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China’s Relationship with Sudan—and Human Rights Consequences
By Tessa Li Powell
Introduction
China is the largest country in the world and has a rapidly expanding economy. Its streets are
starting to crowd with cars instead of bicycles and there is an increasing demand for the luxuries of
developed nations. The desire to keep up with major international players has pushed the Chinese
government to overlook whatever human rights abuses may be occurring inside and outside of its
borders. China has taken steps to support Sudan despite its use of child soldiers and the genocide in
Darfur that has been occurring for years. By criticizing and withdrawing support from President alBashir, China could serve as a major player in curtailing the human rights abuses in Sudan.
Child Soldiers
Sudan has been suffering from internal conflicts for years, and boys are often drafted into militia and
government armies. At a young age, boys are forcibly drafted and brainwashed into committing acts
of violence throughout the country. These orphaned children are already vulnerable because their
parents have been killed in the violent conflict; serving in the army or militia provides protection and
a sense of belonging in a unified group. The leaders of these armies convince the boys that the
opposing side is responsible for the death of their family members and force them into a life of
violence. The militias also provide the children with protection, basic needs, and a sense of solidarity
in an otherwise unstable life. For many children, the only alternative to serving in the army or militia
is living alone, unprotected, and uncertain of where their next meal will come from.
Genocide
In 2004, President George W. Bush and Secretary of State Colin Powell acknowledged that the
conflict in the Darfur region of Sudan was genocide. The Arab militia, the Janjaweed, was
systematically attacking the non-Arab Sudanese and driving them from their homes. Many victims
fled to refugee camps along the Sudan-Chad border. The destruction left by the militia eerily echoed
the genocide that took place in Rwanda only ten years earlier. With grassroots movements springing
up from young activists, public awareness of the conflict in Darfur has spread nationwide, and the
push for government action has increased. While some have called for economic divestment from
Sudan and Sudanese partners, others feel that military intervention is the answer.
Firsthand accounts from survivors claim that President Omar al-Bashir and the government of
Sudan were either participating in the genocide or at least playing an active role by providing
weapons to the Janjaweed and by not taking concrete steps to alleviate the growing conflict in
Darfur. In March 2009, the International Criminal Court (ICC) indicted al-Bashir on five counts of
crimes against humanity—murder, extermination, forcible transfer, torture, and rape—and two
counts of war crimes. This is a major step in the fight against the genocide in Darfur. Article 59 of
the Rome Statute, which governs the ICC, states that it is the responsibility of any government that
is party to the ICC to turn over anyone who is under indictment. However, because al-Bashir
controls the Sudanese government and military, he has not been turned over to proper authorities.
China
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China has a rapidly growing economy and an expansive population, with well over 1.3 billion
citizens. With this burgeoning economy comes a need for more natural resources. More factories
need more fuel, and as citizens earn enough money to make major purchases—such as buying a
car—the demand for oil drastically increases. In the competitive world market, the price of oil and
other natural resources continues to rise.
To meet the demand for oil and other natural resources, China has taken steps to form and build
on relationships with African states. Rich in mineral resources, but plagued by poverty and
corruption, many of these states rely on oil and natural gas exports to sustain their economies. This
is the case in Sudan. China has partnered with Omar al-Bashir and has traded weapons for oil. These
weapons are supplied to the military and militias in Sudan, who then use them to systematically kill
the non-Arabs in the Darfur region of southern Sudan.
The genocide in Darfur is not an unknown problem to those in power in China. However, it is
clear the Chinese government will do whatever it takes to support and maintain China’s economic
growth. Because the Chinese government is focused on this one goal, it is more willing to turn a
blind eye to corruption and oppression within the Sudanese regime.
The resulting criticism from states, particularly in Europe and North America, is based on the
determination that certain regimes support or in some ways are responsible for corruption,
oppression, and even death within their states. It would be hypocritical for China—guilty of human
rights abuses in its own state—to refuse to buy oil or any other commodity from a state that is guilty
of the same oppression. Because individual human rights are not given high value or priority in
China, the government is more likely to buy from other oppressive regimes as long as doing so
supports the Chinese state.
The need for energy resources is a major reason for China’s growing trade relationship with
African nations. By establishing an economic relationship, China secures a possible future ally
should any conflict arise. The hesitance of Western states to trade with oppressive regimes allows
China the opportunity to import oil at a cheaper price while establishing a relationship without much
competition.
Many researchers in the field assert that China has been pressuring Omar al-Bashir to make
changes within his regime, but that it has done so out of the public eye. “China has been pushing the
Sudan government behind the scenes for at least two years now,” says Alex De Waal, a Sudan expert
at Harvard University. “They were a driving force behind the hybrid force of the United Nations
and African Union (AU) peacekeepers.” Due to the quiet nature of these talks, China has faced
severe public criticism.
Public Reaction
The public has been very vocal in its condemnation of Omar al-Bashir and the actions of the
Janjaweed in the Darfur region of Sudan. Civil society groups call for more action on the part of
states that have signed the Genocide Convention. Once governments have recognized the violence
of genocide, they have a degree of responsibility for taking steps to stop it. Many feel that economic
divestment from Sudan and its largest supporters—namely China—would make a large enough
statement that trading in arms would decrease. While this seems like an easy solution, the United
States is in a delicate balance with China, which has lent and continues to lend billions of dollars to
the United States.
At the 2008 Olympic Games, many came out to protest the myriad human rights abuses
committed by the Chinese government. Some referred to the event as the “genocide games.” The
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hope was that enough political pressure during such a high-visibility event would lead China to
rethink some of its human rights policies and trade relationships.
Conclusion
Despite small steps on the part of the Chinese government to criticize the administration of
President al-Bashir, China continues to support Sudan. Human rights abuses occur throughout the
world, and without anyone holding complicit states accountable, these abuses will persist. In
addition to examining its own human rights record, China also needs to support human rights
among its economic partners and strategic allies. With public criticism and economic pressure from
China, the Sudanese government would be more likely to take steps to correct human rights abuses
within its borders.
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