
85

Fall/Winter 2009 • volume xvi, issue i

85

Copyright © 2009 by the Brown Journal of World Affairs

David Shinn is an adjunct professor in the Elliott School of International Affairs 
at George Washington University. He served as U.S. ambassador to Ethiopia and Burkina 
Faso. He has authored multiple articles and books, including Historical Dictionary of Ethio-
pia and The 1903 Skinner Mission to Ethiopia & a Century of Ethiopian-American Relations.

China and the Conflict in Darfur

David H. Shinn
Adjunct Professor
George Washington University

China’s policy on Darfur, which is based on its economic and political interests in 
Sudan and the wider region, requires some contextual background. Darfur, together 
with the rest of Sudan’s geographical periphery, has continually been marginalized 
politically and economically. Although there are many reasons, including ethnic is-
sues, for the outbreak in 2003 of conflict in Darfur, inattention to the region by the 
central government lies at the core of the problem. Even Sudan’s ambassador to China, 
Mirghani Mohamed Salih, agreed, “The root cause of the problem in Darfur is the lack 
of development, as in other parts of Sudan.”1 What Salih failed to add is that there 
has been substantial development in the greater Khartoum area and, for a distance of 
about 50 miles, along the Nile north and south of the capital. 

The mishandling of a severe famine in that began in 1984 Darfur by the national 
government in Khartoum underscored the marginalization of the region and set the 
stage for rebellion.2 Instead of focusing on development, too much attention has been 
directed to so-called differences between the “African” and “Arab” inhabitants of Dar-
fur. While they are all African, there are important distinctions between semi-nomadic 
pastoralists and settled agriculturalists. Religion was not one of the reasons behind the 
conflict—all the combatants and aggrieved are Sunni Muslim, and no party to the 
conflict has cited religion as a cause.3

 Prior to the onset of conflict in Darfur, there was an important development in 
southern Sudan that would impact the situation in western Sudan. The peace process for 
ending the civil war between northern and southern Sudan resumed in 2000. By 2003, 
it was apparent that the southern-based Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army 
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(SPLM/A) would achieve major concessions from Khartoum that had the potential 
to end a costly war that neither side could win militarily. In 2005, the SPLM/A and 
the government in Khartoum signed a Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) that 
formally ended the war. The Sudanese government focused on working out the details 
of this agreement with southern Sudan while the humanitarian situation in Darfur 
again deteriorated.4 

Facing a new humanitarian crisis, dissidents in Darfur almost certainly concluded 
that the only way to get the attention of Khartoum was to take a page out of the 
SPLM/A handbook. Consequently, they launched attacks against government forces 
early in 2003. Initially there were two principal competing rebel organizations: the 
Justice and Equality Movement (JEM), supported largely by the Zaghawa people, and 
the Sudan Liberation Movement/Army (SLM/A), which drew most of its followers 
from the Fur people.5 The rebels subsequently splintered into numerous additional 
groups. The military situation was complicated because a high percentage of soldiers 
in Sudan’s national army come from Darfur. Khartoum decided to crush the insur-
rection. Concerned that it could not rely on soldiers from Darfur, the government 
armed and mobilized indigenous Janjaweed militia in Darfur to confront the rebels. 
The situation quickly deteriorated. Khartoum either could not or would not rein in 
the vicious tactics and egregious human rights abuses of the Janjaweed. The Sudanese 
Air Force also indiscriminately bombed both rebel and civilian targets. By early 2004, 
an estimated 80,000 persons had died or been killed, 100,000 had taken refuge in 
neighboring Chad, and another million were internally displaced.6  

Nearly everyone agrees that what happened and continues to happen in Darfur is 
terrible. There is no agreement, however, that it constituted genocide as defined in the 
1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of Genocide.7 The United States 
was the first and apparently only government to officially declare that genocide occurred 
in Darfur. Addressing the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on 9 September 2004, 
secretary of state Colin Powell said, “genocide has occurred and may still be occurring 
in Darfur.” He placed the blame on the Sudan government and the Janjaweed.8 Most 
human rights organizations agreed with this assessment. On the other hand, the United 
Nations, African Union (AU), and most governments have referred to the abuses in 
Darfur as “crimes against humanity” or “war crimes” but not genocide.9 

The conflict in Darfur has significant regional implications that also impact the 
way China has reacted to the situation. Darfur is located next to Chad; the border 
divides ethnic groups that live on each side. In addition, more than 200,000 Darfur 
residents have taken refuge in Chad while smaller numbers of Chadians sought refuge 
in Darfur. The governments of both Chad and Sudan have supported rebel move-
ments based in the border area that periodically try to topple each other’s regime. A 
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Darfur-based Chadian rebel group attacked the Chadian capital of N’Djamena by 
entering through the Central African Republic (CAR), which borders southern Darfur. 
The CAR hosts a small number of Darfur refugees. Libya, which has a border with 
Northern Darfur, has a significant ability to influence all the rebel groups and has 
tried in recent years to play the role of mediator. Egypt is a major power in the region 
and has a border with northern Sudan but not Darfur. Egypt is primarily interested 
in maintaining the unity of Sudan. It also contributes 2,000 troops and police to the 
United Nations/African Union Mission in Darfur (UNAMID). Eritrea shares part of 
Sudan’s eastern boundary and initially supported Darfur rebel factions but seems to 
have stopped the assistance. Ethiopia has cordial relations with Sudan and contributes 
1,500 troops to UNAMID.10 

China’s interests in sudan and the region

Sudan and China established diplomatic relations in 1959. Ties were cordial but limited 
until the beginning of the 1970s when China offered its first loan and began a series of 
aid projects in the country. China supported Khartoum in its conflict with southern 
Sudan and benefited politically in 1971 from a failed coup attempt involving the Su-
danese Communist Party that Khartoum believed had the support of the Soviet Union. 
This allowed Beijing to assume some of the influence previously held by Moscow. The 
seizure of power in 1989 by Umar Hassan al-Bashir, who is still Sudan’s president, 
provided an additional opportunity for China to solidify its influence, especially as 
Sudan’s relations with the United States and the West began to deteriorate. 

Al-Bashir visited Beijing in 1990, which in the following year led to Iranian-
funded purchases of Chinese arms. Sudan experienced increasing isolation from the 
West, especially the United States, which put Sudan in 1993 on its list of state spon-
sors of terrorism.11 Chevron had previously discovered oil in Sudan and during the 
first half of the 1980s had begun to exploit it. Chevron shut down operations because 
of the north-south civil war and, in any event, was unable to return once the United 
States imposed sanctions on Sudan. In 1994, Sudan suggested to China that one of its 
companies replace Chevron in the development of Sudan’s petroleum reserves.12 This 
led quickly to a dramatic increase in China’s engagement in Sudan. 

In 1997, a consortium of oil production companies created the Greater Nile 
Petroleum Operating Company (GNPOC) to build the infrastructure for exploiting 
oil from three blocks in southern Sudan. The China National Petroleum Corporation 
(CNPC) took a 40 percent stake in GNPOC; today, the Malaysian state company holds 
30 percent, the Indian state company 25 percent, and the Sudanese state company 5 
percent. The China Petroleum Engineering and Construction Corporation then built 
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the pipeline from the oil fields to Port Sudan and the terminal at Port Sudan. CNPC 
took a 41 percent stake in a second consortium, the Petrodar Operating Company, to 
develop the infrastructure for two additional blocks in Upper Nile. Sinopec also has a 
6 percent interest in Petrodar. Finally, CNPC has a 40 percent stake in block 13 and 
35 percent interest in block 15, both along Sudan’s Red Sea.13 

The value of China’s total investment in Sudan is elusive, although one knowl-
edgeable Sudanese figure put it at about $5 billion, most of it in the oil industry and 
$300 million in the hotel sector.14 Chinese companies are getting most of the contracts 
for large infrastructure projects such as roads, dams, power stations, railways and gov-
ernment buildings.15 In recent years, China has imported between 65 percent and 82 

percent of Sudan’s annual oil production. This 
constitutes 5 to 7 percent of China’s total oil 
imports. In 2007, China imported $7.3 bil-
lion worth of goods, almost entirely oil, from 
Sudan. It sold an equally impressive $2.4 bil-
lion worth of products or almost 30 percent of 

Sudan’s total imports in 2007. No other country’s trade ties with Sudan comes close 
to the importance China’s.16 

While these economic links are critical to Sudan, they are of limited significance 
to China’s massive economy. China has significant economic and political interests 
in three of the four countries that border Darfur and northern Sudan. It takes these 
interests into account as it calibrates its policy on Darfur.17 Egypt was the first country 
in Africa to recognize Beijing and has developed a “strategic” relationship with China. 
China almost certainly consults with Egypt on its policy towards Sudan generally and 
Darfur specifically. Egypt has been reluctant to criticize the al-Bashir government on 
its handling of the crisis in Darfur. China’s ties with Libya have been hampered by the 
fact that Tripoli initially recognized Taiwan and did not switch to Beijing until 1978. 
Even today it is not a particularly close relationship, although China is working hard 
to develop the oil connection. The trickiest regional link concerns Chad, where China 
also has oil interests, although they are not as important as those in Sudan. When 
Chadian rebel groups with the backing of Sudan attacked government forces in Chad 
in 2006, authorities in N’Djamena suspected that China played some role behind the 
scenes.18 

Chinese interests in the Central African Republic (CAR) are less significant. 
China has important ties with Ethiopia and cordial relations with Eritrea. Ethiopia is, 
however, more concerned about the future of southern Sudan, with which it shares a 
long border, than Darfur. 

The value of China’s total investment 
in Sudan is elusive, although 
one knowledgeable Sudanese 
figure put it at about $5 billion.
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China, darfur and state sovereignty

Mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity is one of China’s original “Five 
Principles of Peaceful Coexistence” that dates back to the 1953 preamble for the In-
dian-Chinese Trading Treaty in Tibet.19 China periodically reaffirms these principles. In 
the case of Africa generally and Darfur specifically, this has played out in China’s great 
reluctance to interfere or intervene in the internal affairs of an African country.20 China’s 
policy on support for sovereignty and its willingness to intervene has, however, evolved 
over time. Since the Tiananmen Square crisis in 1989, Beijing has supported the inter-
national community’s right to intervene under certain conditions. Intervention must 
be legitimate, have UN authorization, occur at the invitation of the affected state, and 
respect the sovereignty of that state. Force should be used only when all other options 
have failed.21 Chinese policy on its approach to sovereignty, however, has evolved. For 
example, Beijing has become a significant participant in UN peacekeeping operations, 
especially in Africa, where it has contributed troops to both of the UN operations in 
Sudan. China’s policy on Darfur came perilously close to violating its own principles 
on non-interference. 

There are, of course, important Chinese domestic reasons for strongly supporting 
state sovereignty and non-interference. It is inconceivable that China would permit 
UN peacekeeping forces to enter its territory in the event of conflict in Tibet or the 
Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region. In the past, it quickly and forcefully dealt with 
conflicts in those regions on its own. In the case of Darfur, China expected the Suda-
nese government to do the same when conflict broke out in 2003.22 Sudan’s inability 
to end the challenge quickly put China in a difficult position vis-à-vis Khartoum and 
the international community. President Hu Jintao made a critical visit to Sudan in 
February 2007 that resulted in Sudan’s reluctant acceptance of a hybrid United Nations-
African Union peacekeeping force in Darfur. On that occasion, Hu Jintao proposed 
four principles—the first of which was respect for Sudan’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity—for handling the crisis in Darfur.23

China as an arms supplier to sudan

The sale of arms to Sudan is one of the most frequent criticisms, especially by human 
rights groups, of China’s policy on Darfur.24 It is a fact that China has been a significant 
source of military equipment for Sudan over many years. China also helped Sudan estab-
lish its own arms industry, which is now the third largest on the African continent after 
South Africa and Egypt. Historically, the Soviet Union/Russia provided by value about 
three-quarters of Sudan’s major weapons systems. This includes MiG-29 attack aircraft 
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and Mi-24P helicopter gunships. China has sold advanced aircraft to Sudan since the 
late 1960s. China delivered six or seven F-7M fighter aircraft in 1997 and continued 
aircraft sales after the outbreak of conflict in Darfur. China sold, for example, twenty 
A-5C Fantan fighter bombers in 2003 and six K-8 advanced trainer aircraft in 2006. 
China’s Dongfeng Company delivered more than 200 military trucks in 2005. Sudan 
displayed at its Independence Day ceremony in 2007 late model tanks and infantry 
fighting vehicles from China. Between 2003 and 2006, China was Sudan’s largest sup-
plier of small arms, selling each year an average of $14 million worth.25  

In 2004, the UN Security Council imposed a mandatory embargo on weapons 
transfers to all nongovernmental entities and individuals in Darfur. A year later, the 
United Nations extended the embargo to transfers of arms to the Sudanese armed 
forces operating in Darfur. Although China abstained on both resolutions, they were 
still binding. China continued to sell military equipment, including grenade launchers, 
ammunition for assault rifles and heavy machine guns, to Sudan after the embargo. 
These sales did not violate the embargo unless Sudanese armed forces used the weap-
ons in Darfur. There is compelling evidence that weapons produced by a number of 
countries, including China, have been used by Sudanese government forces in Darfur 
and by Chadian armed groups across the border.26 In 2006, a UN panel of experts col-
lected shell casings in Darfur of ammunition manufactured in China and identified 222 
Chinese military vehicles in use in Darfur. Sudan may have decided on its own to use 
this equipment in Darfur without any reference to China.27 A Chinese foreign ministry 
spokesman argued that China stipulates weapons sold to the Sudan government are not 
to be used in Darfur and that it does not sell arms to non-state entities.28 

China’s supply of arms to Sudan has resulted in a direct threat to Chinese compa-
nies that have been looking for oil in Southern Kordofan province, which borders Darfur. 
In October 2007, the JEM briefly seized Chinese oil facilities at Defra as a warning to 
China to cease its military and political support for Khartoum. In December 2007, 
JEM attacked the Heglig oil facility run by the Great Wall Drilling Company. JEM’s 
leader announced that it is carrying out the attacks because China is trading Sudan’s 
petroleum for Darfurian blood. The most serious incident occurred in October 2008 
when an unknown group carried out a third attack that resulted in the kidnapping of 
nine Chinese employees of the China National Petroleum Corporation in an oilfield 
near Darfur. The rebel group killed four of them while four others were rescued and 
one remains missing.29 

evolution of China’s diplomaCy on darfur

China and Sudan support each other on controversial issues that come before interna-
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tional forums and attract foreign press attention. China uses its seat in the UN Secu-
rity Council to prevent sanctions against Sudan on human rights violations and both 
countries vote in unison if they are serving on the UN Human Rights Council. Sudan 
has publicly backed Chinese policy in Tibet and the Chinese response in 2009 to end 
violence between the Uighur and Han people at Urumqi in Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous 
Region. During a visit to Beijing in 2009, Sudan’s defense minister reportedly firmly 
supported the Chinese government’s measures to deal with the incident.30

 While China’s rhetoric consistently opposed the imposition of sanctions against 
the government of Sudan over its policy in Darfur, it abstained on UN Security Council 
resolutions that called for sanctions. In fact, until 2007, it abstained on most Security 
Council resolutions concerning Darfur. China has a history of rarely using its veto in 
the UN Security Council. Beginning with the first Darfur resolution in 2004, China 
also consistently removed or tried to remove harsh language critical of Khartoum.31 
China abstained on a resolution in July 2004 that demanded the disarmament of the 
Janjaweed, one in September 2004 that called for a commission of inquiry to investi-
gate human rights violations in Darfur, one in March 2005 that requested sanctions 
against those responsible for committing violence in Darfur, and another the same 
month that referred the situation in Darfur to the International Criminal Court.32 In 
April 2006, China abstained on a UN resolution requesting sanctions and a travel ban 
against four Sudanese individuals, and in August it abstained on one that expanded 
the UN peacekeeping mission in southern Sudan to Darfur.33  

 By late 2006, China, under considerable pressure from western countries and 
with an eye on international attendance at the 2008 
summer Olympic Games in Beijing, began slowly 
but methodically to alter its position on Darfur.34 
In November 2006, President Hu Jintao told al-Bashir during his participation at the 
Africa Summit in Beijing that while China understands Sudan’s concerns with Darfur, 
it “hopes Sudan will strengthen dialogue with all parties, coordinate stances, and strive 
to reach an appropriate solution.”35 Hu Jintao visited Khartoum in February 2007 
where he pledged a $13 million interest-free loan to build a new presidential palace, 
$4.8 million in humanitarian assistance to Darfur, and wrote off $70 million of Sudan’s 
debt to China. While he made no public comment on his discussions with al-Bashir 
over Darfur, he insisted privately that Khartoum resolve the four-year-old conflict.36 A 
few days later, China’s Ambassador to the United Nations, Wang Guangya, announced 
that the Chinese president told Sudan to accept a UN-AU peacekeeping mission in 
Darfur. Ambassador Wang said China sent a clear, strong message that the proposal 
for a hybrid peacekeeping mission by Kofi Annan is a good one and that Sudan had 
to accept it. He added that China “never twists arms,” but Sudan “got the message.”37 

China “never twists arms,” 
but Sudan “got the message.”
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Some analysts concluded that this and subsequent interventions constituted a departure 
from China’s traditional policy of non-interference in a nation’s internal affairs.38

Hu Jintao used the occasion of his visit to Khartoum to establish four principles 
for handling the Darfur crisis. First, he reiterated respect for Sudan’s sovereignty and 
territorial integrity and supported the continuation of Sudan’s unity. Second, he called 
on the disputing parties to resolve the problem through dialogue and consultation on 
an equal basis and through peaceful means. Third, he said the African Union and the 
United Nations should play a constructive role in the Darfur peacekeeping process. 
Fourth, he urged the promotion of stability in Darfur and improvement in living con-
ditions for local people.39 Recognizing the need to prepare for the probable secession 
of southern Sudan, the Chinese president also invited Sudanese First Vice President 
and SPLM leader Salva Kiir to China.40 

The U.S. Special Envoy to Sudan, Andrew Natsios, initially expressed disappoint-
ment at the results concerning Darfur of Hu Jintao’s visit to Khartoum. Testifying before 
the House Foreign Affairs Committee, Natsios said he was hoping for more diplomatic 
pressure from the Chinese.41 China’s announcement that it offered an interest-free loan 
to build a presidential palace in Khartoum particularly angered powerful groups in the 
United States that opposed Sudan’s policy in Darfur. Less than a month later, however, 
the U.S. State Department spokesperson commended China’s decision to remove 
Sudan from its list of countries for which it provides financial incentives to Chinese 
companies to invest there. The State Department also welcomed China’s efforts that 
encouraged Sudan to permit establishment of the hybrid UNAMID force in Darfur 
to replace the one operated entirely by the African Union.42 At the beginning of April 
2007, Assistant Foreign Minister Zhai Jun went to Sudan and urged al-Bashir to be 
flexible on standing up UNAMID. Chinese pressure seems to have been instrumental 
in obtaining Sudan’s agreement.43 At about the same time, Natsios was telling the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee that the Chinese “have been largely supportive of our 
efforts to resolve the Darfur situation through peaceful means and have been publicly 
encouraging Khartoum” to allow AU and UN peacekeepers into Darfur.44 

China supported a UN resolution in late April 2007 that urged Khartoum to 
implement its commitment to support, protect, and facilitate all humanitarian opera-
tions in Darfur.45 In May 2007, China appointed Liu Giujin, former ambassador to 
South Africa, as its Special Envoy to Sudan. (China subsequently expanded Liu’s port-
folio to include all of Africa.) By making this appointment, China acknowledged that 
it had become concerned over the harm to its image resulting from its relationship with 
Sudan in the context of Darfur. This appointment also focused China’s Sudan policy 
on one senior official. When China held the presidency of the UN Security Council 
in July 2007, it passed UN Security Council resolution 1769 authorizing UNAMID 
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for Darfur. Although China worked behind the scenes to reduce the negative impact of 
the resolution on Sudan, it ultimately supported the landmark initiative.46 China was 
among the first countries to contribute peacekeepers to UNAMID; it sent an advance 
party of military engineers at the end of 2007.47 (As of August 2009, China had 324 
troops and one police official assigned to UNAMID).48 As Sudan delayed implementa-
tion of the new force, Zhai Jun met with Sudan’s foreign minister in Addis Ababa in 
January 2008 when he stated that the world is running out of patience over what is 
happening in Darfur.49 

These more positive actions by China did not deter Darfur activists in the United 
States from continuing their attacks on China over its close ties with Sudan. The most 
important of them, the Save Darfur Coalition, did acknowledge the change in China’s 
policy but added that “the current responsibility and potential role of China in ending 
the tragedy in Darfur is unique, undeniable and absolutely indispensable.”50 Another 
group, Dream for Darfur, led by actress Mia Farrow, stepped up pressure on China 
and called on corporate sponsors of the Olympic Games to push China to do more.51 
Farrow had earlier dubbed them the “Genocide Olympics.” Congress introduced three 
“sense of Congress” resolutions in August 2007 calling on President Bush to boycott the 
games. In February 2008, Steven Spielberg resigned as artistic director for the games 
and eight Nobel Peace Prize laureates wrote a letter to Hu Jintao demanding an end to 
China’s trade with and aid to Khartoum.52 

In June 2008, Hu Jintao bluntly told Sudan’s visiting Vice President, Ali Uthman 
Muhammad Taha that Sudan must cooperate in the swift deployment of the UN-AU 
force so that the residents of Darfur could reconstruct their homeland.53 The follow-
ing month, Ren Xiao, professor of international affairs at Fudan University, published 
a detailed defense of China’s Darfur policy in China Daily. He argued that Chinese 
foreign policy is based on international norms and the heritage of traditional Chinese 
culture such as Confucian magnanimity. It reflects the humiliation of foreign invasions 
of China and new diplomatic practices since the formation of the People’s Republic of 
China. While acknowledging the challenge of Darfur for Chinese diplomacy, he said 
China’s primary goal is not achieving better human rights practices in the abstract but 
satisfying Darfur’s basic needs for food, shelter, and security. He suggested China’s ap-
proach for solving the Darfur crisis consists of diplomatic persuasion, providing practical 
help to the affected people, convincing the government of Sudan to accept the hybrid 
UN-AU peacekeeping force, and engaging in multilateral diplomacy.54 

As a result of Chinese diplomacy and a sharp drop in the number of deaths in 
Darfur, criticism of China has decreased significantly in the past year. Since China 
completed a successful Olympics, little has been heard from Hollywood on the issue 
and the Save Darfur Coalition seems to have lost much of its steam, especially on college 
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campuses. These developments did not prevent U.S. Special Envoy to Sudan, Richard 
Williamson, who replaced Andrew Natsios, from blasting China as he stepped down 
early in 2009. Williamson strongly criticized China’s special envoy to Sudan, adding 
that China cares little about Sudan but only wants to be on the winning side.55 

In March 2009, China’s deputy permanent representative to the UN urged the 
Security Council to hold “a comprehensive discussion on the issue of Darfur to develop 
an integrated strategy.”56 At about the same time, Chinese Vice President Xi Jinping told 
a visiting Sudanese envoy in Beijing that parties involved in the Darfur conflict should 
fully respect the voices of the African Union, Arab League, and African and Arab coun-
tries.57 Aligning its Darfur policy with the views of most African and Arab countries has 
been a consistent theme of Chinese policy. The current U.S. Special Envoy to Sudan, 
Scott Gration, visited Beijing in May 2009 when the two countries agreed to work 
together to promote an early solution to the Darfur issue. Gration subsequently stated 
that China and the United States have similar goals in and the two countries have agreed 
to integrate their humanitarian activities. Gration also spoke highly of China’s Special 
Envoy to Sudan, Liu Guijin.58 During a visit to Khartoum in June 2009, Liu Guijin 
announced another $3 million grant for humanitarian activities in Darfur. Moreover, 
he continued to N’Djamena where he met President Deby, expressed strong support 
for the Chadian government, and condemned a recent attempt by anti-government 
forces, which in the past received support from Sudan, to overthrow the regime.59

sudan, China and the international Criminal Court

The decision by the UN Security Council in March 2005 to refer the situation in Dar-
fur to the prosecutor of the International Criminal Court (ICC) complicated China’s 
relations with Sudan and the West. China abstained on the resolution and explained 
at the time that it preferred justice take place in Sudanese courts. Neither Sudan nor 
China is party to the Rome Statute, which established the ICC. The ICC prosecutor 
subsequently determined that two northern Sudanese, including Sudan’s Minister of 
State for Humanitarian Affairs Ahmad Muhammad Harun, were responsible for war 
crimes and crimes against humanity committed in Darfur between 2003 and 2004. 
ICC judges issued international arrest warrants against the two in April 2007. In 
September 2007, China’s ambassador to Sudan appeared with Harun in Khartoum as 
China sent humanitarian assistance to Darfur.60 In December 2007, Human Rights 
First charged, “China has no intention of holding Sudan to account for evading its 
legal obligation to cooperate with the ICC. And in fact, China will enable Khartoum’s 
continued evasion.”61 
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China’s position on the ICC issue has evolved. While China blocked efforts at 
the UN Security Council in December 2007 to issue a presidential statement urging 
Sudan to cooperate with the ICC, it endorsed a similar statement in June 2008.62 
The following month, however, China worked hard at the United Nations to defer 
action on new ICC indictments against Sudanese officials, including al-Bashir. China 
expressed “grave concern and misgivings” over the decision by the ICC to seek an ar-
rest warrant for al-Bashir on charges of genocide in Darfur. One Chinese specialist on 
Africa concluded that this action presented China with many quandaries and would 
have negative consequences.63 Together with Russia, China supported the AU request 
to invoke Article 16 of the Rome Statutes to suspend any indictment of Sudan’s head 
of state. During a visit to Khartoum, Liu Guijin said the ICC decision could affect 
negatively the ongoing efforts to achieve peace in Darfur.64 In January 2009, Liu Gui-
jin reiterated China’s desire to postpone the indictment of al-Bashir. He warned that 
the arrest warrant would have dire consequences on the peace process, adding that 
the African Union, Arab League, Non-Aligned Movement, and Organization of The 
Islamic Conference have all called on the Security Council to invoke Article 16. This 
continues to be China’s policy on the ICC arrest warrant for Bashir.65 

ConClusion

After initially failing to appreciate the potential negative implications of the Darfur 
crisis, China eventually balanced successfully its interests in Sudan against the criticism 
that it received, mainly from the West and especially the United States, for its support 
of a government that contributed to the atrocities in Darfur. China’s intense desire to 
hold successful Olympic Games in Beijing in 2008 was a huge incentive to focus on 
the Darfur issue and manage the challenge so that it would detract minimally or not 
at all from the success of the games. Even with the conclusion of the games, China has 
continued to pay significant attention to continuing negative fallout from its relations 
with Sudan concerning the conflict in Darfur. 

China minimized the damage to its overall image by closely aligning its position 
on key Darfur decisions with those of the African Union and a vast majority of African 
and Arab countries. It made well-publicized humanitarian donations to Darfur and 
was the only permanent member of the Security Council to contribute peacekeepers 
to UNAMID except for three personnel now serving from France and the United 
Kingdom. (Sudan would not have accepted significant numbers of forces from western 
countries.) Although China’s policy never satisfied the human rights organizations, it 
preserved its economic and political interests in Sudan and eventually won grudging 
acceptance from the United States government for its more recent policy in Darfur. 
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At the same time, al-Bashir would have been unable to pursue the strategy that he did 
without the backing of China. Perhaps the most important implication of China’s 
policy in Darfur—both for China and Africa—is the possible precedent it has set for 
future interference in internl political affairs. 
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