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i n v i t a t i o n

The UJ Confucius Institute, in collaboration with the UJ Library, 
cordially invites you to a seminar on:

Satellite Cooperation: The Next Frontier 
of Sino-African Relations?

Chairperson: Prof 
Esther Akinlabi

Keynote speaker: 
Dr Zhu Ming

Respondent: Prof 
Arthur Mutambara



The scope of Africa’s space ambitions

Applied peacefully, satellite technology has numerous 

applications linked to development and massive 

improvements in the economic conditions of states. 

Indeed, this was the message touted by African leaders 

in Addis Ababa on 31 January 2016 when the African 

Union Heads of State and Government adopted 

the ‘African Space Policy and Strategy’ as the first 

concrete step toward realising an African outer space 

programme.

This came against the backdrop of historically 

meagre African expenditure on outer space matters. 

For example, in 2014, African countries spent about 

$185-million on civil space programmes, compared with 

a global spend of $42.4-billion. Total global expenditure 

on space was about $330-billion. The top four investors 

on the African continent were Nigeria ($66-million), 

Algeria ($45-million), South Africa ($31-million), and 

Angola ($26-million).

Adoption of the Space Policy and Strategy has sought 

to ‘set the pace for the collective revitalization of African 

space activities in contribution to the achievements 

of the overarching Agenda 2063’. It has also opened 

up opportunities and channels for cooperation with 

strategic partners across the continent. Not only was 

cooperation heightened with the European Union via 

the Global Monitoring for Environment and Security in 

Africa (GMES & Africa), but Africa sought to cooperate 

with new players in the area. As a result, China has been 

a growing collaborator in this regard. ‘Our overall goal 

is that, by around 2030, China will be among the major 

space powers of the world,’ Wu Yanhua, deputy chief of 

the Chinese National Space Administration, said in 2017.

China’s space edge

Since the 18th CPC national congress, Chinese president 

Xi Jinping has outlined China’s plan for the reform of 

global governance mechanisms. In recent years, the 

major practices of Xi’s global governance ideas is the 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which has gained much 

attention from the international community and a 

positive response from Belt and Road countries. The 

BRI Space Information Corridor is a prominent project 

– it has evolved from Beijing’s past space cooperations 

and has played its role in helping other countries with 

monitoring and implementing SDGs.

Over time, the satellite capacity of Beijing has reached 

historical high points – particularly in 2012, a landmark 

year for China’s satellite history. For the first time in 

history, China had 120 operating satellites, ahead of 

Russia (110), and second only to the United States.

Sino-African space cooperation

Most of China’s satellite cooperation with Africa is free, 

and includes training, the provision of satellite data, etc. 

In 2009, within the FOCAC framework, China launched 

the China-Africa Science and Technology Partnership 

Plan which aims to promote technology transfer to 

Africa, research exchanges, and the sharing of more 

scientific and technological achievements. Major 

successes have been registered, and by the end of 2012, 

China had cooperated with African countries on 115 

joint research and technology demonstration projects, 

including projects relating to cashew pest control 

technology and resources satellite receiving stations.

While many of these collaborations have been 

bilateral, some multilateral and more integrated 

satellite initiatives have also emerged. Dr Zhu Ming, 

who will deliver this special public lecture, will argue 

that these practices can be understood as forming part 

of a grander plan in sync with China’s reglobalisation 

strategy (as articulated at a recent UJCI seminar by Prof 

Wang Dong of Peking University). As Dr Zhu argues, 

these initiatives should be viewed as components of or 

steps towards the BRI Space Information Corridor.

Prof Arthur Mutambara, the respondent, will seek 

to extract from the lecture some central questions, 

including: What are the practical applications to be 

derived from the collaboration? Which countries are 

China’s primary partners in this sector? How are Africa’s 

developmental plans, as laid out in Agenda 2063, being 

understood and incorporated in Beijing?

The seminar will also address the extent to which Africa 

is gearing itself up to be an independent player in the 

area of satellites and space exploration.
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Professor Esther Akinlabi is a Full Professor, and currently serves as Vice-Dean for Teaching 
and Learning in the Faculty of Engineering and the Built Environment of the University of 
Johannesburg. Her research interest is in the field of modern and advanced manufacturing 
processes, namely driction stir-welding and additive manufacturing. Her research in the 
field of laser-based additive manufacturing includes laser material processing and surface 
engineering. She also conducts research in the field of renewable energy, and biogas 
production from waste. She is a rated National Research Foundation (NRF) researcher, and 
has demonstrated excellence in numerous fields. Her mentorship and research experience 
is enviable as she guides her team of postgraduate students through the research journey. 
She is a recipient of several research grants, and has received many awards. She is a 
member of the prestigious South African Young Academy of Science, and is registered with 
the Engineering Council of South Africa. Prof Akinlabi has filed two patents, edited one 
book, published three books, and authored or co-authored more than 200 peer-reviewed 
publications.

Dr Zhu Ming is a Research Fellow of the Centre for West Asian and African Studies of 
the Shanghai Institute for International Studies (SIIS). His research interests include 
Sino-African relations (e.g. economic cooperation, people-to-people exchanges, and hi-
tech cooperation), the UN 2030 Agenda (SDGs), BRICS, etc. He holds a PhD in African 
history from the History Department of Shanghai Normal University. He earned his MA in 
international relations from the SIIS, and his BA in Geography Information Systems (GIS) 
from the East China Normal University in Shanghai. Preivously, he was a visiting scholar 
at the Centre for Chinese Studies (CCS) at Stellenbosch University in South Africa, and 
Southern African Research and Documentation Centre (SARDC) in Zimbabwe. Over the 
years, Zhu’s research has been funded by the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the 
Chinese Ministry of Commerce, the Government of Germany, and the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation.

Professor Arthur Mutambara is a former Deputy Prime Minister of Zimbabwe. He is the 
author of a new trilogy, In Search of the Elusive Zimbabwean Dream: An Autobiography of 
Thought Leadership.  He was one of the three principals who created and led the Government 
of National Unity (GNU). The other two were then Prime Minister Robert Tsvangirai, and 
then President Robert Mugabe. As Deputy Prime Minister, his functions included assisting 
the Prime Minister with policy formulation and the supervision of policy implementation. 
He worked on three major national initiatives, namely Shared National Vision, Rebranding 
Zimbabwe, and the National Infrastructure Master Plan.

He is currently a Visiting Full Professor with the University of Johannesburg. He is also an 
independent technology and strategy consultant, based in South Africa. He recently served 
as President of the African News Agency (ANA). His primary mandate included media 

technology innovation, digital platform development, and harnessing social media tools. He was driving the use of 
Artificial Intelligence and the deployment of Intelligent Algorithms in the media, resulting in the development of new 
business models. 

He is a Chartered Engineer, a Fellow of the Institute of Engineering and Technology (IET), a Professional Engineer, 
a Fellow of the Zimbabwe Institute of Engineers (ZIE), a Fellow of the Zimbabwe Academy of Sciences (ZAS), and a 
Senior Member of IEEE. He was a Research Scientist at NASA, Visiting Professor at MIT, Professor at FAMU-FSU, and 
a Management Consultant with McKinsey & Company. He has written two books about electrical engineering.

He holds a PhD in Robotics and Mechatronics and an MSc in Computer Engineering, both from the University of 
Oxford, where he was a Rhodes Scholar. He graduated with a BSc (Honours) in Electrical Engineering from the 
University of Zimbabwe. In 2007, Mutambara was accorded World Economic Forum (WEF) Young Global Leader 
status, and subsequently attended WEF events in Davos, China, India and Africa.
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