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c h i n a  f o c u s

Keep your friends close

Funding for research related to China is on the rise. 
Of the £375 million earmarked for an ‘emerging pow-
ers research fund’ by Chancellor George Osborne in his 
autumn statement, £100m will go towards collabora-
tion with China. On 20 January, 60 or so delegates 
from research, charities and government met at the 
Overseas Development Institute in London to discuss 
how to study the impact of Chinese interests on African 
development—the subject of a £4.5m research call from 
the Department for International Development and the 
Economic and Social Research Council.

The politics of the UK government’s burgeoning spon-
sorship of such research were not mentioned at the ODI. 
But research relations between the UK and China are a 
political business, and the government is playing a high-
risk game that puts academics in a peculiar position. 

For the UK, the Chinese are simultaneously competi-
tors, partners and subjects of research. It’s natural, of 
course, for researchers to build international collabora-
tions. Yet no-one at the ODI meeting asked what, beyond 
published papers, the UK wants from collaborations with 
China. Nor did anyone question why the government 
wants to know about Chinese interests in Africa.

DFID says proposed bids should “deepen our under-
standing of how Chinese engagement in Africa has 
impacted the continent’s trajectory towards economic 
development and dispel misconceptions about China’s 
role in Africa”. And in a webinar about the call on 
11 December, Stevan Lee, a senior economist and leader 
of the growth research team at DFID, said the depart-
ment aimed to create research findings for a “mixed 

audience” in Africa, with African decision- 
makers and policymakers being “the 
most interesting part” thereof. 

The potential domestic economic 
impact of such research is not lost on 
academics. DFID’s investment “will pay 
off in terms of economic ties, in addi-
tion to academic collaboration”, notes 
Fu Xiaolan, professor of technology 
and international development at the 
University of Oxford. One experienced 
development economist puts it more 
starkly: “The UK government has to 
appeal to a business community, and 
the business community is concerned 
about the UK being elbowed out of 

Africa by China. Is the situation between China, Africa 
and Europe win-win-win or is it win-win-lose?” 

Raphie Kaplinsky, professor of international devel-
opment at The Open University, hopes that DFID and 
the ESRC can help to answer such questions by funding 
studies of China’s indirect impacts on Africa. Previous 
work, such as that of the African Economic Research 
Consortium, a charity that supports economic policy 
research, has focused on direct impacts, such as Chinese 
fabrics used in garment production in Lesotho. But, he 
says, little is known of indirect impacts such as whether 
Chinese competition is squeezing Lesotho’s garment 
exports out of overseas markets. No doubt such analyses 
are of interest to Whitehall; evidence is starting to show 
that Chinese firms in Africa are more interested in find-
ing a market than, as is often assumed, raw materials.

Chinese research continues to boom: the country has 
a quarter of the world’s R&D workforce, according to 
statistics from Beijing, and produces nearly 13 per cent 
of all scientific papers. These figures are set to grow as 
Chinese researchers assume more international leader-
ship roles and set intellectual agendas. The desire to 
keep China close, then, is understandable. 

But it also has its risks. Some politicians in the United 
States are worried about collaboration, says Richard 
Suttmeier, emeritus professor of political science at 
the University of Oregon. The US might have some les-
sons for UK politicians who have taken an “aggressive 
position” towards research collaboration with China, he 
says: “The US did that a while ago and is now perhaps 
having second thoughts.” Several Chinese researchers 
have been arrested in the US on suspicion of stealing 
information, and in 2011 Congress banned NASA from 
collaborating with China. 

Similarly, Simon Maxwell, a development economist 
and former director of the ODI, says it might be unwise 
for the UK to get too close to the emerging superpower. 
“You think you’re doing a research collaboration and the 
next thing is you have to close British Steel because the 
Chinese are doing that work better,” he says. 

Maxwell adds that the government must mitigate 
against this by stressing the importance of research 
transparency and open-access publishing to its Chinese 
counterparts. Both sides might also be more open about 
their political interests in research collaboration, but at 
the moment there is little sign of that.
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‘You think 
you’re 
collaborating, 
then you have 
to close British 
Steel because 
the Chinese 
are doing it 
better.’

What does the UK government hope to get out of research with and about China? 
Adam Smith looks at a delicate balancing act. 


