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Abstract 
The study examines China's Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI), which is a partnership founded on revamping 

Africa’s infrastructure as part of its foreign policy. 

Through this landmark policy, several African 

nations have gained substantial access to requisite 

funding to further their national development 

objectives. This study undertakes a critical analysis 

of China’s assistance in the development of Nigeria 

rail infrastructure in recent times especially in terms 

of its potential to foster economic growth and 

national integration, among others. Also examined 

are the inherent challenges of the partnership on the 

nation’s sociopolitical landscape, international 

relations and the potential for technology transfer. 

Using the dependency theory, the study analyses 

how the initiative has enabled to achieve some of 

Nigeria's infrastructural needs while China has also 

benefited through its access to the largest and 

resource-rich market in Africa. The study employed 

qualitative data collection and analysis to present 

its findings. In terms of findings, the paper 

concludes that the BRI has delivered many tangible 

results going by the many infrastructural projects 

dotting the Nigeria’s landscape. Suggestions are 

made as to how the Sino-Nigerian economic 

relations could be strengthened and leveraged to 

attain Nigeria’s developmental aspirations while 

availing policymakers and researchers alike with 

valuable insights into this interesting chapter of the 

nation’s march to progress. 
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I. Introduction 
Transportation entails the movement of 

humans, animals, and goods from one location to 

another by air, land (rail and road), water, cable, 

pipelines, and space Transport enables human trade, 

which is essential for the development of 

civilizations.  Transport, as a field of study, can be 

sub-divided into infrastructure, vehicles, and 

operations. 

Transport infrastructure comprises both 

fixed installations, including roads, railways, 

airways, waterways, canals, and pipelines, and 

terminals such as airports, railway stations, bus 

stations, warehouses, trucking terminals, refueling 

depots (including fuel docks and fuel stations), and 

seaports. Terminals may be used both for the 

interchange of passengers and cargo and for 

maintenance (Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia).  

Transport, trade, and economic 

development can be seen as the three legs of a tripod 

and are vital in fostering international cooperation in 

the highly-globalised world of today. In effect, for a 

country to realise her developmental aspirations, she 

has to put her transportation infrastructure in good 

shape as a prerequisite for an export-driven 

economic growth and development. This is because 

a nation’s transport sector is a critical determinant of 

the cost of her exports. It is, therefore, given that 

countries with higher transport costs will often 

achieve lower real incomes because more resources 

need to be employed for transportation, thereby 

realizing fewer gains from trade. Delġçay & 

Akdoğan (2011).  

It is against that Nigeria’s partnership with 

China towards for the resuscitation of her critical 

infrastructure, especially rail and road network pre 

and post-Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), can be 

situated. 

Prior to the launch of her celebrated  

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), sometimes 

referred to as the New Silk Road, was launched in 

2013 by President Xi Jinping, and marked China’s 

redirecting its engagement from Cold War era 

ideology to a more business-oriented initiative 

designed to further her economic and political 

interests (Nwala & Enyindah, 2023), McBride, et 

al., (2023) and Rwangoga (2022), note that whereas 

China had been involved in the execution of many 

infrastructure projects in several countries before the 

introduction of the Belt and Road Initiative, these 

projects acquired tremendous momentum and 

publicity under the initiative. Hence, it can be that 

the BRI is one of the most ambitious infrastructure 

projects ever conceived in the modern era and was 
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in the scale or even more of the famed Mashall Plan 

designed by the USA to rebuild Europe at the end of 

the Second World War.  

According to Wang (2023), BRI has 

emerged as one of the world’s most ambitious and 

debated development initiatives noting that about 

148 countries have signed memoranda of 

understanding (MoUs) with China regarding the 

BRI. The study revealed that these agreements 

indicate an overwhelming desire to collaborate with 

China on the key pillars of the initiative. These are 

investment, trade, and ‘people-to-people’ exchanges. 

Despite Italy’s announcement to exit the BRI in 

2023, most countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin 

America remain steadfast in their support for the 

initiative. As originally conceived, the initiative was 

designed to connect East Asia and Europe through 

the funding and development of critical 

infrastructure, in exchange, China gained access to 

raw materials and new markets while expanding her 

spheres of influence through unprecedented 

investments in infrastructural of recipient countries, 

trade and military assistance (Nwala & Enyindah, 

2023). In the ensuing decade, the initiative has 

expanded to include Africa, Oceania, and Latin 

America, with the attendant boost to furthering 

China’s economic and political agenda.  

President Xi had announced the initiative 

during his official visits to Kazakhstan and 

Indonesia in 2013. It was a two-pronged plan 

comprising the revamped overland Silk Road 

Economic Belt and the Maritime Silk Road. These 

two were collectively referred to first as the One 

Belt, One Road initiative but eventually became the 

Belt and Road Initiative (Wang, 2023), McBride, et 

al., (2023). To adequately the import of the 

initiative, an examination of the original concept 

would be in order. According to McBride, et al., 

(2023), the original Silk Road came as a 

consequence of the westward expansion of China’s 

Han Dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE) trade networks 

throughout across Western and Southern Asia and 

even further westward overland covering more than 

four thousand miles to Europe. This trade network 

was probably the first expression of globalization 

leading to vast wealth and cultural and religious 

exchanges. Through this network named the ‘’Silk 

Road’’ on account of the Chinese silk, spices, jade, 

and other goods being moved westward while China 

received gold and other precious metals, ivory, and 

glass products in return.  

In terms of funding, Wang (2023) describes 

BRI as the lifeline of many multi-billion-dollar 

projects in new rail networks in Kenya, Laos or 

Indonesia, as well as invested in billions in coal 

plants in Bangladesh, Pakistan, Zimbabwe, among 

others. It is to be noted that prior to BRI, many of 

these recipient countries often struggled to receive 

any investments to fund these critical infrastructural 

projects from the traditional Western private or 

public investors, who often tie such loans to 

stringent conditions. On the other hand, Chinese 

banks, such as China Development Bank and China 

Exim Bank, together with other China’s state-owned 

commercial banks, such as ICBC and Bank of 

China, were willing to support these infrastructure 

projects in furtherance of China national interests.  

 
Fig. 1: BRI countries as of 2023 (Source: Wang, 2023) 
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This is equally amplified by Rwangoga 

(2022), who asserts that there is a growing belief 

among scholars that the long-term strategic 

objectives of the Belt and Road Initiative are to 

outcompete the current global supremacy of the 

United States through economic power 

accumulation, regional diplomacy, and finally, 

projection of political and military power across the 

globe. This goal has been largely achieved as by 

April 2019, out of the 54 African countries, 37 had 

signed into the Belt and Road Initiative.  

In terms of affordability, Wang (2023) 

stated that China have traditionally relied on 

sovereign debt guarantees of the recipient countries. 

In this process, once Chinese banks agreed to 

finance the construction of a power plant or railway, 

the Chinese bank and China’s insurance company, 

Sinosure, which will provide insurance cover, would 

require the recipient country to guarantee the 

payment of interest and debt through the national 

budget of the recipient country. Sometimes, China’s 

Export Impact Bank directly provides bilateral 

sovereign loans to BRI recipient countries to finance 

infrastructure projects, thereby increasing China’s 

sovereign debt exposure in BRI countries making 

China the largest bilateral creditor for emerging 

economies. 

 

Objective of the Study 

The study aims to highlight the 

contributions of China, through its Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI), to the revival and development of 

Nigeria’s comatose rail network, among other 

sectors of the nation’s economy. This is highlighted 

against the backdrop of the economic and 

geopolitical implications of the initiative for the 

country. 

 

II. Methodology 
The study adopted the qualitative study 

approach by using data obtained from external 

sources comprising principally secondary data 

sourced from existing related literature. By this 

approach, the study was able to benefit from the 

wide array of literature depicting the various 

dimensions to the Nigeria-China partnership.  

 

III. Background to the Study 
According to Agubamah (2014), Nigeria’s 

first contact with China took place during the 

Nigeria’s independence celebration in 1960 when a 

Chinese delegation attended the event on the 

invitation of the Nigerian government. The 

delegation had brought a message from Chinese 

leaders congratulating Nigeria on the victory won by 

the Nigerian people in their struggle against 

colonialism.  

Etakoh (2013) and Nwala & Enyindah 

(2023), the economic relations between the Federal 

Republic of Nigeria and People's Republic of China 

were formally established on 10th February, 1971, a 

decade after Nigeria gained its independence from 

the British Empire.  Relations between Nigeria and 

China have expanded on growing bilateral trade and 

strategic cooperation with China becoming one of 

Nigeria's closest allies and partners as well as her 

important trading and export partners. In a 2014 

BBC World Service Poll, 80% of Nigerians viewed 

China's influence positively, with only 10% 

expressing a negative view, making Nigeria the 

most pro-China nation in the world. Although 

Nigeria maintains trade relations with Taiwan, it 

subscribes to the ‘‘One China Policy’’ with Taiwan 

ordered out of Abuja in 2017 after a $40 billion 

investment pledge by China. The Sino-Nigerian 

relation nations grew even closer on account of the 

international isolation and Western condemnation of 

Nigeria's military dictatorships between 1970 

and1998 and as a consequence of China's 

unacceptably lax human rights policies (Bukar & 

Arabaci, 2023).  

Over the years, Nigeria has continued to 

enjoy extensive economic, military and political 

support. These become manifest in the China’s 

constant support for Nigeria's bid for a seat in the 

U.N. Security Council as well as crucial military 

support in Nigeria’s efforts to combat insurgents in 

the oil-rich Niger Delta region. This is not all as 

both nations also signed a US$311 million 

agreement to develop cooperation in 

communications and space programmes with China 

helping Nigeria to develop and launch the Nigerian 

communications satellite (NigComSat-1) in 2007.  

In signifying the importance of Nigeria, the 

first official Chinese newspaper in West Africa 

issued in August 2005 was in Nigeria. In January 

2006, China signed the first Strategic Partnership 

MoU in Africa with Nigeria for the formation of 

China Investment Development and Trade 

Promotion Centre in Nigeria, and established a 

Nigeria Trade Office in China after the 

intergovernmental Nigeria-China Investment Forum. 

In December 2006, Nigeria and China signed the 

“oil-for infrastructure” deal mentioned earlier. 

In April, 2016, President Buhari paid a 

diplomatic visit to China. During the visit, China 

granted Nigeria loans of $6 billion for infrastructure 

development. In effect, China has now emerged as 

Nigeria’s major development, trade and investment 
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partner, having taking the place of Europe and North 

America in Nigeria’s development agenda.  

China’s Belt and Road Initiative has been 

referred to as the most ambitious project ever 

attempted to shape and ultimately influence 

economic discourses within the international system 

in recent history. There is, however, no gainsaying 

the fact that the initiative will help to project China’s 

influence on the international scene. growing 

international stature and supremacy (Rwangoga, 

2022). While BRI countries maintains that the 

growing partnership between China and BRI 

countries is of immense benefit to them as is 

actually helping the developing world forge and 

pave a pathway out of poverty, critics hold contrary 

opinions and referred to her as a rogue donor (ibid). 

Nigeria, however, public perception of the initiative 

has been largely positive as largely public 

infrastructure are being revitalized and brought back 

to life through the partnership. Critics argue that 

China is simply using African countries to 

maximally exploit natural resources. In Nigeria, 

apart from other areas of engagement including road 

construction and trade, among others, the 

revitalization of the nation’s moribund rail network 

is of special concern to this study.  
According to Ajah & Onuoha (2025), BRI 

aims to address infrastructure deficits in developing 

countries by funding their infrastructural projects 

including roads, railways, ports, and energy projects. 

In Africa, Nigeria is one of the top recipients of BRI 

infrastructure loans, which the country has utilized 

to revive and fund critical infrastructure projects, 

often through loans and partnerships with Chinese 

companies and financial institutions in line with 

Nigeria's National Integrated Infrastructure Master 

Plan (NIIMP).  

 
Fig. 2: China’s engagement in critical sectors of BRI countries from 2013-2023 (Source: Wang, 2023) 

 

Prior to the launch of BRI in 2013, Ajah & 

Onuoha (2025) citing (Afolabi & Oji, 

2021; Ogochukwu et al., 2022), (Ezeani and Ngoka, 

2022; ICRC, 2020) traced Nigeria cooperation and 

partnership in infrastructure development from 2001 

to 2012. During this period, multiple memoranda of 

understanding (MoUs) and bilateral loan agreements 

were signed between the two nations to cover 

railways, ports, and power infrastructure in Nigeria. 

In 2006, the infamous resource-for-infrastructure 

arrangement was also signed with the Nigeria being 

the poorer for it. All these MoUs failed on account 

of funding constraints and technical difficulties, 

political factors, such as policy inconsistency, 

changes in government, policy shifts, and 

interference in project implementation, have 

contributed to disrupting continuity and led to 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/18681026251330645#bibr4-18681026251330645
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alterations in project priorities and funding 

allocations. 

Another aspect of China’s infrastructural 

investment also revolves around helping Nigeria 

modernize her outdated port facilities occasioned by 

insufficient infrastructure and equipment have 

hampered efficient port operations of the Nigerian 

ports, leading to increased costs, delays, and even 

boycotts by foreign vessels. Efforts to address these 

issues and upgrade port facilities have faced 

significant hurdles. Despite signing numerous 

contracts with Chinese companies for dredging and 

rehabilitation projects since 2002. For instance, the 

Lekki Deep Sea Port project was stalled from 2007 

until recently due to a lack of funding and other 

obstacles that prevented its construction.  

In essence, the Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI) has helped to deepen China’s relationships 

with developing countries around the world and has 

served Beijing’s ambitions in regional economic 

development, international trade and China’s 

industrial development. Another important goal for 

the BRI, especially in its early years, was to help 

alleviate China’s industrial overcapacity which arose 

because Chinese production capacity for steel, 

cement, aluminum, glass and ships had grown in 

excess of demand, leading, in some cases, to 

overproduction and, in other cases, underutilisation 

of existing capacity, hence the need to source new 

markets. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

The study will adopt the Dependency 

Theory just as other notable works including 

Agubamah (2014: 64-5), Bukar & Arabaci 

(2023:112-3); Idigo (2024) cited in the course of the 

research.  Farny (2016), in defining “dependence” 

and what it entails, cites  Theotonio Dos Santos, one 

of the founders of dependency theory, who describes 

dependence as ‘’The relation of interdependence 

between two or more economies, and between these 

and world trade, assumes the form of dependence 

when some countries (the dominant ones) can 

expand and can be self-sustaining, while other 

countries (the dependent ones) can do this only as a 

reflection of that expansion, which can have either a 

positive or a negative effect on their immediate 

development.” (Dos Santos 1970, p. 231). 

In the same vein, Oyetunde (2022) notes 

that in the last decade, the debate over the relevance 

of the dependency theory in explaining 

contemporary international political economy has 

re-emerged in academic discourse. Citing (Regmi, 

2018), (Arndt, 1983), he states the dependency 

theory emerged in the 1960s as a reaction to the 

modernisation theory and trickle-down economic 

theory. While the modernisation theory assumes a 

unilinear and progressive development of societies 

by holding industrialisation as a prerequisite for 

development, the trickle-down theory contends that 

rapid economic growth automatically reduces 

inequality as wealth trickles down from the rich to 

the poor. As a critique of both theories, the 

dependency theory argues that development is 

neither unidirectional nor will economic growth in 

developed countries automatically translates to the 

development of less-developed ones. Rather, 

underdevelopment results from those obstacles 

deliberately created by ‘centre or core nations’ 

through the integration of ‘peripheries’ into the 

world capitalist system, leading to the economic 

reliance of the periphery on centre/core nations. 

This study argues that in line with the 

precepts of the dependency theory, the serious trade 

imbalance which results from the unequal and 

exploitative bilateral relations between Nigeria and 

China, especially as amplified through the BRI, 

fosters a dependency culture, which not only 

contributes to the former increasingly debt profile 

but is also constraining her ability to make those 

decisions that could free her from the dependency 

matrix through opaque and exploitative conditions. 

Earlier, the study had pointed out the influx of cheap 

Chinese textiles in the closure of many of Nigeria’s 

textile factories and the consequent loss of 

thousands of jobs. Yet, Nigeria seems just incapable 

of breaking free! Consequently, this inability of 

dependent or peripheral countries to take ownership 

of their national development schemes fosters their 

economic and political dependencies.  

Furthermore, Oyetunde (2022) citing the 

works of (Rodney, 1972; Amin, 1974) and Asia 

(Ohno, 1998). Dos Santos (1970:231), (Namkoong, 

1999), states that the dependency theory was 

developed as a framework for understanding the 

reasons for the divergence in the development level 

between wealthier and poorer nations noting that it 

was first used to explain the underdevelopment of 

Latin America and is associated with scholars such 

as Paul Prebisch and Hans Singer. Prebisch, in 1949 

had argued that Latin America is underdeveloped 

because it relied on the exportation of primary 

commodities, which resulted in unequal trade terms 

between Latin American countries and developed 

western countries. Over the years, several variants 

of the theory have been used to explain 

underdevelopment in other regions of the world, 

such as Africa. Subsequently, the dependency theory 

came to be defined as the incorporation of the 

‘satellites’ into the world capitalist system 
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dominated and controlled by the ‘metropolis’ 

resulting in an unbalanced relationship that keeps 

the satellite countries dependent on the economies 

of the metropolis. The central assumptions of the 

theory invariably include: (a) Underdevelopment, 

which is different from un-development, has to do 

with the active extraction of resources from 

periphery countries for the benefit of the centre or 

core countries (b) the world is polarised into two: 

the highly-industrialised wealthy core nations and 

the less-industrialised poor peripheries (c) The 

periphery countries are poor because they are 

forcefully integrated into the international division 

of labour where they functioned as mere producers 

and suppliers of raw materials or repositories of 

cheap labour (d) Resource diversion is maintained 

through active collaborations of local business and 

political elite.  

 

IV. Literature Review 
As noted byAmpaw, et al., (2025), China's 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has led to significant 

infrastructure development across Africa, with 

railways serving as a key component. To Ajah & 

Onuoha (2025), the BRI in Nigeria involves a range 

of activities aimed at strengthening economic and 

political ties between Nigeria and China. As the 

largest economy in Africa, Nigeria is a key target of 

the BRI, which has led to the revival of stalled 

projects in terms of infrastructure, agriculture, 

power, transportation, arms, among others, and the 

signing of new ones. Specifically, the BRI seeks to 

provide financing and expertise for infrastructure 

projects in Nigeria as well as facilitating increased 

trade flows and reducing trade barriers between the 

two countries. 

In the opinion ofRwangoga (2022), the 

Chinese-sponsored Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is 

not a project premised on traditional models as it is 

in sharp contrast with those time-tested Western 

philosophical models, approaches and historical 

practices defining trade and investment between the 

Western world and third world countries.  By 

implication, BRI has no clearly stipulated 

framework, explicitly-stated goals, clearly defined 

action steps, or a timetable probably on account of 

its unstated aspect of helping to further China’s 

national interest especially against the backdrop of 

intense Western scrutiny and opposition. Hence, it is 

expected to gradually evolve and adapt to the 

changing dynamics of the international environment 

while achieving considerable relative advantage for 

China. Another feature of BRI, which has elicited 

significant criticism is the Chinese approach, which 

prioritises avoidance of direct conflict in the 

implementation of the initiative.  

Prior to the launch of BRI in 2013, Nwala 

& Enyindah (2023) noted that from 2000 to 2011, 

there are approximately 40 Chinese official 

development financed projects in Nigeria. These 

projects range from a $2.5 billion loan for Nigerian 

rail, power, or telecommunications projects in 2008, 

to an MOU for $1 billion construction of houses and 

water supply in Abuja in 2009, and several rail 

networks. The post-BRI period has led to a spike in 

Sino-Nigerian relations with China replacing 

European and American trading partners and leading 

to huge trade imbalance principally because Nigeria 

imports ten times more than it exports to China.  

Consequently, it is evident that Nigeria's 

economy is becoming over-reliant on cheap imports 

from China to sustain itself resulting in a clear 

decline in Nigerian Industrial capacity and 

prospects. In the meantime, China provided the 

financing for the Abuja-Kaduna Railway; Abuja 

Metro Light Rail; Abuja and Port Harcourt Airport 

terminals; Lekki Free Trade Zones, Ogun-

Guangdong; Zungeru Hydro-Power Dam; 

University of Transportation, Daura; In all these 

projects, Nigeria is required to employ the services 

of Chinese firms to oversee these development 

projects.  

To Bukar and Arabaci (2023), Nigeria and 

China share a lot in common especially in terms of 

cultural perspectives, international relations, and 

trade. They also have similar economic aims and 

problems, and their relationship is mutually 

beneficial, hence, the goal of the partnership has 

always been to pursue mutual national interests by 

capitalizing on their areas of strength and advantage. 

However, this viewpoint does not detract from the 

submission of the study that a close look at the 

trajectory of the China-Nigeria relations revealed 

that China is attempting to condition Nigeria's 

growth via imbalanced trade, apparently innocuous 

loans, low-quality manufactured items, and uneven 

labour relations. 

This is also the position of Agubamah, 

(2014), who asserts Nigeria’s relationship with 

China is never going to be a smooth sail for the 

former as the structural economic dependency factor 

is ever present. Therefore, the study maintains that 

the relationship between Nigeria and China now is 

not a win-win situation as being claimed by China 

but rather win-lose one. This is because while 

China’s economy is heavily diversified with the 

capacity to export varieties of products, Nigeria is 

still overdependent on oil as her major source of 

foreign exchange earnings whereas China is even 
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outcompeting with Nigerian manufacturers within 

the Nigerian domestic market! 

 

Nigerian-China Partnership in Railway 

Development 

Ajah & Onuoha (2025) BRI has played a 

crucial role in financing and constructing key 

infrastructure projects in Nigeria. These projects 

include the Abuja-Kaduna, Lagos-Ibadan, and 

Ibadan-Kano rail lines, which have significantly 

improved transportation infrastructure and 

connectivity in the country. In Table 1 below, the 

details of these projects, including funding sources, 

costs, and construction companies. 

Just three years after the launch of the BRI, 

Nigeria witnessed the commissioning of the Abuja–

Kaduna railway project, which was completed in 

2016 by the China Civil Engineering Construction 

Corporation Ltd. (CCECC), which was established 

in June 1979 under the approval of the State Council 

of the People's Republic of China. CCECC 

developed from the earlier Foreign Aid Department 

of the Ministry of Railways. In the same vein, the 

Lagos–Ibadan Railway line, a 157 standard gauge 

kilometer railway, which connects the major 

economic hub of Lagos with the city of Ibadan, as 

well as the towns and communities situated along 

the route was soon to follow in 2021. According to 

Transport Day (2025), the project had experienced 

many missed proposed commissioning dates due to 

many factors, chief among them being the covid-19 

pandemic, it is welcoming that the project is now 

fully a reality. Other factors that delayed the project 

includes heavy rains, theft of railway fittings, re-

settlement of locals, general elections, among 

others. 

It would be recalled that the $1.53 billion 

contract was awarded in 2012 to the China Civil 

Engineering Construction Corporation for the 

construction of 156 km of the standard gauge 

railway by 2016. After delays, a ground-breaking 

ceremony finally took place on 7 March 2017, and 

on June 10, 2021, the project was commissioned. 

The project is funded by a $1.3 billion loan from the 

Export-Import Bank of China and about $182 

million from the Nigerian government. The project 

scope was later adjusted to start from Apapa to 

accommodate the evacuation of cargo from the 

seaports. 

The Lagos-Ibadan line is a critical section 

of the broader $11.1 billion 2,733-kilometer Lagos-

Kano standard gauge north-south railway being 

constructed by CCECC. Another perceived benefit 

of the rail line is that the rail tracks have been laid 

right into the Apapa port for easy offloading of 

goods to the trains. This will significantly save the 

life span of the roads as well as reduce the port 

congestion caused by the long queues of trucks 

waiting to carry goods out of the ports. Perhaps 

more importantly is the reduction of the number of 

trucks and tankers causing long hours of traffic snarl 

in the city. 

On the other hand, the 327kmItakpe-Warri 

Railway line standard gauge rail, which contract 

was awarded by the regime of General Ibrahim 

Badamosi Babangida, in 1987, was largely 

abandoned by successive governments until the 

former Muhammadu Buhari mustered the courage to 

complete in 2020 (Kola-Akinlade, 2020). The 

Itakpe-Ajaokuta-Warri Rail line is expected to 

account for close to one million passengers annually 

while also conveying approximately 3.5 million 

tonnes capacity of freight (Agbakwuru & Yakubu, 

2020).   

According to Ampaw, et al., (2025) quoting 

(Africa in the News, 2017; Clark, 2016); (Luke & 

Walters, 2023), China's Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI) has birthed significant infrastructure 

development across Africa, with railways serving as 

a key component noting that the Mombasa-Nairobi 

Railway in East Africa has facilitated regional 

integration and enhanced trade efficiency. In the 

same vein, the study noted that Nigeria has made 

significant strides in her rail infrastructure. For 

example, the Lagos Rail Mass Transit Blue Line in 

Nigeria, which was constructed by the China Civil 

Engineering Construction Corporation (CCECC), 

the first phase of this 27-kilometer light rail system 

began operations in September 2023. The Blue Line 

connects Marina to Mile 2, serving 250,000 

passengers daily, with the capacity expected to 

double upon full completion.  

Ajah & Onuoha (2025) quoting (ICRC, 

2020) noted that by connecting these towns, the 

railway line offers improved transportation options 

for residents, commuters, and businesses. It enables 

faster and more convenient travel between these 

locations, reducing travel times and easing 

congestion on roads. Furthermore, the Itakpe-Warri 

Railway line connects the towns of Itakpe, Ajaokuta, 

and Warri, as well as the communities located along 

the route. The project involved converting the 

existing narrow gauge rail line to a standard gauge 

system. The upgraded railway line connects iron ore 

mining areas in Itakpe to the steel plant in Ajaokuta 

and the Warri port, facilitating the transportation of 

goods and raw materials. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/18681026251330645#table1-18681026251330645
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China_Civil_Engineering_Construction_Corporation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China_Civil_Engineering_Construction_Corporation
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Table 1: Railway Projects in Nigeria Executed under BRI (Source: Ajah & Onuoh (2025) citing Adewumi & 

 Akinnuga, 2021; ICRC, 2020) 

 

 
Table 2: Completed and Commissioned BRI Standard Gauge Railway lines (Source: Ajah & Onuoh (2025) 

citing Adewumi & Akinnuga, 2021; ICRC, 2020 

 

The Flip Side of the Sino-Nigerian Relations 

As noted earlier, many Nigerians welcome 

the involvement of China in Nigeria’s bid to achieve 

her developmental aspirations. However, some 

researchers are sounding a note of caution noting 

that as beneficial as the Sino-Nigerian relationship 

might seem on the surface, especially on account of 

its facility to fund new and comatose infrastructural 

projects, there are some downsides, which some 

researchers feel should be a source of concerns to 

policymakers.  For instance, (Nwala &Enyindah 

(2023) citing (Oyeranti et al., 2010; Onuba & 
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Ndubuisi, 2019), (Broich and Szirmai, 2014; 

Kragelund, 2008), China’s multinational 

corporations remain an economic front of China in 

Nigeria, and solely represents the economic interests 

of China, noting that this might not be healthy for 

Nigeria especially with respect to fostering Nigeria’s 

local content development policy in the oil and gas 

sector.  

Hence, the study opines that the Nigeria-

China oil bilateral relations have not really 

developed the human resource in the Nigeria’s oil 

sector, since it is aimed at promoting and securing 

patronage of indigenous talent. This is on account of 

the fact that Nigeria’s crude oil is not only exploited, 

but also because China and its multinational 

corporations have refused to show commitment in 

the area of human resource development in the 

Nigeria oil and gas sector. This has gross economic 

implications for Nigeria’s economic development, 

which is compounded by Nigeria’s significant trade 

imbalance with China coupled with her continuous 

borrowing from China to fix her infrastructural 

deficit.  

Also of significance is the fact that against 

the backdrop of its increased dominance in trade and 

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in Nigeria, Chinese 

aid and other official economic assistance to Nigeria 

and, indeed, other BRI countries in Africa and 

elsewhere, are rapidly overshadowing several 

traditional donors, owing to its policy of no 

conditionality to its loans. Critics cites this as one 

that has the potential to encourage debt defaults and 

hinders good governance and reforms. According to 

McBride, et al., 2023), although, China’s colossal 

infrastructure investments may usher in a new era of 

trade and growth for economies in Asia and beyond, 

there is palpable apprehension that China might be 

laying a debt trap for borrowing governments and 

ushering in a new era of ‘sino-imperialism’ 

(Agubamah, 2014). 

The Chinese government has rebuked some 

of these contentions by pointing out that its 

developmental assistance is meant to improve the 

welfare of the poor, transfer technology, create 

employment, improve overall bilateral balance, 

describing its engagement with Africa as a win-win 

and mutually-beneficial relationship.  

Also, China’s assistance in Africa is 

conspicuous in infrastructure projects in exchange 

for natural resources as witnessed in Nigeria, 

through the oil-for infrastructure” deal signed in 

2006, which led to Nigeria developing into a 

significant oil and petroleum supplier for China's 

burgeoning economy (Bukar & Arabaci, 2023). 

Another equally-disturbing dimension to the 

Sino-Nigerian partnership highlighted by (Bukar & 

Arabaci, 2023).is that on account of the availability 

of farmland and the substantial food production 

capacity of Nigeria and China's huge population the 

communist party has invested in agriculture in 

Africa and other places from where they intend to 

import food into China in order to feed her over 1.3 

billion inhabitants. Consequently, for the next fifty 

to one hundred years, China had leased agricultural 

areas, among others, in the Nigerian states of 

Kwara, Niger, and Delta. Therefore, if China were 

to possess these farmlands in Nigeria, there would 

likely be economic crisis of immense proportion 

capable of exacerbating the country’s current 

poverty crisis. 

Equally worrisome is the death of the once-

vibrant Nigerian textile industry. As noted by (Bukar 

& Arabaci, 2023) quoting Adelakun (2001) and 

Ashari (2012),  Nigeria has emerged as a significant 

market for Chinese textiles, especially with China 

holding a prominent position as the world's top 

exporter of textiles hence, China exports of textiles 

have a competitive edge over Nigerian 

manufacturers in terms of sales despite Nigeria’s 

huge cotton production capacity leading to the 

closure of around 65 textile mills in Nigeria and the 

subsequent layoff of more than 150,000 textile 

employees over the course of a decade, 

consequently raising the country's unemployment 

rate. Throughout this connection.  

In effect, Nigeria failed to export goods and 

commodities with added value to China while 

acquiring huge amounts of goods from China. 

Today, China rules the Nigerian markets. This was 

so significant that, in terms of the value and volume 

of her trade with Nigeria, she had surpassed the 

United States of America by 2009. Approximately 

160 million people in Nigeria purchase cheap, 

inferior electronics, machinery, textiles, apparels and 

household items from China, Since the start of the 

cooperation, the number of Chinese merchants, 

professionals and firms in Nigeria has been rising, 

but there are not many Nigerian traders, talent or 

companies in China!  

 

V. Discussion of Findings 
Undeniably, China’s investments in Nigeria 

include transportation, telecommunications, 

agriculture, energy and manufacturing in addition to 

infrastructure projects. Hence, China, through her 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has made significant 

contributions to Nigeria's infrastructure 

development, notably in the areas of rail networks 

building, road construction and oil exploration, 

https://www.cfr.org/bio/james-mcbride
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among others. Furthermore, the study notes that 

Nigeria’s efforts to revitalise her critical 

infrastructure has received tremendous boost 

through the initiative.   

As noted in Idrees, et al., (2024), Etakoh 

(2013) and Nwala & Enyindah (2023) through BRI, 

China has been instrumental to the revamping of 

vital rail networks ranging from the Abuja/Kaduna 

Standard Gauge Rail Line connecting the nation's 

capital Abuja to Kaduna, a trade centre and 

transportation hub in North-Western Nigeria; the 

Lagos/Ibadan Standard Gauge Rail Line connecting 

Lagos, Nigeria's economic capital, to Ibadan, the 

former administrative capital of South-Western 

Nigeria; and the ambitious Lagos/Kano Railway 

connecting the two most populous cities in Nigeria 

as well as the new international airport terminals in 

Abuja, Port Harcourt in the oil-rich Niger Delta, and 

Kano, Northern Nigeria's commercial capital. 

Furthermore, China has also assisted Nigeria in its 

fight against the "Boko Haram" insurgency by 

financing money and giving military support.  

To Idrees, et al., (2024), the strong ties 

between Nigeria and China evolving over the years, 

have been characterised by mutual support on 

international concerns. It is, therefore, not surprising 

to see Nigeria’s receptiveness to China’s economic 

investments in Nigeria translating into political 

support, as seen by China's unflinching support for 

Nigeria's ambition for a permanent membership on 

the UN Security Council. This convergence of 

economic and political interests highlights the 

complexities of Nigeria-China relations and the 

multidimensional character of their bilateral 

interactions. 

The study also noted that even though 

China has developed as an important economic 

partner for Nigeria, with Nigeria being China's 

second-largest crude oil supplier, a skewed 

dependency scenario characterized the Sino-

Nigerian partnership on account of Nigeria’s 

overwhelming trade imbalance with China, arising 

from her excessive reliance on cheap imported 

Chinese commodities, which has stifled Nigeria's 

domestic manufacturing sector, thereby 

underscoring the need for policymakers to explore 

and adopt targeted actions to support local 

manufacturers and professionals to reduce trade 

imbalances (ibid) as captured in the yet-to-be-fully-

implemented Executive Order No.5 and the 

proposed Executive Order (No.7?) being 

contemplated by the current administration of 

President Bola Ahmed Tinubu.  

 

 

VI. Conclusion 
The Sino-Nigeria bilateral relationship has 

proved vital to the Nigerian state especially in terms 

of its demonstrated capacity to aiding successive 

governments and even private sector alike, to break 

out of the chokehold of the west with its overpriced 

goods and services and strange conditionalities. All 

these seem to have been addressed with the launch 

of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013 

with over two-thirds of countries across the globe 

embracing the initiative against the opposition of the 

Western world. In Nigeria, infrastructural projects 

such as the revitalization of her colonial-era rail 

networks, construction of critical road networks and 

landmark, energy, oil and gas projects would have 

remained pipe dreams. As noted by Agubamah 

(2014), who posited that viewed against the 

backdrop of the dependency theory, the Nigeria-

China bilateral relations, as obtained currently, is 

fraught with imbalances against Nigeria and should 

be corrected for its long-term sustainability. 

 

VII. Recommendations 
There is no gainsaying the fact that China’s 

relationship with Nigeria, especially since the 

advent of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has 

helped the latter infrastructure-wise, but it is clearly 

evident that the relationship, which terms are often 

shrouded in secrecy and devoid of public scrutiny 

and oversight, has been purely and majorly a 

mercantile transaction between the business elite 

and the political class. There is no doubt that the 

terms of trade still unfortunately favoured China, 

whose exports to Nigeria represented 93% of the 

bilateral trade total in 2008! 

It is, therefore, against this background of 

the perceived benefits of China’s BRI, researchers 

have been sounding notes of warning. For instance, 

Agubamah (2014) states that there is a pitfall in the 

initiative which Nigeria has to watch very closely in 

this seemingly win-win relationship with China. The 

study draws attention to the chronic and growing 

trade imbalance between the two countries in favour 

of China. Hence, there is an urgent need for Nigeria 

to reduce this vast trade imbalance by increasing its 

non-oil exports to China. There is, however, some 

hope as the Nigeria-China Joint Planning 

Commission is reported looking into the issue. 

In the same vein, as noted earlier, Nigeria 

has become a dumping ground for cheap Chinese 

textiles as this will increase the existing trade 

imbalance between the two countries in favour of 

China and lead to more job losses for Nigeria.  

Another approach towards addressing the current 

trade imbalance as suggested by Bukar & Arabaci 
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(2023) is that the Nigerian government should 

consider applying taxes and subsidies on imported 

items from China otherwise, the growing pace of 

Chinese manufacturing imports into Nigeria would 

further escalate the country's trade imbalance. 
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