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Abstract
Following its so-called “Go Out” policy, the People’s Republic of China has
in recent times come under international scrutiny, particularly within Western
circles, for deliberately burdening the world’s most impoverished nations
with excessive public debt. Using the theoretical lens of neo-colonialism,
combined with both existing data and data gathered from semi-structured
interviews with key informants, we sought to scrutinize Ghana’s experiences
in relation to the so-called Chinese debt diplomacy. This study concludes
that while about only 7 per cent of Ghana’s entire public debt is owed to
China, the rate of the indebtedness, yawning trade imbalance in favor of
China, export of Ghana’s raw materials to China through the barter system
without value addition, collateralization of Ghanaian resources and assets for
Chinese loans, unbridled importation of Chinese manufactured goods into
Ghana, influx of Chinese labor, and irregular migrants in the illegal mining
enclaves are not only unhealthy and detrimental to Ghana but also have all
the trappings of neo-colonial and center-periphery relationship. This requires
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transformational and diligent political leadership, co-ordinated approaches
from state agencies, and a deliberate policy of economic transformation to
rescue Ghana from this strategy of Chinese debt entrapment.

Key-words: Debt trap diplomacy, China, Ghana, neo-colonialism, loans,
infrastructure.

Introduction
Recent scholarship has cemented the widespread perception
across academic and policy- making arenas that much of the
developing world, including many countries in Africa, is still
steeped in a debt crisis akin to what happened to the continent in
the early 1980s and the 2000s (Gort & Brooks, 2023; Culpeper
& Kappagoda, 2016; Lippolis & Verhoeven, 2022). What is
different this time is the fast-changing configurations of the
international political economy as well as international relations,
where China has suddenly emerged not just as a strong global
political and economic actor but also as a veritable challenger
and competitor to the United States and its hegemonic rule-
based global order arranged mainly by Western powers after
the end of World War II (el-Shafei & Metawe, 2022). For
instance, in Africa, China has not only emerged as the largest
bilateral creditor to the continent but also “Chinese lenders
account for 12 per cent of Africa’s private and public external
debt, which increased more than fivefold to $696 billion from
2000 to 2020 (Vines, Butler & Jie, 2022; Zajontz, 2021). No
country’s experience in Africa is worth considering in this global
diplomatic and economic chess game compared to Ghana. This
is because the country has for long been considered a star of
the West and its financial and political systems and institutions,
particularly since the neo-liberal economic reforms of the 1980s.
While Ghana is a stable democracy relative to many of its peers
and neighbors such as Nigeria, Burkina Faso, the Ivory Coast,
Mali, and Togo, ceaseless economic challenges, particularly
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regarding the balance of payments and fiscal crises since the
democratic transition of 1992, have almost normalized bilateral,
multilateral, and international capital market borrowing by the
state. For many decades in its history as an independent nation,
Ghana’s foreign development assistance originated primarily
from countries in the Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) and their lending organizations, such
as the Bretton Woods institutions of the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. However, in the last two
decades, the calculus for Ghana has changed, and now, China
and Chinese financial institutions have held sway.

Several recent studies have identified strong linkages
between Chinese development loans and the rising tide of debt
crises in Africa (Onjala, 2017; Brautigam, 2022). For instance,
Onjala (2017) argues that while Chinese financial support for
Kenya is vital in bridging the yawning gap in the country’s
infrastructure deficit, the main concern has been the problem of
sustainability, particularly in the long-term. Moreover, Chinese
loans are not only tied, but also lack transparency, leading to the
inevitable debt crisis in Kenya and many borrowing countries
across the continent. On the other hand, other scholars such
as Singh (2020) make a strong case for Chinese international
development finance and contend that the argument of the
Chinese grand agenda to burden smaller and weaker countries
in Africa and other parts of the developing world with high debt
levels in order to achieve neo-colonial objectives (the so-called
Chinese debt trap diplomacy), mainly advanced by the United
States and the collective West, is simply not accurate. Thus,
instead of deliberately driving African countries into debt distress
or engaging in some form of predatory behavior by using debt
to facilitate the capture of strategic national assets and natural
resources or to promote military expansion, Chinese loans and
their non-interventionist approach have provided alternatives
for African countries, especially those struggling with American
and Western hostility (Singh, 2020).
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While the recent experiences of several countries in this debate
across Africa and the developing world have been highlighted
by various studies (Brautigam, 2019, 2022; Brautigam et al.,
2021; Carmody et al., 2021; Gort & Brooks, 2023), the Ghanaian
case has received very little or no attention from the literature.
This is despite the various debt challenges that have afflicted the
Ghanaian economy and public finances over the past decade and
a half. For instance, recently, Ghana was forced to default from
its almost 467.4billion Ghanaian cedis ($55billion) public debt
obligations triggering one of the severest economic crises the
country has faced since independence in 1957 (Reuters, cited by
Aljazeera, 2022).

In response, Ghana secured a 36-month Extended Credit
Facility (ECF) arrangement of SDR 2.242 billion (approximately
$ 3 billion) from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to
support debt restructuring and economic stabilization efforts
(IMF, 2023).

While for decades, Ghana’s creditors have been
dominated by OECD countries and their lending institutions
such as the Bretton Woods institutions of the IMF and the World
Bank, and the international capital market, as we indicated in
the early part of this article, the recent rise and influence of
China and its lenders is palpable, particularly during the debt re-
negotiations that preceded the IMF-supported rescue programme
agreed in 2023.

Consequently, this study seeks to fill an important gap
in the literature on Africa’s debt crisis by examining Ghana’s
indebtedness to China and Chinese financial and lending
institutions in the context of debt trap diplomacy. Therefore, the
important questions that we seek to answer in this study include
the following:

1. What is the level of Ghana’s indebtedness to China
and Chinese institutions?

2. Is there a Chinese debt trap on Ghana?
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3. What are the implications of Ghana’s increasing
indebtedness to China and Chinese lending institutions?

4. What is the way forward in Ghana’s economic
relations with China given its one-sided nature and
rising indebtedness?

We use the concept of neo-colonialism, as an analytical tool to
scrutinize Ghana’s indebtedness to China, particularly in the last
two decades. Specifically, our objective is to find answers to the
jigsaw puzzle, if any, in the so-called Chinese debt trap diplomacy
that may have characterized the economic relationship between
Ghana and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) over the last
two decades.

Conceptual debate

Debt trap diplomacy and neo-colonialism

Fast-growing and vibrant literature in international relations,
international political economy, and development studies has
centered on the concept of ‘debt trap diplomacy’ regarding
Chinese development loans across the world, particularly in
countries on the periphery of global economic and political
affairs. Like many other concepts in social sciences, debt trap
diplomacy has been given varied meanings and interpretations
by many scholars. For instance, many pro-Western scholars,
particularly those engaged in analyzing the Chinese Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI), which started in 2013, have argued that
under the debt trap scheme, the Chinese government and its
various lending institutions, as part of an elaborate strategy by
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), have embarked on global-
trotting to deliberately use development assistance to entrap
countries, particularly those in the South, in order to gain some
strategic, diplomatic, economic, political, or military advantage
(Carmody & Wainwright, 2022; Carrozza & Sandnes, 2022).
While these Chinese loans are bereft of the ‘burdensome’
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conditionalities often associated with Western donor assistance
to Africa, quite a number of scholars have been cynical over
many issues associated with the Chinese financial support,
including problems of transparency and accountability. Critics
have pointed out other problems, including financially arming
profligate and often corrupt African governments and political
elites to build “unsustainable levels of debt, retain weak financial,
economic, and political governance and, in some instances,
continue infringements of human and civil rights” (Gu et al.,
2016, p.24).

Although scholars such as Singh (2020) have disputed
these claims and argued that Chinese development assistance is
vital for the economic transformation of developing countries,
especially those whose governments are facing hostilities from
the United States and the Collective West, the recent negative
experiences of many African countries, especially Kenya,
Zambia, the Republic of Congo, Djibouti, and Angola, have
raised concerns among academics, policy-makers, and activists
on the sustainability of these loans from the Chinese state and
its financial institutions (Brautigam, 2019). These concerns
have been aggravated by the recent rise of China as Africa’s
biggest bilateral creditor, outshining major competitors and
rival hegemonic powers in Europe, America, and the so-called
Collective West (Zajontz, 2021). Consequently, parallel lines
have been drawn between these huge Chinese development
loans in Africa and the continent’s experiences of colonialism
and neo-colonialism where various European powers financed
developments in agriculture, energy, roads, ports, and rail
infrastructure to facilitate the extraction, exploitation, and
transportation of raw materials from the periphery to central
nations and not necessarily to help build African economies
and states (Carmody et al., 2022). Therefore, unless the Chinese
infrastructure financing in Africa is able to boost rapid economic
production and growth, the problem of sustainability, “weaker
debt affordability and weaker external positions” is going to
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linger in many African states, with disastrous consequences to
macroeconomic stability and poverty reduction efforts in the
long-term (Carmody et al., 2021, p.58).

Over the last two decades, Chinese state capitalism
in Africa, which fuels strong views on the debt trap ploy, has
been boosted by the meteoric rise of Chinese foreign reserves
and the establishment of operations of various major Chinese
lending institutions, including the China Development Bank
(CDB), China Export and Import Bank, and commercial banks
such as the Chinese Construction Bank and Chinese Industry
and Commerce Bank (Gu et al., 2016, p.24). Thus, the so-called
Chinese “Going Out” policy facilitated by the over capacity of
the economy and the desire for huge investments abroad gives
practical meaning to the various theories of neo-colonialism and
imperialism that argue on the expansive tendencies of investment
capital across the globe. According to Vladimir Lenin, the Russian
revolutionary leader and theorist, and his adherents, the natural
by-product of excessive accumulation of capital is re-investment
in various new avenues and outlets, including foreign territories,
in order to ensure continued expansion and the maximization
of profit (2015). Ghana’s first President, Kwame Nkrumah, re-
echoed these views in his book Neo-Colonialism, the Last Stage
of Imperialism (1965), shortly before his overthrow in February
1966, underlining his various misgivings about imperialism
cloaked in neo-colonialist financial aid to Africa. According to
him, winning independence from various metropolitan countries
was only a theoretical exercise; in practice, African states are
still subjected to neo-colonial domination with both their
economic systems and political policies dictated from outside.
While foreign capital is used for exploitation rather than the
development of the recipient developing country, maximum
profit is extracted through exploitative means from financial aid
being extended from advanced countries to the less developed
countries of the South (Nkrumah, 1965).
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These criticisms from Nkrumah some six decades ago were
originally targeted at the United States, former European colonial
powers (particularly Britain and France), the Collective West,
and their global capitalist structures and institutions. However,
economic and diplomatic blocs such as the Soviet Union,
Eastern Europe, and China cannot be excluded from this kind of
analysis, particularly during the Cold War. This was despite the
status of China as a developing country, nowhere comparable to
both the United States and Soviet Union in terms of economic
and political influence across the world, particularly in Africa.
These Marxian views of Kwame Nkrumah on the expansive and
exploitative nature of capital form an important foundational and
conceptual structure for our analysis of so-called Chinese debt
diplomacy in Ghana in the remaining sections of this article.

Methods
To answer the various questions underpinning this study,
we gathered data from semi-structured interviews with key
informants. These were complemented by existing data gathered
from various secondary sources. Interviewees were selected
using purposive sampling. Six key informants were interviewed
for the study, but only responses from four were included in the
analysis section. Those who were selected, interviewed, and
included in the study were deemed to have a deep understanding,
and knowledge of the subject matter. Specifically, informants
whose views and perspectives were included in this study were: A
Senior Research Fellow from the Legon Centre for International
Affairs and Diplomacy (LECIAD), a Director and Dean of
Academic Affairs of the Ghana Armed Forces Command and
Staff College, a Senior Lecturer at the Department of Political
Science at the University of Ghana, and a former member of the
Ghanaian Parliament who is also a Lecturer at the Department
of Political Science at the University of Ghana. The existing
data were gathered from various sources, including government
sources, local and international agencies, think-tanks, and
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national and international media. Specifically, data gathered from
Ghana’s Ministry of Finance, Bui Power Authority, Financial
Times, Reporting Oil and Gas, the International Monetary Fund,
Washington Post, Reuters, Chatham House, Xinhua, Aljazeera,
The Conversation, Myjoyonline, and Citinewsroom; were used
to complement the primary data for meaningful analysis.

The data were analysed using neo-colonialism theory as a
framework and the thematic analysis approach within the broader
spectrum of qualitative research. This approach was critical in
helping to unravel the recent experiences of Ghana regarding
Chinese development financing and their implications for
Ghana’s political economy and development. The use of Ghana
as a case study also helps us make an important contribution
to the budding literature in this area, which has hitherto
excluded the country. This study also has wider implications
for analyzing and discussing Chinese development assistance to
peripheral economies, particularly those with stable but nascent
democracies.

Analysis

Ghana’s indebtedness to China

The first important question that underpins this study is: What
is the level of Ghana’s indebtedness to China and Chinese
institutions? Since the establishment of diplomatic relations
between Ghana and China in 1960 within the context of the South-
South diplomacy, China has been providing various material,
technical and financial support for Ghana’s development (Idun-
Arkhurst, 2008; EI-Khawas, 1972). However, inspired by the
“Go Out” policy since 2001, China has expanded its diplomatic
and economic relations with Ghana and China’s development
loans to Ghana have focused on some critical infrastructure,
including roads, telecommunications, and energy as well as
support for Ghana’s agricultural sector with various economic
and social implications for both countries, including the increase
in Ghana’s external debt levels. For instance, two important
projects that come to mind when discussing China’s support
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in bridging the gap in Ghana’s energy sector are the Bui Dam
(started in 2009 and completed in 2013) and the Atuabo Gas
Processing Plant. Specifically, the initial cost of the Bui Dam
was US$ 622 million, and US$562 million of that total amount
was a loan from the China Export and Import Bank (Exim Bank)
and US$60 million of counterpart funding from the Ghanaian
government (Ghana News Agency [GNA] cited in Myjoyonline,
2007). However, a review of the cost necessitated additional
financing of US$168 million (Adu-Gyamerah, 2016). The dam,
which was strategically located between the north and south
of the country, was a vital and timely addition to the Ghanaian
energy mix that has failed to resolve the country’s intractable
energy crisis over the years. Built by the Sinohydro Corporation,
Bui generates 404MW of power and simultaneously facilitates
the irrigation of 30,000ha of land (Bui Power Authority, 2023).
On the other hand, the Atuabo Gas Plant also enjoyed another
Chinese concessionary loan of US$1 billion from the China
Development Bank (CDB) and was aimed at also increasing
the energy capacity of the nation as well as raising revenue for
the state as part of the commercial production of hydrocarbon
resources started in 2010 (Reporting Oil and Gas, 2015). In
addition to these two important loans for Ghana’s struggling
energy sector, China has, since 2000, provided about 41 different
loans which cumulatively add up to US$5 billion for various
sectors of the Ghanaian economy, heralding Beijing as the
single largest holder of Ghana’s external debt (Citinewsroom,
2023). For instance, “as of September 2022, Ghana’s external
debt was held by the following groups: China alone ($1.7
billion), Eurobonds ($13 billion), Multilateral ($8 billion),
Paris Club countries ($1.9 billion), and other creditors ($3.2
billion)” (Agyei, 2023b). This exposure to Chinese development
assistance has expanded Beijing’s influence in Ghana, while
attracting criticism from rival hegemonic blocs, particularly the
West and Western-backed financial institutions, over what they
describe as a deliberate agenda from China to entrap the country.
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However, a former member of Ghana’s Parliament and a lecturer
at the Department of Political Science at the University of Ghana,
Iddi Ziblim, explained that compared to other African countries,
Ghana has not fallen deeply into the Chinese debt burden:

I am not downplaying the magnitude of our debt with
China. But we are talking about 7 per cent of our total debt.
I think the last time I checked, 6 to 7 per cent of our total
debt is what we owe to China. So, it is still manageable.
But, of course, if we continue to go on the path of taking
more and more of the loan, especially soft loans from China
and all of that, then we will get to where the Angolans, the
Ethiopians and the Zimbabweans are with China. I am just
saying that, yes, we should all cry our own cry. But if we
put ourselves in the African context, we are still not in
danger zone. (I. Ziblim, December 1, 2024)

Belt and Road

China’s Belt and Road Initiative also mirrors the increasing
appetite and reliance of Ghanaian political elites and the state
of Chinese foreign investment capital for development in the
past two decades. In this regard, a bilateral agreement on the
Belt and Road Initiative was signed in 2018, where China
agreed to provide USS$2 billion worth of investments in Ghana’s
infrastructure sector such as railways, roads, and energy. In
exchange, the Ghanaian government was to surrender 5 per cent
of its bauxite deposit to China (Myjoyonline, 2022). To goad the
Ghanaian government, China sweetened the deal by committing
to provide financing of 100 vehicles for the Ghana Police Service,
offering a grant of 300 million Yuan (US$42.7 million), and a
debt write-off of 250 million Yuan to the Ghanaian government
(Smith, 2019).

While many experts have hailed the benefits of this type of
developmental financing from China and Chinese financial
institutions for Ghana and its developmental trajectories, others
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have raised concerns about the negotiating skills and capacity of
Ghanaian political and technocratic leaders in negotiating with
the Chinese on development financing where a huge portion of
the country’s natural resources is surrendered to China without
regard to value addition. For instance, Philip Attuquayefio,
Senior Research Fellow of the Legon Centre for International
Affairs and Diplomacy (LECIAD) questioned the methods of
negotiating such deals and argued that:

Capacity is one thing, but having a strategy is a whole
thing, and I do not think we have a strategy. I think the
problem is more of a strategy than capacity because we
have substantive capacity within the ministries, within
our civil societies, and within academia. (P. Attuquayefio,
January 19, 2025)

While the Minister for Finance is responsible for carrying
out statutory obligations with respect to national borrowings
including negotiations, other institutions and individuals such
as the Cabinet, Parliament, Bank of Ghana and the Attorney-
General also play one role or the other (Ministry of Finance,
2021). However, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which should
be part of the agencies that should lead any negotiation, is hardly
involved in the process. There are indications that successive
governments are either unaware of the vital importance and
capacity of an agency such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
in fashioning elaborate strategies on international economic
relations or have simply ignored the ministry without justification.
Moreover, there is little or no synergy between academia and
the various institutions and agencies of the state when it comes
to strategies on economic relations with the rest of the world,
particularly the big powers. This explains the lack of an effective
strategy associated with Ghana’s loan negotiations with global
powers such as China and the Collective West. This type of poor
arrangement and negotiation is pervasive in Africa; therefore,
the Chinese have taken advantage of the situation to secure
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important natural resources to boost manufacturing and economic
growth in China to the detriment of the African economies. For
example, Chinese state lenders agreed to provide US$20 billion
to Guinea for financing infrastructure projects over a twenty-year
period in exchange for concessions on bauxite (Samb, 2017).
In this regard, the Guinean government prioritized the funding
of important infrastructural projects such as roads in the capital
Conakry, highways upcountry, extension of the Conakry port,
expansion of electric transmission, and building of a university
without fully considering the implications of surrendering this
important natural resource to a global power without adding
value (Samb, 2017).

Debt trap diplomacy in Ghana

One important objective of this study is to provide an answer
to a question on whether there is a Chinese debt trap in Ghana.
While there are pockets of disagreement, particularly from some
pro-Chinese and left-leaning scholars and commentators on
whether China is deliberately entrapping Ghana with its own
form of development financing, it would not be far from reality
for one to conclude that China’s ‘generous’ offer of development
assistance in exchange for vital raw materials represents some
form of entrapment. Even if this process of entrapment is gradual,
slow, and therefore less apparent, it remains a concern. Vladimir
Antwi-Danso, Director, and Dean of Academic Affairs of Ghana
Armed Forces Command and Staff College argued that:

It is the basic truth... that once you rely on their [Chinese]
loans...for your infrastructure, you are unable to pay ...
you give them something in exchange, and that is another
way China traps Ghana. Well, Ghana, you are unable to
pay, but I know you have bauxite, so why [do not] you
give me the bauxite? You have gold, so why [do not] you
give me gold? So, the entrapment you are talking about is
real.... They have done that in...several other places. If
you cannot pay [and] you have something, [then you will]
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pay with something. They will come and extract those
things cruelly, and that is the other side where we lose. (V.
Antwi-Danso, December 18, 2024)

Thus, while Chinese developmentassistance to Ghana on strategic
economic infrastructure, particularly in communications,
transport, roads, energy, and in some instances, agriculture is
immensely beneficial, the concern is the mounting debt burden
on Ghana and the problem of sustainability, especially given
the present challenges of public debt repayment (Conversation,
2021).

Specifically, Chinese investment in the energy sector,
particularly Bui Hydroelectric power is of strategic importance,
but at the same time suffers all the trappings of a periphery-
center relationship where raw materials are exported from
the periphery to the center, thereby denying the periphery the
opportunity to add value to its natural resources and generate
more foreign exchange. Even before proponents of dependency
theory explained this kind of one-sided neo-colonial economic
relationship in the late 1960s through the 1970s, the first
Ghanaian President Kwame Nkrumah and many of his
contemporaries, such as Julius Nyerere and Ahmed Sékou
Touré, former Presidents of Tanzania and Guinea, respectively,
had adequately proffered this kind of prognosis with a clear
emphasis on Western-style neo-colonialism in Africa (Langan,
2020). Again, just as their Western competitors do, the Chinese
are undoubtedly using high-profile projects like the Bui Dam
to cultivate soft power. Americans used a similar strategy and
approach to the Volta River Project and the Akosombo Dam in
the 1960s (Tsikudo, 2021).

Specifically, in funding both the Akosombo and the
Kpong projects, the United States, just as China is doing today,
leveraged those important energy projects to seek geostrategic
advantage in Ghana at the height of the Cold War when it was
locked in a hegemonic struggle with the Soviet Union in Africa.
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Therefore, even the most ardent sympathizer of the Chinese
strategy on economic diplomacy in Africa cannot dispute the
claim that, the Chinese approach in Ghana not only mimics
the experiences of other troubled African economies heavily
indebted to China but is also a textbook example of the United
States’ and Western lending on strategic investments in Ghana,
such as the Akosombo Dam and the Kpong projects.

As indicated earlier, some scholars have argued that,
under the debt trap scheme, the Chinese government and its
various lending institutions use development financing to
entrap developing countries to gain some strategic, diplomatic,
economic, political, or military advantage (Carmody &
Wainwright, 2022). While there seem to have been no military
objectives in China’s generous offer of loans to Ghana over the
last two decades, it is difficult to dismiss economic goals in
China’s debt entrapment in Ghana. However, a Senior Lecturer
at the Department of Political Science, University of Ghana,
Nene-Lomotey Kuditchar, emphasized that what matters is the
reciprocal nature of Ghana-China economic relations:

Chinese relationships with Ghana are beneficial to the
interests of China. For instance, using barter trade allows
China to expand its reach in terms of access to the raw
materials of Ghana with very high economic advantages.
Ghana has also benefited from its relationship with
China from having access to foreign aid that comes
without conditionalities, in terms of insisting that certain
guarantees be given in terms of re-orienting the structures
of governance in Ghana. The Chinese will give you loan if
they realize that it is beneficial to both China and Ghana,
and when this minimum condition is met, then the loan is
disbursed. So, give and take. The rise of China in terms of
its importance in Ghana’s economic governance has given
Ghana an option away from the Bretton Woods institutions,
which would normally give aid with conditions attached.
(N. Kuditchar, January 10, 2025)
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This assertion by Kuditchar is evident in Ghana’s energy sector.
For instance, while Ghana was able to increase its energy
resources through the Bui Dam project to power its economy and
development, as well as secure important jobs for its citizens, the
Chinese gained tremendously from this project in several ways.
First, in addition to cultivating soft power, the Chinese used the
projectto facilitate market expansion for Chinese companies such
as Sinohydro, Shanghai Corporation, and China International
Water and Electric Corporation in Ghana (Tsikudo, 2021). In
recent times, the Chinese company Sinohydro Corporation
Limited has undertaken the construction of several kilometers
of roads in Nyinahin in the Ashanti Region and an additional
100-kilometer inner-city road with drainage work, earthwork,
and bituminous surfacing in Kumasi, the capital of the Ashanti
Region, and the second biggest city of Ghana (Xinhua, 2022).

The Projects

As part of the Chinese strategy of the resource-for-infrastructure
framework, many projects have been undertaken in Africa,
with Chinese funding in exchange for raw materials. In Ghana,
financing for Bui Dam was secured through an international
barter system, in which Ghana exported 40, 000 tons of cocoa
beans to China for the first five years of the loan when the dam
was expected to be operational (Tsikudo, 2021). Thereafter,
the loan would be repaid with an 85 per cent share of the
proceeds realized from the sale of energy from the Bui Dam
to the Electricity Company of Ghana (ECG) (Brautigam, et al.,
2021). This is in addition to the above-mentioned bauxite-for-
infrastructure agreement which Ghana signed in 2018 with the
Chinese state-owned firm Sinohydro Corp. This would secure
US$2billion in Chinese investment in Ghana’s infrastructure,
while Chinese lenders were offered 5 per cent of Ghana’s bauxite
reserves (Nyabiage, 2021). This deal was signed despite loud
and sustained protests from conservationists on the potential
risks of bauxite mining to the environment, particularly in the
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influential Atewa Forest in the Eastern Region of Ghana (Benefo
& Addaney, 2021).

In addition to disrupting the environment, these Chinese
loans have also helped open up the Ghanaian economy to Chinese
investments, businesses, and even ordinary citizens, often to the
detriment of local business people and the general Ghanaian
population. For instance, with several new infrastructural
projects across various sectors of the Ghanaian economy,
particularly energy and roads, Sinohydro has not only secured its
market share and influence in Ghana but also adheres religiously
to the so-called “Go Out” policy of the Chinese government.
This policy, which began about two decades ago, encouraged
Chinese state-owned companies to expand their operations
abroad, improve their business practices, generate, and maximize
profits, and capture raw materials and other strategic resources
for the Chinese state and its expanding economy (Hook, 2012).

Implications

Environmental concerns

One more important question this study seeks to answer is:
What are the implications of Ghana’s increasing indebtedness
to China and Chinese lending institutions? One implication is
the problem of environmental degradation. For instance, while
Ghana’s US$2 billion bauxite deal with China has been hailed
by many as a solution to unemployment in Ghana, as well as
creating a limited or no additional burden on the public debt
stock due to the barter arrangement, various stakeholders have
raised concerns about the environmental risks associated with
such transactions. Experts, commentators, and environmental
activists have argued that mining bauxite from the Atewa
Forest targeted by China will contaminate the drinking water of
approximately five million people including an estimated one
million people in the capital city of Ghana, Accra (Knott, 2019).
However, the then resolute Ghanaian authorities demurred such
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concerns, and President Nana Akufo-Addo himself maintained
that:

I am satisfied with what I have been told and what has
been demonstrated to me that it is possible for us to get
that red mud out without disturbing the wildlife in the
Atewa Mountains. (Knott, 2019)

This response from the Ghanaian President in the US$2billion
deal with China exemplified the desperation of African leaders
for infrastructure financing that would help grow their fragile
economies, provide employment for their people, reduce poverty,
and cement their political legacies. Ironically, this desperation
is capitalized by the Chinese state and its lending institutions
to flood countries with cheap loans that have the tendency to
cause debt sustainability crisis as well as future environmental
catastrophe.
However, Kuditchar of University of Ghana asserted
that:
Well, any natural resource extraction processes disrupt
the environment, so whatever the Chinese are doing is not
different from what [has historically] been happening since
the colonial powers started extracting Africa’s resources.
The impact is the same. If the British dug gold in the 19th
or 18th century, it would destroy the environment. The
Chinese would do [the] same, [and] it would destroy the
environment. [Therefore], I am looking at [these] terms.
Let us look at the long history of Western associations with
Ghana. They dig natural resources; the only infrastructure
that you find [built in Ghana by the colonialists] is the
infrastructure that would extract natural resources outside
of Western countries. However, Chinese infrastructure
is such that it creates and fills the need for infrastructure
investment in Ghana that will support its own economic
development aspiration. [ Thus], in that respect, every form
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of natural resource extraction disrupts the environment,
but the net benefit of the Chinese one is that you will see
tangible benefits from the exchanges that have taken place.
(N. Kuditchar, January 10, 2025)

1llegal small-scale mining (galamsey)

No discussion on the implications of Chinese development
assistance to Ghana can be completed without addressing
the issue of illegal small-scale mining. As we hinted at in the
earlier section of this article, one sector that has attracted the
interest of Chinese citizens migrating to Ghana, especially in
the last two decades has been the informal small-scale mining,
popularly called galamsey in Ghana (Hausermann, Adomako &
Robles, 2020). This is an inevitable symptom of the deepening
asymmetrical economic relationship between China and Ghana
over the past 20 years. As previously suggested, at the height
of their influx into the mining enclaves of Ghana between 2012
and 2013, there were approximately 50, 000 Chinese (irregular)
migrants in the illegal gold mining sector of Ghana, particularly
in the southern and forested zones of the country (Boafo, Paalo
& Dotsey, 2019; Antwi-Boateng & Akudugu, 2020). The
environmental, social, and economic impact of illegal mining has
been a grave concern for Ghanaians. Ironically, this was the time
Ghana was actively courting Chinese investment, particularly
regarding infrastructure projects such as the Bui Dam and the
Atuabo Gas Plant, which were being funded and constructed by
various Chinese firms with Chinese funding. To date, there is
no empirical evidence linking the financing of these important
projects by the Chinese government in Ghana to the influx and
impunity of Chinese citizens in Ghana’s informal small-scale
mining sector. While Chinese investments in Africa are generally
spearheaded by state-owned companies, private Chinese
citizens, members of the Chinese diaspora and African-Chinese
businesses, those involved in illegal mining activities in Ghana
are mostly ordinary private Chinese citizens who pool resources
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together to exploit the weaknesses of the Ghanaian state, such as
corruption, collusion, and patronage politics, to invade Ghanaian
forests and water bodies searching for gold (Antwi-Boateng
& Akudugu, 2020). Despite the apparent indifference of the
Chinese government on the issue of illegal Chinese migrants in
the informal mining sector of Ghana, it is not a difficult task for
any keen observer of the situation to conclude that the Ghanaian
government and the relevant mining institutions are constrained
in taking punitive and deterrent actions and measures against
illegal Chinese migrants because of concerns over straining
relations with China. In this regard, one high-profile case was
the bizarre and sudden decision by the Ghanaian government in
2018 to discontinue the prosecution of a Chinese national, Aisha
Huang, and four of her accomplices, who were arrested not only
for engaging in illegal small-scale mining but also suspected
of various breaches of Ghanaian mining laws and regulations.
Ms Huang, whose infractions in the Ghanaian informal mining
sector earned her the nickname ‘Galamsey Queen’ in Ghana
was deported after the state expressed lack of interest in her
prosecution in 2018 (Nyabor, 2019). Many observers pinned the
blame for this development on the Chinese government’s long-
arms and debt trap diplomacy, particularly when Ghana’s then-
Senior Minister, Yaw Osafo Marfo, justified the decision of the
Ghanaian government to deport her instead of prosecuting her:

We have a...good relationship with China. [Currently],
the main company that [helps] develop the infrastructure
system in Ghana is Sinohydro, it is a Chinese Company.
It is the one that is going to help process our bauxite
and provide about two billion dollars to us.... So, when
there are these kinds of arrangements, there are other things
behind the scenes. Putting that lady (Aisha Huang) in jail
in Ghana is not going to solve...economic problems. It is
not going to make [anyone] happy. That is not important,
the most important thing is that she has been deported out
of Ghana. (Nyabor, 2019)
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The impunity of illegal Chinese miners in Ghana was evident
almost four years after her supposed deportation from Ghana.
Aisha Huang was again located in Ghana and was re-arrested
in 2022 by Ghana’s security services for engaging in the same
activities (illegal mining), that warranted her earlier deportation
(Agbenorsi, 2022). In response to the backlash and national
uproar, the Ghanaian state and authorities are apparently
exhibiting some seriousness and urgency in ensuring that she
and the accomplices stand trial for their various infractions
against Ghanaian mining laws. It is difficult to dispute the claim
that the Chinese policy of ‘Going Out’, backed by the power and
expansion of its surplus capital to the (developing) world, has
driven the influx of Chinese citizens, including irregular migrants,
into Ghana’s mining sector and other business activities.

In his response, Kuditchar from the Department of
Political Science of the University of Ghana explained the
following:

Well, I do not think the hands of the Ghanaian government
are tied....I think it has more to do with the collaboration
between those who have control over the ‘galamsey’
enclaves and the common interest between the Chinese
who come in and those who have land to offer. If it is a
criminal activity, the state has a duty and responsibility
to bring the culprits to justice. [However], once we do
not find this happening, I do not think it is because the
government of Ghana’s hands are tied. These are private
Chinese who enter into partnership with private Ghanaians
who have land to offer....  am aware that what [ am saying
is [overly] simplistic. But then, I would want to look at
it from the perspective of whether the Government of
Ghana will consciously say that, if a Chinese is engaging
in illegal activity because of the loans that we get from
China, we are not going to prosecute them. Well, it may
or may not be. But from where I sit, I think that it has
more to do with the Ghanaian state being soft in terms of
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law enforcement for one political reason or the other. (N.
Kuditcher, January 10, 2025)

Chinese experts and laborers

Another negative implication of Chinese development financing
and Ghana’s rising indebtedness to China has been the influx and
use of Chinese experts and cheap labor in almost all the projects
financed by the Chinese government or agencies. Undoubtedly,
in the so-called Chinese debt trap scheme in Ghana, Chinese
engineers, laborers, and other citizens have been some of the
biggest beneficiaries of Chinese development assistance to
Ghana, and many of them have secured lucrative jobs during
the construction of the Bui Dam, the Atuabo Gas Plant, and
many other Chinese infrastructure projects. This certainly
disadvantaged Ghana, where unemployment is widespread. In
his response, Attuquayefio of LECIAD explained:

Yes, the flooding [of Chinese labor] is palpable, we see it
but then again it all boils down to negotiating these things.
[Therefore], one of the reasons why China gives Ghana
these [loans] is that it will also open the front door to their
labor in Ghana and, of course, on the whole continent.
So, I am not surprised. They negotiate a loan, they give
the contract to the Chinese company, and the Chinese
company decides that we bring labor. And yes, we are not
talking about skilled labor, but we are bringing all kinds
of labor, [that are] available within our country. Since
2008, there has been a massive influx of Chinese labor
into Ghana, which has been the Chinese model to ensure
that economic resources or economic rewards from their
inputs are measured solely for the benefit of China. So, at
first, Ghana thought about them as a development partner
[who] was benevolent. [Currently], they are bringing
their people in and mining the benefits of their economic
engagement with Ghana. Unfortunately, for Ghanaians,
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there was even a negative fallout. Those who come in when
they finish the project end up in the Ghanaian mining pit
and help in destroying our environment. This is obviously
a challenging [task]. (P. Attuquayefio, January 19, 2025)

Ghana has witnessed this kind of neo-colonial and dependency
mentality from Western powers who pretended to extend
their hand of support in Ghana’s development efforts with
development financing. However, unlike the Chinese, in almost
all the projects the West had financed, the West only brought
their experts and skilled labor and not cheap labor that could be
easily provided by ordinary Ghanaians. Clearly, the Chinese are
doing far worse in this respect than their Western competitors in
terms of economic relations with developing countries such as
Ghana. However, in rare cases, some Ghanaian authorities have
taken counter measures to this approach. For instance, the Ghana
National Gas Company (GNGC), which was established in 2011,
recently saved US$ 207 million when it decided to indigenize
the company by replacing Chinese engineers and technicians
with Ghanaians running the Atuabo Gas Plant, which was built
with Chinese funding (Adomonline, 2023).

In addition to this influx of Chinese labor in Ghana,
Chinese capital investment in Ghana over the past two decades
has also encouraged increased migration and visits of private
Chinese citizens to Ghana for business purposes, leading to China
becoming Ghana’s primary source of foreign direct investment,
principal trading partners, and leading infrastructure financiers
(Tsikudo, 2021). However, as indicated in other sections of this
paper, some of these Chinese citizens are irregular migrants who
illegally engage in informal gold mining across the southern
parts of Ghana (Botchwey, Crawford, Loubere, & Lu, 2018).

On the other hand, as part of the Chinese soft power,
there have been scores of Ghanaians visiting China for business
and educational purposes. In 2019, the Chinese government
awarded 310 Ghanaians scholarships to pursue higher education
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at various graduate and undergraduate levels. These students
specialize in academic disciplines such as public administration,
agriculture, architecture, information and communications
technology (ICT), environmental engineering, and traditional
Chinese medicine (Myjoyonline, 2019). Thus, while there is an
asymmetry of economic relations, there are also some elements
of quid pro quo where Ghana and Ghanaians benefit, even if that
is part of the Chinese policy of using soft power for economic
and diplomatic leverage.

Default

As previously discussed, another implication of using Chinese
financing for development in Ghana is China’s aggressive
strategy of weaponizing financial assistance to capture strategic
natural resources and assets in Africa and other parts of the
developing world. The likelihood of Ghana losing some of these
assets and resources in any case of default is high. For instance,
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) recently sounded alarm
bells in Ghana regarding the possible loss of some important
national assets and resources to China. According to the IMF,
Ghana is likely to lose control of its export revenues from cocoa,
bauxite, oil, and electricity sales in the event of any future
default on four collateralized loans, totalling US$619 million
from China between 2007 and 2018 for various infrastructure
projects, particularly in the energy sector (Agyei, 2023a).
Chinese collateralized loans include those used in financing Bui
Dam project, Atuabo Gas plant and the US$2 billion bauxite
mining agreement (Agyei, 2023b). Chinese officials have
consistently parried accusations such as the one from the IMF
over apparent high-handedness and opacity on its lending in
Africa and maintains for instance that its “official bilateral loans
involving Ghana account for less than 5 per cent of the West
African country’s total debt [while] Multilateral and commercial
debt account for the vast majority of Ghana’s external debt”
(Reuters cited in Tian, 2023). The Chinese government accused
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Western-backed institutions of deliberately plotting to blacken
its international image as a responsible global economic player
(Wang, 2022). However, critics point to Sri Lanka, which, in
2017, surrendered a 70% stake in its Hambantota Port to state-
owned China Merchants because of its inability to pay back the
Chinese contracted loans used in building the project, whose
financing was estimated at about US$1 billion (Wang, 2022).

Trade Imbalance

Undoubtedly, another consequence of the lop-sided economic
relations between China and Ghana is an imbalance in their trade
and other external economic and commercial dealings. While
bilateral trade volume between China and Ghana has peaked at
US$9.57billionin 2021 from US$6.67 billionin 2017, these trade
relations are dangerously skewed in favour of China (Arkoh,
2022). Specifically, in 2020, Ghana imported US$ 6.7 billion
from China and exported US$ 1.7 billion to China (mainly crude
petroleum and other raw materials). More importantly, in the
same year, Ghana was China’s seventh largest trading partner in
Africa. Presently, while China is Ghana’s largest trading partner
and foreign investor, the heavily one-sided relationship has all
the hallmarks of a center-periphery relationship akin to what
happened between African countries and their former colonial
masters, particularly those countries under the French sphere of
influence.

The one-sided commercial and economic relations
between China and Ghana are also evident in the frenzy with
which the Chinese supermarket giant, China Mall, is invading
the Ghanaian retail market, flooding it with cheap but often
inferior Chinese goods, “ranging from electronics, food and
dairy, clothes, foot-wears, kitchen utensils, among others”
(Ankiilu, 2022). Within one year, China Mall opened more than
seven large branches in Ghana and there are clear indications
that more branches will be opened across the country in the
coming years (Ankiilu, 2022). The foray of Chinese capital

Legon Journal of the Humanities 36.2 (2025) Page | 25



Asah-Asante, K. & Ahmed, A. H./Chinese death trap diplomacy in Africa

in the Ghanaian retail market has the tendency to not only
turn Ghana into a dumping ground for cheap and inferior
Chinese goods but also serve as an infringement on the stated
objectives of the Ghanaian state to reserve the retail market
for only Ghanaian citizens. Undoubtedly, the Chinese strategy
of importing Ghana’s raw materials to feed its industrial and
economic growth while exporting mainly cheap manufactured
goods to flood the Ghanaian market and crowd out Ghanaian
manufacturers or producers is a text book example of a colonial
and neo-colonial economic relationship.

Economic shock and IMF bailout

Another implication of Ghana’s indebtedness to the Chinese was
evident during the economic shock that struck Ghana in 2022
and 2023. While many other factors, including COVID-19,
the Russia-Ukraine war, economic mismanagement and
vulnerabilities, and profligacy of elites, forced Ghanaians to
endure one of the country’s worst economic crises in at least
one generation, nobody can extricate the lopsided economic
relations with China, particularly the trade imbalance between
the two countries. As highlighted previously, this trade
imbalance has all the trappings of a neo-colonial relationship,
where Ghana plays the role of an exporter of raw materials that
fuel the Chinese manufacturing sector, and in return, China
floods the Ghanaian market with cheap manufactured goods.
This is a recipe for economic fragility and vulnerabilities,
particularly when the weaker partner has neither the means
of adding value to those raw materials to attract more foreign
exchange nor the power to negotiate for decent prices for the
primary commodities. Certainly, Ghana’s economy, which was
continuously undermined by this kind of asymmetric economic
and diplomatic relationship, often buckled under the slightest
domestic or external shock. With inflation exceeding 50 per-
cent, the currency worth half what it was in the previous year,
“fuel prices doubling and debt payments gobbling up more than
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half the government’s revenues” the country had no option but
to default on its public debt repayment obligations (Africanews,
2022). This indicate a significant shift from the “Ghana Beyond
Aid” slogan of President Nana Akufo-Addo to an IMF-supported
stabilization program that Ghana has been familiar with since
the late 1960s. Further, while negotiations for the restructuring
of Ghana’s 575.7-billion-cedi debt (US$46.06 billion) with the
IMF as a prelude to the US$ 3 billion bail-out were ongoing,
the US$ 1.9 billion owed China emerged as an obstacle to the
conclusion of negotiations (Reuters, 2023). Specifically, “as
of September 2022, Ghana’s external debt was held by the
following groups: China alone ($1.7 billion), Eurobonds ($13
billion), Multilateral ($8 billion), Paris Club countries ($1.9
billion) and other creditors ($3.2 billion)” (Agyei, 2023b).
Consequently, as is the case with many African countries, China
is Ghana’s largest bilateral creditor, and therefore, restructuring
its debt requires China’s involvement. The initial delay by
both the Ghanaian authorities and their Chinese counterparts
in resolving outstanding debt-related issues contributed to the
postponement of the IMF’s Board approval of the bail-out
facility, further worsening the country’s economic situation and
imposing hardships on the poor. Although Ghanaian authorities
are familiar with all conventional IMF conditions, having
been under the IMF-supported stabilization program 16 times
previously, the new demand from the lender of last resort this time
has been the restructuring of both Ghana’s external and domestic
debt (money owed mostly to local banks, pension funds, and
insurance companies in Ghana) (Wheatley, 2023; Conversation,
2023). This demand from the IMF put added pressure on the
Ghanaian authorities on the best approaches to adopt in the
public debt restructuring negotiation, particularly regarding the
almost US$1.7 billion owed Chinese lenders. These challenges
have been aggravated by the existing “disagreements between
western creditors and Beijing over how best to restructure
outstanding loans and bond payments” that have burdened some
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of the world’s most financially troubled countries in Africa and
Asia (Pilling et al., 2023). The IMF Executive Board finally
approved the US$3 billion (SDR 2.242 billion) 36-month ECF
arrangement for Ghana in May 2023 after the conclusion of all
negotiations with all Ghana’s creditors, including China (IMF,
2023). However, the protracted debt restructuring negotiations
between Ghana and China emphasized the depth of the influence
of Chinese lending on Ghana’s economy.

Remedial measures

The final question underpinning this study is: What is the way
forward in Ghana’s economic relations with China, given its one-
sided nature and rising indebtedness? Ghana’s lopsided relations
with China, which have contributed to rising indebtedness,
can be remedied through transformational political leadership.
Antwi-Danso of the Ghana Armed Forces Command and Staff
College contended that:

We need a revolution, not a military takeover but a
revolutionary leader...a transformational leader. We
need a transformational leader who would revolutionize
our foreign policy, foreign economic policy, and give it a
direction where we cannot be exploited. [However], such
leaders are rare. (V. Antwi-Danso, December 18, 2024)

Kwame Nkrumah remains the only Ghanaian leader who took
concrete steps to shift the country from an exporter of raw
materials to an industrial economy in the 1960s. Since his
overthrowin 1966, successive governments have failed to emulate
his vision. Thus, Ghana’s economy needs to be restructured in
such a way that value is added to raw materials, such as cocoa,
timber, and oil, to generate more foreign exchange that would
make contracting foreign loans unnecessary instead of merely
exporting raw materials to global powers such as China to fuel
their growth and rise at the expense of Ghana. In cases where
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the nation has to export raw materials, there is a need for re-
negotiation to improve the nation’s share from the current ten to
fifteen per cent (10-15 per cent) to about fourty or fifty (40 or 50)
per cent. This is the best way to wean the nation off any form of
foreign loan dependency, whether from the Collective West and
their Bretton Woods institutions or from China. Further, Chinese
goods imported into Ghana can be manufactured locally, even
if Chinese manufacturers, factories, and technological know-
how are relocated to Ghana. This would help provide jobs for
a substantial number of unemployed Ghanaians while reducing
the rising tide of capital flight, which often serves as a catalyst
for economic vulnerabilities. Finally, there is an urgent need for
national interests to supersede political partisanship, ensuring
that economic policies prioritize long-term sustainability over
short-term political gains.

Conclusion
Ghana has enjoyed decades of healthy economic and diplomatic
relations with China in the spirit of South-South co-operation.
However, the rise of China as a global economic power over the
last three decades has resulted in Ghana’s rising indebtedness to
China and Chinese financial institutions. While an estimated 7 per
cent of Ghana’s overall debt is owed to China, the rate at which
the Ghanaian economy is being exposed to Chinese lending,
coupled with the yawning trade imbalance in favor of China,
indicates a clear sign of a debt trap and growing neo-colonial
relationship between China and Ghana. Other important issues
such as the export of Ghana’s raw materials to China through
the barter system without value addition, collateralization of
Ghanaian resources and assets for Chinese loans, unbridled
importation of Chinese manufactured goods into Ghana, and the
influx of Chinese labor and irregular migrants in illegal mining
enclaves are not only unhealthy and detrimental to Ghana but
also have all the trappings of a center-periphery relationship.
These are all ingredients of Ghana’s economic dependency on
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its Chinese overlords, although this is disputed by pro-Chinese
commentators and sympathetic scholars.

The use of both the concepts of debt trap and neo-
colonialism in this study provide an insight into how hitherto
South-South co-operation between two developing countries,
one in Asia and the other in Africa, can within a span of three
decades morph into one of center-periphery relations. The
Chinese strategy in Ghana and Africa at large certainly mirrors
that of the Collective West, whose neo-colonial ambitions are
clear for everyone to see.

Future studies can focus on the potential pitfalls of individual
developmental projects in Ghana, funded by Chinese investment
capital.
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