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US-China Development Cooperation: New Bilateral
Dynamics?
By Denghua Zhang
In recent years, the US-China relationship has been marked by competition. The two powers have been wrestling in
the South China Sea and more recently in a trade war, attracting global attention. The development sector is a less well
known aspect in bilateral relations. China’s rise as the largest emerging donor is challenging the traditional aid regime led
by the United States and other developed nations. Chinese aid-spending has increased dramatically since 2000. Not being
a member of the OECD Development Assistance Committee, China is not bound by the requirements of the institution,
and insists on ‘common but differentiated responsibility.’ Beijing has become overtly impatient with the slow pace in
global governance reform to elevate China’s status and instead established the BRICS New Development Bank, the Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank, and the Belt and Road Initiative.
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regarding the financial and management arrangements for each party in trilateral cooperation. China and the United
States have provided joint training for Afghan diplomats since 2013. In 2014, the two countries and Timor-Leste
completed a trilateral aid project on food security in Timor-Leste. During President Xi Jinping’s visit to the United States
in September 2015, the two countries signed a Memorandum of Understanding on development cooperation and pledged
to conduct more trilateral projects. At their first diplomatic and strategic dialogue held in June 2017, China and the United
States agreed to provide joint assistance to African countries in peacekeeping and public health.
There are potential opportunities for more development cooperation between China and the United States in the near
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Australia, and New Zealand, as well as with UN organizations. Additionally, Germany and France are actively seeking
opportunities for trilateral cooperation with China in Africa. In this broad context, it is easier for China and the United
States to continue their development cooperation.
China and the United States have also gained valuable experience from their pilot trilateral aid projects. These projects
improved their knowledge of each other’s aid practices and gradually increased mutual trust, which is crucial for
cooperation in the future. China and the United States have agreed to expand the training to Afghan medical and
agricultural staff and also conduct aid cooperation in natural disaster management. Though the US expressed reservations
about the trilateral project in Timor-Leste in aspects such as the level of coordination and the definition of each side’s
responsibilities, overall Washington and Beijing agreed that trilateralism was an opportunity for engagement and mutual
learning. From the perspective of recipient countries, there is a need for increased aid coordination from the United
States and China. For example, some senior aid officials from Timor-Leste and Papua New Guinea complained that
promoting aid coordination to reduce duplication and fragmentation remains an arduous task in their countries. To
them, trilateral cooperation has the potential to relieve the burden on their limited institutional capacity and guide China
and traditional donors to provide aid in areas of their comparative advantages.

However, over-optimism of China-US development cooperation needs to be avoided for three main
reasons. First, China-US trilateral aid cooperation is subordinate to bilateral relations. The pilot projects
were the result of high-level political commitments from both governments. They were designed primarily
to benefit their broad relationship at the outset, and therefore were put on the agenda for the China-US
strategic and economic dialogues and the first diplomatic and security dialogue. A positive China-US
bilateral relationship will facilitate their development cooperation while a troubled relationship makes such
cooperation extremely difficult. Not surprisingly, the current tensions in China-US relations are having a
negative impact on development cooperation. For example, the China-US trilateral cooperation in
aquaculture in Timor-Leste, which was announced at their eighth strategic and economic dialogue in 2016,
has gone nowhere.
Second, China-US trilateral aid cooperation is still in an early stage. Risk-averse Chinese aid officials —
especially those from the Ministry of Commerce, the main caretaker of Chinese aid program — are cautious
about this new modality. They have just started to learn to work in partnership with their American
counterparts. From the US perspective, government agencies have expressed different views on
development engagement with China. Deep-rooted political mistrust remains a hurdle and will persist for a
long time. With respect to aid efficacy, as trilateral aid is relatively a new thing, whether it is able to deliver
better aid results than bilateral aid demands more empirical analysis.
"Continued highlevel political
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Third, the Chinese aid system is currently in transition, which affects its trilateral cooperation with
traditional donors, including the United States. In March 2018, Beijing announced the decision to establish
China’s international development cooperation agency, which aims to enhance aid planning and monitoring
and support the Belt and Road Initiative. Though the agency was officially launched in April, it has not fully
functioned yet. More work is underway such as establishing the organizational structure, doing top-level
planning of Chinese aid, and straightening out relations between the agency and a number of powerful
ministries involved in aid management — especially the ministries of commerce, foreign affairs, and
finance. So far China has not issued a clear policy for trilateral aid cooperation.
The future of China-US trilateral aid cooperation will ultimately depend on the political will of the two
governments, and whether they have confidence in this new aid modality. Trilateral aid cooperation has the
potential to contribute to the broadening of bilateral relations. It is less sensitive compared with cooperation
in some other sectors that involve substantial commercial or strategic interests. In this sense, trilateral aid
cooperation can play a role in easing the tensions in China-US relations. With regards to aid effectiveness,
the impact of trilateral aid has yet to be further tested.
Lessons drawn from China’s overall pilot trilateral aid cooperation shed light on the China-US partnership
in the future. Continued high-level political support from both sides is crucial, especially at a stage when
competition is more evident in bilateral relations. It will also be easier for China and the United States to
conduct trilateral aid cooperation in countries that are strategically less important to both of them, and in
less sensitive areas such as agriculture, health, disaster management, renewable energy, and climate change.
To seek support from recipient countries is also necessary as China insists on the principle that trilateral aid
cooperation should be raised, supported, and led by recipient countries.
Dr. Denghua Zhang is a Visiting Fellow at the East-West Center in Washington, and a research fellow at the
Department of Pacific Affairs, Coral Bell School of Asia Pacific Affairs at Australian National University. He can be
contacted at Denghua.Zhang@anu.edu.au.
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