

whether and how official narratives are used to frame, justify, and legitimize the types of energy 

projects that Chinese actors support. 

 

This thesis aims to fill these gaps by examining how China justifies its overseas energy 

investments in Africa through specific climate narratives. Focusing on Nigeria and South Africa, 

two countries with distinct energy needs and political contexts, it explores how Chinese actors 

frame projects in terms of green partnership, host-country demand, and development 

cooperation. Rather than attempting to assess the environmental performance of each project, the 

aim is to understand how narratives are used to legitimize energy financing and infrastructure 

choices. 

 
85 State Council Information Office, The Belt and Road Initiative; State Council, Belt and Road Ecological and 
Environmental Cooperation Plan, 2017. 
86 Arewa, “Constructing Africa,” 134; van Staden, “Africa–China Cooperation,” 9.  
87 Shen, “China’s Role,” 6; Heydt, “Towards a Solution-Oriented Approach”, 6.  
88 Cheng, Chung, and Wong, “China’s Climate Aid for the Global South,” 13.  
89 Cheng, Chung, and Wong, “China’s Climate Aid for the Global South,” 13.  
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3. Theoretical Framework  

a. Leadership, Narratives, and Climate Governance 
 
Leadership in global climate governance is often understood in material terms, such as economic 

power, technological capacity, or the ability to provide public goods.90 However, more recent 

scholarship emphasizes that leadership is also exercised through ideas, discourse, and the ability 

to shape collective understandings of appropriate action.91 In this perspective, leadership does 

not require coercion or binding commitments, but can instead operate through agenda-setting, 

framing, and the promotion of shared norms.92 

 

This distinction is particularly relevant in the context of climate governance, where formal 

enforcement mechanisms remain weak and cooperation relies heavily on voluntary commitments 

and political signaling.93 Actors may therefore claim leadership not only through concrete 

emissions reductions or financial contributions, but also through narratives that define what 

climate responsibility entails and how it should be pursued.94  

 

China’s role in this context has been widely debated. While some scholars interpret China as an 

emerging climate leader, others highlight the limits of its engagement, particularly its continued 

emphasis on sovereignty and development priorities.95 This tension suggests that China’s 

 
90 Hurrell and Sengupta, “Emerging Powers,” 464-464. 
91 Hurri, "Rethinking Climate Leadership", 5.  
92 Zhang, “China and Climate Multilateralism,” 50-51.  
93 Hurri, “Roles They Play,” 1066-67.  
94 Qi and Dauvergne, “China’s Rising Influence”, 1. 
95 Kopra, China and Great Power Responsibility, 70-72. 
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leadership cannot be fully captured though material indicators alone, but requires attention to 

how it constructs and communicates its role in the climate regime.96 

 

It is important to note that leadership through narratives is not unconstrained. Narratives must 

resonate with both domestic audiences and international partners in order to be effective, which 

creates implicit limits on how far states can deviate from their stated positions.97 This introduces 

a dynamic of “audience costs” in climate leadership, where inconsistencies between rhetoric and 

practice may undermine credibility, even in the absence of formal enforcement mechanisms.98 

 

This thesis does not use leadership as a synonym for rule enforcement or conditionality. Such a 

definition would privilege a largely Western institutional model of leadership. Instead, leadership 

is understood more broadly as the ability to shape agendas, provide resources, enable 

cooperation, and influence the range of policy options available to partner countries.99 This 

makes it possible to analyse China’s role without assuming that non-coercive or non-binding 

forms of influence are automatically weaker or less legitimate. 

 

Taken together, this literature suggests that understanding China’s role in global climate 

governance requires a framework that captures both discursive and practical dimensions of 

leadership. Constructivist role theory provides such a framework by focusing on how states 

define and perform their roles in international politics.  

b. Constructivist Role Theory  

Constructivist approaches to international relations emphasize that state behavior is shaped not 

only by material interests, but also by identities, norms, and social expectations.100 Constructivist 

scholars believe that interests are not fixed, but emerge through processes of interaction and 

interpretation within the international system.101 

 

Role theory builds on this insight by conceptualizing states as actors that adopt and perform 

specific roles in international politics.102 These roles are defined by both internal self-perceptions 

 
96 Hurri, "Rethinking Climate Leadership", 8.  
97 Hurri, “Roles They Play,” 1072. 
98 C. Xiang and T. van Gevelt, “China’s Global Leadership Aspirations and Domestic Support for Climate Policy,” 
Ecological Economics 227 (2025): 108440,  https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2024.108440, 1-2.  
99 Chen, Zhou, and Wang, “Facilitative Leadership,” 25.  
100 Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 370-
372.  
101 Martha Finnemore, National Interests in International Society (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996), 4-10. 
102 Kalevi J. Holsti, “National Role Conceptions in the Study of Foreign Policy,” 1970, 245. 
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and external expectations, creating a dynamic relationship between identity and behavior.103 Role 

conceptions reflect how states understand their position and responsibilities in the international 

system.104 At the same time, these roles are continuously negotiated, as other actors respond to 

and reinterpret them.105 

 

In practice, roles are performed through a range of activities, including diplomatic engagement, 

policy-making, and the implementation of concrete projects.106 This makes role theory 

particularly useful for analyzing not only what states say, but also how they act. 

China’s participation in global climate governance has been widely described as a “struggle for 

identity”, reflecting the tensions between its status as a developing country and its growing 

influence as a major global power.107 On the one hand, China continues to emphasize principles 

such as sovereignty and Common But Differentiated Responsibilities, aligning itself with the 

Global South.108 On the other hand, it increasingly adopts the language of responsibility and 

leadership, particularly in the context of the Paris Agreement and subsequent climate 

initiatives.109 

 

This dual positioning gives rise to competing role conceptions. China presents itself both as a 

“responsible great power” and as a representative of developing countries, creating inherent 

tension in its climate diplomacy.110 Rather than solving these tensions, China often manages 

them through flexible and context-dependent role performance. This allows it to respond to 

external expectations for leadership while preserving its autonomy and development priorities.111 

 

Role theory also highlights that roles are relational: they depend not only on how a state defines 

itself, but also on how others recognize and accept that role.112 In the case of China, expectations 

from developed countries, international organizations, and Global South partners differ 
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105 Leslie E. Wehner and Cameron G. Thies, “Role Theory, Narratives, and Interpretation: The Domestic 
Contestation of Roles,” International Studies Review 16, no. 3 (2014): 411–436, https://doi.org/10.1111/misr.12149, 
411. 
106 Thies, “Role Theory and Foreign Policy,” 26-27.  
107 Yang, “Changing Engagement,” 358.  
108 Brunnée and Streck, “UNFCCC as a Negotiating Forum”, 600-601. 
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significantly, creating a complex environment of competing role demands.113 This multiplicity of 

expectations helps explain why China’s climate role appears inconsistent across different 

contexts, as it adapts its behavior to specific audiences and partnerships.114 

 

Importantly, these roles are not only articulated in official discourse, but also enacted through 

policy frameworks and international initiatives, such as the BRI. The BRI serves as a key site 

where China’s climate role is both constructed and performed.115 

 

Role performance is shaped by institutional constraints and domestic governance structures. 

China’s fragmented system of climate governance, involving multiple ministries and agencies, 

contributes to variation in how roles are implemented in practice.116 This institutional dimension 

adds to explain why narratives of green leadership may not translate uniformly across different 

projects and regions. 

c. Facilitative Leadership and “Leading without Leading” 

Building on these insights, this thesis conceptualizes China’s climate engagement as a form of 

facilitative leadership. Unlike coercive or directive leadership, facilitative leadership focuses on 

enabling cooperation, coordinating actors, and promoting shared goals without imposing binding 

obligations.117 This form of leadership is particularly suited to a fragmented governance 

landscape such as the global climate regime where authority is diffuse and participation is 

largely voluntary.118 It allows states to exercise influence through partnerships, infrastructure 

provision, and agenda-setting rather than through formal rule-making.119 

 

In the case of China, facilitative leadership is closely linked to its broader foreign policy 

principles, including non-interference, respect for sovereignty, and South-South cooperation.120 

These principles shape how China engages with partner countries, particularly in the Global 

south, and how it frames its climate-related activities.121 The concept of “leading without 

leading” captures this dynamic. It reflects a leadership that is asserted discursively and enacted 
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selectively, without assuming the full responsibilities traditionally associated with hegemonic 

leadership.122 

 

This concept also requires caution, as conventional understandings of international leadership are 

often shaped by Western models centered on rule-setting, conditionality, and institutional 

enforcement.123 This thesis therefore treats leadership as a contested concept rather than a 

universally defined category. In the context of China’s climate engagement, leadership may 

instead operate through infrastructure provision, financing, and the expansion of policy options 

for partner countries without imposing binding standards.124 Accordingly, this thesis does not 

assume a single universal model of international leadership. Rather, competing understandings of 

leadership coexist, and what appears as insufficient leadership from a Western institutional 

perspective may be interpreted as effective leadership through facilitation, infrastructure 

provision, and development cooperation from other perspectives.125 

 

This form of leadership relies on the provision of public goods, such as infrastructure, financing, 

and technology, rather than on rule enforcement.126  Through the BRI, China can shape 

development pathways in partner countries, thereby indirectly influencing emissions and energy 

transitions.127 China uses the principle of host-country ownership to justify different types of 

projects (including fossil fuel investments) based on local development needs.128 As a result, 

environmental standards are often shaped through negotiation rather than imposed externally, 

leading to variation in outcome across cases. This approach limits China’s ability to act as a 

norm entrepreneur in the traditional sense, as it avoids establishing clear and enforceable 

environmental benchmarks.129 

 

This process is also evident in China’s use of the BRI as a platform for promoting green 

development narratives. Official documents emphasize alignment with global climate goals and 

the provision of sustainable infrastructure, while maintaining flexibility in implementation.130 At 

the same time, China’s overseas energy investments continue to include a significant share of 
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fossil fuel projects, particularly in oil and gas sectors.131 This creates a gap between discourse 

and practice, which is the central focus of this thesis. 

 

Rather than interpreting this gap as a simple inconsistency, the framework this thesis applies 

understands it as an outcome of China’s role conception and leadership strategy. By maintaining 

ambiguity, China is able to adapt its engagements to different contexts, respond to partner 

country demands, and avoid binding constraints. 

d. Working Hypotheses and Analytical Implications  

Based on this framework, the thesis develops three working hypotheses that guide the empirical 

analysis.  

 

H1: China’s climate engagement is framed in cooperative and non-binding terms, emphasizing 

partnership, mutual benefit, and respect for national circumstances.132  

 

H2: China is likely to promote climate-related narratives through discourse and institutional 

initiatives, while maintaining flexibility in how these narratives are implemented in practice.133 

 

H3: Based on the literature, the thesis expects to find a tension between green rhetoric and actual 

investment patterns, particularly in the continued financing of fossil fuel infrastructure.134 

 

These implications inform the comparative analysis of China’s energy engagement in Nigeria 

and South Africa. By examining how climate narratives are articulated and operationalized in 

these cases, the thesis assesses the scope and limits of China’s facilitative leadership in global 

climate governance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

131 Boston University Global Development Policy Center, “China’s Global Energy Finance Database.” 
132 Hurri, "Rethinking Climate Leadership", 8; State Council Information Office, The Belt and Road Initiative.  
133 Zhang, “China and Climate Multilateralism,” 58. 
134 Boston University Global Development Policy Center, “China’s Global Energy Finance Database.” 
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4. Methodology  
 

a. Research Design: Comparative Qualitative Case Study  

This thesis adopts a qualitative comparative case study design to examine how China’s climate 

and energy-transition narratives under the BRI are constructed and operationalized in different 

African contexts. This qualitative approach was selected because the research question focuses 

on meaning-making, discourse, and political interpretation rather than measurable causal 

relationships.135 More specifically, the thesis employs a comparative case study framework, 

which allows for an in-depth analysis of complex political and economic processes within their 

real-world context.136 Case studies are useful when the boundaries between phenomenon and 

context are not clearly evident, which is the case for China’s climate leadership narratives that 

operate simultaneously at the diplomatic, policy and project level.137  

 

The comparative dimension strengthens the design by enabling the identification of both 

similarities and differences across cases, thereby improving the analytical quality of the 

findings.138 Rather than seeking statistical generalisation, this study aims for analytical 

generalisation, meaning that insights derived from the cases contribute to broader theoretical 

debates on China’s role in global climate governance.139 

 

 
135 Creswell and Creswell, Research Design, 42–45. 
136 Robert K. Yin, Case Study Research and Applications: Design and Methods, 6th ed. (Los Angeles: Sage, 2018), 
32-40.  
137 Yin, Case Study Research, 32-40; Hurri, "Rethinking Climate Leadership", 8.  
138 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), 19. 
139 Yin, Case Study Research, 40.  
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b. Case Selection: Nigeria and South Africa  

Nigeria and South Africa are selected through purposive case selection based on their analytical 

relevance to the research question.140 Both countries are key political and economic actors in 

Africa and central partners in China-Africa relations, yet they differ significantly in their energy 

structures, governance systems, and development pathways.  

 

 

 

 

Dimension Nigeria South Africa 

Energy Structure Oil- and gas-exporting 
economy; severe electricity 
deficit 

Coal-based industrial economy 
with near-universal electricity 
access 

Main transition challenge Expanding electricity access 
while maintaining growth 

Decarbonizing an existing 
carbon-intensive electricity 
system 

Chinese energy engagement Strong focus on oil and gas 
projects 

Greater role in renewables, 
especially solar and wind 

Institutional framework Weaker implementation and 
transmission capacity 

Stronger regulatory and 
procurement framework 

Relevance for thesis Tests how Chinese narratives 
operate in a fossil-fuel and 
energy-access context 

Tests how Chinese narratives 
operate in a more 
institutionalized green-
transition context 

Table 1. Comparative Overview of Nigeria and South Africa as Case Studies141 

 

The cases are therefore not selected because they represent Africa as a whole, but because they 

show two different contexts in which similar Chinese climate and development narratives 

encounter different energy systems, governance capacities, and transition priorities. 

 

Nigeria’s energy transition is shaped by a severe electricity deficit, with generation far below 

demand, leaving up to 110 million people without access despite ambitious targets for universal 

access and net-zero emissions by 2060. The government has adopted a strong policy framework  

 
140 George and Bennett, Case Studies, 25-30.  
141 Compiled based on IEA country profiles, BU Global Energy Finance Database, Animashaun et al. (2025), and 
Lema et al. (2021). 



26 

(through its Energy Transition Plan, updated NDCs, and the 2023 Electricity Act) to expand 

renewables, liberalize the power sector, and accelerate electrification. However, the transition 

remains contradictory, as economic pressures and policy still rely on fossil gas as a “transition 

fuel”, complicating investment and climate commitments.142 

 

South Africa’s energy landscape is embedded in a broader shift in China-Africa cooperation, 

moving away from large-scale fossil fuel infrastructure toward renewable energy and green 

industrial development. While earlier cooperation focused on coal and grid expansion, recent 

trends emphasize solar, wind, and integration into clean-tech supply chains, reflecting both 

declining renewable costs and growing pressure for sustainable development.143 However, 

scholars note that this transition remains uneven and constrained by infrastructure gaps, 

investment imbalances, and institutional capacity challenges across the region.144 

The contrast between the two cases is therefore concrete. Nigeria is an oil- and gas-exporting 

economy with severe electricity access problems, weak transmission infrastructure, and a strong 

policy reliance on gas as a transition fuel.145 South Africa is a more industrialized electricity 

system with near-universal access, deep coal dependence, a stronger regulatory framework, and 

an established renewable procurement programme.146 This makes the comparison useful because 

Chinese engagement meets two different types of transition challenge: in Nigeria, the problem is 

energy access within a fossil-fuel-exporting economy; in South Africa, it is decarbonization and 

grid modernization within a coal-based electricity system. 

Together, these cases allow for a structured comparison of how China’s green development 

narratives are translated into practice under different domestic conditions. Nigeria represents a 

context of acute energy poverty and rapid demand growth, where Chinese engagement intersects 

with electrification needs and a dual reliance on renewables and gas.147 South Africa, by contrast, 

reflects a more industrialized energy system with entrenched fossil fuel dependence and stronger 

 
142 N. Animashaun, O. Onitekun, and C. Agbaegbu, Enhancing Nigeria’s Clean Energy Transition: Mapping 
Chinese Investment and Strategic Priorities (Report, Africa Policy Research Institute, 2025), 4.  
143 International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), Renewable Power Generation Costs in 2024 (Abu Dhabi: 
IRENA, 2025), https://www.irena.org/Publications/2025/Jun/Renewable-Power-Generation-Costs-in-2024. 
144 Xunpeng Shi and Muyi Yang, “‘Growing by Greening’ and the Future of China–Africa Cooperation,” East Asia 
Forum, January 30, 2026, https://doi.org/10.59425/eabc.1769810400.  
145  International Energy Agency, Nigeria Energy Profile (Paris: IEA, 2023), https://www.iea.org/countries/nigeria.   
146  International Energy Agency, South Africa Energy Profile (Paris: IEA, 2023), 
https://www.iea.org/countries/south-africa.  
147 Lola and Devadason, “The Engagement of China in Nigeria’s Oil Sector,” 1027-1028. 

https://www.irena.org/Publications/2025/Jun/Renewable-Power-Generation-Costs-in-2024?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.irena.org/Publications/2025/Jun/Renewable-Power-Generation-Costs-in-2024?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.59425/eabc.1769810400
https://www.iea.org/countries/nigeria
https://www.iea.org/countries/south-africa


27 

institutional capacity, where the transition is shaped by decarbonization pressures and 

opportunities for green industrialization.148  

 

These two cases allow the analysis to show both the potential and the limitations of China’s 

“green” engagement under the BRI. By comparing how the same Chinese narratives play out in 

different domestic contexts, the cases help assess whether China’s climate role leads to real 

changes on the ground or remains mostly rhetorical across the African continent.  

c. Data Collection and Sources 

The empirical analysis is based on a combination of primary and secondary sources, enabling 

methodological triangulation.149 Primary sources include Chinese government white papers, BRI 

forum documents, FOCAC declarations, speeches by Chinese and African officials, and national 

policy documents from Nigeria and South Africa. These sources are essential for analysing how 

China constructs its climate role and communicates its development model internationally. 

 

Secondary sources include academic literature on China’s climate governance, BRI investments, 

and Africa-China relations, which provide interpretive context and theoretical grounding. In 

addition, project-level and sectoral reports (such as those produced by the Global Development 

Policy Center) are used to assess the implementation of Chinese energy investments.  

 

d. Analytical Strategy: Discourse Analysis and Structured Comparison 

The core analytical method is qualitative discourse analysis, which focuses on how political 

actors construct meaning through language and how these narratives shape policy and 

practice.150 Discourse analysis is especially suitable for this thesis because China’s climate 

leadership is often articulated through narratives of “Win-Win Cooperation,” “Green 

Development,” and “South-South solidarity” rather than through binding commitments.151 

 

The analysis proceeds in three steps.  

 
148 Rasmus Lema, Padmasai Lakshmi Bhamidipati, Cecilia Gregersen, Ulrich Elmer Hansen, and Julian Kirchherr, 
“China’s Investments in Renewable Energy in Africa: Creating Co-Benefits or Just Cashing-In?” World 
Development 141 (2021): 105365, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2020.105365, 2.  
149 Creswell and Creswell, Research Design, 289. 
150 Vivien A. Schmidt. “Discursive Institutionalism: The Explanatory Power of Ideas and Discourse,” Annual 
Review Political Science (2008). 11:303-326, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.11.060606.135342, 303-305.  
151 Kopra, China’s Great Power Responsibility, 52.  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2020.105365
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2020.105365
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.11.060606.135342
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(1) First, Chinese official documents are coded for recurring themes related to climate 

leadership, development, and international cooperation.  

(2) Second, Nigerian and South African policy documents and public statements are 

analysed to identify how these narratives are adopted, adapted, or resisted.  

(3) Third, selected energy and infrastructure projects are examined to assess whether 

discourse aligns with implementation.  

 

To ensure comparability, the study uses a structured, focused comparison, meaning that the same 

set of analytical questions is applied to both cases. This approach helps maintain analytical 

consistency and prevents the cases from being analysed in isolation.152  

   e.  Limitations and Methodological Reflections 

The primary limitation of this methodology is the small number of cases, which restricts the 

ability to generalise findings across all BRI partner countries. However, the goal of this study is 

not statistical generalizations but theoretical insights into China’s evolving climate role.  

 

A further methodological consideration concerns the definition of BRI projects. In practice, the 

BRI does not constitute a clearly bounded set of investments, as project classification is often 

inconsistent or applied retrospectively.153 For this reason, the analysis does not limit itself to 

formally designated BRI projects, but also examines Chinese overseas energy engagements that 

operate within the same institutional, financial, and discursive frameworks. This allows for a 

more accurate assessment of how BRI-related narratives are translated into practice beyond 

formal project labels.  

 

Finally, language and access constraints may limit the use of Chinese-language sources, which 

could affect the depth of discourse analysis. Nevertheless, the use of translated official 

documents and peer-reviewed literature ensures sufficient analytical depth for the purpose of this 

thesis.  

 

 

 

 

 
152 Creswell and Creswell, Research Design, 233-240.  
153 Green Finance & Development Center, “BRI Investment Report 2025;” Nurgozhayeva, “Belt and Road Initiative 
and Sustainability,” 119.  
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5. China’s Climate and Energy-Transition Narratives under the BRI  

a. Green Development 
 
China’s evolving climate leadership became closely intertwined with the BRI. Initially criticized 

for funding high-emission projects abroad, China began reframing the BRI as “green, open, and 

clean.”154 This discursive shift culminated in the 2019 Second BRI Forum, where President Xi 

emphasized sustainability and launched new green platforms.155  

 

Official Chinese documents increasingly frame the BRI as a vehicle for promoting green 

development and contributing to climate goals. The 2023 white paper “The Belt and Road 

Initiative: A Key Pillar of the Global Community of Shared Future” positions the initiative 

aligned with the United Nations 2030 Agenda and emphasizes China’s commitment to low-

carbon and resilient infrastructure.156 This rhetoric is echoed in the “Belt and Road Ecological 

and Environmental Cooperation Plan,” which outlines objectives such as green financing, 

environmental impact assessment, and technology cooperation, while lacking binding 

enforcement mechanisms.157 Although the Chinese government has rebranded the BRI as “green, 

open, and clean,” the initiative’s energy footprint continues to be dominated by high-emission 

sectors.158 

 
154 Zhaohua Xiao, Limin Du, and Zheng Wang, “The Belt, the Road, and the Carbon Emissions in China,” China 
Economic Review 78 (2023): 101928, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2023.101928. 
155 Xi Jinping, “Working Together to Deliver a Brighter Future for Belt and Road Cooperation,” keynote speech at 
the Second Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation, Beijing, April 26, 2019, Belt and Road Forum for 
International Cooperation, https://www.beltandroadforum.org/english/n100/2019/0426/c22-1266.html. 
156 State Council Information Office, The Belt and Road Initiative. 
157 State Council, Belt and Road Ecological and Environmental Cooperation Plan, 2017. 
158 Green Finance & Development Center, “BRI Investment Report 2025.” 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2023.101928
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2023.101928
https://www.beltandroadforum.org/english/n100/2019/0426/c22-1266.html
https://www.beltandroadforum.org/english/n100/2019/0426/c22-1266.html
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b.  Ecological Civilization  

China’s shifting role in global climate governance has increasingly been articulated through 

normative concepts that reflect its dual identity as both a developing country and an emerging 

power.159 One central concept is ecological civilization (shengtai wenming), a guiding ideology 

in Chinese environmental policy that promotes harmony between humanity and nature, and the 

de-coupling of economic development from environmental damage.160  

 

Sanna Kopra (2019) explores how such ideas underpin China’s self-positioning as a “responsible 

great power,” offering an alternative to Western leadership models.161 Rather than embracing 

binding multilateral obligations, China emphasizes historical emissions justice (the principle that 

industrialized nations bear primary responsibility for climate change) and invokes South-South 

solidarity to align with other developing countries in demanding equity and flexibility in climate 

negotiations.162 This moral framing allows China to portray itself as a leader without adhering to 

hegemonic norms or compromising its development priorities.163  

c. Win-Win Cooperation 

Rather than presenting itself as a climate leader in the Western sense of setting rules or attaching 

conditions, China frames its engagement as mutually beneficial cooperation based on shared 

development interests. Official BRI documents repeatedly describe climate and energy 

cooperation as “Win-Win,” emphasizing infrastructure provision, technology transfer, and 

economic development rather than externally imposed standards.164 Scholars note that this 

language also serves a political function: it allows China to distinguish its approach from 

Western conditionality and to present itself as a partner that respects national priorities and 

sovereignty.165 In this framing, climate cooperation becomes part of a broader South-South 

development partnership rather than a system of obligations or enforcement. 

 
159 Yang, “Changing Engagement,” 358.  
160 Robert Weatherley and Vanessa Bauer, “A New Chinese Modernity? The Discourse of Eco-Civilisation Applied 
to the Belt and Road Initiative,” Third World Quarterly 42, no. 9 (2021): 2115–2132, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2021.1905511, 2115.  
161 Kopra, China and Great Power Responsibility, 22-25.  
162 Sanna Kopra, “Responsibility for Climate Justice: The Role of Great Powers,” in A Research Agenda for Climate 
Justice, ed. Paul G. Harris (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2019), 3-5.  
163 Kopra, “Responsibilities for Climate Justice,” 7.  
164 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, Build a New Type of International Relations 
Featuring Win-Win Cooperation. 
165 China and International Norms: Understanding China’s Norm Engagement Through the BRI and Beyond, 5. 
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d.  South-South Cooperation 

China has heavily increased its engagement on the African continent, framing it as part of a 

broader South-South climate cooperation ethos through initiatives such as the Forum on China-

Africa Cooperation (FOCAC).166 Instruments such as Beijing’s China South-South Climate 

Cooperation Fund  reflect China’s narrative of mutual benefit: as a fellow developing nation, 

China presents itself as a partner helping Africa address climate and energy challenges 

differently from Western partners.167 The South-South framing emphasizes sovereignty and non-

interference but often lacks transparency and coordination in practice, raising questions about its 

long-term impact.168 

e.  Sovereignty and Non-Interference  

China’s support for both renewables and fossil energy projects in Africa is often justified 

through the principle of host-country sovereignty. Chinese actors emphasize that they are 

responding to local development priorities rather than imposing external climate conditions.169 

This narrative frames China as a flexible and responsive partner, not a conditional donor. The 

emphasis on flexibility and non-interference also shapes how China presents its international 

role. Rather than exercising leadership through binding standards or political conditionality, 

China frames its engagement as facilitative and demand-driven. This reflects China’s broader 

preference for facilitative rather than conditional forms of leadership. As discussed in the 

theoretical framework, China’s climate engagement emphasizes flexibility, infrastructure 

provision, and respect for national development priorities rather than binding environmental 

conditionality.170  

f. What These Narratives Imply for Energy Projects  

China’s climate and energy-transition narratives collectively promote a model of international 

engagement based on flexibility, infrastructure provision, and host-country demand.171 Rather 

than presenting climate leadership through binding standards or political conditionality, Chinese 

discourse frames energy cooperation as pragmatic, development-oriented, and responsive to 

 
166 Xi Jinping, “Joining Hands to Advance Modernization and Build a Community with a Shared Future: Keynote 
Address at the Opening Ceremony of the 2024 Forum on China–Africa Cooperation Summit,” Beijing, September 5, 
2024, Xinhua; Maureen Heydt, 2022, “Towards a Solutions-Oriented Approach: China, Africa and Energy 
Transition Narrative Building.” Boston University Global Development Policy Center, 3.  
167 van Staden, Africa–China Cooperation, 1.  
168 Cheng, Chung, and Wong, “China’s Climate Aid for the Global South,” 16.  
169 Heydt, “Towards a Solution-Oriented Approach”, 6.  
170 Shen, “China’s Role,” 7.  
171 Chen, Zhou, and Wang, “Facilitative Leadership and China’s New Role in the World”, 25.  
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local priorities.172 Within this framework, renewable and fossil fuel projects are not necessarily 

treated as contradictory, but as different tools for supporting national development and energy 

access under varying domestic conditions. 

 

Scholars note that this flexibility creates ambiguity in practice. While China increasingly uses 

the BRI to project green leadership and align itself with global climate norms, its overseas 

energy engagement remains heavily concentrated in fossil fuel sectors. As a result, the 

implementation of “green” BRI narratives often depends less on enforceable environmental 

standards than on host-country governance structures, energy needs, and regulatory 

frameworks.173 

China’s support for both renewable and fossil energy projects is frequently justified through the 

principle of sovereignty and non-interference. Chinese actors emphasize that they respond to 

nationally defined development priorities rather than imposing external climate conditions.174 

This produces a dual-track approach in which renewable energy is promoted where institutional 

and market conditions allow for it, while fossil fuel investments continue where they are viewed 

as necessary for industrialization, energy security, or economic growth.175 

The relationship between climate narratives and implementation therefore remains uneven and 

context-dependent. To examine how these narratives are operationalized under different 

domestic conditions, the following chapters analyse Chinese energy engagement in Nigeria and 

South Africa. The two cases illustrate how similar official narratives can lead to different 

investment patterns depending on local energy structures, governance capacity, and development 

priorities. 
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6. First Case Study: Nigeria  

a. Context: Nigeria’s Energy Profile and China-Nigeria Relations 

Nigeria is Africa’s second-largest oil producer and the world’s seventh-largest oil producer.176 

Fossil fuel revenues serve as the country’s main source of foreign exchange and make it highly 

sensitive to fluctuations in global oil prices. According to the International Energy Agency, oil 

accounts for around 50% of domestic energy production, while natural gas provides 

approximately 77% of electricity generation. On the other hand, biofuels and waste still represent 

the largest share of total energy supply (around 45-50%), reflecting continued reliance on 

traditional energy sources, particularly in households. Despite being a major energy producer, 

Nigeria exports a significant share of its energy (around 43%), while domestic refining capacity 

remains extremely limited, covering only about 1% of consumption, which reinforces 

dependence on imports of refined products.177  

 

Nigeria’s energy system is defined by a clear contradiction: the country has large energy 

resources, yet a majority of the population still lacks reliable access to electricity. Although 

Nigeria has an installed electricity capacity of about 13 gigawatt (GW), it produces far less 

electricity in practice. Due to weak transmission infrastructure, actual output is limited to around 

5-7 GW, far below estimated demand of roughly 20 GW, leaving between 86 and 110 million 

people without access to electricity.178 This country-wide shortage, one of the largest energy 

 
176 U.S. Energy Information Administration, Nigeria Country Analysis Brief (Washington, DC: EIA, 2023), 
https://www.eia.gov/international/analysis/country/NGA. 
177 International Energy Agency, Nigeria Energy Profile (Paris: IEA, 2023), https://www.iea.org/countries/nigeria.   
178 Animashaun, Onitekun, and Agbaegbu, Enhancing Nigeria’s Clean Energy Transition, 4.  
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access deficits globally, has direct consequences on Nigerian households and firms. They rely 

heavily on diesel and petrol generators, increasing production costs and limiting industrial 

growth.179  

 

While Nigeria is one of the largest oil producers in Africa and a member of the Organization of 

the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), the benefits of oil wealth have not translated into 

broad-based energy access or industrial development.180 Nigeria holds approximately 37 billion 

barrels of proven oil reserves and remains heavily dependent on crude oil exports, which 

dominate its external trade and fiscal revenues.181 

 

This contradiction also shapes Nigeria’s economic relations, especially with China. Around 80 

percent of Nigeria’s exports to China consist of crude oil and other extractive resources.182 

Scholars note a pattern in which raw materials are exchanged for manufactured goods and 

infrastructure investment.183 In 2025, as much as 92.9% of total Chinese energy engagement in 

Nigeria was directed toward the gas sector, while renewable energy projects still represent a 

small share with only a few percent.184  

 

Nigeria is now one of China’s largest trading partners in Africa, driven by both its resource base 

and the size of its domestic market. China’s involvement goes beyond trade: it includes foreign 

direct investment and development finance, particularly in infrastructure and energy projects.185  

 

Both sides often describe this relationship as complementary.186 Nigeria offers natural resources 

and a growing market. China provides capital, technical expertise, and infrastructure.187 Still, it is 

not clear whether this “complementarity” leads to sustainable development. Energy poverty 

remains widespread and domestic value creation or addition is limited.188 

 

 
179 Animashaun, Onitekun, and Agbaegbu, Enhancing Nigeria’s Clean Energy Transition, 5.  
180 Lola and Devadason, “Engagement of China in Nigeria’s Oil Sector,” 1029.  
181 Animashaun, Onitekun, and Agbaegbu, Enhancing Nigeria’s Clean Energy Transition, 4.  
182 Lola and Devadason, “Engagement of China in Nigeria’s Oil Sector,” 1029.  
183 Margaret Egbula and Qi Zheng, “China and Nigeria: A Powerful South-South Alliance,” West African 
Challenges, no. 5 (2011): 1–20, 2.  
184 Green Finance & Development Center, “BRI Investment Report 2025.” 
185 Lola and Devadason, “Engagement of China in Nigeria’s Oil Sector,” 1029.  
186 Nigeria Debt Management Office, “DMO Explains Nigeria’s Borrowing from China (Says No Reason to Panic),” 
press release, September 11, 2018, 1–2; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “China and 
Nigeria,” accessed April 15, 2026, https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/gjhdq_665435/2913_665441/3059_664144/. 
187 Animashaun, Onitekun, and Agbaegbu, Enhancing Nigeria’s Clean Energy Transition, 4-7. 
188 International Energy Agency, Nigeria Energy Profile. 
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Nigeria therefore presents an interesting and complex case study. The country faces a large and 

persistent energy deficit, which puts pressure on expanding electricity supply, while its economy 

remains dependent on oil exports.189 This creates room for investments in alternative energy, but 

also slows down any rapid shift away from fossil fuels. China has become one of the key 

external actors involved in Nigeria’s economy, particularly in large infrastructure and energy 

projects.190  

 

These patterns suggest that Chinese SOE engagement in Nigeria is primarily driven by resource 

security and commercial considerations, rather than by climate or sustainability objectives, 

which remain secondary at the level of project implementation.191  
 

b. Chinese Investments in Oil and Gas 

Chinese State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) in Nigeria’s Oil and Gas Sector 

The Chinese oil and gas sector is led by three State-owned enterprises (SOEs): China National 

Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), China Petrochemical Corporation (Sinopec) and China National 

Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC). Through industrial policies and market-oriented reforms, 

these three companies have developed into key “national champions,” playing an important role 

in supporting China’s economic growth and ensuring energy security.192  

 

All three companies are also operating in Nigeria’s oil industry. CNPC has been active in 

Nigeria’s oil and gas sector since 2006, focusing on infrastructure development, oilfield services 

and strategic partnerships with the Nigerian National Petroleum Company Limited (NNPCL).193 

However, CNPC’s operations in the region have also faced increasing political pressure, 

particularly in neighboring Niger, where recent government measures and disputes over taxation, 

local employment, and control over oil assets have put the company under scrutiny.194 

 

CNOOC is a key actor in Nigeria’s offshore oil sector, with long-term investments in major 

deepwater projects. It holds a 45% stake in the OML130 block, which includes fields such as 

 
189 International Energy Agency, Nigeria Energy Profile. 
190 Animashaun, Onitekun, and Agbaegbu, Enhancing Nigeria’s Clean Energy Transition, 4.  
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192 Yue Guo, Jessie Poon, Chang Wang, and Yu Yang, “China’s National Oil Companies Going Global and Coming 
Home: State–Firm Nexus, Global Financial Networks, and Geopolitical Risks,” Geoforum 146 (2023): 103880, 
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193 China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), “Nigeria”, accessed April 16, 2026, 
https://www.cnpc.com.cn/en/Nigeria/country_index.shtml.  
194 Alexandre Varel, “Niger: Chinese CNPC in the Hot Seat,” Financial Afrik, February 19, 2026, 
https://www.financialafrik.com/en/2026/02/19/niger-chinese-cnpc-in-the-hot-seat/.  
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Akpo and Egina, located around 150 km offshore. These projects operate at a large scale. The 

Akpo field has produced around 56,000 barrels per day since 2009, while Egina, launched in 

2019, was designed to reach peak output of about 200,000 barrels per day.195  

 

Sinopec entered Nigeria’s oil sector primarily through the acquisition of Addax Petroleum in 

2009, gaining access to a portfolio of offshore and onshore oil blocks.196 Through Addax, 

Sinopec operated several oil mining leases under production-sharing contracts with the Nigerian 

state. However, its position weakened in recent years, culminating in the exit from four major oil 

blocks, which were transferred back to NNPCL.197 More recently, parts of Sinopec’s Nigerian 

assets, including interests in the Stubb Creek field, have been sold to other companies, indicating 

a gradual divestment from the region.198  

 

These developments point to the political and regulatory risks associated with operating in 

Nigeria’s oil sector, where investment arrangements have been criticised for a lack of 

transparency and are often subject to renegotiation following changes in government.199  

 

Beyond the activities of individual firms, Chinese SOEs in Nigeria’s oil and gas sector follow a 

relatively consistent operational model. Their engagement is typically structured through equity 

stakes in oil blocks, production-sharing contracts, and joint ventures with the NNPCL. This 

allows Chinese companies to participate directly in upstream extraction while sharing risks with 

the host state.200 Their activities are typically embedded in broader state-backed frameworks, 

including bilateral agreements and access to Chinese policy bank financing, which reduce 

financial exposure and facilitate large-scale projects.201 In some cases, Chinese engagement has 

also taken the form of “oil-for-infrastructure” arrangements, in which access to oil assets is 

linked to commitments to deliver infrastructure such as railways, refineries, or power plants.202 
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These hybrid commercial and political arrangements highlight that Chinese SOEs operate not 

purely as profit-driven actors, but as instruments of a broader state-led investment strategy.203 

Chinese SOEs typically operate across the entire energy value chain: from extraction to 

generation and transmission, often supported by policy bank financing and state-backed 

investment frameworks.204 

 

Nigeria occupies a central position in China’s global energy strategy. As one of the world’s 

largest oil producers with substantial proven reserves, it represents a key source of supply for 

China’s growing energy demand.205 China’s shift from energy self-sufficiency to increasing 

import dependence has driven its national oil companies to invest in resource rich countries such 

as Nigeria in order to secure long-term access to oil and diversify supply away from more 

volatile regions, such as the Middle East.206 Nigeria’s significant infrastructure deficit has 

created opportunities for integrated investment models that combine resource extraction with 

infrastructure development. As a result, Nigeria is not only an energy supplier but also a strategic 

partner in China’s broader economic and geopolitical engagement in Africa.207 

 

This does not mean that all oil and gas investments can be treated only as electricity-related or 

automatically dismissed as irrational from a development perspective. In Nigeria, gas is also 

linked to petrochemicals, fertilizers, industrial production, and domestic value creation, which 

helps explain why fossil fuel projects remain politically attractive despite climate concerns.208 

This broader issue is taken up in Chapter 7, where fossil fuel investments are discussed in 

relation to development needs and non-energy uses. 

c. Fossil Fuel Engagement: Scale, Control, and Justification 

Chinese involvement becomes most visible at the level of projects on a large scale, where 

investments in oil and gas dominate in both scale and strategic importance. These projects 

demonstrate how Chinese companies engage in practice, and how fossil fuel expansion is 

justified within broader development and energy narratives.  
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The Egina oil field is a clear example of this model. It is one of the largest and most 

technologically advanced offshore oil developments in Nigeria, and serves as a key case of 

Chinese participation in capital-intensive extractive projects in Africa.209 Chinese participation 

through CNOOC takes the form of a substantial minority equity stake, operating together with an 

international consortium.210 This allows Chinese firms to secure access to oil production without 

assuming full operational responsibility, while still benefiting from output.211 Discovered in 2003 

and developed for over more than a decade, the total project costs are estimated at around 16 

billion US dollars, making the field one of the largest single oil and gas investments in Nigeria’s 

history.212  

 

The justification of the project is closely tied to development and economic narratives. It has 

been framed as contributing to local employment, industrial capacity, and technology transfer, 

particularly through Nigeria’s local content policies. A large share of construction and assembly 

work was carried out domestically, which is presented as evidence of economic spillovers and 

skills development.213 These arguments position oil extraction as part of a broader development 

strategy, rather than as a constraint on energy transition.   

 

Environmental considerations are addressed in a more limited way. The project has been 

promoted as Nigeria’s first “zero routine flaring” development, emphasizing technical 

improvements in emissions reductions.214  However, this framing does now challenge the 

continued expansion of oil production itself. Instead, environmental performance is treated as a 

matter of efficiency within fossil fuel extraction, rather than a shift away from it. This approach 

allows climate concerns to be incorporated without altering the underlying investment logic. An 

oil spill in 2021 required emergency response measures by Total Energies and Nigerian 

authorities to contain pollution and limit environmental damage.215 Such incidents underline that, 
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despite technological improvements and mitigation measures, deepwater oil production 

continues to carry significant inherent environmental risks, which cannot be fully eliminated.216  

 

The project also faced criticism for governance issues: A Nigerian Senate investigation found 

that project costs increased dramatically from initial estimates of around 3 billion USD to 

approximately 16 billion USD. The report raises concerns about inefficiencies, inflated contracts, 

and weak oversight mechanisms.217 

 

The Ogidigben Gas industrial Park follows a similar pattern, but in a different segment of the 

energy sector. Rather than focusing on extracting, the project aims to expand downstream gas-

based industrial production, including petrochemicals, fertilizers, and power generation.218 The 

project represents one of Nigeria’s most ambitious attempts to leverage its natural gas reserves 

for industrial development, valued at approximately $20 billion. It was developed as a central 

component of Nigeria’s “gas revolution” strategy, aimed at shifting the economy from crude oil 

exports toward downstream industrial production.219 

 

The China National Chemical Engineering Corporation (CNCEC) is supporting the project 

through engineering, procurement, and construction (EPC) cooperation.220 Unlike upstream oil 

investments, this engagement does not rely on equity ownership but on infrastructure delivery 

and industrial development.221  

    

The justification here is more explicitly linked to industrialization and economic transformation. 

Nigerian policy documents frame the project as a key component of the country’s “gas 

revolution,” intended to reduce dependence on crude oil exports and promote domestic value 

creation.222 Gas is presented as a transition fuel that can support both electrification and 
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industrial growth. This framing reduces the tension between fossil fuel expansion and climate 

commitments by positioning gas as part of the solution rather than the problem.223 

 

However, in practice, the project has faced persistent delays since its initial conception in the 

mid-2010s. Government sources acknowledge that implementation stalled due to “unanticipated 

developments”, requiring the restructuring of project governance and the reconstitution of 

oversight bodies in 2022.224 Such repeated delays often highlight coordination challenges 

between federal authorities, state institutions, and private actors involved in the project.225  

 

At the local level, the project has been shaped by political and social conflict. The site lies in an 

area contested by Ijaw and Itsekiri communities, both of whom claim ownership over the land 

and the associated economic benefits. These disputes have led to protests, blockades, and 

episodes of violence, which have disrupted project implementation and created uncertainty for 

investors.226  

 

Environmental considerations also play a critical role. The Niger Delta has experienced decades 

of ecological degradation linked to oil extraction, including oil spills, gas flaring, and water 

contamination, with significant consequences for livelihoods and public health.227 The 

introduction of a large gas-industrial complex in this already fragile environment raises concerns 

about cumulative environmental impacts and the limited capacity of regulatory institutions to 

manage them effectively.228 

 

China’s role in this context remains primarily facilitative. Chinese firms contribute technical 

expertise, engineering capacity, and potential financing, but they do not fundamentally address 

underlying structural challenges such as land governance, political fragmentation, or local 

legitimacy.229 
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Taken together, the two cases show a consistent pattern. Chinese engagement in Nigeria’s fossil 

fuel sector is large in scale, but selective in terms of control. Companies participate through 

minority stakes or contractor roles, limiting their exposure while maintaining access to strategic 

resources and projects.230 Investments are justified through narratives of development, 

industrialization, and energy access, which align with host-country priorities and make continued 

fossil fuel expansion politically acceptable. 

 

This pattern helps explain why fossil fuels remain central to China’s energy engagement in 

Nigeria. Rather than driving a transition away from oil and gas, Chinese projects operate within 

existing economic structures and reinforce them. Climate considerations are incorporated in a 

limited and technical way, but they do not fundamentally shape investment decisions.231  The 

cases therefore illustrate the gap between broader narratives of green development and the 

continued investments in fossil fuel in practice. 

d. Renewable Engagement: Facilitation without Ownership 

In contrast to fossil fuel projects, Chinese engagement in Nigeria’s renewable energy sector 

takes a more limited and indirect form, centered on technology provision and project support 

rather than ownership or long-term investment.232 

 

This pattern is most visible in the expansion of distributed solar systems and mini-grids, which 

have become a central response to Nigeria’s persistent electricity access gap.233 These systems 

are primarily deployed in rural and peri-urban areas where grid extension is slow or 

economically unfeasible, making decentralized solutions a practical alternative to large-scale 

infrastructure development.234  

Chinese firms are deeply involved in this sector as suppliers of key technologies, including solar 

photovoltaic modules, batteries, and inverters.235 Their competitiveness is based on large-scale 

manufacturing capacity and the ability to provide relatively low-cost equipment, which has 

facilitated rapid deployment of renewable energy systems in Nigeria.236 Between 2018 and 2024, 
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Chinese clean energy exports to Nigeria increased substantially, illustrating both the rapid 

growth in domestic demand and China’s ability to provide relatively low-cost technology at 

scale.237  

Unlike in the oil sector, however, Chinese companies rarely take equity stakes or assume long-

term ownership in renewable energy projects.238 Instead, they operate through shorter-term 

commercial arrangements, providing equipment, engineering services, and construction support 

within projects often financed or coordinated by other actors, including multilateral institutions 

and local developers.239 At the level of implementation, mini-grid and solar projects are typically 

structured as decentralized systems managed by private operators or public-private 

partnerships.240 Chinese involvement is embedded within these structures but does not extend to 

governance or long-term operational control, which remains with local or international project 

developers.241  

The strong reliance on imported Chinese technology means that domestic value creation within 

Nigeria remains limited, particularly in manufacturing and higher-value segments of the supply 

chain. Efforts to develop local assembly and production capacity exist but remain at an early 

stage and face structural constraints such as limited industrial infrastructure and access to 

finance.242 More broadly, renewable energy development in Nigeria continues to be shaped by 

systemic challenges, including high capital costs, regulatory uncertainty, and weak transmission 

infrastructure.243   

Renewable energy projects reduce dependence on fossil fuels in electricity generation, but they 

do not eliminate fossil inputs across the wider production chain. The argument here is therefore 

narrower: Chinese-supported solar and mini-grid projects offer alternatives to diesel-based or 

grid-based electricity provision, but they do not represent a complete break from fossil-fuel-

dependent industrial systems.244 

Overall, Chinese engagement in Nigeria’s renewable energy sector is characterized by 

facilitation rather than leadership. Companies contribute to the expansion of solar and mini-grid 
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systems by supplying technology and technical expertise, but they do not play a central role in 

financing, governance, or long-term project development.  

e. Governance and Limits of Implementation 

Taken together, the three cases demonstrate a consistent pattern: the outcomes of Chinese energy 

engagement in Nigeria are shaped less by external actors themselves than by domestic 

governance structures and institutional capacity. Rather than transforming these conditions, 

Chinese projects tend to operate within them, which directly affects how investments are 

implemented and what results they produce.  

In the fossil fuel sector, governance challenges are most visible in the scale and complexity of 

projects such as Egina. While the project demonstrates high levels of technical capability and 

capital mobilization, it has also been associated with concerns over cost inflation, procurement 

practices, and regulatory oversight.245 These issues highlight the difficulties of managing large-

scale extractive projects in environments where institutional controls are uneven and 

transparency is limited.246 

The Ogidigben Gas Industrial Park also faced governance issues, particularly in relation to 

coordination and local political dynamics. Despite strong policy backing and significant 

investment plans, the project was delayed due to conflicts over land ownership, tensions between 

local communities, and fragmented decision-making across different levels of government.247 

These challenges show that even when financing and technical expertise are available, 

implementation depends on stable political conditions and effective governance structures.  

In both cases, Chinese actors play a limited role in addressing these issues. Their involvement is 

primarily focused on financing, construction, and technical delivery, rather than on governance 

reform or institutional strengthening. This aligns with China’s “leading without leading” 

approach, emphasizing non-interference and alignment with host-country priorities rather than 

imposing conditionalities related to governance or environmental standards.  

The renewable energy case follows a different implementation model but is shaped by similar 

constraints. Solar and mini-grid projects are generally smaller in scale and involve a wider range 

of actors, including private firms and international development institutions.248 This reduces 
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some of the risks associated with large-scale projects but does not eliminate structural challenges 

such as regulatory uncertainty, limited financing, and weak infrastructure. 

Here, governance issues appear less as large-scale project failures and more as systemic 

limitations. The sector remains fragmented, with uneven regulatory frameworks and limited 

coordination between national and local authorities.249 

Across all three cases, a common feature emerges: Chinese engagement does not fundamentally 

alter the underlying governance conditions of the Nigerian energy sector. Instead, projects are 

adapted to existing institutional environments, whether through equity participation in oil 

extraction, contractor roles in industrial infrastructure, or technology supply in decentralized 

renewable systems.250  

This has important implications for how China’s role in the energy transition should be 

understood. While Chinese actors contribute to the expansion of both fossil fuel and renewable 

energy infrastructure, their impact is mediated by domestic political and institutional factors that 

they do not directly control. As a result, outcomes vary significantly across projects, depending 

on local conditions rather than external design. 

Overall, the comparison of the three cases shows that Chinese engagement operates within, 

rather than reshapes, the governance landscape of Nigeria’s energy sector. This reinforces the 

broader argument of the thesis: China’s role is primarily facilitative, enabling investment and 

infrastructure development, but without fundamentally transforming the institutional conditions 

that shape energy transitions in practice. 

Chinese actors are important in Nigeria’s energy sector, but they are not the only or necessarily 

dominant drivers of the country’s energy trajectory. Nigeria’s fossil orientation is shaped 

primarily by domestic resource endowments, government priorities, regulatory capacity, and 

global energy markets. Chinese engagement reinforces and enables parts of this structure, but it 

does not create it alone.251 
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7. Second Case Study: South Africa 

a. Context: South Africa’s Energy Profile and China-South Africa Relations 

Coal sits at the center of South Africa’s energy system, accounting for roughly 70% of installed 

power generation capacity.252 The country also holds about 91% of Africa’s coal reserves, 

reinforcing its long-standing reliance on this source. 253 Relative to other sub-Saharan African 

countries, South Africa has a high level of access to electricity but it still experiences frequent 

power outages due to insufficient generation capacity, investments in infrastructure, and 

inefficiencies in transmission and distribution.254 

 

The country’s main state-owned utility firm Eskom has been facing structural problems such as 

aging coal plants, poor maintenance, financial strain, and delays in new capacity. This has 

reduced energy availability and driven up electricity prices, leading to persistent load-shedding 

which peaked at record levels in 2023.255 

 

In response, South Africa has introduced a series of policy reforms aimed at diversifying its 

energy mix and attracting private investment into renewables, through the Integrated Resource 

Plan (IRP) and the Renewable Energy Independent Power Producer Procurement Programme 

(REIPPPP).256 These reforms have contributed to an expansion of renewable capacity, especially 
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in solar and wind energy, although from a relatively low base.257 Under the Paris Agreement, 

South Africa has committed to reducing its carbon dioxide emissions to a range of 350-420 

MtCO₂e by 2030 and achieving carbon neutrality by 2050, increasing the ambition from its 

earlier pledges.258 

 

A key constraint on further transition is the transmission grid, which lacks the capacity to 

connect new renewable projects and distribute power effectively. Expanding and modernizing 

grid infrastructure has therefore become central to energy planning, requiring substantial 

investments and better coordination to meet rising demand and enable a more diversified energy 

mix.259 South Africa is also facing a high unemployment rate, and its economy has experienced 

slow growth in recent years..260 

 

Within this context, China has emerged as a key external actor in South Africa’s energy sector. 

Since the establishment of diplomatic relations in 1998, the two countries have developed a 

comprehensive strategic partnership, with energy cooperation forming a central pillar.261 In 

2023, the Heads of State of the two countries met and agreed on an alignment mechanism 

between the BRI and South Africa’s Economic Reconstruction Recovery Plan, especially in the 

fields of digital infrastructure and green energy transition.262  

 

South Africa needs large investments in generation and grid infrastructure, which creates clear 

demand for external capital and technology. But because of its regulatory requirements and 

relatively strong institutional framework, Chinese companies have to operate within an existing 

market structure. Chinese companies participate in competitive procurement systems such as 

REIPPP alongside other Western and domestic actors, rather than operating through purely state-

to-state models.263  
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b. Chinese Engagement under Regulatory Constraint 

Chinese companies play an important role in South Africa’s energy sector, but they engage in a 

different way than they do with oil-producing countries such as Nigeria. Rather than focusing on 

upstream fossil fuel extraction, Chinese firms in South Africa are primarily active in renewable 

energy generation, transmission infrastructure, and the supply of energy technologies.264  

 

Chinese participation in the energy sector is led by a group of major state-owned and private 

firms, including China Longyuan Power Group, Goldwind, and PowerChina. These companies 

have been particularly active in large-scale wind and solar projects, where they act as EPC 

contractors, and in some cases minority investors. Their competitiveness is rooted in extensive 

experience in large infrastructure projects, strong coordination across project phases, and the 

ability to deliver projects efficiently and at relatively low cost.265 

 

A key feature of Chinese engagement in South Africa is their dominance in manufacturing and 

technology supply. Companies such as Goldwind benefit from China’s large domestic 

production capacity, allowing them to provide wind turbines, solar panels, and storage 

technologies at significantly lower cost than many international competitors. This has enabled 

Chinese firms to play a central role in the REIPPPP, particularly in earlier bidding rounds.266 

 

Chinese companies are far less prominent as project developers or long-term equity investors. 

While there are some notable exceptions, such as the Longyuan-led De Aar wind farm, most 

Chinese firms have not established a presence in project ownership or development. This could 

be attributed to internal constraints, such as return requirements and risk controls imposed on 

state-owned enterprises, and external factors, including declining tariffs in later REIPPPP rounds 

and increasing competition from European and Middle Eastern developers.267  

 

Instead, Chinese firms tend to operate within a more limited but still influential role as 

contractors and suppliers. This “EPC + technology” model allows them to participate in projects 

without taking on long-term financial exposure, thereby reducing risk while still capturing 

commercial opportunities. This reflects the broader pattern of China’s overseas engagement, 
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where companies increasingly prioritize commercially viable and lower-risk activities rather than 

large-scale state-backed investments.268 

 

In addition to generation, Chinese companies are also involved in South Africa’s transmission 

and grid infrastructure, which represents one of the most critical bottlenecks in the country’s 

energy transition. Firms such as PowerChina and other equipment manufacturers provide key 

technologies.269 China’s global leadership in high-voltage and ultra-high-voltage transmission 

technology positions its companies as important potential partners in expanding South Africa’s 

grid capacity. However, similar to the generation sector, Chinese participation in transmission 

remains constrained. While there is clear interest in contracting and technology provision, 

Chinese firms have shown limited willingness to engage in long-term ownership models such as 

Build-Own-Operate-Transfer (BOOT) projects. These projects typically involve 20-30 year 

commitments and significant exposure to currency and regulatory risks, which are often 

incompatible with the risk preferences and institutional constraints of Chinese state-owned 

enterprises.270 

 

The structure of the South African energy sector therefore almost motivates China to act out its 

facilitative role. Its participation is shaped by regulation, competition and institutional 

requirements rather than by bilateral negotiations or state-led coordination. This stands in clear 

contrast with Nigeria, where weaker regulatory structures and resource-based investment models 

allow Chinese firms to take on more direct and strategic roles in fossil fuel projects. Chinese 

companies are integrated into South Africa’s renewable energy sector, but their role is defined by 

the rules of the system rather than by their own strategic preferences.  

c. Technology Dominance vs. Limited Ownership  

China mostly provides technology and EPC services to renewable energy projects in South 

Africa, while remaining largely absent from project ownership and strategic control.271 Chinese 

actors dominate key segments of the supply chain, particularly equipment manufacturing and 

EPC, without holding long-term stakes in energy assets. Their large-scale manufacturing 

capacity allows them to offer equipment at prices that are difficult for competitors to match. In 
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the context of the REIPPPP, where bids are evaluated based on cost efficiency, this advantage 

translates directly into market access.272 

 

Amongst others, Goldwind, Sungrow, and Huawei are important suppliers of wind turbines, 

solar components and digital infrastructure.273 In projects such as the Oya Energy Hybrid 

Facility, Chinese firms are involved across construction, turbine supply, and energy storage 

systems.274 

 

In some cases, Chinese firms hold minority stakes but these remain exceptions rather than the 

dominant model. Instead, ownership is typically held by a mix of domestic and international 

investors.275 This reflects the regulatory environment in South Africa, where competitive bidding 

processes and local participation requirements shape market access.276 

 

The result is a form of indirect influence. By supplying the technologies that form the technical 

backbone of renewable projects, this gives Chinese firms the leverage over cost structures, 

timelines, and implementation, without owning the assets themselves.277 Control over technology 

becomes the key source of influence. 

 

For Nigeria, this limits domestic value creation. Most high-value components are imported, 

while local participation is often confined to installation, assembly, or lower-value services. The 

Chinese Embassy in South Africa mentions “boosting the local economy and fostering 

knowledge transfer” when speaking about renewable projects, such as the De Aar Windfarm.278 

But scholars found that efforts to develop local manufacturing remain limited, partly due to 

strong competition from cheaper imports and the lack of industrial capacity.279 As a result, 

renewable expansion does not necessarily translate into broader industrial development.  
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Long-term project ownership in South Africa involved exposure to currency fluctuations, 

regulatory uncertainty, and declining tariffs in later bidding rounds. For Chinese SOEs, these 

conditions often do not meet internal return requirements. Short-term EPC contracts and 

equipment supply offer more predictable returns while limiting financial exposure.280 

 

This explains why Chinese firms are central to the rollout of renewable energy without becoming 

dominant owners of renewable assets. Their engagement remains commercially focused and 

risk-sensitive, prioritizing scalable and export-oriented segments of the value chain. The 

difference to Nigeria is how Chinese firms are positioned within the sector. In Nigeria, they gain 

influence through equity stakes in oil extraction and direct participation in production. In South 

Africa, their role is concentrated on supplying technology and delivering projects. Control 

therefore sits at different points in the value chain: in Nigeria at the level of resources, in South 

Africa at the level of infrastructure.  

d. Bottle Necks and the Limits of Green Leadership   

The expansion of renewable energy in South Africa is increasingly constrained by the limits of 

the electricity grid and its broader infrastructure system.281 While solar and wind capacity has 

grown through successive procurement rounds, the transmission network has not expanded at the 

same pace, creating a structural bottleneck that delays or prevents new projects from being 

connected.282  

 

A key constraint lies in the structure of what has been described as “investment-centred value 

chains.” These are characterised by tightly bundled arrangements of finance, technology, and 

implementation, typically organised through turnkey EPC contracts. Such arrangements allow 

for rapid project delivery, but they also centralise control over infrastructure design, 

procurement, and execution in the hands of external actors. As a result, local actors have limited 

influence over how infrastructure is integrated into national systems or expanded over time.283 

 

The limited systemic impact of such investments is reflected in what Lema et al. describe as 

“bounded co-benefits.” While projects can generate employment, some local sourcing, and 

limited training opportunities, these benefits remain shallow and do not extend to core 
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technological capabilities or broader infrastructure development.284 In particular, local 

participation is typically confined to low- or semi-skilled activities, while other functions in 

management and engineering remain external.285  

 

Other bottlenecks relate to the institutional and economic conditions. The effectiveness of 

renewable energy investments depends on domestic capabilities, regulatory frameworks, and 

existing supply chains, all of which vary significantly across African countries. In countries 

where these conditions are weak, projects tend to operate as isolated enclaves rather than 

integrated components of national energy systems.286 

 

In summary, Chinese actors play a significant role in financing and constructing renewable 

energy infrastructure, but their involvement remains largely project-based and does not extend to 

the systemic transformation of energy systems. Grid expansion, integration, and long-term 

infrastructure planning require capabilities and institutional frameworks that cannot be delivered 

through bundled investment projects alone. The ability to deploy renewable energy technologies 

at scale does not automatically translate into broader energy system transformation. Without 

parallel developments in domestic infrastructure, renewable energy investments remain 

fragmented, and their contribution to sustainable development is inherently limited. 
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8. Analysis  
 
This chapter brings the two case studies, Nigeria and South Africa, into direct comparison to 

assess what they reveal about China’s evolving role in the energy transition under the BRI. 

Rather than reiterating the empirical findings of each case, the analysis focuses on how China’s 

engagement operated across domestic contexts and what this implies for the scope and limits of 

its “green” leadership in practice.  

 

The comparison is guided by the role theory, understanding China’s role as a form of facilitative 

leadership. This approach emphasizes coordination, agenda-setting, and partnership-building, 

while avoiding binding commitments or transformative intervention in the host country 

system.287 Closely linked to this is the notion of “leading without leading”, whereby China 

advances climate and energy transition narratives, such as “green development” and “Win-Win 

Cooperation” while maintaining flexibility and deference to national sovereignty in 

implementation.288 

 

This chapter compares three core dimensions across the two cases. First, it examines investment 

patterns, including the sectoral distribution of Chinese finance and the extent to which projects 

align with renewable versus fossil-based pathways. Second, it analyses the role of narratives, 

drawing on Chinese policy documents as well as Nigerian and South African government 

sources to assess how projects are framed in terms of transition goals. Third, the chapter 
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considers infrastructure and system-level constraints, particularly the role of grid capacity, 

institutional structures, and regulatory environments in shaping project outcomes.  

 

By comparing how similar external narratives and modes of engagement interact with distinct 

domestic political economies, the analysis aims to identify both converging patterns and key 

divergences. It aims to answer the question if China’s role contributes to substantive energy 

transition processes or whether it remains primarily facilitative and discursive across different 

contexts.  

a. Fossil Fuels in Context: Beyond Good and Bad 

The evaluation of oil and gas investments in energy transitions cannot be reduced to a simple 

distinction between sustainable and unsustainable infrastructure. From a climate perspective, the 

need to phase down fossil fuel production is clear, as studies estimate that nearly 60 percent of 

oil and fossil methane gas and 90 percent of coal must remain unextracted by 2050 to keep 

warming within a 1.5°C pathway.289 

 

However, from a development perspective, the question is more complicated. Particularly for 

countries in the Global South whose energy systems, public revenues, industrial strategies, and 

employment structures remain tied to fossil fuels.290  The literature on just transitions therefore 

emphasizes that decarbonization must address not only emissions reduction, but also energy 

access, development needs, and the livelihoods of those dependent on fossil fuel economies.291 

This is especially relevant because low- and middle-income countries face different transition 

constraints than industrialized economies, including weaker grids, higher capital costs, limited 

fiscal space, and lower historical responsibility for cumulative emissions.292  

 

Oil and gas also serve functions beyond direct energy generation, which further complicates the 

idea of a total and immediate fossil fuel phase-out. Around 13 percent of fossil fuels globally are 

used for non-combustion purposes, especially as feedstocks for plastics, fertilizers, chemicals, 

and other industrial inputs.293These uses are not automatically sustainable, but they show that 
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fossil fuels are embedded in broader material production systems and cannot be treated only as 

fuels for electricity generation.294  

 

Natural gas occupies a particularly ambiguous position in this debate because it is often framed 

as a transition fuel that can provide more reliable electricity while reducing dependence on coal 

or diesel.295 The IEA notes that oil and gas companies face pressure to clarify whether they are 

only part of the climate problem or whether they can also contribute to solving it through 

emissions reduction, methane control, and diversification into cleaner energy systems.296 At the 

same time, gas infrastructure can create carbon lock-in if it delays renewable deployment or ties 

countries to long-lived fossil assets.297 

 

The point is therefore not that oil and gas investments are harmless, but that their developmental 

value can depend on the context in which they occur. For this thesis, this nuance matters because 

China’s fossil fuel engagement should not be judged only against an abstract ideal of immediate 

decarbonization, but also against the uneven realities in host countries. 

 

This does not absolve China of responsibility, especially where investments reinforce long-term 

fossil dependence or fail to support host country transition pathways.The key question then 

becomes: in which contexts do oil and gas investments support a broader development transition, 

and when do they reinforce long-term dependence on fossil fuels? 

b. Convergence 

Despite major differences in their energy systems and institutional structures, Chinese energy 

engagement in Nigeria and South Africa follows a consistent logic. Across both cases, similar 

patterns can be found in how projects are structured, how China positions itself, and how its role 

is justified in policy discourse. These convergences point to a stable mode of engagement that 

operates across contexts rather than being tailored in a fundamentally different way in each case.  

 

Project-based Engagement as the Dominant Mode  

In both Nigeria and South Africa, Chinese involvement is organized around discrete 

infrastructure projects rather than sector-wide or system-level strategies. These projects have 

clearly defined financial, technical, and contractual boundaries, resulting in measurable outputs.  
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In Nigeria, this is visible in large-scale oil and gas projects such as Egina or the planned 

Ogidigben Gas Industrial Park, which are structured as individual investment units with specific 

partners and financing arrangements.298 In South Africa, renewable energy projects under the 

REIPPPP follow a similar logic, with wind and solar plants developed as standalone projects 

through competitive bidding rounds.299 

 

This project-based approach defines the scope of Chinese engagement. It allows firms to 

participate in construction, financing, or technology provision without being responsible for 

broader system integration or tied to the lifecycle of individual projects rather than to the 

evolution of the energy system as a whole.  

 

A Facilitative Role centred on Implementation  

A second feature shared is the nature of China’s role within these projects. In both countries, 

Chinese firms are primarily involved in implementation: construction, engineering, and the 

provision of capital and technology. Their activities are concentrated on delivering infrastructure 

rather than designing or governing energy systems. 

 

This aligns with the broader understanding of China’s role as facilitative in literature.300 Instead 

of imposing conditions or shaping policy frameworks, Chinese actors contribute resources that 

enable projects to move forward within existing national systems. In Nigeria, it takes the form of 

participation in extraction projects through joint ventures or service contracts.301 In South Africa, 

it appears in renewable projects where Chinese firms act as EPC contractors or equipment 

suppliers.302  

 

In both cases, the division of roles is clear. Domestic institutions and international partners 

define project parameters, while Chinese firms focus on execution. This creates a consistent 

pattern in which China’s influence is tied to delivery capacity rather than to decision-making 

authority.  
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Sovereignty and Demand-driven Engagement  

A last similarity across both cases is how Chinese engagement is presented as demand-driven 

and based on respect for sovereignty. Chinese policy documents consistently highlight that 

cooperation follows the priorities of partner countries and China does not impose external goals. 

In a Chinese white paper on China-Africa cooperation, the government states that it supports 

African countries in “exploring development paths suited to their national conditions” and 

emphasizes non-interference in internal affairs. The document also highlights principles such as 

“Win-Win Cooperation” and “mutual benefit”, presenting China as a partner that responds to 

local needs.303 

 

This framing can also be seen in more concrete, project-level narratives. When praising the De 

Aar wind farms, the Chinese embassy in South Africa highlights that the project “boosted the 

local economy and fostered knowledge transfer”. The same text also notes that China is working 

with South Africa to “connect infrastructure strategies and support its energy transition”.304 This 

shows that Chinese projects are framed as supporting South Africa’s own plans, rather than 

shaping them.  

 

In Nigeria, the pattern is similar but less explicit. There are no detailed Chinese government texts 

that directly justify the oil and gas investments. Instead, Chinese engagement is described more 

broadly in terms of partnership and development cooperation. Cooperation is described as 

helping Nigeria to industrialize, improve infrastructure and translate resources into development 

outcomes. Chinese government texts highlight large-scale infrastructure projects such as 

railways and ports as examples of “practical cooperation” and mutually beneficial 

development.305 Nigerian government documents also reinforce this demand-driven framing. 

After apparent concerns were raised, the Debt Management Office (DMO) in Nigeria released a 

note “DMO Explains Nigeria's borrowing from China - Says no reason to panic”, emphasizing 

that borrowing decisions are made based on national development needs and that the government 

is working with multiple partners.306  
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China, in its BRI and policy documents, presents itself as a partner to the Global South in the 

energy transition. In practice, however, investments follow national priorities rather than a 

uniform green strategy. In South Africa, Chinese firms are active in renewable energy, and 

projects such as the De Aar wind farms are promoted as examples of green cooperation that 

provide affordable electricity while also “boosting the local economy and fostering knowledge 

transfer”. In Nigeria, Chinese engagement is concentrated on oil and gas, reflecting the country’s 

continued reliance on fossil fuels, and there is little official Chinese discourse presenting these 

investments as part of a broader green agenda. Instead, they are framed within general 

development cooperation. Taken together, this shows that China’s green discourse functions as a 

broad framework, while actual investments remain flexible and responsive to local conditions. In 

both cases, China supports different energy pathways depending on the country context, which 

underlines that its role is primarily facilitative and works within existing systems rather than 

transforming them.  

c. Divergences 

While the previous section showed that China’s engagement follows a consistent logic across 

both cases, the outcomes (as in which projects are being chosen) differ significantly. These 

differences are primarily influenced by domestic political economy, institutional capacity, and 

energy structures. Nigeria and South Africa therefore illustrate how the same external actor 

produces different results depending on local conditions.  

 

Governance Capacity and Institutional Strength 

A first key difference lies in governance capacity and institutional strength. South Africa has 

comparatively more developed regulatory institutions and established policy frameworks in the 

energy sector, even though these are under strain. Programs such as the REIPPPP provide a 

structured and transparent framework for project development, including competitive bidding 

and regulatory oversight.307  

 

In Nigeria, by contrast, governance in the energy sector is more fragmented and less predictable. 

Large projects such as the Ogidigben Gas Industrial Park and the Egina Oil Field have faced 

repeated delays due to coordination failures, political issues and weak institutional oversight.308  
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As a result, Chinese projects in South Africa are more likely to be integrated into functioning 

regulatory systems, while in Nigeria they are more exposed to governance risks and 

implementation challenges. This difference helps explain why similar project-based engagement 

leads to more stable outcomes in South Africa and more uneven outcomes in Nigeria.  

 

Regulatory Environment and Market Structure  

A second divergence concerns the regulatory environment and the role of competition. South 

Africa’s renewable energy sector is shaped by a competitive procurement model, in which 

private and international actors participate alongside domestic firms. This creates a market-based 

environment in which Chinese companies must compete on cost, efficiency, and technology.309 

 

This has important implications for China’s role. Chinese firms are largely confined to specific 

segments of the value chain, such as equipment supply and engineering, and rarely dominate 

project ownership. Their participation is therefore shaped by external rules rather than bilateral 

negotiation. 

 

In Nigeria, the regulatory environment is less structured and more reliant on state-to-state or 

negotiated arrangements. Chinese involvement in oil and gas projects often takes place through 

joint ventures, bilateral agreements, or direct negotiations with SOEs such as the NNPCL.310 

This allows for greater flexibility but also reduces transparency and increases the risk of political 

interference.  

 

These differences show that China’s role is shaped by the regulatory context. In South Africa, it 

operates within a competitive and rule-based system. In Nigeria, it engages in a more flexible 

and negotiated environment.  

 

Energy Structure and Economic Dependence  

A third divergence lies in the underlying energy structures of the two countries. Nigeria’s 

economy is heavily dependent on oil and gas exports, which remain central to government 

revenue and economic planning.311 This creates strong incentives to continue investment in fossil 

fuel infrastructure, even in the context of global climate commitments.312 
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South Africa, by contrast, is not an oil exporter but has an energy system dominated by coal, 

primarily for domestic electricity generation.313 The country faces pressure to transition toward 

renewables due to both climate commitments and internal energy crises, including load-shedding 

and declining performance of existing infrastructure.314 

These structural differences shape the direction of Chinese engagement. In Nigeria, Chinese 

firms are drawn into oil and gas projects because these sectors remain economically and 

politically central. In South Africa, they are more active in renewable energy because this aligns 

with national policy priorities and the need to diversify the energy mix. 

The result is that China appears as a fossil fuel investor in one case and a renewable energy 

partner in the other, even though the underlying approach remains similar. This supports the 

argument that outcomes are determined primarily by domestic energy structures rather than by a 

uniform Chinese strategy. 

Role of the Private Sector and Competition  

A final difference concerns the role of the private sector and the level of competition. In South 

Africa, the energy sector includes a significant role for private and international actors, 

particularly in renewable energy projects.315 This creates a competitive environment in which 

Chinese firms are one of many participants and must adapt to existing market conditions.316 

In Nigeria, the energy sector is more state-centric, particularly in oil and gas. While private 

actors are present, the state retains a dominant role through institutions such as the NNPCL, and 

project access is often mediated through political and institutional relationships.317 This allows 

Chinese firms to engage more directly with state actors and participate in large-scale extraction 

projects. 

 

This difference affects both the structure and outcomes of Chinese engagement. In South Africa, 

competition limits the scope of Chinese control and distributes project ownership across multiple 

actors. In Nigeria, the more centralized structure enables deeper involvement in specific sectors 

but also increases exposure to political and governance risks.  
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Conclusion of Divergence  

Taken together, these differences show that China’s role is not uniform across contexts. While its 

approach remains broadly facilitative and project-based, the outcomes vary significantly 

depending on domestic conditions. Governance capacity, regulatory frameworks, energy 

structures, and the role of the private sector all shape how Chinese engagement is translated into 

practice. 

 

This has important implications for understanding China’s role in the energy transition. It 

suggests that China does not impose a single model, but adapts to existing systems. As a result, 

the impact of its engagement depends less on Chinese strategy and more on the characteristics of 

the host country. Nigeria and South Africa therefore demonstrate that domestic structures, rather 

than external actors, are the primary drivers of variation in energy transition outcomes. 

d. Shared Structural Constraints  

While Nigeria and South Africa differ significantly in governance capacity, regulatory 

frameworks, and energy structures, both cases reveal a second, more fundamental limitation. 

Even where China’s engagement aligns with domestic policy goals (most clearly in South 

Africa’s renewable energy expansion) system-level transformation remains constrained by 

structural bottlenecks. 

 

In South Africa, grid capacity and transmission infrastructure have emerged as key barriers to 

scaling renewable energy.318 Despite increasing investment and participation by international 

actors, including Chinese firms, the integration of new renewable capacity is slowed by an 

outdated and overstretched grid system.319 This limits the extent to which external financing and 

technology can translate into systemic change. 

 

In Nigeria, similar constraints appear in a different form. Weak transmission infrastructure, 

fragmentation between federal and state-level actors, and persistent governance challenges 

reduce the impact of both fossil fuel and renewable energy investments.320 Projects may be 

initiated, but their contribution to broader energy access and transition remains limited. 

 
318 International Energy Agency, South Africa Energy Profile. 
319 Chen et al., Breaking the Gridlock, 7-8.  
320 Egbula and Zheng, China and Nigeria, 12. 
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This structural limitation is also identified in literature. As ODI research shows, Chinese 

overseas energy engagement often remains concentrated on project-based investment and value 

chains, with limited spillover into system-wide transformation or institutional strengthening.321  

 

The implication is that China’s “green” engagement, while visible at the level of individual 

projects, does not necessarily translate into deep energy transitions. Instead, it operates within 

existing infrastructural and institutional constraints, which ultimately shape the scope of its 

impact.  

 

 

 

 

9. Conclusion 

This thesis examined why and how China has incorporated climate and energy-transition 

narratives into the BRI, how these narratives are operationalized in practice in Africa, and what 

they reveal about the limits of China’s role as a climate leader. The analysis combined 

constructivist role theory with a comparative case study of Nigeria and South Africa to capture 

both the discursive and material dimensions of China’s engagement.  

 

The central finding is that China’s climate and energy-transition narratives under the BRI are 

best understood as instruments of role construction rather than directly impacting energy 

investments abroad. China has incorporated these narratives in response to shifting international 

expectations following the Paris Agreement and growing demands for leadership from emerging 

powers, while maintaining its long-standing emphasis on development priorities and 

sovereignty.322 China positions itself simultaneously as a responsible global actor and as a 

representative of the Global South, thereby managing competing role expectations without 

resolving the underlying tensions between them.323 The findings also suggest that assessments of 

China's climate leadership depend heavily on how leadership itself is defined. Approaches that 

equate leadership with rule-setting and conditionality may underestimate forms of influence 

based on infrastructure provision, financing, and development partnerships.  

 

 
321 Chen et al., Breaking the Gridlock, 14-22. 
322 Hurri, "Rethinking Climate Leadership", 8; Kopra, China and Great Power Responsibility, 22-25.  
323 Yang, “Changing Engagement,” 358;  Hurri, “Roles They Play,” 1066-67.  
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Constructivist role theory provides a useful lens to interpret this behavior. China’s climate 

engagement is not impacted only by material interests, but by a negotiated role conception 

shaped by both internal identity and external expectations.324 The empirical analysis confirms 

that China performs this role through narratives that emphasize facilitation, cooperation, and 

flexibility, rather than through binding commitments or norm enforcement. This corresponds to 

the concept of “facilitative leadership”, in which influence is exercised through enabling 

cooperation and providing public goods rather than through coercion or rule-setting.325 

 

The BRI functions as a key platform through which this role is performed. Chinese policy 

documents frame the initiative as aligned with global climate goals and as a vehicle for green 

development, yet they deliberately avoid binding standards or enforcement mechanisms.326  This 

reflects a strategic ambiguity that allows China to project climate leadership while preserving 

flexibility in the implementation.327  

 

The case studies of Nigeria and South Africa illustrate how these dynamics unfold in practice. In 

Nigeria, Chinese engagement remains heavily focused on oil and gas, due to the country’s 

natural resources and its development priorities.328 While Chinese firms do invest in renewable 

projects, they remain limited in scale and do not fundamentally alter the structure of energy 

cooperation.329 This suggests that China’s climate narratives have little direct impact where host-

country priorities and existing investment patterns favor fossil fuel development.  

 

In South Africa, by contrast, China has invested more visibly in renewable energy, particularly in 

solar and wind projects, in line with the country’s formal commitments under the Paris 

Agreement and its efforts to diversify its energy mix.330 However, South Africa is still deeply 

dependent on coal and faces persistent challenges in the domestic energy sector, including 

Eskom’s financial and infrastructural constraints.331 As a result, Chinese involvement contributes 

to incremental change rather than systemic transformation.  

 
324 Holsti, “National Role Conceptions”, 245.; Harnisch et al., “Role Theory in International Relations”, 8 
325 Chen, Zhou, and Wang, “Facilitative Leadership,” 11. 
326 State Council Information Office, The Belt and Road Initiative; National People’s Congress, 14th Five-Year 
Plan; National Development and Reform Commission, “Action Plan for Carbon Dioxide Peaking before 2030.” 
327 Zhang, “China and Climate Multilateralism,” 50-51; Chen, Zhou, and Wang, “Facilitative Leadership,” 11. 
328 International Energy Agency, Nigeria Energy Profile; Lola and Devadason, “Engagement of China in Nigeria’s 
Oil Sector,” 1030. 
329 Lola and Devadason, “Engagement of China in Nigeria’s Oil Sector,” 1031.  
330 International Energy Agency, South Africa Energy Profile; Republic of South Africa, Department of Electricity 
and Energy, Integrated Resource Plan 2025; Guo, Feng, and Yan, “China’s Strategic Thoughts on South Africa’s 
Clean Energy Transition”, 3.  
331 Chen et al., Breaking the Gridlock, 7-8.  
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Taken together, the cases demonstrate that the implementation of China’s climate narratives is 

highly contingent on the domestic conditions in the partner countries. Chinese investments in 

both case studies aligned with existing national strategies and institutional constraints. This 

reinforces the argument that China’s role is primarily facilitative: it supports transition where 

conditions are favorable, but does not impose them where they are not.  

 

These findings point to a clear limit of China’s role as a climate leader under the BRI. While 

China has successfully positioned itself as a central actor in global climate discourse, its 

influence over the direction of energy transition abroad remains constrained. The absence of 

binding standards, combined with a strong emphasis on sovereignty and non-interference, limits 

its ability to shape outcomes in a consistent or transformative way. This approach also enables 

China to maintain broad partnerships across diverse political and economic contexts, which 

would likely be more difficult under stricter conditionality.  

 

At a broader level, the thesis suggests that expectations of China as a climate leader need to be 

calibrated carefully. China exercises climate leadership through facilitation, flexibility and 

respect for national development pathways, which stand in contrast to the Western model, that is 

based on rule-setting and enforcement. China’s model may be less effective in driving the energy 

transition, but it may also be more compatible with current preferences of Global South 

countries. 

 

In conclusion, China’s incorporation of climate and energy-transition narratives into the BRI is 

better understood as part of how it presents its role internationally, rather than as a clear shift in 

how it invests abroad. These narratives influence at the level of foreign policy positioning and 

diplomacy, but they do not consistently shape how Chinese actors invest on the ground. The 

cases of Nigeria and South Africa show that investment patterns continue to follow domestic 

priorities, existing energy systems, and commercial incentives. The key finding is that China’s 

influence on energy transitions abroad likely remains limited. It can support change where 

conditions are already in place, but it does not drive it.  
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