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Issue in Focus: China’s “Going Out” Investment Policy
For much of the last two decades, China has been a top destination for foreign direct
investment (FDI.) China’s emergence as a global economic player through
“opening up” to the participation of outside investors is well-chronicled. Few
Chinese companies, however, have translated domestic success into international
market share. In a country deeply sensitive to its semi-colonial past, this has not
gone unnoticed.
Since the beginning of the millennium, China’s central government has encouraged
domestic companies to think globally and invest overseas. In 2001, head of the
National People’s Congress Wu Bangguo encouraged “competitive enterprises” to
invest abroad and “go global”.1 As outlined by former President Jiang Zemin at the
16th National Party Congress, the government hopes this “going out” strategy will
“bring about a number of strong multinational enterprises and brand names.”2
The “going out” policy is not solely driven by national pride, however. Economic
incentives have also lead the government towards the “going out” investment
strategy in recent years; increasing overseas direct investment should help cool off
China’s overheating, investment-driven economy and diminish excess liquidity.
The early returns on the policy are modest, but undeniable. Between 1990 and 2000,
China only averaged some US$3 billion of outward FDI per year and in 2000, total
outward FDI stock sat at US$27 billion. By the end of 2006, however, total outward
FDI stock but had more than tripled to US$90 billion. Year-on-year growth in
outward FDI the past few years is over 15 percent.3
Despite these gains, annual outward FDI at under US$20 billion is still modest when
compared with the United States, for example, which in 2006 sent US$217 billion in
FDI overseas. Beijing is not content, therefore, with progress to date. In early 2007
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then Minister of Commerce Bo Xilai said that Chinese investment overseas was
“still too small.”4 In response, in September 2007, governor of the People’s Bank of
China Zhou Xiaochuan announced that the bank would “remove unnecessary
restrictions on reviewing sources of foreign exchange funds, as well as on foreign
currency purchase and profit remittance” and “allow domestic firms to use their own
foreign exchange.”5
Whether or not the results of China’s “going out” policy are dramatic enough to
please Beijing, China’s investment plans and the particular nature of some Chinese
company investments have raised eyebrows and rung alarm bells in other parts of
the world. The bid for US-oil services company UNOCAL in 2003 by the China
National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) touched off a firestorm in the U.S.
Congress. The bid for IBM’s laptop unit by China’s Lenovo was scrutinized
extensively before being approved in 2005. Concerns about investments by China’s
new sovereign wealth fund (China Investment Corporation or CIC) in the United
States are being broadly debated in Washington.
Investments outside the United States have typically received less scathing an
inquiry, but political sensitivity to Chinese investment is not uniquely an American
phenomenon. The recent purchase of a stake in Australian mining giant Rio Tinto
by China’s largest aluminum producer, Chinalco, for example, went through with
relatively little fanfare. An effort to acquire a stake in Australian resource giant
BHP Billiton has not fared so well, however; a test of Australia’s new China-savvy
Prime Minister Kevin Rudd. In a sign that the Chinese government is keen to avoid
triggering further opposition to Chinese investments, the National Development and
Reform Commission (NDRC) issued a notice in April 2008, calling for coordination
and “guidance from the government” for state owned enterprises (SOEs) making
future acquisitions in Australia.
Chinese companies have undeniably been spooked by political opposition to
investment in the United States and other countries. The Chinese domestic market
continues to pay enormous returns, so the immediate economic imperative to “go
out” for companies is not as pressing. However, there is little question that in the
next decade, with the full backing of the central government, Chinese companies
will continue to invest abroad. Given the strategic political as well as economic
implications of China’s “going out” policy, a clearer understanding of China’s
motivations and future plans would be useful.
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SOEs Lead and Private Enterprises Follow
To date, the bulk of China’s initial outward FDI has been made by the country’s
SOEs, particularly those administered by central government’s ministries and
agencies.6 The share of outward FDI flows in 2004, 2005 and 2006 made by SOEs
were 43 percent, 35 percent, and 29 percent of the total, respectively. 7 At the end of
2004, 30 Chinese companies accounted for 80.4% of China’s total FDI stock; of
these, more than 20 were SOEs administered by the central government.8 In 2006,
the top three Chinese companies in terms of outward FDI stock holdings were China
Petrochemical Corporation, China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) and
CNOOC; private enterprises such as Huawei Technologies and Haier ranked 24th
and 30th, respectively.9
In 1999, the Fourth Plenum of the 15th National Party Congress emphasized that the
government encouraged SOEs to “utilize both domestic and international resources
to enhance competitiveness” and “establish branches overseas with comparative
advantages to explore international markets.”10 Sinosteel, a raw material processing
company managed by the State Assets Supervision and Administration Commission
(SASAC) became the first “going out” SOE, and so far has established 21 affiliates
around the globe, including offices in Australia, India, Singapore and South Africa.
In November 2004, the NDRC and the Export-Import Bank of China co-issued a
decision to “provide credit support to the key overseas investment projects
encouraged by the state.”11 These key projects fall into four categories: resourcerelated, export-driven, research and development, and merger and acquisition
(M&A) ventures. The Director of SASAC, Li Rongrong said that, backed by this
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national financial support, “in 2005, a dozen large-scale and competitive central
enterprises went out and signed tens of energy and resource contracts.”12 Among
these central enterprises are SOE oil giants CNPC, Sinopec and CNOOC, which are
actively acquiring overseas resource assets as part of China’s energy security policy.
A Role for SMEs?
At first blush, the larger SOEs would seem to raise more political sensitivities in
their international activities than smaller, private companies that form the bulk of
China’s economy. However, these companies have been much less-active in “going
out” than their bigger, state-owned brethren.
Just a few years ago, small- and medium-sized (SMEs) private Chinese enterprises
had no access to preferential financing and had to resort to their domestic parent
companies or high-cost “underground channels” for funds, which severely hindered
their efforts to “go out”. This is still the case for most SMEs in China today. The
CEO of Chigo Airconditioning, a private company based in Guangdong Province, Li
Xinghao complained that SOEs and non-SOEs are “treated very differently
regarding governmental financial support.” In the air conditioning industry, for
example, Li said that “Haier, as a former SOE, could easily get years of interest-free
governmental loan to set up factories in U.S. while Chigo, as a private enterprise,
has only acquired a half year loan with lots of restrictions.” 13 Meanwhile, SOEs
continue to have easy access to long-term and large-scale loans.14
Notwithstanding these difficulties, more private enterprises are “going out” and
becoming a more powerful force in China’s economic development. NDRC Vice
Director Zhang Xiaoqiang has said that the government “encourages enterprises of
all kinds of ownerships with comparative advantage, including both large enterprises
and medium and small ones, to invest overseas.”15 Former Minister of Commerce
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Bo Xilai claimed that “China’s ‘going out’ policy treats SOEs and private
enterprises equally without discrimination.”16
TCL Group: a Case Study
When acquiring technology, Chinese companies do not discriminate by geographic region; they will
venture across boundaries to secure technologies that benefit their companies. In an interview, Li
Dongsheng, the CEO of TCL, a publicly traded electronics manufacturer and distributor based in
China, said that his company’s acquisition of France’s Thomson Group in 2004 was aimed at gaining
technology used in rear projection televisions as well as access to European markets. TCL believed
that the rear projection technology would catapult them to the top of the industry. However in the
rapidly changing technology world, rear projection was soon surpassed by flat screen TVs. Li
Dongsheng lamented that TCL was inexperienced in acquisitions at that time and was unable to
foresee the changes in the industry.17 Li Dongsheng also discussed the lack of actual support from
the Chinese government for TCL’s “going out” endeavors. Although the government began to call
for companies to invest abroad in 2000/01, Li Dongsheng talked frankly of the reality of official
policy – for example, actual government support in the form of preferential policies was not enacted
until 2006. With TCL’s acquisition of Thomson Group, which cost 100 million Euros, governmentrun banks supplied only one-tenth of the funding. This ratio and amount of government support,
according to Li Dongsheng, pales in comparison to countries such as the United States, France,
Japan, and South Korea. As such, Li Dongsheng believes that the Chinese government has a lot of
room to improve regarding its policy making in this area in order to actually support the “going out”
policy in practice.

Whether or not Chinese private enterprises can “go out” depends on three significant
factors: capital, government approval, and market information. The Chinese
government has begun to create a favorable “going out” environment for these onceignored entities. In 2007, the Ministry of Commerce, Ministry of Finance and
People’s Bank of China published “Several Opinions on Encouraging, Supporting
and Guiding Non-public Enterprises to Invest Overseas,” aiming to provide financial
support, market information and training for to-go-out enterprises. China Export &
Credit Insurance Corporation (Sinosure) signed a comprehensive cooperation
agreement with Export-Import Bank in 2006 to further provide risk management
services for enterprises of all kinds of ownership.18 The Ministry of Commerce
issued “Provisions on The Examination and Approval of Investment to Run
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Enterprises Abroad” in 2004 and adopted an online credential distribution system in
2005, which has greatly simplified governmental approval procedures to accelerate
the “going out” of Chinese enterprises.
There is evidence that private enterprises have become more significant players in
China’s outward FDI in recent years. The outward FDI of private enterprises
accounted for 47 percent of China’s total outward FDI in 2003, 56 percent in 2004
and 70 percent in 2005. 19 The number of private enterprises with overseas
operations jumped from 1,000 in 2002 to 2,573 in 2005. The percentage of private
enterprises among all overseas Chinese enterprises has risen from 50 percent in 2002
to 64 percent in 2005. 20 According to Export-Import Bank of China statistics,
among over 800 Chinese enterprises doing business in Africa, only around 100 are
SOEs, the remainder being private enterprises. Of these, a significant concentration
is from Zhejiang Province, a traditional hotbed of private enterprise.
Indeed, private companies based in Zhejiang Province are taking the lead in outward
foreign investment and were the source of over 90 percent of the province’s overseas
investment in 2005. Fujian and Jiangsu follow Shanghai with private enterprises
contributing over 50 percent of these provinces’ total outward FDI. 21 In 2007, some
50 percent of Shanghai’s 72 newly approved overseas investment projects were led
by private enterprises; 18 of these enterprises are from adjacent provinces in the
Yangtze river delta and headquartered in Shanghai, signaling a new trend in private
enterprises’ overseas investment strategy: private enterprises based in the hinterland
are moving their headquarters to coastal cities to facilitate “going out.”22
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Is the “Going Out” policy more Industry-oriented or Region-oriented?
In 2006, China’s non-financial outward FDI flowed mainly into two regions: Latin
America with 48 percent and Asia with 43.4 percent, followed by Europe at 3.4
percent, Africa 2.9 percent, North America 1.5 percent, and Oceania 0.8 percent. 23
Does the Chinese government prefer to do business with Latin America and Asia
and to cultivate favorable relationships with them due to political considerations?
The evidence would suggest not. On the contrary, China’s “going out” policy is
currently more industry-oriented than region-oriented.
Chen Xiaohong, director of the Enterprise Research Institute at the State Council’s
Development Research Center, commented that “Chinese enterprises choose
investment regions based on the industries to which they belong: resource-dependent
industries choose to invest in developing countries in Africa and Latin America;
technology-seeking industries prefer developed countries especially the U.S. and
Western Europe; market-seeking commodity industries choose to invest in Eastern
Europe, Africa and also Latin America.” 24
The investment pattern reflects the importance of natural resources found in Africa,
central Asia and Latin America for China’s economic development. By the end of
2005, M&As in the oil and gas sector by Chinese enterprises accounted for 61
percent of aggregate global transactions value in all industries that year. CNPC’s
acquisition of PetroKazakh Inc. in 2005 is the biggest acquisition of a foreign
company by a Chinese company to date.
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Table 1: Distribution of China’s Outward FDI Flow by Industry, 2004-2006

Distribution of Chinese Outward FDI flow by industry, 2004-2006
(source: MOFCOM 2006 Statistical Bulletin of China's Outward Foreign Direct Investment)
Public Management & Social Organization

100%

Cultural, Sports, & Entertaiment

90%

Public Health & Social Welfares
Education

% of Total Outward FDI Flow

80%

Residential Service & Other Services

70%

Water, Environment & Public Facility
Management
Science Research, Service, & Geo-survey

60%

Leasing & Business Service
Real Estate

50%

Finance
Residential & Catering trade

40%

Wholesale and Retailing
IT

30%

Transport, Warehousing, & Postal Service

20%

Construction
Power and other utilities

10%
Manufacturing
Mining

0%
2004

2005

2006

Agriculture, Forestry, Husbandry, & Fishery

Year

•

Industries with most outward FDI flow in 2004: Mining (33%), Transport,
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Service (40%), Manufacturing (19%), Wholesale and Retailing (18%)
• Industries with most outward FDI flow in 2006: Mining (40%), Leasing and
Business Service (21%), Finance (17%)

While natural resources continue to play a significant role in China’s outward FDI
flow, markets and technology are becoming increasingly important factors that drive
Chinese enterprises overseas. At the 2007 Chinese Enterprises Outbound Investment
8

Conference, NDRC Vice Director Zhang Xiaoqiang clarified that the Chinese
government encouraged overseas investment in four focused fields: resources,
infrastructure and production equipment, R&D, and the services industry. 25
The increase in Chinese outward FDI into Latin America indicates a strategic move
by the government to develop overseas markets, given the prediction that economic
growth rates on the continent will average between 3-4 percent from 2006 to 2010.26
President Hu Jintao’s visit to four Latin American countries in 2004 witnessed the
signing of contracts worth billions of dollars for Chinese enterprises in the oil,
mining and fishery industries. As a market of some 500 million people is obviously
appealing, this investment strategy, once regarded as merely a “project in exchange
of resources,” has added new elements since then. Raw materials, low cost labor
and land, increasing buying power of residents, and proximity to North America are
all contributing to the “Latin America investment heat” among Chinese enterprises.
Besides resource-dependent industries such as oil and mining, China’s consumer
goods industry is moving factories from Mainland China and Southeast Asia here.
China’s FDI flow into Latin America increased from around US$1.38 billion in
2003 to US$8.47 billion in 2006, and accounted for 48 percent of China’s overall
FDI in 2006.27
For example, in 2001 Gree Electric Appliances invested US$20 million to establish
a fridge production base in the Manaus special economic zone in Brazil, which has
an annual production of 200,000 appliances. With advantageous production costs,
low tax, and Brazil’s economic influence in the region, within three years Gree has
risen to become one of the top three most popular household appliance brands in
Latin America. Many famous Chinese household appliances suppliers have followed
Gree’s example and set up factories, such as Haier, Midea, Chunlan, Aucma, Chigo,
and Littleswan. Haier Computer is also planning to enter into the PC market in
Latin America. 28
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China’s FDI flow into Africa is also steadily increasing, from US$74.81 million in
2003 to US$519.86 million in 2006. President Hu Jintao’s visit to eight African
countries in January of 2007 further solidified already deepening economic ties
between China and the continent. By the end of 2005, China had signed with 41
African countries the Bilateral Trade Agreement; with 28 African countries,
Bilateral Investment Agreement of Encouragement and Guarantee; and with 8
African countries, Avoidance of Double Taxation Agreements. China is also the
biggest investor in African countries’ infrastructure through the Export-Import Bank
of China.
Oil still accounts for the biggest share of exports from Africa to China (73 percent of
total African exports in 2006) while mechanical and electrical products have
replaced light industry products as China’s top exports to Africa (45 percent of total
Chinese exports in 2006). Though most Chinese mechanical and electrical products
suppliers such as Chigo, Chunlan and TCL are Original Equipment Manufacturers
(OEMs) of famous international brands in Africa, the low cost of land and labor,
preferential trade agreements with the EU and the U.S., and thriving markets due to
economic development, have also drawn Chinese manufacturers such as Haier,
Hisense and Shinco to set up factories and to bring advanced technology there.
Shinco became a designated brand for Nigerian government procurement in 2006
and Haier has moved production of some key and high value-added parts to Tunis
and Nigeria.29
Non-Resource Related FDI Activity
While China’s FDI flows to Africa and Latin America remain mainly driven by a
search for new resources and markets, Chinese enterprises seeking technology and
know-how target the United States and Western European countries. Mergers and
Acquisitions as a main shortcut to gain technology and know-how accounted for 39
percent of China’s outward FDI in 2006 (US$8.25 billion).30 Excluding M&As in
raw materials and energy, telecommunications has risen to the second most
attractive field for M&As, followed by household appliances, machinery
manufacturing and petrochemicals.
In 2007, Chinese companies completed 37 transnational M&As, an 117.6 percent
increase compared with 17 in 2006. Strong domestic economic growth, appreciation
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of the Yuan and the U.S. subprime mortgage crisis are three leading reasons for this
increase.31 One half of the top ten Chinese M&A bids of 2007 occurred in the
financial sector in part as a result of the U.S. subprime mortgage crisis, including
China Investment Corp’s US$3 billion investment in private equity fund Blackstone
Group; China Development Bank’s share purchase in Barclays Bank; the Industrial
and Commercial Bank of China’s purchase of a 20 percent stake (US$5.5 billion) of
Standard Bank of South Africa; and Ping An group seeking a 4.18 percent stake
worth 1.81 billion euros in Fortis.32 In the non-financial sector, the recent largest
M&A bid occurred in January 2008 when China’s Youngor Group acquired the
men’s garment section of U.S. company Kellwood valued at US$120 million,
making it the biggest overseas acquisition in China's garment industry, and a sign of
the burgeoning financial strength of the Chinese manufacturing sector.
Missteps along the Way
However, of the 213 overseas M&A attempts concluded by Chinese enterprises
from 1986 to 2006, over 60 percent have failed. China’s largest soft drink producer
Wahaha’s failed marriage with the French food company Danone and TCL’s with
Thomson has alarmed many Chinese enterprises. Moreover, China Minmetals’
failed bid for the biggest Canadian mining company Noranda; CNOOC’s Unocal
bid; Huawei’s 3Com bid; and the recent CITIC group bid for Bear Stearns all
indicate that Chinese M&As in developed markets still face obstacles.
In the U.S. and Western Europe fierce competition, strict regulations, and high
production costs are among the reasons many Chinese enterprises continue to seek
M&A partners in Southeastern Asian countries, which share much in common with
China in terms of business culture and consumer habits.33 According to a survey of
150 Chinese Enterprises’ FDI conducted by the World Bank in 2006, the top three
favored “going out” destinations were East Asia, South Asia and Southeast Asia,
followed by Africa, North America and Western Europe. 34
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However, SMEs eager to invest directly in the United States face less opposition
than well-known Chinese SOEs, whose deals have tended to become politicized and
raised fears over “national security” interests. Though Chinese entrepreneurs remain
wary of entering the U.S., uncertain about restrictive visa rules, language and
cultural barriers, and the political environment, Chinese manufacturers, particularly
those that import parts or raw materials from the U.S., are looking at setting up
assembly operations. 35
Liu Keli, owner of a Chinese printing company, recently invested US$10 million in
South Carolina to build a factory that will employ 120 workers. Liu spent less than
one-fourth on land in South Carolina than he would have in southeast China, where
he already runs three other plants. Liu is reportedly among a wave of Chinese
entrepreneurs planning to expand into the U.S. to build factories, buy companies,
and invest in businesses and real estate. 36
According to the Council of American States in China, more than 30 states in the
U.S. have staff members or representatives in China. With the U.S. economy
slumping and unemployment rising, even some tough critics of China are courting
Chinese investment. In March, one delegation to China included the governor of
Missouri, two U.S. senators, the mayor of St. Louis and two dozen other officials
and businesspeople in an effort to encourage investment in St. Louis’ lagging
airport, Lambert Field, as an entrepôt for Chinese trade and investment into the
United States. California’s efforts to attract Chinese investment have been
consistent, with Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger, state legislators and local officials
visiting China frequently since 2005.37
According to Liu Keli, the top challenge facing Chinese SMEs, which aim to tap the
U.S. market, is “being associated with low-tech and bad quality.” Liu commented:
“it will take time. People’s perception can only change little by little with hard
work.” Liu, the son of farmers, sees his company’s move into the U.S. as a source
of pride. “It is a lot of pressure however my business has become more competitive,
which is one of the real benefits from this expansion.”38
Comparisons of China’s Outward FDI to Developed/Developing Countries
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Although Chinese companies do not follow a policy of discriminating by region,
they do invest more in some places than others; recent trends, however, indicate a
gradual move away from traditional investment favorites Asia and Latin America.39
Chinese companies, backed by the central government, are scouring the world for
resources—and increasingly, technologies and brand names.
In developed countries such as the United States, acquisitions by Chinese companies
are scrutinized heavily due to their strategic political as well as economic
implications. The United States is especially anxious about acquisitions by China
that will affect national security. For example, the recent attempt by Huawei
Technologies to acquire a division of 3Com, a United States networking company,
was quashed after U.S. government scrutiny based on fears of transferring network
security technologies to a company with legacy ties to the Chinese military
officials.40 From Huawei’s perspective, it does not see itself as a security threat. Xu
Zhijun, chief marketing officer of Huawei, believes that “if the U.S. Government is
concerned about Huawei, if some of the lawmakers are concerned about Huawei . . .
Cisco is everywhere within China. Who should be more concerned?”41
Despite the failure of major deals to successfully run the U.S. government and
public gauntlet, Chinese companies nevertheless hope to invest in the United States,
still attracted by its superior technologies and broad consumer base. In a recent
interview with China Daily, NDRC Vice Minister Zhang Xiaoqiang said: “We hope
U.S. policies and regulations do not become barriers for Chinese investors . . . [as]
investors both from the U.S. and China have shown a strong desire to invest in each
other.”42 However, if protectionist policies and obstacles remain unchanged, Chinese
companies will ultimately look elsewhere to invest. Recently, a commentary in the
Beijing News entitled: “Chinese Overseas Investment Must Urgently Stop Relying
on the United States”43 cited the recent Huawei takeover bid as a sign of increasing
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U.S. protectionism regarding its technology and recommended that Chinese
investors look to other advanced and investment friendly nations with equally
desirable technologies, such as the UK and Germany.
In contrast with the United States, Chinese investment is more welcomed in many
developing countries. Investments differ from developed countries in that they are
more likely to be related to natural resources and less related to technologies.
Although there has been some grumbling in some developing markets about China’s
intentions, the resulting discussion is less focused on China as a competitive threat,
and more on China as another in a line of foreign suitors.44
China’s role in emerging Europe is more subtle still. There, China has used its longstanding relationship with countries such as Bulgaria, Romania, and Hungary prior
to their entry into the European Union to its benefit, building manufacturing and
distribution hubs in those markets that now have direct access to the European
Union. In an interview with the People’s Daily, Prime Minister Sergei Stanishev
said Bulgaria was very willing to be a bridge between Western Europe and China for
Chinese businesses.45
Underscoring the increasingly important role China is likely to play as a source of
outward foreign direct investment in coming years, the government reported that
overseas investments in the first quarter of 2008 had already outpaced those made in
the whole of 2007. Outward foreign direct investment totaled US$19.3 billion from
January-March, a three-fold increase on the same period last year. China is now the
world’s 13th largest overseas investor, moving up from 26th in 2002, and is No. 1
among developing nations.
Chinese investment will almost certainly continue to grow in global importance.
Whether it grows in response to Beijing’s strategic direction or as a result of market
conditions is an open question. Likewise, acceptance of Chinese investment abroad
seems likely to be a function of whether Beijing takes a heavy hand in pushing that
investment. Based on a review of current trends, the path seems smoothest for
investment abroad by Chinese SMEs and private companies.

44
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