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1 Introduction 

Dynamic global political and economic processes reshape development cooperation, trade 

and investment structures. The emergence of global powers like China shift cooperation 

networks. While traditional economic partners like the United Kingdom (UK) continuously 

engage with sub-Saharan African countries, China takes an increasingly important role in 

the development cooperation in the region (Gu et al. 2015). 

This process opens new opportunities for African countries to diversify their trade relations 

and to receive aid and investments from various partners. Despite sub-Saharan Africa’s 

economic openness and ongoing economic relationships with international players, the 

region could not sustainably develop, and reduce poverty. Sub-Saharan Africa is one of the 

regions where aspiring development is challenging due to a lagging pace of growth, a big 

record of failed states, conflicts, famines and disasters and therefore big numbers of inter-

regional refugees (Killick 2005). Kenya experiences similar development challenges, despite 

the country’s sustained economic growth and clear improvements across a range of human 

development indices (World Bank 2019). 

Sustainable development strategies are crucial for long-term improvements of ‘human well-

being, social equity and environment integrity, and the particular system qualities that can 

sustain these’ (Leach, Stirling and Scoones 2010: 5). China, the UK and Kenya, as 

members of the United Nations (UN), commit themselves to the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development, to achieve sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth 

and to eradicate poverty holistically and globally (UN 2015). All three countries have since 

integrated the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) into their national and/or 

international development agendas. Their varying political landscapes, however, mean that 

actual commitments to the SDGs differ as national agendas take precedence. The strategies 

to achieve the SDGs differ but certainly depend on cooperation.  

The UK follows the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) 

strategy to target economic development and welfare of developing countries (OECD 2019). 

Aid is disbursed primarily through overseas development assistance, with a traditional focus 

on alleviating poverty through economic development and humanitarian interventions. This 

strategy is likely to change with the changing institutional structures of development and 

foreign policy in the UK. The UK’s post-Brexit strategy Global Britain aims at expanding and 

deepening overseas networks. Moreover, there is a foreseeable merger between the UK 

DFID and the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) (Worley 2020). The UK’s 

development strategy may morph into mechanisms similar to the Aid for Trade strategies 
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currently prevalent in the Netherlands (Savelli, Schwartz and Ahlers 2018; Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 2019) or the Aid for Trade approach active in Britain from the 1970s to 

1990s (Killick 2005: 669). These strategies aim to promote trade for national development 

(World Trade Organization n.d.), representing a shift from human development to an 

approach more centred around economics.  

Conversely, China operates outside the OECD governance regime and classifies foreign 

assistance differently. The Chinese aid strategy aims to help recipient countries to build up 

capacity to become self-reliant and independent in development, without imposing political 

agendas and interfering in internal affairs. China provides foreign aid through grants and 

interest-free loans provided through China’s state finances, while concessional loans are 

provided by the Export-Import Bank of China (The State Council of the People’s Republic of 

China 2011). 

Bilateral and multilateral cooperation between the UK and Africa as well as China and Africa 

are significant for the achievement of sustainable development, possibly spilling over its 

positive effects to entire regions. The trend of South-South collaboration and triangular 

cooperation are new global economic strategies which have the potential for sub-Saharan 

African countries like Kenya to achieve sustainable development practices. South-South 

cooperation arose from the changing global context: the wish to challenge the hegemony of 

traditional global governance structures that favour states typically located in the global 

North and the expansion of economies in the global South (Gray and Gills 2016). Trilateral 

cooperation usually refers to a Northern state or agency working with countries involved in 

South-South cooperation (OECD 2016). 

This chapter examines Kenya as a case to analyse how partnerships with the UK and China 

can support or limit Kenya’s development vision. We explore how these development 

partnerships can contribute to mutual economic benefits and inclusive economic growth. To 

do so, the UK’s and China’s aid and investment strategies in Africa and Kenya will be 

examined. Finally, the chapter will provide policy recommendations for improved bilateral 

and trilateral cooperation.  

1.1 Kenya’s vision and national strategy 

Kenya is one of the fastest-growing economies in sub-Saharan Africa and is engaged in 

significant political, structural and economic reforms to tackle its key development 

challenges (World Bank 2019). Kenya has quickly transformed from an agrarian economy to 

a diversified market focused on manufacturing, logistics and technology. Strong private 
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consumption played a part in the large GDP expansion in the last few years (Oxford 

Business Group 2019). Kenya’s GDP annual growth rate averaged 5.41 per cent from 2005 

to 2019 (Trading Economics 2020: np). Kenya has also demonstrated a steady progress 

in human development. Between 1990 and 2018, Kenya saw significant improvements in the 

areas of income, health and education (United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 

2019). The UNDP’s assessment concluded that Kenya’s 2018 Human Development Index is 

below average for countries in the medium human development group but above average 

for countries in sub-Saharan Africa (ibid: 4). In addition, Kenya ranked 94 out of 157 in the 

2017 Human Capital Index (HCI), a rating which was ‘higher than what would be predicted 

for its income level’ (World Bank 2018a: 2).   

Despite this positive development, the country faces challenges in relation to ‘poverty, 

inequality, climate change, continued weak private sector investment and the vulnerability of 

the economy to internal and external shocks’ (World Bank 2019: np). Additionally, the 

Kenyan economy is characterised by governance challenges, notably corruption. A 2017 

Kenya Corruption Report concluded that ‘Kenya’s competitiveness is held back by high 

corruption levels that penetrate every sector of the economy’ (GAN Integrity 2017: 

np). Contributing to this is a weak judicial system, endemic bribery among public officials, 

widespread tax evasion, and rampant fraud in public procurement (ibid). All these acts are 

prohibited under a 2003 law and 2016 Bribery Act but remain prevalent due to inadequate 

enforcement by ‘weak and corrupt public institutions’ (ibid: np). Almost 40 per cent of 

Kenyans live in poverty, with 14.5 per cent in extreme poverty. The country's unemployment 

rate stood at 9.30 in 2019, above the world average of 5.27 for the period of 1991 to 2019 

(World Bank 2020a: np). The population is also vulnerable to natural disasters. In 2017, the 

Kenyan Government declared a severe drought a national emergency, in which 5.6 million 

people were reported to require humanitarian assistance (UNDP 2018: 9). High poverty can 

be found in particular in the arid and semi-arid lands covering 85 per cent of Kenya's 

landmass (UK Department for International Development (DFID) 2014: 3). Moreover, conflict 

is a perennial issue in Kenya and relates to a variety of entry points including its diverse 

demography and social fragmentation. These social cleavages manifest in visible forms 

of discrimination and marginalisation, unequal land distribution and ownership in relation to 

property rights, partisan politics and endemic corruption. Social unrest is further exacerbated 

by the government’s politicised, exclusive and slow response on conflict and terrorism 

(Rohwerder 2015).  

In response to these challenges, in 2008 the Kenyan Government launched a long-term 

national development vision: Vision 2030. This strategy aims to turn the country into a ‘newly 
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industrialising, middle-income country providing a high-quality life to all its citizens by 2030’ 

(Government of Kenya 2018: np).  These goals contribute to the SDGs and the African 

Union’s (AU) Africa Agenda 2063 (AU 2015; UN 2015).  

Vision 2030 sets out the Big Four development priorities:   

• Manufacturing;  

• universal healthcare;   

• affordable housing; and 

• food security.  

(Government of Kenya 2018)   

The Kenyan Government aims to promote national economic development by increasing 

infrastructure capacities, promoting sustainable development and accelerating poverty 

eradication (World Bank 2018a).   

Three pivotal pillars (economic, political and social) have been identified to tackle Kenya’s 

developmental challenges. These pillars are represented in five-year medium plans (2008-

2012, 2012-2017 and 2018-2022). The economic pillar settled on eight priority sectors, 

which promise to raise Kenya's GDP growth rate to 10 per cent by 2030. These sectors 

include tourism, agriculture and livestock, wholesale and retail, trade, manufacturing, 

financial services, business process offshoring and IT-enabled services (Government of 

Kenya 2018; The National Treasury and Planning Kenya 2018).   

The political pillar addresses strategies for Kenya to become a ‘democratic political system 

that is issue-based, people-centred, result-oriented and accountable to the public’, to 

entrench equality and harness diversity of Kenya’s people to benefit all (The National 

Treasury and Planning Kenya 2018: 99).   

The social pillar envisions prosperity and well-being through a ‘just and cohesive society that 

enjoys equitable socioeconomic development in a clean and secure environment’ through 

the improvements of the sectors of education and training, health, water and sanitation, 

environment, housing and urbanisation, gender, youth, sports and culture (ibid: 72).  

The Vision 2030 formulates foundations, which are strategies to achieve the three pillars.   
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Table 1: Kenya's Vision 2030 foundations 

Foundations Priorities and aims 

Infrastructure capacity 

building 

Increasing manufacturing and exports requires improvements 

to transport, electrification and communication networks  

Macroeconomic stability To address low levels of underlying inflation, limited public 

sector deficits, a stable exchange rate, low interest rates and 

to maintain and stimulate investment 

Continuity in governance 

reforms 

To create better environments for businesses and for 

Kenyans to enjoy individual rights manifested in the 

constitution 

Enhanced equity and 

wealth creation 

opportunities 

For people in particular in arid and semi-arid districts, 

communities with high rates of poverty and unemployment, 

and vulnerable groups such as young people and women 

Energy To compete with foreign energy providers 

Science, technology and 

innovation 

To improve the efficiency of the three pillars and advancing 

economic development in other industrialising countries 

through research 

Land reforms To drive economic transformation through appropriate land 

use 

Human Resources 

Development 

For a competitive and industrialising economy 

Security For lowering costs for doing business and providing secure 

living and working environments 

Public Sector Reforms  To build a public service which is citizen-focused and results-

orientated to provide transparency and accountability 

Source: The National Treasury and Planning Kenya (2018)  
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Twelve years on from the publication of Vision 2030, Kenya has made significant progress 

including improvements in connectivity, for example through the construction of the Standard 

Gauge Railway (SGR) and the Road Expansion Programme. Governance mechanisms have 

improved with the promulgation of a new constitution in 2010. Improved health care and 

education provision are other successes (The National Treasury and Planning Kenya 

2018).   

Challenges remain in the areas of security, poverty, inequality and climate change (ibid). 

Various factors slow down the implementation of Vision 2030, including corruption, the 

mismanagement of finances as well as rapid population growth and a disproportionately 

large population of young people combined with high rates of unemployment.  

The UK as a traditional and China as an emerging cooperation partner can support Kenya to 

achieve its vision. The next section will analyse the UK’s engagement in Africa and Kenya.  

1.1.1 UK-Africa cooperation 

The UK and Africa have a shared, centuries-long history which has produced economic, 

political, and social linkages. Commonwealth countries, former British colonies and other 

countries affected by British imperialism benefit from a large share of trade, investment and 

development assistance with the UK (Killick 2005: 673). Other platforms between the UK 

and Africa include the Commission for Africa, the Extractive Industries Transparency 

Initiative, and lately the UK-Africa investment summit and platforms focusing on African 

development and investment, including the EU-AU summit and G8 Summit (Gu et al. 2017: 

8; UK Government 2020b).  

The UK set out a UK-Africa policy to strengthen cooperation with the whole continent. The 

strategy is to ‘establish long-term and mutually beneficial partnerships with African nations’ 

based on economic growth and security (UK Government 2020c: np). Those build 

foundations for tackling issues related to human development and climate change (ibid). 

To build a UK-Africa relationship based on equal rights and shared responsibilities, the UK 

emphasises investment and trade relations and development cooperation, which are 

explained in the coming paragraphs. 

The UK and African countries have a vital trade relationship. In 2014, the UK exported 

US$11.4 billion in products to sub-Saharan Africa. Between 2004 and 2014, UK exports to 
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the region grew by approximately 5.6 per cent year-on-year. The number decreased to 

US$7.89 billion by 2018 (UNCTAD n.d.: np). The UK’s top exports to sub-Saharan Africa are 

machinery and equipment; road vehicles; alcoholic beverages; and chemical products, and 

the top destinations are South Africa, Nigeria, Kenya, Ghana and Angola (ibid). Many trade 

relationships manifest with the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) signed with the 

European Union (EU) in 2014 with three of the region's major trading blocs, accounting for 

35 African countries. The EPA is supposed to facilitate free trade between the EU and 

Africa, i.e. between the East African Community (EAC) and the EU (European Commission 

2018; 2019a). Simultaneously, investments from the UK to sub-Saharan Africa have grown, 

as seen in FDI flows which accounted for US$4.8 billion in 2014 and US $7.5 billion in 2018 

(OECD n.d.: np). 

In 2018, the UK was the fifth largest economy (according to GDP) and the second-largest 

aid contributor worldwide (Clarke 2018: 28). The UK is one of the only countries to achieve 

its legally enshrined target of contributing 0.7 per cent of GDP to aid (ibid: 26). With the 

Operational Plan for Africa 2011-2015, DFID issued that it would further augment African aid 

and adjusts its focus to the region's poorest countries (DFID 2012). While the UK disbursed 

US$3.2 billion in net official development assistance (ODA) to sub-Saharan Africa in 2014, 

the aid distribution decreased to US$2.9 billion in 2018 (in constant prices) (OECD n.d.: np). 

This might relate to DFID’s development focus on mechanisms of capacity building and self-

reliance for the concerned countries, and the increasing importance of aid for trade 

strategies (DFID 2018).  

The thematic focus of ODA distribution diffused from a single focus on poverty reduction 

through economic advancement, to a dual focus on poverty and fragility since 2006 due to 

the increasing recognition of disruptions of development progress in conflict-affected and 

fragile states (Clarke 2018). The report ‘UK Aid: Tackling Global Challenges in the National 

Interest’ published by the HM Treasury and DFID highlights the thematic shift (Krutikova and 

Warwick 2018). With the National Security Strategy and Strategic Defence and Security 

Review 2015, the UK committed to allocate at least 50 per cent of bilateral aid to fragile 

states and regions so deliver aid effectively to the world’s poorest (HM Treasury 2015a: 11).  

Global frameworks shape cooperation priorities additionally. The MDGs and DFID’s 

International Development Gender Equality Act in 2014 added gender equality to the British 

development agenda (Clarke 2018: 26). The SDGs’ framework shapes the multidimensional 

vision of British development practices. To achieve poverty elimination and security, the UK 

emphasises social, political and economic strategies.  
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In recent years, British ODA to Africa increased in areas like research and innovation, e.g. 

with projects like the Future Leaders African Independent Research Fellowship, the Africa 

Chevening Programme or the UK Collaborative on Development Research (UK Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office 2019).  Moreover, the UK increased its official support for 

infrastructure and trade projects, reacting to China’s development strategies (DFID 2018). 

The British exit (Brexit) has changed trajectories for UK-Africa-cooperation. The British 

government’s vision of a Global Britain is to expand and deepen overseas networks, in 

particular by reinforcing cooperation with Commonwealth nations. The UK-Africa investment 

summit 2020 highlights the UK’s interest in new deals and investments with the African 

continent (UK Government 2020b). Under this development, the next chapter will analyse 

the UK’s relationship to Kenya and how the UK engages in fulfilling Kenya’s Vision 2030. 

1.2 UK-Kenya cooperation 

As part of the Commonwealth, Kenya has had extensive historical relations with the UK. 

Kenya is the largest, most diversified and innovative economy in East Africa (World Bank 

2019). Several characteristics give Kenya an advantage: ‘its human capacity’, ‘available 

capital’ giving potential to ‘create jobs and to reduce poverty’, as well as its ‘entrepreneurial 

energy’ (DFID 2014: 3). Kenya holds much potential and is therefore an attractive economic 

partner for the UK.   

This section outlines an overview over engagements between the UK and Kenya focusing 

on trade relations, investment, development assistance and civil society cooperation. This 

leads up to an analysis on how the UK is engaged in fulfilling Kenya’s Vision 2030 to 

overcome development challenges. 

1.2.1 Trade 

The trade relationship between Kenya and the UK has gradually transformed, with the 

trade balance becoming increasingly beneficial to the UK. Kenya imported US$672 million 

worth of products from the UK in 2014, compared to US$513 million in 2018 (UNCTAD n.d.). 

The main products imported in 2018 were machinery, vehicles and pharmaceutical products 

(COMTRADE n.d.). Simultaneously, the export revenue from the UK for Kenya has 

significantly fallen. Kenya exported products worth US$497 million to the UK in 2014, 

compared to US$406 million in 2018 (UNCTAD n.d.). Kenyan exports to the UK are 

generally low value, primary products: mainly coffee, tea, mate and spices, vegetables, 
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cut flowers and plants. The UK is one of the biggest importers of Kenyan goods 

(COMTRADE n.d.) and Kenya is highly dependent on the UK.   

Kenya has faced a contraction in its exports and a trade deficit with the UK since 

2010 (Krishnan, te Velde and Were (2018: 5). Kenya violated the EU’s maximum residue 

limit regulations of certain pesticides to fruit and vegetables, which banned Kenya from 

selling to European market from 2009 to 2014 (Krishnan, te Velde and Were 

2018). Despite changing course to ensure compliance to the regulation, Kenya is still highly 

regulated by European norms. Goods exported to the EU are often sent back. Ironically, the 

EU is producing and exporting pesticides to Kenya, which under EU law are not permitted to 

be used within the EU (Kamau 2019). Kenya could renegotiate its terms of trade with the 

UK. The UK, however, has stringent regulations on pesticides albeit being the seventh 

largest pesticide exporter itself (Ross 2017; Workman 2020), making a change unlikely. 

Since the incident in 2009, the UK has started importing products from other countries, 

including flowers from Ethiopia and Colombia and coffee from Cote d’Ivoire. 

Kenya now faces stiff competition from other countries with similar trade structures, some of 

which have captured greater market share in the UK (Krishnan, te Velde and Were 2018).  

1.2.2 Investment 

Foreign direct investment (FDI) financial flows from the UK to Kenya decreased drastically 

from US$184.5 million in 2013 to US$54.7 million in 2018 in diverse sectors, including 

manufacturing, hospitality, chemicals and oil and gas (UNCTAD n.d.). FDI decreased in the 

whole Eastern African region since 2015, likely because of the persistence of non-tariff 

barriers hindering trade flows. The non-tariff barriers create an unattractive environment for 

companies and investors. The quality and safety of standards, import bans, customs and 

trade facilitation measures, but also corruption and security issues decrease the ease of 

doing business in the region. This process reduces the benefits of regional integration and 

fails to promote the region as an attractive single investment destination (Calabrese and 

Eberhard-Ruiz 2016; Mendez-Parra, Raga and Sommer 2020). Negotiations on how to limit 

barriers are therefore necessary. 

Nevertheless, FDI in Kenya is exceedingly low, both for flows and stock. Only 0.9 per cent of 

total FDI stock for sub-Saharan Africa in 2014 goes to Kenya (ibid: np). FDI has decreased 

in the whole Eastern African region since 2015, likely because of the persistence of non-tariff 

barriers hindering trade flows (Calabrese and Eberhard-Ruiz 2016). Prominent non-tariff 

barriers such as the quality and safety standards, import bans, customs and trade facilitation 

measures, corruption and security issues decrease the ease of doing business in the region, 
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creating an unattractive environment for companies and investors. These barriers reduce the 

benefits of regional integration and fail to promote the region as an attractive single 

investment destination (ibid; Mendez-Parra, Ragga and Sommer 2020).   

According to Dr. Moses Muriira Ikiara, the managing director of Kenyan Investment Authority 

responsible for promoting foreign and domestic investment, Kenya works on researching 

and profiling the global market to identify opportunities for certain sectors by negotiating 

demand avenues with the most appropriate, selected investors. Existing value chains need 

to be coordinated and refined in cooperation with investors to achieve improved economic 

outcomes and establish supply chain investment strategies, and this works most effectively 

when the whole value chain is restructured and adapted to meet this identified demand. This 

research and communication process with investors is aimed at linking the market to 

investments (Ikiara 2019).  

1.2.3 Development Cooperation 

The UK as a traditional donor has long provided Official Development Aid (ODA) to sub-

Saharan African countries like Kenya. DFID explicitly aims to support Kenya’s development 

priorities of the Vision 2030, by promoting political and macroeconomic stability, sustained 

economic growth, social development, ‘underpinned by rapidly expanding infrastructure’ 

(DFID 2014: 3). The UK defined three deliverables in 2018 for Kenya supporting the goal of 

poverty elimination: economic development, basic services and building resilience to crises, 

as well as building stability and institutions (DFID 2018). A meeting between Prime Minister 

Boris Johnson and President Uhuru Kenyatta in January 2020 laid the foundations for the 

UK-Kenya Strategic Partnership 2020-2025, built on five pillars: 

• Mutual prosperity; 

• Sustainable development; 

• Security and stability; 

• Climate change; and 

• People to people exchanges. 

(UK Government 2020d) 

Currently, there are 41 active projects implemented by UK government departments in 

Kenya, which cover the deliverables and pillars. The following table highlights some of 

them (DFID n.d.):  

Table 2: Active UK government projects in Kenya - Highlights 
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UK Department/Agency  Project/Programme  

UK DFID  Kenya Market Assistance Programme (MAP)  

Adolescent Girls Initiative - Kenya  

Deepening Democracy Programme  

Reducing Insecurity and Violent Extremism in the 

Northern Territories (Re-INVENT)  

Regional Economic Development for Investment and 

Trade (REDIT) Programme  

CDC Group plc  Garden City (mixed-used development comprising retail, 

office and residential components in Nairobi, Kenya)  

M-Kopa (off-grid solar provision project)  

UK - Foreign & 

Commonwealth Office  

Supporting Human Rights, Democracy and the Rules 

based International System in Kenya  

Frontline Diplomatic Enabling Activity in Kenya  

UK - Medical Research 

Council  

Epidemiology, Ecology and Socio-Economics of Disease 

Emergence in Nairobi  

UK - Department of Health and 

Social Care (DHSC)  

Fleming Fund – Country and Regional Grants and 

Fellowships Programme  

UK - Department for Business, 

Energy and Industrial Strategy  

British Council - Kenya - Newton Fund  

Department for Environment, 

Food, and Rural Affairs  

Phytosanitary capacity development in developing 

countries  

Kenya received US$181.6 million of net ODA in 2014 from the UK, compared to US$146.6 

million in 2018 (OECD n.d.). ODA decreased throughout the time period, but during the UK-

Africa Investment Summit on 20 January 2020, the UK made a commitment to back Kenya 

with US$510.88 million of UK aid in the future (UK Government 2020a).   
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DFID increasingly provides ODA in arid land regions mostly affected by droughts, food 

insecurity and economic stagnation (DFID 2014; McVeigh 2018). The agency supports the 

creation of quality jobs and working places, which stimulate an improved business 

environment, urbanisation and international investments (ibid; Independent Commission for 

Trade Impact (ICAI) 2017). Infrastructure is defined as critical for economic growth and the 

boost of businesses (Mbabazi 2020). Projects on energy and urban infrastructure are the 

most pronounced (UK Government 2020b). In 2018 and 2019, DFID’s expenditure for 

economic development to Kenya made up the biggest proportion of ODA with 36 per cent 

and a sum of US$50.96 million (DFID 2018: 1).   

DFID and FCO link development to security and promote good governance and stability 

(Wild and Elhawary 2012). In Kenya, the two agencies contribute US$15.45 million of ODA 

to tackle underlying causes of conflict and corruption through political reform (DFID 2018: 

1). Kenya contributes to the African Union's peacekeeping mission in Somalia and hosts 

many refugees of the region and is thus a critical security actor in the region. At the same 

time, the country faces setbacks due to inner conflicts, which makes ODA in the security 

sector important for Kenya (DFID 2018; United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) Kenya 2020). DFID aims to fight corruption and increase self-reliance of the aid 

receivers through governance capacity-building projects (British High Commission Nairobi 

and Republic of Kenya Ministry of Education 2019; McVeigh 2018).  

The UK addressed human development in Kenya by focusing on basic services and building 

resilience to crises, for example by donating in health services and response mechanisms to 

humanitarian crisis emerging from droughts, conflict and long-term solutions for refugees 

entering Kenya (DFID 2018). Many bilateral development programs in education, health and 

climate change will be readdressed through investments in global funds to improve national 

and county government capability and to direct efforts to a sub-national level to address 

deepest poverty and conflict (ibid; McVeigh 2018)  

1.2.4 Employment, skills transfer and civil society cooperation 

During the UK-Africa Investment Summit, the UK agreed to initiate a new project 

development facility to provide skills and expertise for economic projects and to attract 

finances from the private sector (UK Government 2020a). This is the result of a long-lasting 

relationship between the UK and African countries as well as the mobility of people and 

companies. Around 200 British companies are active in Kenya and provide employment for 

Kenyans. DFID (2018: np) summarises that ‘1 in 10 working Kenyans is employed by a 

British company’.   
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The UK-Kenya partnership is strengthened by entrepreneurship schemes, innovation 

projects and the building a UK-Kenya Tech Hub. UK science, technology and innovation 

teams invest in science relationships with Kenya, for example through investments in the 

Newton Fund. Entrepreneurship programmes like TeXchange and Global EdTech Awards 

will soon commence in Kenya (UK Government 2018). The UK Government’s Tech Hub 

Network Flagship Go Global Africa 2019 programme brought digital start-ups together 

aiming for partnerships to create jobs, secure international investment and to create 

business opportunities for both the UK and Kenya (UK Government 2019). This means that 

we can look forward to a more robust commercial relationship between the UK and Kenya, 

with opportunities for an increased employment of Kenyans by British companies and 

accompanying transfer of skills to the local labour force.  

In 2019, the British and Kenyan government hosted a two-day symposium in Nairobi on 

collaboration on affordable housing and sustainable infrastructure, which involved 

researchers, policymakers, businesses and civil society delegates. Ambitions to strengthen 

research relationships mutually beneficial for both countries have been increasing in the 

past few years (British High Commission Nairobi and Republic of Kenya Ministry of 

Education 2019). In security matters, the British Army Training Unit Africa provides Kenyans 

peace support training, while British soldiers prepare to deploy in Somalia in Kenyan 

facilities (Oxford Research Group 2019). Moreover, the British Council engages with civil 

society organisation, government ministries and institutions in the UK and Kenya to 

collaborate in areas such as ‘youth and community engagement, social entrepreneurship, 

equal opportunity and diversity, sport, and active citizenship’ (British Council 2020: np).  

While cooperation between Kenya and the UK contributes to economic development, 

poverty elimination and security in diverse ways, China builds its cooperation strategy with 

Kenya mainly through infrastructure projects. 

1.3 Sub-conclusion 

Bilateral cooperation between the UK and Kenya contributes to a variety of sectors and 

strategies beneficial for tackling Kenya’s challenges and to achieve Kenya’s Big Four. 

Macroeconomic stability is addressed by the UK government and DFID to make Kenya more 

attractive for FDI. Low investments in the region lead to the deprivation and poverty in 

marginalised regions in Kenya. FDI is generally biased towards higher-income African 

countries with an educated labour force like South Africa (Mendez-Parra, Raga and Sommer 

2020). Therefore, DFID focuses on the support of trade strategies and businesses to 
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sustainably create jobs for a growing population and strengthen trade within the East African 

Community. DFID encourages an open economy, deregulated markets and the 

improvement of financial access to ease the business environment. The new economic 

opportunities are meant to suit environmental, social and corporate standards of 

investments. Disaster-resilient development projects address Kenya’s key challenges to 

economic growth and sustainable development, i.e. weak governance and corruption. 

The UK engages in two of the Big Four, health care and affordable housing, more directly 

through social development strategies and investments in so-called soft sectors. One 

instance is research cooperation on green infrastructure in Nairobi guiding the way towards 

the achievement of the goal of affordable housing.  

The UK increasingly focuses on infrastructure to ensure prosperity and sustainable 

development and supports Kenya’s Vision 2030 foundations for development. Infrastructure 

is also a key area for China-Africa relations based on the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The 

next section, therefore, examines China-Africa and China-Kenya relations to investigate how 

the cooperation contributes to achieve mutual economic benefits. 

2 China-Kenya cooperation 

2.1 China-Africa cooperation 

China has a long history of providing fraternal support and solidarity with African 

independence movements and post-independence states. Since the founding of the 

People’s Republic of China in 1949, the Chinese government engaged in economic 

cooperation with African countries. The advent of the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation 

(FOCAC), the publication of China's Africa Policy in 2006 and the implementation of China’s 

Going Out policy for the internationalisation of Chinese enterprises provided the context 

within which the past two decades have seen China’s engagement with Africa transition from 

the primacy attached to political relations to one grounded substantively in economic and 

development relations (FOCAC 2006; Gu et al. 2015; 2016). Today, China’s relationship 

with Africa is largely focused upon: 

• strengthening trade; 

• utilising investment; 

• promoting Chinese corporate engagement; 
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• providing targeted bilateral and multilateral technical development assistance; 

and  

• buttressing this with infrastructure capacity building. 

(FOCAC 2018; Hanauer and Morris 2014) 

Since 2009, China has been Africa’s largest trade partner, and it is an increasingly important 

investor and financier. Development assistance flows to Africa grew steadily since then, 

contributing to 46 per cent of China’s total foreign assistance budget in 2009, and 52 per 

cent in 2012 (The State Council of the People’s Republic of China 2011; 2015). 

FOCAC and its summits provide the main vehicle for formulating joint bilateral and 

multilateral priorities, planning, funding and implementation strategies. Specifically, the 

Johannesburg Declaration and Action Plan (2016-2018) signed during the 2015 FOCAC 

summit in Johannesburg committed China to deliver development assistance valued at 

US$60 billion, including grants, interest-free loans and concessional loans; credit lines; a 

US$10 billion special fund for development financing; and a US$5 billion special fund for 

financing African imports. The 2018 Beijing Summit agreed to the Beijing Declaration and 

FOCAC Beijing Action Plan to advance the partnership even further (2019-2021) (Xinhua 

2018a). FOCAC offers the foundation for China’s policy towards Africa and aids the 

implementation of the BRI. 

BRI is one of the largest cooperation linkages between China and Africa in recent years. BRI 

was proposed by Chinese President Xi Jinping in 2013 and officially launched in 2015. It is 

justified as a global development project, which aims: 

‘to promote the connectivity of Asian, European and African continents and their 

adjacent seas, establish and strengthen partnerships among the countries along the 

Belt and Road, set up all-dimensional, multi-tiered and composite connectivity 

networks, and realize diversified, independent, balanced and sustainable 

development in these countries’. 

(Government of China 2015: np)  

The BRI is intended to act as a primary force for facilitating critical investment to build closer 

and stronger channels of maritime and continental connections from China to international 

markets. At its core, it concentrates on building greater capacity, principally through 

infrastructure and focuses on transport, communications and energy.  This concentration on 

infrastructure capacity building is variously portrayed as a means to politically stabilise Africa 

(Korybko 2019), or the key to unlocking Africa’s need for infrastructure, as African states 
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have an imperative need for high-quality infrastructure. Africa’s transport, electrification and 

communications capacities are among the lowest in the world (African Development Bank 

2018: 70, 82).  

The BRI offers a new, potentially global, domain with participants simultaneously providing 

and receiving trade and investment opportunities. In 2017, China-Africa trade volume 

reached US$170 billion, representing a year-on-year increase of 14 per cent and accounting 

for about 25 per cent of Africa's global trade (Li 2019: np). This is depicted in China's 

conception of sustainable development as holistic, by which it is meant that FDI and trade 

are integral components in an approach including foreign aid and humanitarian support. This 

is stressed by the consensus of the Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation 

(BRF) on promoting ‘high-quality cooperation’ under the BRI, stressing open, green and 

clean approaches, as well as goals of high-standard, livelihood-improving and sustainable 

development (Xinhua 2019a: np). In 2017, Secretary-General Xi Jinping highlighted China’s 

own ‘new development philosophy’ that is ‘people-centred’ (China Daily 2017a: np). This has 

relevance for China’s external approach to international development assistance insofar as 

China’s aid has largely been undertaken through partner governments, projecting an image 

of detachment from the citizenry of developing partner states.  

With BRI MoU’s signed by 39 African countries in 2019, the BRI is now at the core of China-

Africa cooperation and is a central component of China’s working relationship with the AU 

(Belt and Road Portal 2019). China is supporting the AU in seeking to achieve its 

development Vision 63 and, of particular relevance to Africa's steady synchronisation with 

the BRI, with the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) signed by 44 of the 54 

African states, and the Action Plan on Boosting Intra-Africa Trade  (BIAT) which identified 

seven clusters: trade policy, trade facilitation, productive capacity, trade-related 

infrastructure, trade finance, trade information, and factor market integration (ibid). 

The 2019 Belt and Road Forum (BRF) appeared to suggest a step-change in this evolving 

relationship. Indicative evidence of this includes cooperation or action plans with the 

governments of Djibouti, Mozambique, Ethiopia, the African Union, and the United Nations 

Economic Commission for Africa or the establishment of the Belt and Road Energy 

Partnership with 28 countries including a number of African countries. 

Chinese cooperation and the BRI play an increasingly central role in East African countries 

like Kenya, where there are identifiable geographic and economic synergies with the 

maritime road of the BRI. The next section, therefore, analyses China-Kenya cooperation 

linkages. 
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2.2 China-Kenya cooperation 

The Kenyan Government expressed a strong interest in the BRI in a meeting held in Nairobi 

in August 2016 between Kenya’s President, Uhuru Kenyatta, and China’s Foreign Minister, 

Wang Yi (Farooq et al. 2018). According to the Kenyan President, Kenya will have the 

chance to benefit from the acquisition of ‘skills, assets and finances necessary to participate 

in the development of the infrastructure corridors that will enhance connectivity, support 

trade and reduce the cost of doing business between our countries.’ (China Daily 2017: np). 

The Kenyan President committed to align Kenya’s development strategies with the BRI 

(Farooq et al. 2018; Government of China 2016). The basis for cooperation was 

consolidated at the first BRF in May 2017. Understanding each other's key roles as trading 

partners with industrial capacity elevated the bilateral relationship between Kenya and China 

to a ‘comprehensive strategic cooperative partnership’ (Xinhua 2019b: np). Since then, 

Kenya has actively participated in the BRI and agreed to the Chinese discourse of a win-

win situation (China Daily 2017b). Kenya confirmed its willingness to act as a launchpad for 

BRI in both Central and West Africa during the second BRF (Xinhua 2019a). 

The BRI is only one of the connection points between China and Kenya. The table below 

aims to illustrate some of the agreements between the two countries. They have been 

signed on a variety of topics including trade, education, technology, energy or tourism. Some 

agreements are signed on a national level, while others are signed between corporate 

partners. As data on agreements from the Chinese side is not readily accessible and 

transparent, the table below combines information from a variety of data points.  

Table 3: Selection of China-Kenya agreements 

Parties  Agreement/Project  Purpose  

The National Treasury of 

Kenya, Ministry of 

Commerce of China  

Agreement on the 

Economic and 

Technical 

Cooperation  

To enhance financial cooperation 

between China and Kenya and the 

encouragement to expand trade 

relationships (Onjala 2008)  

China National Tourism 

Administration and the 

Kenya Tourist Board  

Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) 

on Tourism  

To implement organised group travel 

by Chinese citizens to Kenya and to 

expand people-to-people exchanges 

(Xinhua 2004)  
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The Government of Kenya 

and the Government of the 

People’s Republic of 

China, with Chinese state-

owned enterprises 

(SOEs), e.g. China 

Communications 

Construction Company 

(CCCC)  

MoU on the Belt and 

Road Initiative with 

projects like the 

Nairobi Standard 

Gauge Railway, or the 

Konza 

Data Center and 

Smart City Facilities 

Project  

To improve the infrastructure 

capacity in Kenya and build strategic 

connections in the vision of the BRI 

(maritime road through Mombasa 

port, land roads to connect 

neighbouring countries) 

(Government of China 2015; China 

Road and Bridge Corporation 

(CRBC) 2020) 

Chinese based Giant Steel 

Company Sinosteel and 

the Government of Kenya  

MoU on Kenyan steel 

plant  

To develop a steel plant in 

Kenya supplying material for 

infrastructure projects (Ministry of 

Industry, Trade and Enterprise 

Development Kenya 2015)  

Ministry of Education, 

Science and Technology 

of Kenya and Chinese 

Academy of Sciences  

MoU on the Sino-

Africa Joint 

Research Center (SAJ

OREC) in Nairobi, 

Kenya  

To promote cooperation in the areas 

of science, research and 

innovation ‘in the areas of 

ecosystem, agriculture, health, the 

development and demonstration of 

adaptable technologies’ 

(Xinhua 2018b: np)  

General Administration of 

Customs of China and 

Kenya's ministry of 

Agriculture, Livestock and 

Fisheries  

MoU on Sanitary and 

Phytosanitary 

Measures (SPS)  

To provide better market access for 

Kenyan agriculture product into the 

Chinese market (fruits, nuts, 

avocados, flowers, stevia, meat, 

leather) (Morangi 2018)  

General Administration of 

Customs of China and 

Kenya's ministry of 

Agriculture, Livestock and 

Fisheries, in consultation 

with Vertical Agro  

Agreement on the 

export of frozen 

avocados from Kenya 

to China  

To expand exports from Kenya to 

China with specialised 

goods (Embassy of the People’s 

Republic of China in the Republic of 

Kenya 2018)  
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China General Nuclear 

and the Kenya Nuclear 

Electricity Board  

MOU on the 

development of 

nuclear power in 

Kenya  

To carry out cooperation in nuclear 

development and capacity building in 

Kenya, including staff training and 

common research on construction, 

operation, fuel supply, nuclear 

security (World Nuclear News 2017)  

The Government of Kenya 

and the Government of the 

People’s Republic of 

China  

Negotiations on a 

treaty on mutual legal 

assistance  

To combat economic crimes like 

corruption with investigative 

agencies tracing proceeds of crime 

(FOCAC and Xinhua 2019)  

  

The following sections analyse trade and investment structures and the development 

assistance relationship between China and Kenya, which are heavily influenced by the BRI 

project in Kenya.  

2.2.1 Trade  

China became Kenya's largest trading partner in 2014 (Etyang 2015: 1) and Kenya has 

established itself as China's sixth-largest trading partner in Africa (White and Case 2018). In 

2017, Kenya's imports from China reached US$3,778 billion, accounting for approximately 

23 per cent of Kenya's total imports. However, Kenya's exports to China in 2017 were worth 

only US$96.7 million, representing 1.68 per cent of Kenya's total exports (World Bank 2017: 

np).   

Over 90 per cent of China’s main exports to Kenya are made up of higher value finished 

products, machinery and transportation equipment. In return, Kenyan exports to China are 

low value agricultural and natural resources. Kenya’s persistent balance of payments deficit 

is a critical issue (COMTRADE n. d.). Kenya’s total trade deficit to China amounts to US$1.1 

billion (Munda 2019: np). Kenya’s president Kenyatta voiced his concern about 

China ‘flooding the continent with manufactured goods’ and aims to increase exports to 

China to rebalance the China-Africa and China-Kenya trade relationship (Pilling 

and Klasa 2017: np).   

The Kenyan government is addressing this deficit by prioritising the manufacturing industry, 

which could in the long-term compete with Chinese exports of manufactured goods if more 

FDI in the sector is stimulated and exports are diversified (Jepchirchir and Githahu 2019). 

Kenya recognises the need to improve the competitiveness of its manufactured products. 
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The growth of manufacturing stagnated, averaging 2.9 per cent between 2013 and 2017 

(Government of Kenya 2018: np). To make its products more competitive, Kenya 

established Special Economic Zones (SEZs), Industrial and Small and Medium Enterprises 

(SMEs) parks and invests in skill development and research (Oxford Business Group 2016: 

3). Kenya defines infrastructure as the means to establish a better economic advantage. It 

aims to improve its manufacturing in cotton, fibre and leather products, and to add value to 

its agricultural, fisheries and livestock products, including tea and coffee. Other high priority 

industries are machinery, electronics and automotive parts. If the Kenyan government is to 

succeed in its ambition to become a manufacturing economy, it must protect its machinery 

and transportation equipment industries from cheaper Chinese imports.    

Overcoming the trade deficit will require negotiation between Kenya and China to find 

opportunities for mutual benefit. In Kenya’s third medium term plan, the government aims to 

address balance of trade deficits by promoting agricultural exports through value addition, 

accelerating industrialisation and implementing legal and institutional reforms (Government 

of Kenya 2018). The MoU on SPS supports this aim (Morangi 2018). Oil and titanium 

exports offer Kenya a potential for future higher-value exports to China or to invest in 

titanium manufacturing, e.g. in the jewellery industry which could be attractive to the Chinese 

market. China is an important export market for Kenya’s titanium. In 2017, Kenya’s titanium 

exports totalled US$133 million (OEC World 2017: np). A recent agreement on the export of 

Kenyan avocados to China provides prospects for exports of further agricultural goods to 

China and an increase in revenue generation (PSCU 2019).  China agreed on negotiations 

with Kenya and the EAC to address the trade deficit and emphasised the possibility of free 

trade agreements. The Kenyan government stated however that it is not yet ready for a free 

trade agreement with China as the two countries are at different development stages 

(Miriri 2019a).   

Furthermore, Chinese goods are likely to displace Kenya’s export market in Africa. China 

has a comparative advantage in Kenyan primary export goods including iron and steel, 

plastics, and food products (Trading Economics 2018). Uganda and Tanzania are Kenya’s 

largest market for exports, predominantly iron, steel, plastics, and food products. Therefore, 

Kenya needs to diversify its exports to maintain trade with its neighbouring countries 

(Jepchirchir and Githahu 2019). If not, the overall trade deficit will worsen. In recent years, 

high dependence on agricultural products has prevented Kenya from diversifying its exports 

(Krishnan, te Velde and Were 2018).   
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2.2.2 Investment  

According to Chinese Government statistics, the stock of China’s outward FDI in Africa 

reached US$43.3 billion in 2017, representing 2.4 per cent of China’s total global FDI 

stock. Kenya received US$410 million in FDI in 2017 from China, compared to US$78.7 

million in 2012 (COMTRADE n.d.). China has quickly established itself as one of the most 

high-profile single-country providers of finance for, and construction of, African infrastructure 

projects. The 2018 annual review of construction trends (ACTs) review by Deloitte concludes 

that China is financing one in five and constructing one in three projects in Africa. The report 

concludes that the BRI can stimulate investment ‘and promote intra-regional and global 

trade’ (Edinger and Labuschagne 2018: 55).  

China is also an increasingly important investor and financier to Kenya. China’s non-financial 

direct investment in Kenya in 2018 had doubled over that of the previous year to about 

US$520 million. This FDI is primarily directed into construction, but also industrial 

engineering, the creative industry, transportation equipment, food and beverage, and 

information and communication technology (Government of China 2017).  

Chinese companies contract for nearly 50 per cent of Kenya’s infrastructure projects, 

including roads, bridges and ports (China Africa Research Initiative 2020). Chinese 

acquirers and contractors to Kenya are mainly state-owned enterprises (SOEs) (ibid; 

Suokas 2018). Kenya’s infrastructure needs are extensive and highlighted under Kenya’s 

Vision 2030 (The National Treasury and Planning Kenya 2018). Projects to address this 

include road infrastructure projects and the Mombasa-Nairobi Standard Gauge Railway, 

contributing to the Kenyan Government’s economic, developmental and cleaner energy 

strategy (ibid).   

The Kenya National Electrification Strategy (KNES) is a roadmap for achieving universal 

access to electricity and contributing to renewable and clean energy by the year 2022 and 

contributes to energy access in Kenya (World Bank 2018a). A key project being funded by a 

concessional loan from the China EXIM Bank is a major solar power plant in the Northeast 

Kenyan town of Garissa, expected to generate 76,470 annual megawatt hours that will feed 

into Kenya’s national grid and provide the capacity to power 625,000 homes (Nduire 2018). 

A particular focus of the Second BRF was on a Green Silk Road, Green Investment 

Principles for Belt and Road Development (CCICED 2019).  

Additionally, China invests in industrial parks and SEZs as a practical means of achieving its 

development objectives. After the Kenyan Government announced its commitment to 

establishing industrial parks and SEZs in September 2015 to attract investments, with an 
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initial three zones designated for Kisumu, Mombasa and Lamu (Oxford Business Group 

2016; Government of Kenya 2018). Currently, Kenya has the most SEZs in Africa: 61 out of 

237 African SEZs are Kenyan. SEZs offer a global policy environment that contributes to 

cross-border investments and possibly inclusive sustainable development (UNCTAD 2019). 

In Kenya, SEZs account for nearly 10 per cent of exports (ibid). Kenya jumped from rank 

136 in 2015 to rank 56 in 2020 in the World Bank’s ease of doing business ranking since 

2015 (World Bank 2015: 4; World Bank 2020b: 4). This was partly due to the establishment 

of SEZs, but also the removal of certain trade barriers and facilitating greater access to 

credit (McVeigh 2018). While SEZs have been successfully implemented in China, the 

precise outcomes of SEZs in Kenya have yet to be evaluated.  

2.2.3 Development cooperation 

The Chinese government and state council published an initial White Paper in 2011 on its 

foreign aid, while the next one followed in 2014. The transparency and accessibility of 

information is modest and covers only a few data points, mainly as estimates (The State 

Council of the People’s Republic of China 2011; 2014).  

Despite these data limitations, the following information is accessible: China reported that 

‘development assistance to Africa increased over the last decade, reaching US$7.5bn for 

2010-12, while the proportion of total assistance to Africa also increased from 45.7 per cent 

in 2009 to 51.8 per cent in 2012’ (Gu et al. 2017: 20). 

It is hard to compare Chinese foreign development efforts compared to the standards by the 

OECD-DAC bureaucracy, as China defines development as holistic project combining aid, 

investments and trade. 

2.2.4 Employment, skills training, and technology transfer 

A McKinsey and Company report from 2017 (Jayaram, Kassiri, and Yuan Sun 2017: 28) 

conducted in eight African countries concluded that approximately 396 Chinese enterprises 

operate in Kenya. Across Africa, the McKinsey survey found that Chinese firms display a 

willingness to invest in hiring African workers and maintain apprenticeship programmes. 

Chinese enterprises overwhelmingly employ and train local workers (ibid: 40). In the case of 

Kenya, a report by the Kenya-China Economic and Trade Association (KCETA) concluded 

that Chinese firms operating in Kenya have created over 50,000 local jobs with the 

proportion of all employment position filled by local employees reaching 96 per cent in 

2018 (Xinhua 2018a: np). The report also noted that Chinese firms in Kenya provided 

around 67,000 local employees with professional training in 2018 (ibid). Commenting on this, 
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Isaac Mbeche, Deputy Vice-Chancellor of the University of Nairobi, argued that ‘Chinese 

firms have been devoted to cultivating talents and creating jobs in Kenya, enhancing the 

exchanges and cooperation between the two countries under the Belt and Road Initiative’ 

(Gu 2018: np).   

However, employment issues remain. According to Federation of Kenyan Employers (FKE) 

Executive Director Jacqueline Mugo, the lack of knowledge on local labour laws and the 

understanding for local staff creates disputes between Chinese employers and local 

employees. These often occur because of ‘salaries below the minimum-wage standards and 

unfair termination’ (Murathe 2018: np). In the view of the FKE’s Director, the level of disputes 

results from unfamiliarity with Kenya’s labour law on behalf of the firms, leading them ‘to 

violate the law without knowing it’ (ibid: np).   

The 2017 BRF was marked by President Xi’s commitment to promoting technological 

cooperation (Belsen Wahlén 2019). At the centre of this commitment is the Belt and Road 

Science, Technology and Innovation Cooperation Action Plan (Sheng 2019). This plan 

proposed four elements: the Science and Technology People-to-People Exchange Initiative, 

the Joint Laboratory Initiative, the Science Park Cooperation Initiative and the Technology 

Transfer Initiative (ibid). The 2019 BRF included a sub-forum entitled the Innovation Road 

and the List of Deliverables states that the Chinese government proposes to launch the 

Action Plan (Belt and Road Forum 2019).  

Technology and innovation are key elements in driving the Kenyan Vision 2030. Huawei is 

an important partner to Kenya in this trajectory (see Box 1).  

Box 1: Huawei-Kenya collaboration 

Source: Huawei (2017; 2019); GSMA (2019)  

Huawei’s contribution to technology and innovation in Kenya: 

• Participated in Kenya's Presidential Digital Talent Project (PDTP) as a career 

advisor and sponsor; 

• Established the Huawei Eastern Africa Training Centre; 

• Joined the Information Communication Technology (ICT) Caucus Meeting as a 

think tank and consultant to advise on Kenya's national ICT plan; 

• Partnered with Safaricom, Kenya's leading mobile network operator, in 

establishing a new security management infrastructure; and 

• Provided an effective Safe City solution. 
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There is a Sino-Africa Joint Research Centre in Kenya encouraging innovation, whose 

innovations include the development of a type of toothpaste out of molar tooth sticks 

(SAJOREC 2017; Zhihao 2019). The China-Kenya Solid State Lighting Technology Transfer 

Centre and a US$1 million agricultural research laboratory are funded by China and are 

intended to address low crop productivity among Kenya’s small- and large-scale farmers 

(African Farming and Food Processing 2015; African Review of Business and Technology 

2015). Kenya sets out contractual requirements for foreign enterprises for knowledge and 

skills transfers (Nyabwa and Kaniaru 2019), i.e. the SGR project involved 40 Kenyan 

students being funded by the contractor, China Road and Bridge Corporation (CRBC), to 

undertake a four-year bachelor’s degree course in railway engineering at Beijing Jiatong 

University (Xinhua 2018c). The company also opened a railway technology transfer training 

facility in Voi, the CRBC Technology Transfer Competence Training Centre, to improve the 

capacity of its Kenyan employees (Kawira 2015).  

2.2.5 Challenges with the BRI involvement 

The effectiveness and impact of China’s development cooperation with Africa is far from 

clear. On the one hand, China has provided significant financing, project management and 

implementation expertise for infrastructure projects, as well as BRI coordination and 

administration. China’s cooperation with Africa under the BRI has delivered a wide range of 

practical outcomes across transport, communications, energy, education, health, 

environment, and socio-cultural domains. The BRI contributed to bridging and facilitating 

inter- and intra-regional state and sub-state contacts to drive investment, connectivity and 

trade. As a continent, Africa has been relatively cautious in its record of engagement with 

the BRI. This caution remains, but there is an increasing and strengthening interest in the 

BRI among African states, business communities, and civil society organisations as 

demonstrable outcomes are resulting from this initiative (Baker McKenzie 2017; OECD 

2018; Renwick, Gu and Gong 2018).  

At the same time, challenges with the BRI in Africa relate to questions about:  

• where the finance is coming from to pay for the increasingly large number of 

projects;  

• the degree of robustness of project due diligence and risk assessment 

procedures;  

• the equity, transparency and accountability of tendering processes;  
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• safeguarding concerning alignment of BRI practices with international norms and 

agreed expectations of right conduct, for example over tendering or 

environmental protection;  

• the critical issue of whether the BRI’s funding is creating debt traps for partner 

countries; and, relatedly, 

• whether this is contributing to pushback among existing or potential BRI 

participants. 

(Farooq et al. 2018; Renwick, Gu and Gong 2018) 

  

The BRI has raised concerns and criticisms that it is fuelling a debt crisis in developing 

countries (Chellaney 2017). The BRI is portrayed as ‘China’s grand plan for expanding 

its influence’ (Mendis and Wang 2019: np) and, for some commentators ‘threatens countries’ 

ability to achieve self-reliance’ (Green 2019: np).   

Kenya’s overall public debt has been increasing rapidly in recent years, which arose to 

around 57 per cent of GDP in the 2017-18 fiscal year (World Bank 2018b: np). China's debt 

to Kenya accounts for 66 per cent of its bilateral loans, making it the largest bilateral creditor 

of Kenya (Mubashir 2019; Were 2019). In Kenya, the experience of the SGR has raised 

questions over Kenya's indebtedness to China; over China's actual commitment to the 

intended development outcome rather than to the commercial and non-commercial loan 

provisions, and the corporate cultures and working practices of Chinese firms. Kenya's debt 

level is said to have risen as a result of the SGR rail project (Miriri 2019b; Renwick, Gu and 

Gong 2018). According to one commentator, 'Apart from the SGR loans, China is already 

the single-largest bilateral lender [to Kenya] owed US$3.5 billion … or 19.4 per cent of total 

external debt by the end of the second quarter of the 2016/17 fiscal year’ (Omondi 2017: 

np). The five-year grace period given by the China EXIM Bank expired in June 2019. 

Kenyan taxpayers are paying 0.7 per cent of total take to the Chinese financing agencies for 

funding the Nairobi Mombasa stage of the SGR (ibid; Okoth 2020).   

Against this background and an increased risk management future in China, funding for the 

scheduled extension of the SGR would have been considered in the light of the provisions of 

the Guiding Principles on Financing the Development of the Belt and Road. These Principles 

advocate a transparent, friendly, non-discriminatory and predictable financing environment 

that ensures sustainable economic and social development. Kenya is among 26 countries 

who have jointly formulated these Principles (Belt and Road Portal 2017).  
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2.3 Sub-conclusion  

Under Kenya’s Vision 2030, industrial projects are identified as the foundation for 

development, which presents significant opportunities for cooperation under the BRI. 

Kenya’s 2030 Vision aspires to a country interconnected through a network of roads, 

railways, ports, airports, waterways and telecommunications and China’s support has 

concentrated on unblocking these flows in Nairobi and different parts of Kenya. 

The government’s development strategy and international cooperation, knowledge and skills 

transfers play an important role. The BRI is fast becoming a central component of the trade, 

investment and corporate landscape of Africa. China-Africa cooperation remains, at this 

stage, the central pillar of the emerging BRI-Africa relationship. The BRI can, and already is, 

delivering practical results on much of the infrastructural promise offered in its original 

conception and subsequent evolution. Whilst increasingly drawn towards the BRI, African 

states and non-state actors retain reservations. Kenya's experience illustrates the dual 

pressures on countries. In one respect, the Kenyan Government can elaborate its national 

and regional development priorities but needs critical funding and implementation capacity to 

achieve its aims. Funding on the scale needed to be effective and the corporate experience 

and capacity needed to complete implementation and provide post-completion management 

is available through the Chinese policy banks and Chinese firms within the framework of the 

BRI. Yet, Kenya's experience also demonstrates the complexities and challenges involved. 

The BRI is a work-in-progress. It is relatively new to the global arena and is still finding its 

way and seeking to address the substantive issues and questions through gatherings such 

as the BRF. The Chinese Government has moved into a more sober stance regarding the 

BRI, with closer attention to risk exposure, project monitoring, and outcomes assessment 

and the BRI's members too are seeking to maximise their benefits from the BRI whilst 

minimising their risks. 
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3 UK-China-Africa-trilateral cooperation 

Trilateral cooperation led by the UK and China is unique at a time in which global leaders 

such as the US have become increasingly inward looking. Trump’s administration and its 

infamous America First policy led to a withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (Office 

of the United States Trade Representative 2018). The US withdrawal from the Paris 

Agreement is also expected to come into effect at the end of 2020 (Pompeo 2019). 

Simultaneously, the UK increasingly looks outward. Global Britain and the UK’s post-Brexit 

trade negotiations create new cooperation opportunities. China’s Going Out policy and 

intensified global projects strengthened through the BRI provides a strong impetus for 

exchanges and partnerships. As the second and fifth largest economies and influential 

geopolitical actors, the UK and China hold meaningful responsibilities for future development 

processes around the world.   

Embracing this, the UK and China have approached each other and can use their 

complementary roles for common strategies. The UK’s changing trajectories also shift the 

country’s development priorities. The UK increasingly focuses on mechanisms of capacity 

building and self-reliance for their partner country. The discourse on people-to-people 

exchanges is increasingly used and aid for trade linkages have become more likely. These 

changing circumstances provide strong commonalities for bilateral cooperation between the 

UK and China (DFID 2018; Worley 2020).   

Today, China and the UK cooperate in areas of trade and industry, energy and transport, 

finance (the internationalisation of RMB), people-to-people exchanges, security issues as 

well as research in health, urbanisation, welfare, science and technology. These are 

discussed at various bilateral platforms including the Annual Prime Minister’s Meeting, the 

Strategic Dialogue, Business Summits, the Economic and Financial Dialogue, high-level 

security dialogues, and the High-Level People-to-People Dialogue (UK Government 2015). 

China has also deepened its strategic partnership with the EU through the China-EU 2020 

Strategic Agenda for Cooperation, which concluded with a China-EU Investment Agreement, 

and negotiations on a China-EU Free Trade Agreement (ibid; European Commission 

2019b).  

In 2015, the UK joined the new China-led Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) after 

Chinese President Xi Jinping’s state visit in October 2015, signing US$38 billion in business 

deals. The state visit was said to be opening the golden era in UK-China relations (UK 

Government 2015). Both sides have an interest in supporting each other’s major initiatives: 

China’s BRI and the UK’s National Infrastructure Plan and the Northern PowerHouse (HM 
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Treasury 2015b). Infrastructure increasingly becomes a cooperation nexus. For example, 

the UK-China Infrastructure Alliance is a platform designed to bring together British and 

Chinese infrastructure capabilities and to attract Chinese investment into UK infrastructure 

projects. The first UK-China Infrastructure Academy course was launched in 2016 to 

educate delegates from Chinese companies and government departments on the policy, 

financial, planning and legal frameworks governing the UK’s infrastructure environment (UK 

Government 2016).   

Other UK-China projects include: 

• the UK-China Joint Strategy for Science, Technology and Innovation 

Cooperation launched in 2017; 

• the establishment of the UK-China Research and Innovation Partnership Fund;  

• the 6th UK-China Energy Dialogue, Offshore Wind Industry Advisory Group 

Meeting; and  

• the UK-China Civil Nuclear Energy Working Cooperation Group Meeting setting 

out mutually beneficial goals to tackle climate change through innovation.  

(HM Treasury 2019) 

The bilateral relationship between the UK and China has an immediate effect on their trade, 

investment and development partners. As major actors in the international political economy 

and development, there is potential for great complementarity between China and the UK. 

As part of the BRICS grouping, China spearheads the rise of South-South cooperation while 

the UK is a leader in the traditional development infrastructure led by the global North. 

China-UK cooperation sets development priorities and builds strategic platforms. As the UK 

and China strengthen their bilateral relations, recognise their complementarity, and the 

possibility for innovating in financial and technical collaboration, trilateral cooperation 

mechanisms could be deployed to create mutually beneficial strategies and economic 

advancement (DFID and Greening 2014; OECD 2016).  

Trilateral cooperation with Africa was initiated after the first China-UK Business Summit in 

2009. Conversations started between then British Prime Minister Gordon Brown and then 

Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao who agreed on a plan for China–UK–Africa agricultural 

cooperation (Buckley 2013; Qianhui 2015). The China-UK Business Summits concluded with 

commitments from China and the UK to explore cooperation on infrastructure investment 

and construction in Africa, innovation development and research cooperation to continue 

and broaden joint action (Gu et al. 2017). The UK and China hold investment and business 
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forums under the framework of Partnership for Investment and Growth in Africa, in which 

measures to support African development are discussed.  

The British DFID plays a significant role in facilitating development cooperation (DFID 2010; 

UNDP 2016). In response to the first Africa-UK-China Conference on Agriculture and 

Fisheries in Beijing in 2010, the parties agreed on principles, priorities and mechanisms for 

trilateral cooperation to improve agricultural productivity and food security for the poorest 

population in Africa through the program Accelerate Agricultural Technology Transfer to 

Low-Income Countries (AgriTT) (Buckley 2017; China-UK Sustainable Agriculture Innovation 

Network (SAIN) 2014). In 2011, DFID and the Ministry of Commerce of the People's 

Republic of China (MOFCOM) signed an MoU to achieve the MDGs through cooperation 

and to work specifically on agriculture, health and disaster management in Malawi and 

Uganda (UK Government 2011). US$12.7 million worth of knowledge sharing technology 

and expertise was transferred between the Ministry of Agriculture (MOA) and MOFCOM 

China between 2012 and 2016 (ibid). More recent partners of DFID are the China 

Development Bank in 2014 and the Development Research Center in 2015, which 

collaborated to work on a China-UK Global Health Support Programme Pilot Project on 

Maternal and Child Health in Ethiopia and Myanmar, a China-UK-Tanzania Malaria Control 

Pilot Project. Technical cooperation and capacity building are accompanied with knowledge 

exchange between China and the UK to tackle challenges in Africa (UNDP 2016).  

During 2009 and 2010, the UK government, the Chinese Training Centre for Peacekeeping 

Civil Forces and the Kofi Annan International Training Centre for Peacekeeping together 

organised three training classes for African peacekeeping forces in China and Ghana 

(Hirono and Xu 2013).  

International and multilateral organisations have also served as a platform for China–UK–

Africa cooperation. For example, the UNDP; various World Bank mechanisms, such as the 

World Bank Trust Fund; DFID; the Export-Import Bank of China; Chinese Ministry of 

Finance; Chinese Ministry of Commerce; and Chinese companies, have all cooperated on 

numerous small projects across Africa (OECD 2016; UNDP 2016).  

3.1 UK-China-Kenya-trilateral cooperation 

Both China and the UK are important economic and development partners for East Africa 

and Kenya. With increasing trilateral cooperation strategies, the East African Community 

quickly joined discussions. A China-Kenya-UK Trilateral Business MoU was signed by the 

Kenya-China Economic and Trade Association, British Chamber of Commerce Kenya, and 



 35 

Kenyan Private Sector Alliance in October 2017 to set out a framework for cooperation and 

business ties between China, the UK and Kenya (Kenya Private Sector Alliance (KEPSA) 

2017). This MoU provides a framework for cooperation between businesses from Kenya, 

China and the UK in areas including infrastructure development and communication. 

Chinese companies have worked with both Kenyan and British companies and business 

partners in areas like manufacturing, telecommunication, tourism and the financial sector. 

The MoU outlines an additional push for joint efforts. 
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4 Policy recommendations 

The case study shows that development cooperation between the UK, China and Kenya 

shows a great potential for further engagement. This section will explore opportunities for 

future cooperation to overcome challenges we identified and to truly enable mutual benefits 

through economic cooperation. 

4.1 Potentials for trilateral cooperation 

Trilateral cooperation can facilitate the negotiation of joint projects, strengthens global ties 

on a national- and sub-national-levels and can lead to more effective development outcomes 

(OECD 2016). China-UK relations and trilateral platforms offer the possibility for further 

engagement. To harmonise strategies, and to assure transparency, coordination and 

communication, collaborative interventions are required. 

Table 4: Potential areas for trilateral cooperation 

Areas of expertise that need 

to be addressed 

The level of 

intervention 

Potential partners and entry 

points 

Learn from best practices (e.g.  

contractual, project 

management, communication 

and evaluation mechanism, 

team roles, mutually agreed 

quality standards and time 

plans) 

intra-national DFID and the Chinese National 

Health and Family Planning 

Commission who identified common 

aid priority countries and their needs 

for a common health project in Africa 

Expanding the capacity of 

cooperation projects to 

sufficiently evaluate the 

substantiveness of trilateral 

cooperation projects 

international 

cooperation, 

local 

implementation 

Involving evaluation institutions like 

Itad and the recently agreed upon 

project development facility (During 

UK-Africa Investment Summit the 

UK agreed to initiate this facility to 

provide skills and expertise for 

economic projects and the attraction 

of finances from the private sector)  
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Common frameworks on a 

national, centralised level  

intra-national Using existing dialogue platforms 

like the UK-China Economic and 

Financial Dialogue, the annual high-

level Dialogues on Africa or the 

China-UK Business summit 

Common frameworks on sub-

national, decentralised level to 

ensure frequent exchanges and 

quick information flow 

sub-national, 

county/ 

municipality 

level 

Deriving from existing platforms and 

in cooperation with DFID/FCO and 

Chinese ministries (depending on 

the topic, e.g. the Chinese Ministry 

of Education) 

Coordinated efforts involving 

African governments and 

regional institutions to 

strengthen the decisive power of 

concerned countries, the 

sectors and scope of 

interventions 

regional EU, EAC, the African Economic 

Community, the Kenyan government 

in close relationship with the UK and 

Chinese government and FOCAC 

(and sub-nationally with specific 

agencies and ministries) 

Academic exchanges to 

enhance mutual understanding 

on cooperation interests, needs 

and skills for trilateral 

cooperation and  

 

national, local Academic institutions (universities 

and think-tanks, e.g. the Kenya 

Institute for Public Policy Research 

and Analysis, the China 

Development Institute or the Institute 

of Development Studies) and 

international networks 

Creating widely accessible 

material on progress and 

cooperation outcomes (in 

English and Chinese) 

international, 

national 

The UK Government and the 

Chinese Government in close 

cooperation with the British and 

Chinese media, e.g. the British 

Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and 

Xinhua or the Belt and Road Portal 
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4.2 Possible future priority areas 

The bilateral cooperation between the UK and Kenya as well as China and Kenya contribute 

to a variety of sectors and strategies beneficial for tackling Kenya’s Big Four: manufacturing, 

universal healthcare, affordable housing and food security, and the ten foundations. The 

following table provides suggestions for trilateral cooperation topics between the UK, China 

and Kenya. The topics are based on the expertise of the UK and China in certain sectors, 

the bilateral development focus of the UK and China in Kenya, and Kenya’s Vision 2030. 

Based on that, we see strategic linkages and possible complementary projects in the areas 

of trade, research, security, governance, urban infrastructure, renewable energy, agriculture, 

health and skills training.   

Table 5: Possible future priority areas for trilateral cooperation 

Thematic area Contribution to the 

national development 

vision 

Potential Partners Risks  

Trade and 

Research:  

Negotiating and 

intensifying research 

on the diversification 

and value-addition of 

export products  

Macroeconomic stability, 

wealth creation and the 

possible extension of the 

Kenyan manufacturing 

sector  

To address the trade 

deficit with the UK, loss of 

exports to neighbouring 

countries, competition in 

agriculture and 

manufacturing, and 

dependence on 

agricultural products  

UK Department for 

International Trade, 

Ministry of Commerce 

China (MOFCOM)  

  

Kenya-China 

Economic and Trade 

Association 

(KCETA),  

Ministry of Industry, 

Trade and 

Cooperatives Kenya, 

British Chamber of 

Commerce Kenya, 

and Kenyan Private 

Sector Alliance 

(based on the 

trilateral business 

MoU)  

Need to 

convince all 

parties of 

benefits of 

the project, 

as Kenyan 

products 

could be in 

direct 

competition 

with Chinese 

ones 

(plastics, 

machinery, 

transportatio

n) in Kenya 

and 

neighbouring 

countries  
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Institute of Economic 

Affairs Kenya, 

Kenyan agriculture 

and manufacturing 

enterprises as target 

for value-addition 

  

Kenyan Investment 

Authority to stream 

ease of doing 

business 

to stimulate foreign 

investments  

  

Diversificatio

n and value-

addition need 

protection 

mechanisms, 

capacity of all 

businesses, 

including 

SMEs and 

investments  

Trade:  

Negotiations on 

lowering trade 

barriers (quality and 

safety of standards, 

import bans, trade 

facilitation measures)  

Macroeconomic stability a

nd wealth creation  

  

To ease business to 

increase export revenues 

and to 

stimulate investments   

UK Department for 

International 

Trade, MOFCOM, KC

TEA,  

Ministry of Industry, 

Trade and 

Cooperatives Kenya, 

British Chamber of 

Commerce Kenya, 

and Kenyan Private 

Sector Alliance 

(based on the 

trilateral business 

MoU)  

  

  

The UK, 

China and 

Kenya have 

different trad

e standards 

and approac

hes 

  

A free trade 

agreement wi

th China was 

negated by 

Kenya, trade 

agreements 

need to be 

based on 

trust and 

accountability 

between all 

partners 

(debts from 

the BRI might 
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negatively 

affect this).  

Trade:  

Integrating Kenya into 

the global value 

chains in the 

manufacturing 

sector (cotton, 

fibre and leather 

products)  

Macroeconomic stability 

and wealth creation  

  

The UK and China can 

encourage firms to 

engage with the 

manufacturing sector 

to promote Kenya’s 

structural transformation  

UK Department for 

International Trade, 

MOFCOM, Ministry of 

Industry, Trade and 

Cooperatives 

Kenya, KCETA, 

British Chamber of 

Commerce Kenya, 

and Kenyan Private 

Sector Alliance 

(based on the 

trilateral business 

MoU)  

  

suppliers, advertising 

firms in the UK, China 

and Kenya, SMEs in 

the three countries  

  

Learning 

from trilateral 

cooperation on value 

chains (and the 

involvement of the 

Kenyan and Chinese 

government):  

Trilateral Cooperation 

on Talpia and 

Carbon-Neutral Tea 

Value Chains  

Competition 

from other 

countries in 

cotton, fibre 

and leather 

products in 

terms of 

quality and 

price 

  

Trade 

barriers like 

tax 

measuremen

ts and import 

bans, quality 

and safety 

standards 

might hinder 

the 

successful 

integration 

into the 

global value 

chain  
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Trade:  

Advancing Kenya as 

an outsourcing 

location in the ICT se

ctor 

(Fildes 2010; Muchiri 

2020)  

Macroeconomic 

stability, wealth creation, 

human resources 

development  

To raise productivity, 

human resource skills 

and create jobs (AfDB, 

OECD and UNDP 2014).  

UK Department for 

International Trade, 

MOFCOM, Ministry of 

Industry, Trade and 

Cooperatives 

Kenya, KCETA, Britis

h Chamber of 

Commerce Kenya, 

and Kenyan Private 

Sector Alliance 

(based on the 

trilateral business 

MoU) 

  

British and Chinese 

companies, e.g. 

Huawei, and possibly 

widen the network to 

other economies like 

the US  

Persisting 

high energy 

costs, 

security 

issues and 

corporate 

challenges 

with 

corruption in 

Kenya  

  

Security: peace-  

keeping trainings 

and missions,  

expanding dialogue 

platforms  

Security, equity and 

wealth creation  

  

Security issues in the 

East African region and 

Kenya persistent. 

Threats are linked to 

conflict, radicalisation and 

terrorism influencing 

economic and social 

security. Insecurity 

remains a trade barrier 

China-UK High Level 

Security Dialogue,   

British Army Training 

Unit Africa 

(experience in the 

peace support 

training in 

Kenya), UN 

Peacekeeping 

Mission through 

which the Chinese 

People's Liberation 

Army Navy operates 

in Africa, Kenya 

Defence Forces 

Security 

interventions 

can be seen 

as foreign 

interference, 

but the UN 

can serve as 

a neutral 

partner 

  

China can 

provide 

assistance in 

less 

controversial 
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Kenyan Civil Society 

Organisations 

working on peace, 

e.g. PeaceNet Kenya  

areas, for 

example 

providing 

training on 

the use of 

ICT to track 

terrorism and 

violence, and 

the UK can 

share 

knowledge 

on 

legislation  

Governance:  

Anti-Corruption 

measurements   

Potential British and 

Chinese investors and 

companies are concerned 

about Kenya’s corruption, 

hindering FDI and trade 

opportunities 

 

Corruption as trade 

barrier  

DFID (and 

its experience in 

governance capacity 

building), and China’s 

very own Anti-

Corruption 

Campaign, e.g. with 

Chinese state-owned 

enterprises  

Kenya Anti-

Corruption Authority 

(KACA), Kenya 

Institute for Public 

Policy Research & 

Analysis (KIPPRA)  

It is difficult 

for China and 

the UK to 

interfere in 

Kenya’s 

national 

politics and 

to hold the 

Kenyan 

government 

accountable 

for their 

promises  

Urban 

Infrastructure: 

Effective City 

Management for 

affordable and 

green housing  

Affordable Housing (in a 

context of population 

growth and quick 

urbanisation)  

Silk Road City 

Alliance,   

knowledge-sharing 

with the Chinese 

government on its 

five-year plan on  

It is difficult to 

ensure 

infrastructure 

management 

in illegal 

slums, in 

which most 
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Green urban 

architecture, British 

researchers and 

companies on green 

infrastructure and 

innovative 

technologies 

(project: ‘African 

cities of the future’)  

  

Investments 

through the Belt and 

Road Green 

Investment and UK 

Climate Investments 

of Kenya’s 

population 

lives. Develo

ping only 

some urban 

spaces might 

foster 

inequalities 

and conflict 

  

Ensuring 

sustainability 

and poverty 

reduction in 

connection to 

BRI loans 

and the Silk 

Road City 

Alliance 

might 

become 

another 

challenge 

reproducing 

inequality 

Clean Energy:  

Renewable energy for 

climate change 

adaptation and 

improved 

investments    

Energy and technology 

(High energy costs in 

Kenya hinder 

investments, Kenya is co

mmitted to a cleaner 

energy strategy (KNES)) 

Based on the KNES, 

the Ministry of 

Energy's Project 

Implementation 

Kenya, together with 

the Belt and Road 

Energy partnership 

(and Chinese SOB 

investing into the 

industrial supply 

High initial 

capital costs, 

low public 

awareness 

on renewable 

energy and 

its economic 

benefits 

(which might 

have been 
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chain for renewables) 

and businesses like 

the British M-Kopa 

mitigated 

through the 

DFID-TERI 

partnership), 

lack of 

adherence to 

system 

standards by 

suppliers 

Agriculture:  

Climate resilient 

agriculture for social 

protection, including 

pesticide alternatives  

Food security, enhanced 

equity and wealth 

creation opportunities 

(poverty is spatial and 

concentrated in arid and 

semi-arid locations) 

  

To add value on 

agricultural products, 

monitoring processes are 

necessary and relate 

to climate resilience 

and the use of pesticides 

Kenyan research 

institutions on 

agriculture 

(e.g. Kenya 

Agriculture and 

Livestock Research 

Organisation), 

involving Kenyan 

farmers and their 

knowledge  

  

British and Chinese 

researchers 

on agriculture to 

investigate climate 

resilience in the 

Kenyan context, 

investigating cheap 

pesticide 

alternatives (possibly 

from 

local Kenyan producti

ons or indigenous 

methods) 

Most of 

Kenya’s 

lands are arid 

or semi-arid. 

Climate 

change 

consequence

s deeply 

influence 

livelihoods in 

Kenya.  

Loss in soil 

fertility drives 

climate 

migration, 

while many 

Somalians 

seek refuge 

in Kenya due 

to climate 

issues  

  

Quick, but 

thorough 

research and 

implementati



 45 

on methods 

are 

necessary. 

Efficient work 

distribution 

on data 

gathering 

and strong 

collaboration 

are the 

condition for 

the 

implementati

on  

Capacity building:  

Enhance mutual 

understanding on   

national laws and  

working cultures  

Enhanced partnership 

building 

  

human resources 

development for a 

cohesive and diverse 

society in Kenya (lack of 

knowledge on local labour 

laws and the 

understanding for local 

staff creates disputes 

between mainly Chinese 

employers and local 

Kenyan employees) 

In cooperation with 

Chinese and British 

companies based in 

Kenya,   

Knowledge sharing 

from workplace divers

ity in the UK, e.g. 

with The Employers 

Network for Equality 

& Inclusion,  

the Kenyan Central 

Organization of Trade 

Unions, the 

Federation of Kenyan 

Employers, and Non-

Governmental 

Organizations of East 

Africa Trade Union 

(NGOEATU) 

to support cultural 

trainings,   

Cultural 

understandin

g as a long-

term process, 

Chinese 

‘debt-trap-

policies' and 

previous 

negative 

experiences 

with Chinese 

employers 

created 

mistrust  



 46 

Chinese 

investors to fund servi

ces for employees, 

possibly facilitated by 

the local subsidiaries 

of the trade unions 

Health:   

for universal health 

care, service delivery  

Equitable, affordable and 

quality healthcare to all 

citizens according to 

Kenya’s constitution  

  

Scaling up maternal and 

child health, immunisation 

coverage, prevention of 

non-communicable 

diseases particularly 

diabetes and 

hypertension, prevention 

of water borne, TB and 

HIV sexually transmitted 

diseases 

China’s BRI project 

for infrastructure 

investments, Fleming 

Fund,   

Experience sharing 

from the UK on health 

systems;  

Ministry of Health 

Kenya 

  

World Health 

Organization 

  

Chinese health tech 

companies in 

communication with 

Kenya’s Trust for 

Indigenous Culture 

and Health (TICAH) 

Setbacks due 

to the lack of 

affordable 

medications, 

despite 

public 

awareness of 

health and 

diseases.  

 divide 

between 

traditional 

and modern 

health 

supplier 

  

Needs to be 

complemente

d with health 

infrastructure

, in particular 

in rural 

areas and for 

indigenous 

communities 
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5 Conclusion 

The case of Kenya shows that the UK and China are important partners to drive economic 

opportunities, sustainable development and Kenya’s development vision. Kenya’s Vision 

2030 identifies key development priorities and ten foundations to achieve the vision. The UK 

and China explicitly invest and provide aid in these areas, including security, governance 

reforms, equity and wealth creation and infrastructure. 

While the UK focuses on poverty elimination, governance, security and economic 

development in Kenya, China prioritises economic advancement through infrastructure 

capacity building. The BRI is a key project aiming to optimise national and global 

connectivity through infrastructure, which can improve trade relationships and attract 

investment and new industries. Infrastructure capacity building becomes an increasingly joint 

ambition for the UK and China in African countries. The growing trilateral cooperation 

between the UK, China and Africa provide a space to discuss priorities, strategies and 

implementation processes to achieve set goals and inspires closer relationships between the 

UK, China and Kenya. Trilateral cooperation provides a space to build common strategies 

and strong knowledge-sharing platforms. Dialogue and common agreements could lead to 

coordinated and increasingly effective outcomes which are mutually beneficial for all 

partners. For Kenya, we suggest that trilateral cooperation is beneficial in the areas of trade, 

security, corruption, urbanisation and affordable housing, renewable energies, agriculture, 

health and intercultural knowledge sharing. 
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