
GRIPS Development Forum Webinar Invitation 
 

Japanese Strategic and Economic Partnerships with Africa  
in a Turbulent Era:  

Achievements, Challenges, and Way Forward 
 

GRIPS Development Forum is pleased to organize a webinar on Japanese economic 
diplomacy in Africa, inviting Ms. Céline Pajon, Research Fellow and Head of Japan Research 
at the French Institute of International Relations (IFRI) as a main speaker. She published the 
report “Assessing the Japanese economic diplomacy in Africa under the Abe administration 
between its strategic priorities and realities on the ground” in December 2020 by IFRI. 
 
Rising geopolitical tensions and the COVID-19 crisis are affecting the deepening of partnership 
between Japan and African countries. Under such complex situations, we consider it useful to 
discuss the achievements and challenges stemming from Japan’s recent policy initiatives, 
including the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP) and its implications for Africa, then explore 
pragmatic ways to enhance strategic and economic partnerships with Africa. We also hope that 
the discussions will be informative for the upcoming Eighth Tokyo International Conference for 
African Development (TICAD VIII) planned for 2022 in Tunisia. 
 
Date & Time: Tuesday, 13 April, 2021  17:00 - 18:30 (JST: GMT+9 / UTC+2)  
Speakers: Ms. Céline Pajon, Research Fellow, Head of Japan Research, Center for 

Asian Studies, IFRI.  
Dr. Katsumi Hirano, Executive Senior Research Fellow, IDE-JETRO.  

Language:    English (no translation) 
Program:  17:00       Introduction  

17:05 - 17:35  Presentation by Ms. Céline Pajon, IFRI 
17:35 - 17:50  Comments by Dr. Katsumi Hirano, IDE-JETRO 
17:50 - 18:00  Comments by Prof. Izumi Ohno, GRIPS 
18:00 - 18:30  Q&A, Discussion (moderated by Ms. Sayoko Uesu, GRIPS)  

 
Registration:  Send email to Ms. Uesu (s-uesu@grips.ac.jp) and Ms. Iwata (yu-
iwata@grips.ac.jp) stating your name, title and organization by 9th April. An invitation email will 
be sent to you in advance. Questions and comments will be taken via Chat during the webinar.  
 
Speakers: 
Ms. Céline Pajon researches and analyses Japan’s foreign and defense 
policy and the evolving international relations and geostrategic setting of the 
Indo-Pacific region. She is also an International Research Fellow at the 
Canon Institute for Global Studies (Tokyo) and a Senior Researcher of Japan 
Program at Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB). 
Dr. Katsumi Hirano, former Executive Vice-President of JETRO and Executive   
Senior Research Fellow at Institute of Developing Economies (IDE-JETRO), is   
a leading researcher in the field of African economies in Japan. With extensive   
research experiences in Southern Africa, he also has a deep knowledge of the    
Japanese investors in Africa.  
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Link to the full report: “La diplomatie économique du Japon en Afrique: un bilan de l'ère Abe, entre 
priorités stratégiques et réalités de terrain” 
https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/pajon_diplomatie_japon_afrique_2020.pdf 
(Currently available in French. The English version will be out soon) 
 
Summary  

During his tenure (2012-2020), Prime Minister Shinzo Abe strived to demonstrate Japan’s strong interest 
in Africa, committing on financial support totaling $60 billion during summits of the Tokyo International 
Conference on African Development (TICAD) in 2013 and 2016, and unveiling its vision for “Free and 
Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP) during the TICAD VI in Nairobi. However, PM Abe has not demonstrated a 
personal interest in Africa. He simply declined the strategic priorities set for his government as part of his 
African policy. The first step was to revitalize the economy of Japan, by looking for leverage for growth at 
the international level: Africa was in 2013 a continent in rapid economic expansion. The priority was to 
mobilize massive private investment and catch up with other Asian and Western players on the African 
market. 

Tokyo has therefore sought to shift from a policy focused on Official Development Assistance (ODA), 
whose budget has been constantly shrinking, to an approach based on private investments, through a 
series of incentives deployed as part of its economic diplomacy. 

PM Abe also wanted to mark Japan's return to the international scene, through strong diplomatic 
activism. The systemic rivalry with China, which exacerbated after 2012, became a key factor of its foreign 
policy. Beijing is Africa’s first trade partner since 2009 and its political influence on the continent has 
expanded along with its New Silk Roads. In this context, Japan seeks to regain ground by offering an 
alternative, in particular through its vision for a FOIP. 

In 2020 however, Japan’s promises for investments in Africa do not seem to have been kept and there 
is a significant difference between political discourse and the reality on the ground. While some progresses 
are seen, Japanese companies remain very reluctant to invest in a continent that they know little about 
and which seems distant and dangerous. The somewhat interventionist approach of the government with 
regard to the business sector therefore seems to find its limits in Africa. Under these conditions, the 
discourse on rivalry vis à vis China also seems difficult to embody. 

The TICAD VII Summit in 2019, revealing the difficulties of the Japanese government to mobilize a large 
volume of private investment in Africa over a short period, could mark the end of a cycle. The Strategy and 
modus operandi of Japanese economic diplomacy (in its commercial and geopolitical dimensions) initially 
intended for Asia, therefore showed its limits in Africa. In particular, political discourse has tended to place 
Japanese-African cooperation within the framework of strategic rivalry between Japan and China, which 
is not of the same nature in Africa as in Asia. This narrative created expectations and distorted the reality 
of th e Japanese cooperation in Africa, which is established on a cautious basis and in a long-term strategy. 

Japan could therefore return to a more pragmatic approach, abandoning ambitious announcements but 
instead focusing on pragmatic measures making it possible to build a solid and long-term investment sc 
heme in Africa. 
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