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Summary

- China’s  Africa-focused media
propaganda is intended to im-
prove African perceptions of the
country and its political system
while doing the opposite for the
United States.

- Media outlets controlled by the
Communist Party of China (CPC)
offer African outlets cheap or free
international content in order to
amplify their messaging while
disguising it beneath a veneer of
grassroots legitimacy.
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- Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic,
China was hosting and training
scores of African media profes-
sionals each year.

- Chinese officials entice, cajole,
and intimidate African journalists
and editors to produce only posi-
tive stories about China, the CPC,
and its African partners. China’s
official media outlets work closely
with its embassies to spread CPC
propaganda while suppressing or
discrediting any negative reports.

« China’s propagandists are creat-
ing an increasing amount of “soft”
content for African audiences,
which Chinese firms are spread-
ing to urban elites and youth via
streaming services, social media,
and phone apps.

.« Jo counter China’s anti-US me-
dia propaganda efforts in Africa,
Washington should work with African
partners to identify and expose
China’s disinformation and to sup-
port independent African journalism.
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A man carries a cable at the CCTV Africa Bureau in Nairobi, Kenya, on January 14, 2012. As Chinese state media organizations such as CCTV
were rapidly expanding in Africa after the 2008 global financial crisis, Western media were scaling back. (Photo by Sven Torfinn/New York Times)

Introduction

In 2014, two years into his first term as general secretary of the Communist Party of China (CPC),
Xi Jinping told a gathering of top party leaders that “we should increase China’s soft power,
give a good Chinese narrative and better communicate China’s messages to the world.”" In the
years since then, China has spread its propaganda around the world to do just that. While much
has been written on campaigns taking place in the United States, Europe, and Asia, Beijing’s
Africa-focused propaganda has received comparably little attention.? This report explains and
evaluates the objectives and methods of China’s media propaganda in Africa, which in many
ways reflect its approach toward the Global South more broadly.

China is working to develop compelling messaging and strengthen its capacity to reach
African audiences. CPC propaganda emphasizes positive changes in African societies, which,
whenever possible, are attributed to cooperation with, or learning from, China. But while en-
hancing Sino-African solidarity and undermining the United States are the most readily observa-
ble goals of China’s Africa-focused propaganda, the evidence suggests it has had mixed results.
On the one hand, Africans generally see China’s presence on the continent favorably. China’s
official news agency, Xinhua, now has more bureaus in Africa than any other media agency, and
China’s Africa-focused propaganda programs have successfully cultivated dozens of influential
African interlocutors who help promote the country’s image and interests. On the other hand,

despite spending untold millions of dollars each year on its Africa-focused propaganda work,
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by some measures China’s favorability lags behind that of the United States. Moreover, Beijing’s
official media outlets have low levels of African viewership and there is little overlap between
the most common themes in their coverage and those in mainstream African media outlets.

Between 2017 and 2020, the author conducted informal interviews in China, Djibouti, Egypt,
Ethiopia, Ghana, Namibia, and South Africa with more than 200 Chinese and African elites and
third-country nationals, including political leaders, government officials, academics, journalists,
and civil society representatives.® This assessment uses the information gleaned from these
private discussions, as well as from official public statements and documents, scholarly publi-
cations, and surveys of residents in various African countries, to elucidate and evaluate China’s
extensive Africa-focused propaganda campaign.

The report begins by summarizing how Chinese leaders have increasingly come to consider
developing countries, and African nations in particular, as partners in their efforts to secure China’s
“core national interests” (#/0>F#%) and disparage the United States. Next, it identifies how China
uses media propaganda to advance positive messaging to African audiences while enticing, ca-
joling, and intimidating African journalists into toeing the CPC’s editorial line. After evaluating the
effectiveness of China’s strategy, the report concludes by offering two sets of US policy recom-
mendations. The first considers how Washington might counter China’s anti-US propaganda; the

second offers suggestions on how to support objective, independent African journalism.

Africa in China’s Geostrategy

The CPC seeks to build an international coalition of like-minded partners who help further its
“core national interests.” While there are various interpretations of this term, all assume three ba-
sic overlapping objectives: to ensure the CPC will continue to rule China, to maintain and defend
China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, and to promote a stable international environment
conducive to enhancing China’s comprehensive national strength. “Although threats to national
security in the traditional sense have been declining since the end of the Cold War, threats to
the Chinese regime have been on the rise,” according to Feng Zhongping and Huang Jing of
the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences.* To bolster regime security and oppose American
“hegemony,” the party uses propaganda to help create a “China-Africa Community of Shared
Future” as a pillar in the larger “Community of Shared Future for Mankind.”®

Following the 2008 global financial crisis, and accelerating since Xi Jinping became general
secretary, developing countries, and African countries in particular, have become central to
China’s geostrategy. China’s strategic “periphery” ([&il)—which traditionally included Russia
and countries in East Asia, Central Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia—has grown apace with
the country’s power and influence to become a “greater periphery” (X i) that now includes
parts of Africa.® “From 2012 to 2014, Chinese diplomacy transformed from ‘keeping a low profile’
to ‘striving for achievements,” according to Yan Xuetong at Qinghua University.

As China’s major power engagement has gone global, Beijing has increasingly prioritized
relations with the Global South.® In 2016, He Yafei, former deputy minister of foreign affairs,

argued that developing countries should remain “the bedrock and strategic focus of China’s
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Author’s Note on Terminology

For decades, the Communist Party of China (CPC) defined the word xuanchuan (E 1) as “propaganda” when referring to
its external influence campaigns. But as China’s global engagement expanded in the 1990s, Beijing sought to distance
itself from the negative connotations associated with the English word. In May 1998, a spokesperson from the State
Council Information Office announced that the official English name of the Propaganda Department of the Central
Committee of the CPC (A3 H1IRE f£3f) would be changed to the “Publicity Department,” although the Chinese name
would remain the same. He said the change was made because “the name ‘propaganda department’ did not help them
to promote the country.”® Over the last two decades, the term “publicity” has become Beijing’s preferred translation
for xuanchuan. Mathews” Chinese-English Dictionary defines the noun as “propaganda”; the Concise English-Chinese

Chinese-English Dictionary offers “dissemination” and “propaganda.” Xuanchuan can also be used as a verb—“to

» o« » o« » o« » o«

declare,” “to disseminate,” “to publicize,” “to propagate,” “to spread propaganda,” and “to propagandize.”® This report
translates xuanchuan as “propaganda” because it is the most accurate description of the CPC’s external influence

operations, which remain an essential instrument to achieve the party’s desired political ends.

Notes

a. “Propaganda Tag Axed in Image Facelift,” South China Morning Post, May 12, 1998, www.scmp.com/article/240408/propaganda-tag-axed-im-
age-facelift.

b.  Mathews’ Chinese-English Dictionary (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996, 18th printing), 431; Concise English-Chinese Chinese-English
Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 497.

major-country diplomacy.” He observed that China builds partnerships with like-minded
developing countries to create a more “multi-polar world” and to promote the “reform of global
governance.” Moreover, he noted, China’s relations with developing countries will continue to
expand and deepen as those nations narrow their capability gap with developed countries.®
China’s 2019 defense white paper affirms this assessment: “As the realignment of international
powers accelerates and the strength of emerging markets and developing countries keeps
growing, the configuration of strategic power is becoming more balanced.”® This geostrategic
shift helps explain why the CPC continues to work to create what Yang Jiechi, the director of
the Central Foreign Affairs Commission General Office, called “favorable public opinion for the
friendship and cooperation between China and Africa.”"

In the 2000s and early 2010s, China’s political engagement with developing countries was
not intended to subvert the international order, nor to serve as hard balancing against the United
States and its allies. However, amid rising tensions with the United States and other Western
countries, this less confrontational approach has been altered. Many in Beijing now believe that
the obstacles to “justice and peace” are hegemonism, power politics, and the self-serving be-
havior of “a few Western states” led by the United States? According to the 2019 defense white

paper, “International strategic competition is on the rise [and] the United States has adjusted its
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national security and defense strategies, and adopted unilateral policies.”™ In response, African
and other countries in the Global South have become increasingly important in the CPC’s quest
to undermine and eventually supplant American leadership.

As US-China relations have soured, Beijing’s propagandists have sharpened their attacks on
Washington. For instance, in 2020, China’s ambassador to South Africa, Lin Songtian, suggested
that COVID-19 “was caused by the leakage of [a] US biological laboratory,” and that “this [was]
a biological war launched by the United States against China.”™* Addressing the 2021 Forum for
Democracy in Beijing, Shen Haixiong, deputy director of the Propaganda Department (which

since 1998 has been officially called the “Publicity” Department), said:

From the “democratization” of Africa and Latin America to the “Arab Spring,” the U.S. has
been pushing its U.S.-style democracy to the world regardless of other countries’ history
and national context, which has led to disastrous consequences in many countries, such
as loss of countless lives and economic breakdown. This has undermined global peace
and stability. The halo of the “global democracy beacon” of the United States has obviously

faded. “American democracy” is obviously sick, and very seriously sick!

The director of the Propaganda Department, Huang Kunming, who also addressed the forum,
contrasted America’s decline with the CPC’s “relentless commitment” to “China’s socialist de-
mocracy,” which he held up as “the broadest, most genuine, and most effective democracy.”®

In sum, African partners are now viewed as essential assets in the CPC’s strategy to advance
its interests and constrain Washington through the creation of a more “democratic” and “multi-
polar” world order!® Beijing seeks to enlist a broad coalition of like-minded partners through-
out the Global South to echo its claims that the Chinese political system is superior and that
the United States is an unwelcome neo-imperialist” In this way, Beijing’s desire to mitigate
perceived foreign threats has catalyzed the expansion of its propaganda work in Africa and
throughout the Global South.

Chinas External Media Propaganda

Since its founding in 1921, the CPC has used propaganda to “educate the masses” (3B EFAX)
and to “mobilize friends to strike at enemies” (FIRFEHIAAFITEHERIIELA). The External
Propaganda Leading Group (Xf4NEZ415/\H), which was established jointly between the
CPC Central Committee and the State Council in 1980 and includes senior party leaders, sets
the agenda for China’s foreign-focused propaganda work. These plans are then implemented by
the Propaganda Department—the sprawling, multilayered bureaucracy that “extends into virtual-
ly every medium concerned with the dissemination of information.”® Speaking to the New York
Times, Xiao Qiang of the University of California, Berkeley, has explained, “China has a politically
weaponized system of censorship; it is refined, organized, coordinated and supported by the
state’s resources. . . . It's not just for deleting something. They also have a powerful apparatus to
construct a narrative and aim it at any target with huge scale. . . . No other country has that.”®
External propaganda work targets two primary audiences: overseas Chinese, who are be-

yond the scope of this report, and nonethnic Chinese foreigners—in this case, Africans. For
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them, the Propaganda Department advances four mutually reinforcing messages: promoting a
positive view of the CPC and China; promoting party policies and Chinese culture; countering
hostile foreign forces; and asserting and normalizing China’s territorial claims over Hong Kong,
Taiwan, Tibet, the South China Sea, and other contested areas.?° For example, in December
2022, South Africa’s Independent Online Media (IOL) republished a Xinhua story on the COP27
climate talks in Egypt, which praised China for “reaching out to the continent with utmost sin-
cerity,” while accusing the West of “turning a deaf ear to Africa’s call for deeper cooperation on
green development.”?

Xi Jinping has spoken repeatedly about the need to increase China’s “soft power” (3X3L 17)
by creating a compelling Chinese narrative and strengthening the party’s capacity to convey its
political messages overseas.?? At the 2013 National Conference on Propaganda and Ideological
Work, Xi emphasized the “use of innovative outreach methods to tell a good Chinese story and
promote China’s views internationally.”?* China Radio International (CRI) general director Wang
Gengnian told the meeting’s participants that Beijing would enhance its “ability to influence and
control international public opinion” and described the information space as a “battleground,”
with the enemy being US-led Western “discourse hegemony” (1E1&4X). “The United States and
some major Western countries use radio, satellite television, and other emerging media to cre-
ate a comprehensive and three-dimensional siege network encircling China,” Wang explained.?*

In 2014, Xi introduced a new foreign media—management strategy intended to create “a new
type of mainstream media” that is “powerful, influential, and credible.”?® And in 2017, Sun Zhijun,
then deputy director of the Propaganda Department, said the party was working to enhance
“the governance of external propaganda work,” especially in the television and film sectors.?® In
2021, the department announced that it would broaden the appeal of Chinese “cultural products”
to foreign audiences using “overseas new media platforms” such as “films, television episodes
and video games” to “carry out cultural investment and cooperation abroad, build international
marketing networks and branches, and expand the scale of quality cultural assets abroad.”?’

Most recently, during his report to the 20th National Congress of the CPC in October 2022,

Xiinstructed the department to

accelerate the development of Chinese discourse and narrative systems, effectively
communicate the voice of China, and portray a credible, lovable, and respectable image of
China. Improve our ability to communicate internationally, increase the effectiveness of our
global communication, and strive for international discourse power commensurate with our

comprehensive national power and international standing.?®

Although official figures are not available for China’s external propaganda expenditures, David
Shambaugh of George Washington University valued them in 2017 at about $10 billion per year.?®
Between 2017 and 2020, Sarah Cook at Freedom House identified “a dramatic expansion in
[China’s] efforts to shape media content and narratives around the world, affecting every region
and multiple languages.” In 2020, she estimated that China spends “hundreds of millions of dol-
lars a year” on external media propaganda.®® In 2022, Freedom House estimated that Beijing was
“devoting billions of dollars a year to its foreign propaganda and censorship efforts.”® There are

no estimates available for the Africa-focused portion of China’s media propaganda expenditures.
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Key Elements of China's Media
Propaganda in Africa

China’s Africa-focused media propaganda strategy has four key components: official and semi-official

outlets; the CPC editorial line; content localization; and hosting and training media professionals.

OFFICIAL AND SEMIOFFICIAL OUTLETS

Africa is home to 1.46 billion of the world’s approximately 8 billion people; by 2050, the conti-
nent’s population will nearly double to 2.48 billion. Africa is also the world’s youngest continent,
with a median age of just 19.5 years and 41 percent of its population under the age of 15.3
Amid this rapid demographic expansion, Chinese companies, led by Huawei and ZTE, have laid
digital communications infrastructure in dozens of African countries.®®* By 2014, Chinese firms
and agencies had provided $4.8 billion in financing for more than a hundred telecommunica-
tions projects throughout Africa.®* Thanks in large part to these investments, Africans, especially
young urbanites, are now online more than ever before. In 2019, there were approximately 437
million internet users in Africa, and by 2025 that number is expected to top 700 million.® As the
continent’s population grows and connectivity expands, Chinese propagandists are increasingly
reaching out to ambitious young Africans.

China’s party-controlled media outlets, which Yang Jiechi referred to as the “Big Four’—
Xinhua, China Daily, CRI, and the China Global Television Network (CGTN, CCTV International
until 2017)—target African audiences in various countries, regions, and linguistic groups.®®
Xinhua is China’s highest-ranking state media organ and, unlike the other three, which answer
directly to the Propaganda Department, is a ministry-level institution under the State Council.
All four receive vast state resources that allow them to cover a wealth of stories using various
types of media (print, television, radio, and online) in all six UN languages—Arabic, English,
French, Spanish, Russian, and Chinese—four of which are official languages in at least one
African country.®” They do not identify themselves as CPC-controlled outlets, and each of them
has numerous multilingual, outward-facing social media accounts with millions of followers on
platforms that are blocked in China, such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube.®

In 2006, the year China celebrated “the Year of Africa,” Xinhua relocated its Africa editorial
office from Paris to Nairobi, and CRI established a radio station there broadcasting in English,
Chinese, and Swahili.®® But it was not until the 2008 global financial crisis that China’s media
presence in Africa began expanding markedly. While budget cuts forced many Western news
outlets to reduce their overseas coverage, China launched a worldwide $7.25 billion campaign
known as “Big Foreign Propaganda” (K4M&). During the campaign, Xinhua increased the num-
ber and size of its foreign bureaus, the Global Times—a daily tabloid published by the People’s
Daily—started an English-language edition, and CCTV began broadcasting in Arabic.*® China
Daily Africa and the glossy magazine ChinAfrica were both launched in 2012.

In 2014, Xinhua had 30 bureaus, 60 journalists, and 400 local employees in Africa.* At the

beginning of 2023, it was operating 37 bureaus, more than any other media agency on the

SPECIAL REPORT 516 USIP.ORG



continent*? CRI broadcasts in at least nine African languages from its regional bureaus in
Harare (Southern Africa), Lagos (West Africa), and Cairo (North Africa).*® In 2018, the Propaganda
Department combined CRI with its domestic sister station, China National Radio, to create the
Voice of China and tasked its approximately 14,000 employees with “propagating the party’s
theories, directions, principles, and policies” and “telling good Chinese stories.”** In 2019, the
Big Four had more than a hundred local staff in Kenya, and the 16-story Xinhua Tower was com-
pleted in Nairobi to house the agency and about 40 Chinese staff and their families. That year,
the China Daily’s Kenya Bureau employed two Chinese and two African staffers.*

Television remains an important medium for China’s Africa-focused propaganda. Soon after
CCTV established its Africa bureau in Nairobi in 2011, a group of senior Propaganda Department
officials visited and called for it to become the largest international television broadcasting
center in Africa. The bureau quickly began recruiting African anchors and local staff; by 2012, it
had over a hundred employees, including about 70 Africans (mostly Kenyans) and 40 Chinese.*
As of 2019, CGTN Africa had approximately 150, mostly African, employees spread across the
continent.*” The station has continued to modernize its studios and now produces high-quality
graphics and video packages on par with the BBC and CNN.

The websites of the CPC’s Africa-focused United Front groups (e.g., the Chinese-African
People’s Friendship Association) are designed to improve Africans’ perceptions of China and
encourage them to work with Chinese partners.®® They post images that depict China as a
friendly country (e.g., smiling faces and delicious foods) that has made cultural contributions
(e.g., the Great Wall and Chinese New Year celebrations) and offers a successful development
model (e.g., high-speed trains and skyscrapers). Alongside images of Africans happily embrac-
ing partnership with China, these websites include links to visitor programs and educational
opportunities.*® Chinese officials and friendship organizations in Africa use similar imagery and
messaging on their Facebook pages.*®

Since it began operating in Rwanda in 2008, StarTimes, a semiprivate satellite TV company
with close links to Beijing, has acquired more than 13 million subscribers across 30 African coun-
tries, according to its website. Although the scale of the company’s presence varies from coun-
try to country, it has facilitated the transition from analog to digital transmission in about 20.%'
Subscribers pay only a few dollars per month for digital TV programming that prioritizes China’s
state media and local channels over Western news networks, which are offered at a markup.%?
Chinese content carried by StarTimes includes Chinese Super League football, kung fu movies,
and Chinese soap operas, which are translated into languages such as Hausa and Swahili. The
company continues to produce an increasing amount of original content for African audiences.>

Another Chinese firm, Opera, delivers personalized content directly to Africans’ mobile de-
vices.® The app, which allows users to curate their own news and video feeds, was launched in
Nigeria and Kenya in 2018. It has since expanded to Egypt, South Africa, and Ghana, and grown
from 21 million monthly users in 2019 to more than 200 million in 2021.5° Another semiprivate
Chinese company, Transsnet, created Vskit—a short-video platform like TikTok aimed at young-
er Africans that grew from 10 million users in 2019 to more than 51 million in 2021.5 In South
Africa, the Alibaba Group’s Alipay teamed up with Vodacom to create a “super app” similar

to WeChat that offers banking and payment services to low-income residents.®” The growing
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number of users suggests Africans find the “softer” content, such as entertainment, gaming, and
consumer services, offered by these semiprivate Chinese platforms more appealing than the
traditional propaganda content distributed by the Big Four.

THE EDITORIAL LINE

The Propaganda Department’s cadres dominate the editorial process at the Big Four and en-
sure that stories glorifying CPC leaders receive top billing. Emeka Umejei of the University of
Ghana identified two types of Chinese staff working at CPC media outlets in Africa: officials from
the department “masquerading as journalists,” and “professional journalists.” Although the for-
mer lack journalism training, they make the editorial decisions and oversee both the African and
the Chinese journalists.®® Working with their colleagues in Beijing, department cadres posted
to Africa distinguish between public content, which is released among Xinhua’s scores of daily
reports, and “internal reference” reports, which cover sensitive topics and are distributed only to
relevant government and party organs. In this way, China’s propaganda outlets enforce the par-
ty line while channeling proprietary information and analysis back to Beijing. An African working

at CGTN explained how department cadres dominate the editorial process:

The deputy bureau chief of CGTN in Nairobi, Kenya, can call the shots professionally but he
does not participate in the Wednesday meeting, which is strictly for members of the CPC. It
is at that meeting that a lot of important decisions are taken, which means that if you’re not
present you cannot function. He is not a member and he is basically an outsider. No African

journalist attends this meeting and most times, work has to stop during the meeting.>®

To give their broadcasts an authentic flavor, CGTN headhunts recognizable African TV hosts and
reporters and offers them well-paying jobs. After joining a Chinese state-media outlet, however,
they learn that investigative journalism is unwelcome if it casts either China or its partners in a
negative light. Working in China’s official media means the African journalists must agree not to
cover an ever-expanding group of topics deemed “sensitive” by the Propaganda Department.®°

The editorial line looms over African journalists. As a China Daily reporter quoted in Umejei’s
book, Chinese Media in Africa, put it: “Within the periphery of the editorial policy, you have every
freedom. . . . Outside the editorial policy, it is impossible to do any story.” A CGTN journalist
concurred: “We know what is acceptable and what is not acceptable. These things will be made
clear to you when you join as to what kind of reporting is expected of you and what direction
you are expected to take.”®

Looking forward, China’s propaganda outlets in Africa face a growing contradiction between
the editorial line and their desire to compete with Western media sources. On the one hand, as
China’s interests in Africa grow, the Big Four are likely to receive more resources; on the other
hand, more censorship at home means that more topics are off-limits abroad or must be report-
ed in accordance with Propaganda Department instructions. In this way, China’s shrinking do-
mestic information space may help explain the proliferation of more nonpolitical, “soft” content,
as well as Chinese firms’ expanding investments in digital TV, streaming services, phone apps,
and other nontraditional media.
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CONTENT LOCALIZATION

China uses local outlets and influential African voices to disseminate and authenticate its Africa-
focused propaganda, a strategy Anne-Marie Brady of the University of Canterbury identified
as “using foreign strength to promote China” (F| 4N 183 E1%). Chinese interlocutors “forge
close partnerships of mutual advantage with highly prominent foreign figures” such that “every
country now has some prominent figures whom the CPC has designated ‘friends of China.”%?
The objective is to match party-controlled media conglomerates with local content providers
to disguise reports in ways that “make them appear native to the independent publication,”
observes Sarah Cook.®® These “friends” regularly appear on air and provide quotations or write
articles for the Big Four. In return for pushing Beijing’s propaganda, they may receive material or
financial support and all-expenses-paid trips to China.

Beijing has long cultivated relationships with foreign journalists because, according to Liu
Yunshan, director of the Propaganda Department until 2012, they help party cadres “enhance
the appeal and affinity of overseas propaganda.”® For instance, a Nigerian journalist who re-
ceived training in China opened the Africa-China Press Centre, which signed a content-shar-
ing agreement with Xinhua in 2019.5° Chinese embassy officials have given Kenyan journalists
phones, laptops, shopping vouchers, and paid holidays in exchange for favorable coverage
ahead of major events such as the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) ministerial
meetings or the visit of a senior Chinese official ¢

Department officials also collaborate with Chinese embassy personnel to discourage or de-
ride any publications that might make Africans reconsider engaging with China.®” The head of
the foreign desk at Nigeria’s This Day newspaper described this “top-down strategy” to silence
critical African voices. Unlike diplomats from the United States and European countries, he said,
Chinese embassy staff “will locate the editor-in-chief. And once they do that, as a reporter you
are threatened and even when you report, it might not be used.”®® When negative comments
from African thought leaders are published, they often face direct criticism. In 2022, for instance,
the department censored the director general of the World Health Organization and former
Ethiopian foreign minister Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus and labeled him “irresponsible” after
he questioned the sustainability of Beijing’s “zero-COVID” strategy.®°

China increasingly uses business transactions to expand the reach of its Africa-focused
propaganda. “Experience has shown that it is better when China’s cultural products are ‘sold
out’ rather than ‘sent out,” explains Liu Qibao, who succeeded Liu Yunshan as director of
the Propaganda Department, a post he held until 20177° To attract African outlets, China’s
state media use various content-sharing agreements, advertising purchases, paid inserts, and
mergers and acquisitions.”! Some smaller African media houses use Xinhua’s international
content, which they obtain via syndication agreements with larger African outlets or state
broadcasters.’? For cash-strapped African outlets, Xinhua’s international reports and images
can be an economic lifeline. For Beijing, these outlets’ tight budgets offer an opportunity to
amplify and disguise its propaganda beneath a veneer of grassroots legitimacy.”® This tac-
tic, known in English as “astroturfing” and in Chinese as “borrowing foreign media” (f&F
SBIMEIR) or “borrowing boats to reach the sea” ({&fRHE ), launders Beijing’s propaganda

through either friendly or unwitting foreign media outlets’* It has been observed across the
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Global South from Thailand and Laos in Asia to Peru and

For cash-strapped African outlets, Panama in Latin America.
Xinhua’s international reports and The practice of using bilateral agreements to provide
images can be an economic lifeline. For cheap or free content to entice African media outlets into
Beijing, [it is] an opportunity to amplify voluntarily disseminating CPC propaganda can be traced
and disguise its propaganda beneath to at least 2006.7° In 2007, the heads of the state news
a veneer of grassroots legitimacy. agencies of Benin, Senegal, and Togo visited China, where

they met with Xinhua'’s president, signed “news exchange
agreements,” and pledged to “learn from Xinhua experiences and strengthen cooperation with
Chinese state media.”’® As of 2023, news organizations in Egypt, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, South
Africa, Zambia, and Zimbabwe are among those that have signed media cooperation and con-
tent-sharing agreements with Xinhua.”” In Togo, Télévision Togolaise and Radio Lomé broadcast
China’s French-language television and radio reports, respectively’® By 2017, CRI had inked
agreements with at least 70 overseas radio stations and 18 global internet radio services.”® In
Mauritania, Niger, and Senegal, CRI has built relay stations that carry its broadcasts to a wider
audience.® Beijing has also provided equipment for ailing African state broadcasters, including
the Ghana News Agency, Somalia’s national broadcaster, and the Liberia Broadcasting System.®
In 2019, the People’s Daily launched the Belt and Road News Network, which includes media
organizations from 25 developing countries, among them Egypt, Ethiopia, Nigeria, South Africa,
Sudan, Tanzania, and Zambia.®?

China’s firms have used equity investments to enhance their influence over independent African
publications.® In 2013, for instance, StarTimes acquired a majority stake in the South African satel-
lite TV company TopTV.8* The firm’s partnership with TopStar, a Zambian state broadcaster, allowed
it to obtain licenses for signal distribution and content provision.t® The China-Africa Development
Fund and the state-owned China International Television Corporation own a 20 percent stake in
IOL, which has become the official media partner of China’s embassy in South Africa.®® In 2018, IOL

columnist Azad Essa was fired after he criticized China’s persecution of Muslims in his column.®’

TRAINING AFRICAN MEDIA
In the 2018-21 FOCAC Action Plan, China committed “to hold training and capacity building
seminars for African countries’ media officials and journalists, promote more exchanges and
mutual visits between Chinese and African media personnel and support more exchange of
correspondents by media houses.”® This approach, which Bob Wekesa of the University of
Witwatersrand in South Africa calls “media-based public diplomacy,” includes “anything where
China lobbies the media industry of an African country for cooperation in the media sector
itself—for instance, exchange visits, trips, short-term training and others.”®® The purpose of
media exchanges and trainings, according to Nie Chenxi, deputy director of the Propaganda
Department until June 2022, is to foster more cooperation “in media operations, program pro-
duction, technical services and personnel training.”°

China offers both bilateral and multilateral media training programs for African media pro-

fessionals designed to entice them to disseminate its propaganda. This initiative began in
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earnest between 2004 and 2011, when China hosted at least eight major training workshops for
African media. By 2011, the CPC had trained over 300 African media officials from 48 countries,
each of whom had spent about two weeks in China taking courses on topics such as “China’s
Experience and Achievements on Economic Reform and National Development,” “The Taiwan
Question,” and “China’s Journalistic View and the Operation of Chinese Press.”

In 2012, China’s annual African journalist training workshops were upgraded to the first Forum
on China-Africa Media Cooperation and placed under the FOCAC. Beijing hosted the second
forum in 20714; and the following year, the China-Africa Media Summit was held in Cape Town
prior to the FOCAC Summit.®2 The third forum, which was cosponsored by the Propaganda
Department and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was held in Beijing in 2016 and included more
than 300 media professionals and officials from 44 African countries.®® At the opening cere-
mony, Cai Fuchao, then deputy director of the Propaganda Department, stressed that media
cooperation is “a powerful driving force behind China-Africa cooperation.”®

The fourth Forum on China-Africa Media Cooperation, held in Beijing before the 2018 FOCAC
Summit, included more than 400 officials and heads of media organizations from 40 African
countries and focused on digitization and content development.®® In his address, Propaganda
Department director Huang Kunming called on Chinese and African media outlets “to enhance
exchanges and cooperation to promote their common development.”® In August 2022, Beijing
hosted the fifth forum, although due to China’s COVID-related travel restrictions, most of the
African participants attended virtually.?”

The Belt and Road Initiative has also provided opportunities for hosting African journalists. In
2018, a CPC United Front group, the All-China Journalists Association, convened the Belt and
Road Journalists Forum, which was attended by nearly 100 representatives from media organi-
zations in 47 developing countries. The gathering was designed to “improve relationships” and
“enhance communication and mutual learning among media organizations and correspondents
and editors."%®

China also underwrites private bilateral and multilateral training sessions for African journalists
and editors. Under normal conditions, these working-level seminars provide the optimal environ-
ment for building relationships. Having been feted in China, many attendees naturally return home
feeling reluctant to produce content that impugns their generous hosts. The notion that one’s crit-
icism is dulled by good treatment is captured in the Chinese expression, “the mouth that eats the
food of others is softened, the hand that takes the possessions of others is shortened” (2 A ZRHY
B, EARMFE). Although these smaller gatherings were paused during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, they did continue virtually, albeit less frequently. In 2021, for example, the Hunan Province
Professional Institute of Foreign Trade, the Hunan Film and Television Group, and the Ministry of
Commerce held a two-week online training session for 65 French-speaking African journalists.®
Still, online seminars cannot replace the comradery of in-person gatherings, which resumed after

China lifted its pandemic-related travel restrictions in January 2023.
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Evaluating Chinas Media Propaganda
in Africa

China is doing more than ever to influence how Africans view the country and its ruling party. But
has the CPC’s multimillion-dollar campaign succeeded in developing “a new type of mainstream
media” that is “powerful, influential, and credible” among Africans? Has Beijing’s strategy creat-
ed a network of friendly African media professionals? Is content from the Big Four more widely
used than content from US and other Western media sources? And have Africans come to view
China more favorably than the United States?

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, the increasing number of sponsored exchanges, syndica-
tion agreements, and media training programs suggested that Chinese propagandists believed
their outreach to African journalists and editors was working. Indeed, dozens of African media
professionals do republish or share China’s propaganda content. These cheerleaders legitimize
the party’s rule over China, advance Beijing’s claims to lead the Global South, deflect criticism
of China and its African partners, perpetuate anti-US narratives, and question the effectiveness
of liberal democracy. As China’s African “friends” gain resources and influence, the predict-
able result is that—even as concerns about China’s intentions continue to mount in Western
capitals—media in countries such as Ghana, Kenya, and Malawi are increasing their use of
Xinhua content!©°

Still, the reach of China’s propaganda in Africa should not be overstated. After analyzing
China’s influence on media coverage in 30 African countries in the first half of 2020, Dani
Madrid-Morales of the University of Houston concluded that “Chinese sources appear to be
much less influential” than French or British outlets, but more influential than US media. He iden-
tified “a very significant gap between prevailing themes found in news coverage about China
and COVID-19 in the Chinese media, and the most common themes in African media.” China’s
official outlets, Madrid-Morales concludes, have “limited transnational intermedia agenda set-
ting capabilities in Africa.”

One reason may be the size of their audience. In 2021, roughly 2 percent of Kenyans and
South Africans listened to CRI or read the China Daily, and about 7 percent of Kenyans and
6 percent of South Africans watched CGTN. Not surprisingly, Madrid-Morales and Herman
Wasserman of the University of Cape Town find that those who consume Chinese media tend to
hold more positive views of China!®? Thus, the Big Four’s limited reach may help explain the de-
cline in favorable opinions of China in these two countries between 2013 and 2019—down from
78 percent to 58 percent in Kenya and from 48 percent to 46 percent in South Africa, according
to the Pew Research Center. Over the same period, the percentage of Nigerians holding favora-
ble views of China fell from 76 to 70 percent!®®

Still, African views of China and its role on the continent remain largely positive. Between
2019 and 2021, an in-person survey conducted by Ghana-based Afrobarometer found that 63
percent of Africans interviewed viewed China positively, compared with 60 percent who saw

the United States in a favorable light!°* More recently, an online survey conducted in June and
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July 2022 by the Central European Institute of Asian Studies (CEIAS) found that majorities of
respondents in Angola (59 percent), Egypt (52 percent), Ghana (57 percent), Kenya (55 percent),
and Nigeria (70 percent) had positive perceptions of China. However, in all the African countries
CEIAS surveyed, China was viewed less favorably than the United States, which had a decidedly
positive image in Angola (80 percent), Egypt (57 percent), Ghana (80 percent), Kenya (82 per-
cent), and Nigeria (88 percent). Even in Tunisia, where less than half of respondents viewed the
US favorably (47 percent), an even smaller percentage (42 percent) held positive views of China.
“China’s influence on democracy in other countries, its military power, and its environmental
impact are all perceived comparatively negatively,” the CEIAS report concluded.®®

Anecdotal observations during 2020-23 also suggest a dip in favorable perceptions of China
among Africans. In Africa, as was the case elsewhere in the world, anti-Chinese views spread
apace with COVID-19. These negative perceptions were further stoked by the expulsion of
Africans living in China, the country’s strict COVID-19 lockdowns and resulting mass protests in
dozens of Chinese cities, as well as by the proliferation of online videos showing Chinese boss-
es abusing their African employees and African children unknowingly chanting racist statements
in Chinese?® Although China has long faced criticism from African civil society and workers’
rights groups, some previously reticent African policymakers have begun raising contentious
issues such as tax evasion and illicit mining with their Chinese counterparts.

Taken together, the evidence suggests that while China has cultivated a large number of well-
placed African media professionals and remains broadly popular among Africans, its popularity
may be slipping somewhat; and despite its anti-US messaging, perceptions of the United States
appear to be more positive. Ultimately, it is unclear whether China’s propaganda has mitigated

the fall in perceptions of China among Africans.

Recommendations

Beginning during the Trump administration and continuing under President Joe Biden, the
United States has abandoned its efforts to transform China into a “responsible stakeholder” and
has come to the conclusion that “long-term strategic competition” with Beijing is unavoidable .’
Despite this recognition, the US government has yet to overtly contest China’s anti-US media
propaganda in Africa. The primary reason for this appears to be Washington’s long-standing,
bipartisan neglect of Africa. Instead of continuing with this laissez-faire approach, Washington
should actively thwart CPC propaganda that wrongfully disparages or misrepresents the United
States and invest in independent African journalism.

As officials in a liberal democratic nation that values the fourth estate, US policymakers have
neither the bureaucratic apparatus nor the inclination to compete head-to-head with CPC prop-
agandists. They cannot set a strict editorial line and enforce it by suppressing critical African
voices. Instead, consistent with American traditions and values, Washington should help support
independent African journalism that holds governments and leaders accountable. By investing
in objective, high-quality local reporting and juxtaposing this grassroots approach with China’s

heavy-handed censorship, the United States can improve its national image on the continent.
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The following recommendations are intended both to counter China’s anti-US disinformation
and to provide support for African media professionals whose objective journalism advances

free and open public discourse in their home countries.

COUNTERING CHINA’S DISINFORMATION
The US government can take four steps to counter China’s anti-US messaging to Africans.

First, the Voice of America (VOA) and the State Department’s Bureau of Global Public Affairs
(GPA) should adopt a well-resourced and coordinated “go where the people are” strategy
that reflects emerging demographic trends and the ongoing transition to social media apps
and streaming platforms. Despite Africa’s population explosion, it has yet to become a priority
for VOA, which in 2021 spent $32 million—less than 13 percent of its $253 million budget—on
developing content for the continent!®® VOA and GPA should prioritize funding, creating, and
disseminating programming and communications that are attractive to African audiences. This
means expanding their social media presence to include major African languages and accept-
ing that messaging on social media will require paying for placement.

A second measure is to work with African partners to identify and expose China’s disin-
formation and untoward influence. China’s pressure on African journalists and editors to ma-
nipulate or conceal inconvenient facts can be clumsy and ham-fisted. When instances of these
tactics have been revealed, there has often been a nationalist backlash that has empowered
independent African voices. US entities such as the National Endowment for Democracy can
work with local partners, such as the independent fact-checking organization Africa Check,
to identify false or misleading reports and to shine a spotlight when Chinese officials or their
African collaborators suppress critical reporting.

At home, the US government should work with and encourage US social media companies
to stem the spread of China’s disinformation. Relevant US agencies should establish regular
dialogue mechanisms to share knowledge and ideas with US-based social media firms such
as Meta (which owns Facebook and Instagram) and Twitter. In 2019, for instance, Twitter closed
more than 200,000 accounts because they were part of a CPC-coordinated propaganda cam-
paign.®® In 2022, Facebook uncovered a covert influence operation run from China consisting
of at least 80 fake accounts posing as Americans from across the political spectrum.™ To ensure
US firms are not inadvertently spreading Beijing’s propaganda, social media companies should
identify and purge such disinformation from their platforms.

Fourth, to raise awareness and develop effective policy responses, the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee, the House Foreign Affairs Committee, the US-China Economic and
Security Review Commission, and the newly created Select Committee on the Strategic
Competition between the United States and the Chinese Communist Party should hold hear-
ings on China’s global media offensive and its implications for the United States and its

foreign partners.
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SUPPORT FOR INDEPENDENT AFRICAN JOURNALISM
Investments in independent African journalism should focus on two related areas: support for in-
dependent African media outlets and the creation of training opportunities for African journalists.

By offering grants for independent African media outlets and journalists, US entities can
encourage them to find alternatives to Chinese propaganda. These funds can be used to subsi-
dize local staffing costs, support investigative reports, or purchase news feeds and images from
agencies such as the Associated Press and Bloomberg. To access this support, the recipient
would need to stop using Beijing’s content.

The State Department’s Bureau for Educational and Cultural Affairs (ECA) or the GPA should
establish a short-term journalism training program to help African media professionals de-
velop the techniques and professional connections they need to resist China’s inducements
and intimidation. The success of the International Visitor Leadership Program and the Edward
R. Murrow Program for Journalists (the latter involves 150 participants and lasts three weeks)
should inspire the creation of a similar program for select, high-impact African journalists. Such
a program would include visits to US media organizations and news agencies, as well as meet-
ings with well-known American journalists, experts, and policymakers. It should also match each
African participant with an established American journalist with an eye toward potential co-au-
thor relationships. Applications to participate in the program could be submitted directly to US
embassies in Africa, which would coordinate with the ECA or the GPA to identify a cohort of 20
to 25 participants per year. The Foreign Press Centers in Washington, DC, and New York, which
are coordinated by the GPA, could provide venues for these training programs. Various addi-
tional short-term training programs could be underwritten by the VOA, the National Endowment
for Democracy, the International Republican Institute, or the National Democratic Institute.

A related, but longer-term measure, would be to award scholarships for Africans to pursue
graduate degrees in journalism. The ECA should work with US universities to create a schol-
arship program that provides a select group of promising African journalists with funding to
complete a master’'s degree program in journalism and find an internship at an American media
organization. Candidates would be selected by the universities to maintain distance between

the recipients and the US government.

The same conditions that have precipitated China’s investments in the African media sector—
the continent’s youthfulness and its growing population—should also be attractive to the United
States. Despite decades of bipartisan neglect and China’s best efforts, Africans in many coun-
tries continue to hold favorable views of the United States. Under these conditions, investments
in independent African journalism are likely to have a disproportionately positive effect on

perceptions of the United States.
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