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Abstract:

Using administrative data on Chinese exports during 2000-2015 of more than 110 million
transactions, we examine whether Guangzhou, a city host to the largest spatial
concentration of African migrants in China, confers an advantage to exporting firms
based in Guangzhou compared to other Chinese firms based outside Guangzhou. We
find evidence of a significant location-based advantage: In narrowly defined product
markets, Guangzhou-based firms export eight percent more in value terms than firms
based outside Guangzhou to African countries compared to countries in Asia or the rest
of the world. Within Africa, the advantage for Guangzhou-based firms is stronger in
exporting to those African countries that send the most migrants to Guangzhou. The
advantage is also stronger for (i) products in the bottom quartile of the price distribution,
and (ii) goods transported by river and sea, consistent with the beneficial role migrant
traders play in lower-priced variants in narrowly defined product markets. We rule out (i)
the intensity of local competition, (ii) peer effects in exporting to Africa, (iii)
complementarities with importing from Africa, (iv) the scope of exporting to outside
Africa, and (v) stronger travel connections as potential mechanisms in explaining
Guangzhou’s regional advantage in exporting. Additional analyses show that
Guangzhou’s advantage is limited to exporting but does not extend to importing from
Africa. We conclude that African migrants in Guangzhou, although episodically in strife
with local authorities, are a scarce resource that serves as a localized source of
competitive advantage in exporting by connecting Chinese manufacturers and African
markets.
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