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The Sicomines Agreement: Strategic Partnership or Unequal 
Exchange between China and Democratic Republic of Congo? 

PANAGIOTIS SKALTSOUNIS 

Abstract: Since the turn of the century, China has emerged as a significant player in Africa’s economic 
activities, driven in part by the abundant natural resources found in many African regions. One country 
of particular interest to China is the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), known for its vast reserves of 
ores and minerals, essential for the Chinese industrial sector. This explains China's increased presence in 
the DRC over the past two decades and the growing interest within the academic community, positioning 
China-DRC relations as one of the emerging topics in the field of Sino-African relations. This piece 
investigates the evolution of China-DRC relations, focusing on the Sicomines agreement—initially signed 
in 2007 and amended several times—which remains one of the most significant resource-financed 
infrastructure (RFI) deals between China and Africa to date. It also outlines the structure of the deal, 
explores the dynamics at play during the 2007–2009 agreement negotiations, and examines the extent to 
which the Sicomines agreement has produced mutual benefits. Moreover, it examines the most recent 
developments and the impacts of the Sicomines agreement at the socioeconomic level in the DRC and 
provides relevant evidence about China's RFI model, which is key to determining China's pivotal role as 
one of the most important partners in the rebuilding of the DRC. It argues that so far, the Sicomines 
agreement has not delivered expected beneficial effects promised by Chinese and DRC governments. On 
the contrary, the evidence shows that while Chinese companies have secured access to some of the most 
important mining sites in the DRC—such as the Tenke Fungurume Mine—the progress of the Chinese 
infrastructure projects has been slow and, in many cases, fraught with difficulties. 
Keywords: China, Africa, Trade, Development, Investments 

Introduction  

Over the past two decades, relations between China and the DRC have strengthened 
significantly, driven in part by the DRC's abundant natural resources, such as cobalt and 
copper, which are crucial for Chinese industries. As a result, the DRC has become one of 
China's most significant trading partners in Africa and the second-largest recipient of Chinese 
investment on the continent. Yet, diplomatic ties between China and the DRC were not always 
smooth. Throughout the 1960s until the early 1970s, relations between the two countries 
remained tense as the DRC recognized the government of Taiwan (ROC) as the sole legitimate 
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representative of China at the UN. In response, the leadership of the People's Republic of China 
decided to close its embassy in the DRC and sever diplomatic relations.1  

Diplomatic relations were restored in 1972 when the President of the DRC (then Zaire), 
Joseph Mobutu, recognized the government of the People's Republic of China as the sole 
legitimate representative of China. Relations between the two countries gradually improved, 
leading to official visits by representatives from both sides. However, political turmoil in the 
DRC from the mid-1990s onwards resulted in international isolation and the descent into a 
failed state. The two civil wars that followed (1996–1997, 1998–2003) plunged the country into 
profound chaos, ultimately leading to the collapse of state structures and the loss of large 
swathes of territory to various rebel groups. 

In the following years, China strengthened its diplomatic ties with the new government 
under Laurent-Désiré Kabila, who overthrew Joseph Mobutu and assumed the presidency in 
1997 after the end of the First Congo War. However, persistent armed conflicts in the DRC led 
to a decline in economic cooperation between the two countries. During this period, diplomatic 
ties were limited, while economic relations were largely driven by individual Chinese traders 
operating in the DRC.2  

China-DRC Economic Relations in the 21st Century 

China's economic relations with the DRC grew significantly after the end of the Second Congo 
War in 2003. During this period, the DRC's exports of natural resources to China increased 
substantially and bilateral trade surged from $51 million in 2003 to $1.8 billion in 2008. Despite 
the political instability and ongoing armed conflicts in the DRC, bilateral trade has continued to 
thrive in the following years. The remarkable growth in China-DRC trade can be attributed to 
China's increasing demand for natural resources and raw materials driven by the vast needs of 
its industrial sector. Furthermore, DRC ranks among the world's wealthiest nations in terms of 
natural resource reserves and stands as the largest producer of cobalt and coltan, the third-
largest producer of copper, and the fourth-largest producer of diamonds. The importance of 
cobalt and copper for China's industry sector is substantial as they are crucial elements in the 
production of high-tech products such as electric vehicles and lithium batteries which have 
been among the fastest-evolving sectors in Chinese industry.3  

As of 2024, bilateral trade surged to $25.8 billion making the DRC the second largest 
trading partner of China in Africa, following on South Africa. This remarkable increase in 
bilateral trade is primarily attributed to the growth in exports, driven by China’s continuously 
growing need for natural resources. Over the last decade Chinese companies such as CATL and 
BYD have dominated global sales in electric vehicles and lithium batteries, respectively, driving 
demand for metals like cobalt and copper. At the same time, Chinese exports to the DRC have 
also experienced substantial growth. As a result, China has solidified its position as the DRC's 
most important trade partner.4 
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Figure 1: China-DRC trade in billion dollars, 2004-2024 

 

Figure 2: Economy-wide demand for cobalt, by region, 2010-2050 
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Figure 3: Trends in Chinese copper demand, 2010-2050 

 

Source: Dong D., Tukker A., Oers L. & Voet E., Journal of Cleaner Production, 2020 

Despite significant revenue from its natural resource exports to China, the DRC's GDP 
remains low at $71 billion in 2024, and Congolese citizens continue to struggle with some of the 
lowest incomes globally, with approximately 62% of the population—roughly 60 million 
people— living in conditions of extreme poverty in 2022 (less than $2.15 per day).5 The 
persistent issue of poverty in the DRC is largely attributable to corruption in the public sector, 
unequal distribution of revenues from natural resource exports, and ongoing civil conflicts that 
continue to ravage the country. Furthermore, the heavy reliance of the DRC's economy on 
natural resource exports has led to the underdevelopment of the industrial and agricultural 
sectors. Consequently, the DRC has no choice but to import various essential commodities 
including machinery, electronic equipment, food products, and clothing as its domestic 
production falls short. These factors hinder growth of the middle class and economic 
development.6 

At the same time, the DRC’s vast natural resource reserves, combined with its substantial 
need for new infrastructure, have positioned the country as one of the most significant 
destinations for Chinese investment on the African continent. Between 2003 and 2022 Chinese 
investment in the DRC reached $39 billion, ranking the DRC second in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
again behind South Africa. Much of the surge in Chinese investment can be attributed to the 
Sicomines agreement, initially signed in 2007 and subsequently amended several times. Under 
this agreement, participating Chinese companies committed to investing in infrastructure and 
mining sectors in exchange for access to copper and cobalt reserves in Lualaba Province.7 

The Sicomines Agreement 

In 2007, China and the DRC signed the Sicomines agreement after Joseph Kabila's government 
failed to secure financial support from its Western partners. This agreement led to closer 
economic ties and remains one of the most significant Sino-African RFI agreements to date.8 
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Figure 4: DRC GDP in billion U.S. dollars, 2000-2024 

 

Source: IMF, 2024 

 

Figure 5: DRC GDP per capita in U.S. dollars, 2000-2024 

 

Source: IMF 2024 
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Figure 6. China's Foreign Direct Investments (FDI Stock) in the DRC in million dollars, 2003-
2022  

 

Source: SAIS-CARI, Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies, 
2024 

The agreement established the Sicomines consortium ("La Sino-Congolaise des Mines"), 
comprising Chinese state-owned enterprises China Railway Engineering Corporation (CREC) 
and Sinohydro, along with the DRC’s state-owned mining company, Gécamines. The 
consortium was granted access to vast copper and cobalt deposits in Lualaba and Haut-Katanga 
provinces. In exchange, the Chinese enterprises committed to investing $9.5 billion in the 
infrastructure and mining sector of the DRC ($6.5 billion in the infrastructure and $3 billion in 
the mining sector). Funds would be provided by the Export-Import Bank of China (Exim Bank), 
while the consortium would repay the loans through profits derived from the exploitation of 
natural resources. However, the consortium would only begin repaying the loans after all 
agreed investment projects had been completed. Finally, according to the terms of the 
agreement, Chinese enterprises would hold a 68% stake in the Sicomines consortium, while 
Gécamines would retain the remaining 32%.9 

The terms of the agreement were revised in 2008, expanding the access of the Sicomines 
consortium to copper and cobalt reserves in the DRC. Additionally, the revisions stipulated that 
if consortium's profits were insufficient to repay the loans within 25 years, the government of 
the DRC would assume responsibility for repaying Exim Bank.10 The agreement was revised 
again in 2009 following intervention by the IMF, the World Bank, and other DRC creditors who 
were concerned that excessive Chinese loans would render the country's public debt 
unsustainable. Under pressure from the IMF, the parties amended the agreement, reducing the 
total value of Chinese loans to $6 billion. Of this amount, $3 billion was allocated to upgrade the 
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DRC's mining sector, while the remaining $3 billion was designated for infrastructure 
development. It was also agreed that if profits proved insufficient to repay the Chinese loans 
allocated to the mining sector, the Sicomines consortium would bear sole responsibility for 
repayment, thereby absolving the government of the DRC of any financial obligation. Finally, 
the Chinese private company Zhejiang Huayou Cobalt was added to the Sicomines consortium 
without altering the overall percentage of Chinese ownership.11 The Sicomines agreement 
marked a significant development in economic cooperation between China and the DRC by 
directly linking the DRC's natural resources with the financing of Chinese investment projects, 
thus reaching a new milestone in their partnership. Moreover, the Sicomines agreement serves 
as a typical example of RFI agreements that China concludes with Sub-Saharan African 
countries rich in natural resources. 

Both parties welcomed the Sicomines agreement as mutually beneficial, marking the 
beginning of a new era in their economic relations. China would gain access to the vast natural 
reserves of cobalt and copper in the DRC, while the DRC would improve its infrastructure 
through Chinese investments. At the same time, then president of the DRC Joseph Kabila stated 
that “Cooperation with China is crucial for the reconstruction of the DRC.”12 However, it 
became evident that the Sicomines agreement presented some serious challenges. For instance, 
a lack of transparency raised suspicions regarding the final terms of the deal. Also, most 
members of parliament found out about the agreement only after its final approval. More 
importantly, it remained unclear how the value of the natural resources accessed by Sicomines 
would be calculated, and no framework or timeline was provided for the proposed Chinese 
infrastructure projects. Furthermore, although Gécamines participated in the consortium, 
decisions regarding its operations such as mining production targets, exports, and labor 
recruitment were made solely by Chinese partners.13       

Another crucial issue underscoring the weakness of the DRC’s position is the consortium's 
arrangement to defer tax payments until it repays the loans received from the Exim Bank. 
Moreover, Sicomines was exempted from all future laws enacted by the DRC after the signing 
of the Sicomines agreement, including those related to taxation and environmental protection.14 
The absence of environmental regulations in the operations of Sicomines led to several 
environmental incidents. For example, in September 2016, Sicomines dumped toxic chemicals 
into the Luilu River, resulting in tremendous damage and exposing thousands of inhabitants in 
Sapatelo, Yenge, Noa, and Sept to stinging odors and the risks of consuming contaminated fish. 
It has also been reported that these toxic substances burned crops, killed many fish, and caused 
health issues such as headaches, dizziness, abdominal pain, and chest pain.15 Finally, another 
pressing issue that emerged—especially in areas close to mining sites operated by the Sicomines 
such as the Tenke Fungurume Mine—is child labor in artisanal and small-scale mining. 
According to UNICEF, in 2014 more than 40.000 children were working in hazardous 
conditions in mines in southern DRC, with the majority employed in the cobalt sector.16   

So, although the Chinese government asserts that the Sicomines agreement is an example of 
"win-win cooperation," China gains significantly more benefits than the DRC. The DRC 
government failed to negotiate better terms due to its weak position, inefficiencies, and 
widespread corruption within the public sector. However, securing better terms at the time was 
a considerable challenge, as the DRC was emerging from over a decade of continuous civil 
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conflicts, which had devastating consequences for the country. Moreover, corruption levels 
under the government of Joseph Kabila (2001–2019) were among the highest in the world. In 
this context, a 2021 report highlights that at least $65 million allocated for Chinese-funded 
infrastructure projects under the Sicomines agreement was allegedly diverted into the personal 
accounts of Joseph Kabila and his associates between 2013 and 2018.17    

Despite the negative aspects of the Sicomines agreement, the DRC government did have 
opportunity to derive some benefits from it. For example, Chinese investments are crucial for 
the DRC, given the poor condition of its infrastructure. Moreover, conflicts between 
government forces and rebel groups in Ituri and Kivu were still ongoing. Therefore, China 
emerged at a difficult time for the DRC as one of the few willing to invest in a country plagued 
by civil conflicts, corruption, and instability. However, thus far the Chinese projects under the 
Sicomines agreement hardly justify the moniker "deal of the century." In fact, by the end of 
2023, only $822 million out of the allocated $3 billion has been used for infrastructure projects 
and contrary to the promises made by the Chinese government, neither hospitals nor 
universities have been built.18 At the same time many other ongoing projects are facing delays. 
Yet Chinese investments in the mining sector are rapidly progressing due to their strategic 
importance for China. By 2023, Chinese companies had invested more than $2.45 billion in the 
mining sector and the mines belonging to the consortium which commenced operations in 2015 
had produced 31.000 tons of copper within just a few months.19 

The new government of the DRC under President Félix Tshisekedi has sought to 
renegotiate the terms of the Sicomines agreement, reflecting a more strategic approach to 
addressing concerns about its implementation. Furthermore, Tshisekedi has stated that the 
agreement, signed by his predecessor, presents significant shortcomings and has yet to deliver 
the expected outcomes. Consequently, one of the priorities of his government has been to 
renegotiate the contracts of the Chinese companies involved in the Sicomines joint venture, as 
the DRC has seen only a few of the projects promised by the Chinese implemented so far.20 As a 
result, in January 2024 the DRC government announced that it had successfully increased the 
infrastructure budget from $3 billion to $7 billion thanks to a renegotiated Sicomines agreement 
with Chinese investors, marking a substantial increase from the original deal. However, it 
remains to be seen how this will affect the pace of Chinese investment in the DRC's 
infrastructure sector.21           

Conclusion 

Chinese interests in the DRC have grown exponentially over the last two decades, primarily 
due to its vast reserves of copper and cobalt, which are essential for Chinese industry. Despite 
the challenges that have arisen, China and the DRC continue to maintain a strong relationship 
and China has remained the DRC’s largest trading partner since 2008. At the same time, the 
DRC is the second most important destination for Chinese investments on the African continent 
while the Sicomines agreement remains one of the largest Sino-African RFI agreements to 
date.22 

In the coming years, China and the DRC are expected to remain close partners as Chinese 
demand for copper and cobalt continues to increase. In fact, Chinese imports from the DRC are 
projected to rise significantly over the next decades as the government has set a goal to boost 
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production of high-tech products. These resources are also expected to play a critical role in 
China's transition to renewable energy sources as well as in the electric vehicle sector. 
Meanwhile, China serves as a significant market for the DRC, enabling it to generate substantial 
profits and enter RFI agreements (e.g., Sicomines), aimed at modernizing its infrastructure. 

However, the DRC's economy is becoming overly reliant on these commodities. In 2024, 
copper and cobalt exports alone accounted for 95% of total exports, with China remaining its 
largest export partner.23 This growing dependence on the mining sector makes the DRC’s 
economy vulnerable to fluctuations in global copper and cobalt prices. Moreover, the excessive 
focus on natural resource exports has led to the underdevelopment of the industrial and 
agricultural sectors, forcing the DRC to import many goods, including electronic and 
mechanical equipment, vehicles, and food products. Furthermore, although arable land in the 
DRC constitutes approximately one-third of its total area and 60% of the population is 
employed in agriculture, this sector contributes only 19.7% to GDP.24 

The Sicomines agreement has been subject to severe criticism by those who perceive it 
primarily advancing Chinese interests at the expense of the DRC. For instance, despite China’s 
promises of extensive investments, progress has been slow, and many investments often appear 
directed mainly at meeting the needs of Chinese companies. At the same time, Chinese 
enterprises involved in the joint venture stand accused of providing millions of dollars to 
former President Joseph Kabila and his associates. 

Nevertheless, attributing all these issues to China would not be entirely fair. The 
government of former President Joseph Kabila, as well as current President Felix Tshisekedi 
have failed to adequately protect the DRC's interests in negotiations with China. Furthermore, 
they have not effectively addressed a range of internal challenges which have significantly 
limited the country's negotiating capabilities. Conflicts resulting in the displacement of millions 
of people are coupled with a severe food crisis. In 2023, 25.8 million people—one-quarter of the 
population—experienced acute food insecurity. Systematic human rights violations remain 
widespread, directly linked to ongoing conflicts and weak state institutions.25 

Hence, the Sicomines agreement and the resultant economic cooperation model cannot be 
considered genuinely mutually beneficial or a true example of 'Win-Win Cooperation,' as the 
benefits disproportionately favor China over the DRC. The severe problems that the DRC 
continues to face create significant obstacles in formulating long-term policies. In contrast, the 
Chinese government can plan long-term strategies and exploit weaknesses of the DRC to its 
advantage. As a result, China has established a strong foothold in the DRC which plays a 
crucial role in advancing China’s geopolitical and economic objectives in the African region. 
This strategic advantage is reflected in China now accounting for 90% of global rare earth 
refining—including 68% of cobalt, 65% of nickel, and 60% of lithium—largely due to its access 
to the DRC’s mineral resources and mining operations.26 

On the other hand, although the DRC secures billions of dollars from exporting its natural 
resources to China and has modernized its infrastructure to some extent, it has not managed to 
realize other substantial gains. Moreover, widespread corruption in the public sector 
significantly impedes the redistribution of revenue from Sicomines, leaving the vast majority 
without benefits. Multiple administrations have made limited progress in establishing a stable, 
democratic, and functional state. Consequently, any advantages the country derives from 
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economic relations with China are at risk, as it is unlikely that these gains can be maintained 
and effectively leveraged in the long term. Therefore, establishing a stable DRC should be a 
priority for President Tshisekedi's government, as it would not only facilitate increased exports 
but also ensure the long-term sustainability of all foreign investments. Finally, the Chinese 
government should support the DRC in achieving stability as it would significantly enhance its 
reputation not only within Africa but also across the broader Global South.  

This analysis contributes a fresh perspective by highlighting the interplay between internal 
governance failures in the DRC and the structural imbalances in its partnership with China. It 
underscores how domestic institutional weakness, not just foreign influence, undermines the 
potential for equitable and sustainable cooperation. By integrating both internal and external 
dynamics the analysis challenges simplistic narratives of neocolonial exploitation and instead 
calls for a more nuanced understanding of agency, responsibility, and reform. 
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