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Background 
AidData’s Global 
Chinese Development 
Finance Dataset 

Purpose
• Facilitate rigorous analysis and support evidence-based decision-making by providing 

comprehensive, reliable, and granular data on China’s overseas development finance 
program

Scope and Precision
• All official sector financial flows from China that align with OECD criteria for ODA 

and OOF (including loans, export credits, grants, TA, debt forgiveness/rescheduling)

• 13,427 projects worth $843 billion across 165 countries in every major world region

• Comprehensive coverage of (1) sectors; (2) low-income, lower-middle income, and 
upper-middle income countries; and (3) Chinese government and state-owned 
financing institutions 

• Captures projects implemented over a 22-year period (2000-2021) 

• 334 official sector financing institutions from China

• 2,450 borrowing/recipient institutions and 460 co-financiers

• 227 third-parties (“accountable agencies”) that provide repayment guarantees, credit 
insurance, and collateral

• 3,523 implementing institutions (general contractors and sub-contractors)

• Precise project locations and commencement/completion dates









Roadmap 3 Questions

1. What is the nature, scale, and composition of 
China’s overseas lending program? 

2. What are the supply-side factors that drive the 
program?

3. What are the demand-side factors that drive the 
program?



What is the nature, scale, and composition of 
China’s overseas lending program? 



Stylized Facts about China’s Overseas Lending Program

During first 5 years of BRI era, China outspent the U.S. on a more than 2-to-1 
basis; average annual development finance (ODA and OOF) commitments 
from China are ~$85 billion

China is now the world’s largest official creditor, with annual lending volumes 
that exceed those of the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and 
all Paris Club creditors combined.

China is maintaining 9-to-1 ratio of OOF to ODA and a 31-to-1 ratio of 
loans/export credits to grants. OECD-DAC development finance portfolio 
mostly consists of grants and highly concessional loans.

A typical overseas loan from China has a 4.2% interest rate and 10-year 
repayment period and a typical loan from Germany or France or Japan has a 
1.1% interest rate and 28-year repayment period.

Tripling of mega-projects (those supported by loans/export credits worth 
$500 million or more) during BRI era

Increasing proportion (32%) of loan/export credit portfolio via syndicated 
transactions. Average size of syndicated loan/export credit is $1.29 billion

5-fold increase in lending from Chinese state-owned commercial banks (e.g., 
BOC, ICBC, CCB, China CITIC) during BRI era.



Title Text
• Body Level One
• Body Level Two
• Body Level Three
• Body Level Four
• Body Level 

Five

Rank Order Top 10 recipients of 
Chinese ODA

Top 10 recipients of 
Chinese OOF

1 Iraq Russia
2 North Korea Venezuela
3 Ethiopia Angola
4 Indonesia Brazil
5 Congo-Brazzaville Kazakhstan
6 Pakistan Indonesia
7 Sri Lanka Pakistan
8 Cuba Vietnam
9 Bangladesh Ecuador 
10 Myanmar Laos

Where is the Money Going?
• Composition of China’s official sector financial flows to 

low-income and middle-income countries: 10% ODA and 
90% OOF

• 80% of Chinese ODA goes to 2 regions: Africa (42%) and 
Asia (38%); 

• Chinese OOF more evenly spread across 4 regions: 
Asia (29%), Americas (26%), Europe (21%), and Africa 
(20%)

• Chinese ODA primarily consists of highly concessional, 
RMB-denominated loans for projects that cultivate and 
cement diplomatic ties and political alliances with other 
countries

• Chinese OOF primarily consists of USD-denominated 
loans and export credits that are priced at or near 
market rates and collateralized against future 
commodity export receipts or project revenues

• Chinese OOF favors “bankable” projects and resource-
rich countries Explore interactive map via aiddata.org/china-development-finance

•



Chinese Development Finance on the Concessionality
Spectrum

Grant (cash or in-
kind)

Technical 
assistance

Debt forgiveness

100% Grant 
Element

Loans issued at 
floating market 

rates (e.g. LIBOR 
plus a margin to 

account for 
repayment risk)

0% Grant 
Element

Interest-free loan 
with 20-year 

maturity and 10-
year grace period

Loan or export 
credit with 2% 

interest rate, 20-
year maturity, 5–
year grace period

Loan or export 
credit with 3% 

interest rate, 12-
year maturity, 3–
year grace period

75% 50% 25%



What are the demand-side factors that drive the 
program? 



Grants and interest-free loans 
from China’s Ministry of 

Commerce

Concessional and semi-
concessional loans from China 

Eximbank

Mostly non-concessional loans 
from China Development Bank 
and state-owned commercial 

banks

Presidential palaces

Parliamentary complexes

Convention centers

Stadiums

Opera houses

Museums

Hospitals

Schools

Highways

Railways

Bridges

Power plants

Electricity transmission lines

Airports

Seaports

Telecommunication networks

Oil refineries

Gas pipelines

Cements plants

Steel mills

Industrial parks

Mines

Toll roads

On-lending to SMEs



Motivations for providing ODA

Buying important votes at the UNGA, UNSC, and 
other intergovernmental organizations  (e.g., 
maritime claims in the South China Sea)

• 10% increase in UNGA voting similarity yields 
86% increase in Chinese ODA, on average, in 
African

Adherence to One-China policy; denying Taiwan 
diplomatic recognition

Building international coalitions; nature of 
Westphalian international system means China can 
purchase foreign policy support at a lower “price” 
in poor/small countries

Sway public sentiment in China’s favor (in the 
hopes that it will “filter up” to governing elites)

Motivations for issuing OOF

Excess foreign exchange reserves (mostly USD) and 
desire to earn more attractive returns on those reserves 
(than they would get at home or by parking in U.S. 
treasuries)

Securing natural resources that lacks in sufficient 
quantities at home to sustain high levels of domestic 
economic growth

Creating overseas demand for industrial inputs (steel, 
cement, aluminum, glass) that are oversupplied in China

Help Chinese firms gain foothold in overseas markets and 
expand/preserve market share once they have a foothold



What are the demand-side factors that drive the 
program?



Why do countries 
borrow from 
China?

5 Reasons

1. Willingness to bankroll mega-projects (identified by 
politicians rather than technocrats)

2. Willingness to lend to risky countries (with 
unconventional risk mitigation tools)

3. Speed of loan application approval
4. Speed of project implementation
5. Likelihood of near-economic impact (within a politically-

relevant time horizon)



Extra Slides



Measuring 
impact
Chinese development 
projects are not inferior 
on national economic 
growth grounds

Econometric evidence from 138 countries over a 15-year period 
suggests that:

• On average, the receipt one additional Chinese development project 
increases economic growth by between 0.95 percentage points two 
years after the funding for the project is approved

• This economic growth effect is the result of increased investment 
(gross capital formation) and to a lesser extent consumption

• Sectoral decomposition suggests that econ infrastructure, social 
infrastructure, and productive sector projects matter most

• By comparison, World Bank development projects register weak  
economic growth impacts

* This analysis was originally published in Dreher, Axel, Andreas Fuchs, Bradley Parks, Austin Strange, and Michael 
J. Tierney. 2021. Aid, China, and Growth: Evidence from a New Global Development Finance Dataset. American 
Economic Journal: Economic Policy 13 (2): 135-174.



Measuring 
impact
Chinese ‘connective 
infrastructure’ projects 
are effective at 
encouraging spatially 
inclusive economic 
growth

But how are the benefits from Chinese development projects distributed 
within host countries?

The best available statistical evidence indicates that Chinese 
development projects—in particular, investments in connective 
infrastructure, such as roads, bridges, railways, and ports—create a 
more equal distribution of economic activity within the provinces 
and districts where they are implemented. 

On average, Chinese government-finance transportation infrastructure 
projects reduce spatial economic concentration— as measured by the 
Gini coefficient of nighttime light output in all 9.3 km square grid cells 
within a particular subnational locality—by about 10 percentage points.

These effects are particularly strong in Africa (where baseline levels of 
spatial economic concentration are high)

World Bank projects are less effective at promoting spatially-inclusive 
economic growth  

*These results were originally published in Bluhm, Richard, Axel Dreher, Andreas Fuchs, Bradley Parks, Austin Strange, and Michael 
Tierney. 2020. Connective Financing: Chinese Infrastructure Projects and the Diffusion of Economic Activity in Developing 
Countries. AidData Working Paper #103. Williamsburg, VA: AidData at William & Mary.



Thika Superhighway Project

China Eximbank-financed project implemented 
between 2009 and 2011

Goal was to reduce congestion and travel times 
between Nairobi and satellite towns by widening 
and improving an existing 50km highway

Map visualizes spatial distribution of changes in 
remotely sensed local economic activity during 
and after project implementation; particularly 
large increases in the near the interchanges that 
connect satellite towns to the highway 

Journey speeds rose from 8 km per hour to at 
least 45 km per hour in sections with the highest 
registered traffic

Travel times from Thika to Nairobi fell from 2-3 
hours to 30-45 minutes









The Rise of 
Hidden Debt 
and Fall of 
Sovereign Debt

• The lion’s share of pre-BRI lending (2000-2012) was contracted by central 
government institutions

• Major transition took place during the first five years of BRI implementation (2013-
2017): nearly 70% of China’s overseas lending now directed to state-owned 
companies, state-owned banks, special purpose vehicles, joint ventures, and private 
sector institutions. 

• These debts, for the most part, do not appear on government balance sheets in LICs 
and MICs. However, most of them benefit from explicit or implicit forms of host 
government liability protection, which has blurred distinction between private and 
public debt 

• Even though central government institutions are not the primary borrowers 
responsible for the repayment of these debts, central government institutions will in 
many cases be expected to step into the breach in the event the primary borrowers 
go into default or become financially distressed.

• Ex: Govt. bailout of special purpose vehicle (SPV) responsible for repaying $4 billion 
CDB loan to build Jakarta-Bandung High-Speed Railway**



The BRI Bailout 
Era (2018-
Present)

• 2018-2022: rapid expansion in Beijing’s rescue lending activities

• Marked shift away from project lending to balance of payments lending (with higher 
interest rates and shorter maturities); often accompanied by other interventions to 
eases liquidity pressures (extending grace periods, spreading out repayments over 
longer periods of time

• PBOC currency swap drawdowns and foreign currency deposit loans (with central 
bank borrowers)

• Liquidity support facilities from the policy banks (with MOF borrowers)

• Borrowers using the loan proceeds for two purposes: (a) repay existing project debts 
and (b) bolster foreign exchange reserves to prevent sovereign credit downgrades

• Biggest emergency borrowers: Sri Lanka, Laos, Pakistan, Argentina, Egypt, 
Suriname, Belarus, Angola, Oman, Kenya, and Mongolia

• List will likely grow as more countries experience debt/fiscal distress



• AidData’s implementation of the TUFF methodology led to the 
discovery of 100 unredacted loan contracts between Chinese 
state-owned lenders and government borrowers in 24 low- and 
middle-income countries.

• We benchmarked the terms and conditions in the Chinese loan 
contracts against the terms and conditions in the loan contracts of 
28 DAC, Non-DAC, multilateral, and commercial creditors. 

• We developed a codebook to systematically compare the terms 
and conditions of Chinese loan contracts and the loan contracts in 
the benchmarking sample. The codebook mirrors the structure of 
the Loan Market Association (LMA) template for single currency 
term facility agreements in developing markets.

• Two independent teams (one at Kiel and one at Georgetown) 
coded the contracts.



3 main findings:

1. Chinese loan contracts impose unusually expansive confidentiality 
obligations that prevent borrowers from revealing the terms or even the very 
existence of the loans. Also, Chinese loan contracts have become more 
secretive over time, with a confidentiality clause in every contract in the 
sample since 2014. 

2. 75% of Chinese loan contracts in our sample contain a unique clause that 
expressly commits borrowers to exclude Chinese claims from restructurings 
with the Paris Club and from any comparable debt treatment. We found no 
comparable clause in the benchmark sample of 142 loan contracts from 28 
multilateral, DAC bilateral, non-DAC bilateral, and commercial creditors.

3. Chinese state-owned banks use contracts to position themselves as senior 
creditors whose loans should be repaid on a priority basis. Nearly a third of 
the contracts required borrowing countries to maintain significant cash 
balances in lender-controlled escrow accounts. This practice is rare among 
multilateral, DAC bilateral, non-DAC bilateral creditors, but less unusual 
among commercial creditors



Preference to collateralize on 
liquid assets rather than illiquid  
(physical) assets

Expectation of debt seniority

Ex ante signal that not willing to 
reschedule via Paris Club or 
‘comparable treatment’ principle

Use of confidentiality clause to 
bind the borrower (which flips 
the boilerplate LMA language 
on its head)






