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 China believes in rails. The U.S. believes in walls.

The Chinese are spending billions of dollars on rail lines in Africa. A train line linking Djibouti and Ethiopia just opened. The new line is the first electric railway between two countries in Africa. An official said, “This line will change the social and economic landscape of our two countries.”

Rail lines built over the years now cross much of China. China has the know-how and the funds to finance railroads. Africa is a prime target. Most of the lines left from the colonial era are now gone. The work in Africa continues China’s ambitions.
Chinese-built subway cars will soon appear in Chicago and Boston. Beijing is building a five billion high-speed rail line in Indonesia. The Chinese government recently opened a new rail freight service between London and Beijing. More development is in the works. The Pan-Asia Railway Network will link China to Laos, Thailand, and Singapore.

Experts say the development in Africa is the most important investment. The Chinese call it the new 
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China’s projects include a light-rail system in the Ethiopian capital.  A $13 billion rail link between Nairobi, the Kenyan capital, and the port city of Mombasa. There is also a big rail project in Nigeria. One that includes a transit system for the city of Lagos. Corruption and political turmoil are the big dangers.

Where is the United States? The U.S. has stayed away from these kinds of projects. Mr. Obama supported a big project to give electricity to 20 million Africans. Most agree the project is far behind in its meeting its goals. African leaders do not see Donald Trump investing in Africa.

Many think that Africa is the next place for global investment. There is pent-up demand. There is low-cost labor. A U.S. expert said, “If you’re looking for new markets, Africa is the place to be. The Chinese are there. They are willing to take risks.”      Right now, the U.S. does not see Africa’s big future.

Source: The New York Times February 7, 2017

Questions: 

1. Define: social, economic, finance, colonial, ambition, investment, initiative, transit, corruption, turmoil, pent-up, demand

2. Why does the author contrast China’s building of railroads in Africa with consideration in America for building a wall? Is this a fair comparison? Is any country completely open to the world or completely closed? Discuss.

3. What is investment? How is it different from spending?

4. Why do individuals and businesses invest in foreign countries? How do governments do so? What are some differences between private investment and government investment?

5. What makes a country an attractive place in which to invest? What makes it risky?

6. If investment in Africa generally is a good idea, does that mean that a foreign government funding railroads will bring a good return on investment? Why or why not?

7. Why is China building railroads in Africa? What advantage does it hope to gain?

8. How could the rail system connect African products to the rest of the world?

9. Would only China benefit if this happened, or would other countries benefit as well? Discuss.

According to the New York Times, some of the countries borrowing from China for this infrastructure are heavily in debt. Djibouti’s debt is equal in value to 60% of everything the impoverished country produces.

10. If a country struggled to pay, what leverage would China have over it?

11. Djibouti’s finance minister says he thinks his country can pay back its debts, because its economy is growing at 6.7% per year. How do you think African countries have been able to grow without a lot of infrastructure? Which generally comes first, economic productivity or infrastructure? Discuss.

12. Why might other banks and governments have refrained from lending to build railroads in African countries?

13. Why are governments often eager for infrastructure projects? Will such projects always lead to an improved economy? If not, what could prevent this? 
