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Investments in the revitalization and expansion of trade corridors in Angola,
Zambia, the DRC, and Tanzania are set to transform the economic landscape of
Southern Africa. Driven by projects like the US-EU Partnership for Global
Infrastructure and Investment (PGII), a consortium led by private groups and
international development banks, the Lobito corridor has the potential to become
a key hub for exporting critical minerals and establishing sustainable energy
infrastructure.  That is without counting on Beijing's response. With billions of dollars
in investments and freshly signed MoUs, China is reinforcing itself as the leading
trade partner of the subregion, notably by revitalizing the Tazara (Tanzania-
Zambia Railway Authority) and Dar es Salaam Corridors. 
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In the past, the scramble for Africa was driven by the desire to tap into the
continent’s abundant resources. With the global energy transition underway, the
scramble has intensified, not just to access these resources but to dominate their
export. This fierce competition to control the flow of critical minerals, highlighted by
investments in the Lobito and Tazara Corridors, will undoubtedly reshape the
investment landscape, drawing in unprecedented capital and strategic
partnerships. 

Perhaps ironically, the West-backed project was once revived by Chinese
investments. In 2015, Beijing spent $2 billion to restore the railway's operational
capabilities after decades of civil war in Angola left it deteriorated. By 2022, the
Lobito Atlantic Railway (LAR) company—formed through a partnership between
international firms Trafigura, Mota-Engil, and Vecturis—secured a 30-year
concession to oversee the railway's management. The consortium pledged to
invest over $450 million in Angola and an additional $100 million in the Democratic
Republic of Congo to enhance the railway and its related infrastructure.



The rail route from the Copperbelt region to the port of Lobito in Angola is strategic

for the export of Congolese and Zambian minerals. Until now, the main routes have

been by road to the port of Durban in South Africa or toward Tanzania. In May 2023,

Brussels and Washington decided to channel investment to support the

development of the Lobito Corridor in a drive to “unlock the enormous potential of

the region, enhance export possibilities for Angola, the Democratic Republic of the

Congo (DRC), and Zambia, and create added value and jobs through

investments.” From Kabwe to Chingola, Kolwezi to Lobito, the Corridor constitutes a

network of existing and greenfield railways, roads, and waterways, connecting

SADC countries to global markets via the shortest (and cheapest) access route to

the Atlantic Coast.
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Involving the private sector, beyond the few household names leading the project,

such as Trafigura, will undoubtedly be challenging. The infrastructure gap,

estimated at $130 billion annually, is a reminder that such projects raise concerns

about feasibility, affordability, and returns (in Africa, these more often than not

materialize in regulatory hurdles, political instability, and infrastructure deficits).

The logistical and financing issues encountered during the years-long, $4 billion

build of the Nacala railway (a 900 km railway linking Tete in Mozambique to

Nacala in Angola) by Vale and Mitsui highlight the difficulties of such investment

endeavors in infrastructure spanning multiple countries. Similarly, the Lobito

Corridor represents a complex project spanning 1700 kilometers (1300 km from

Angola to Zambia and another 400 km to Kolwezi in the DRC) across three

countries. However, the World Bank-led Addis-Djibouti corridor is an example of a

successful investment project spanning national borders and should comfort

investors that infrastructure projects across multiple countries can be both

feasible and profitable when managed effectively. Indeed, the Addis-Djibouti

corridor demonstrates how coordinated efforts between governments,

international institutions, and private stakeholders can deliver large-scale

infrastructure that supports economic growth and regional integration.



For Zambia and the DRC, the Lobito Corridor offers a renewed opportunity to go

from land-locked to land-linked. Having another access route means landlocked

countries will increase their competitiveness and ability to trade while reducing

transportation costs. This, alongside commitments by Zambian and Congolese

officials to increase investments in their mining industries (the former wants to

grow copper production from 800,000 tons annually to over 3 million. Copper and

cobalt produced in Kolwezi is forecast to increase drastically by authorities) while

ensuring value is retained in-country, has the potential to bring about major

change in investment dynamics in the region. 
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Despite being in the early days, the Lobito Corridor will undoubtedly impact the

investment and development scene in Southern Africa. Currently, only part of the

railway is operating, with many upgrades needed. Additionally, the cost per unit

compared with southward (Namibia, South Africa) or eastward (Tanzania)

solutions remains high, and return loads are low compared with ports with

established maritime routes. But rehabilitation work has started: 275 new wagons

have been ordered for use on the line. In July, the first ship docked at Lobito's

mineral terminal to receive cargo delivered by train from the Copperbelt. The

investment consortium led by Trafigura entered into a six-year contract to

transport minerals using the existing Lobito Atlantic Railway on behalf of Kamoa-

Kakula, a partnership between Ivanhoe Mines and Zijin Mining. By the end of the

decade, export capacity on the railway corridor is projected to reach

approximately one million tons. 

For Western policy-makers, the Lobito Corridor is firstly an attempt at countering

China’s dominance, with Beijing being Africa’s top bilateral lender and controlling

the flow of most raw materials produced in Africa through the eastern route via

Dar Es Salaam. A decade of investments through the Belt and Road Initiative has

left Beijing dominating the supply chains of most critical raw minerals.
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At the occasion of the China-Africa Summit in Beijing, China also announced a $1

billion investment in upgrades in the (almost) 50-year-old Tazara railway. This

investment in the Corridor comes after China lost control of Angolan concessions

to Trafigura. With China's commitment to invest in the project, the Port of Dar Es

Salaam is actively working to establish itself as a vital hub for Zambian copper

exports. As the competition for dominance in the electric vehicle market intensifies,

Chinese companies have significantly invested in Zambia's copper belt. 

Beyond geopolitical battles for the exportation of resources, the refurbishments

and enhancements of giga-infrastructure projects will also create investment

opportunities in both environmental and social sectors. Greenfield rails and roads

will inevitably pass from people’s lands, affecting their livelihoods and leading to

sustainable development approaches. Electrifying the Lobito Corridor's railway

could significantly reduce its carbon footprint by replacing diesel locomotives,

enhancing efficiency, and lowering operating costs. 

This transition would create investment opportunities in large-scale renewable

energy projects, like hydroelectric plants, improving energy access, boosting

agricultural productivity, and providing sustainable electricity for rural

communities in the subregion. Besides the World Bank, the Africa Finance

Corporation, the AfDB, Trafigura, the EU, and Washington, companies and

governments ought to invest in social programs to mitigate relocation while

ensuring environmental conservation. This could open doors for projects focusing

on eco-friendly infrastructure, renewable energy integration, and community

engagement initiatives, creating a balanced approach that benefits both investors

and local populations.
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