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Emaswati welcome economic and political 

influence of China, U.S., EU, and Japan 

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 915 | Asafika Mpako and Stephen Ndoma 

 

Summary  

With a population of just 1.2 million, Eswatini has focused on building an export-led economy 

as a key pillar of its growth strategy, leveraging advantages as a member of multiple free 

trade blocs and customs unions (U.S. Department of State, 2023). In 2021, trade accounted 

for 90.9% of the country’s gross domestic product, among the highest rates in the region 

(International Trade Administration, 2024).  

Eswatini maintains cooperative relations with major global powers. In addition to activities 

under the United States’ African Growth and Opportunity Act (Mkhonta, 2024), one of the 

most notable successes of U.S.-Eswatini relations has been the U.S. President’s Emergency 

Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR). In 2020, with PEPFAR funding and support, Eswatini became the 

first African country to surpass the UNAIDS 95-95-95 targets (95% for testing, treatment, and 

viral suppression), well ahead of the 2025 deadline (Ndebele, 2023). Alongside the United 

States, the European Union (EU) is one of Eswatini’s biggest development partners; its recent 

support includes €32 million for human development and social inclusion projects aimed at 

youth (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2024).  

Controversially, Eswatini is the only African country to maintain formal diplomatic ties with 

Taiwan, despite China’s repeated attempts to persuade the monarchy to join the Chinese 

bandwagon. Taiwan’s support to Eswatini focuses on rural electrification, health care, 

education, and infrastructure projects. For instance, the building of King Mswati III 

International Airport and the renovation of the Mbabane Government Hospital were made 

possible through Taiwanese funding. In 2020, Eswatini was Taiwan’s largest trading partner on 

the continent (Odota, 2024). But even without a formally established relationship, Eswatini 

also maintains trade and economic relations with China. Eswatini’s imports from China in 

2022 amounted to $81.8 million, while exports to China amounted to $756,000 (Tiezzi, 2024).  

Eswatini’s relationship with Russia also covers various sectors, including trade and investment 

and education. Russia has long provided financial aid and scholarships to Emaswati students 

and is also helping the country explore alternative sources of energy as it battles energy 

instability (Africa Press, 2024a). Similarly, Japan provides support in priority areas such as 

education, health care, agriculture, food security, and climate change (Africa Press, 2023). 

To advance ties between the two nations, plans for the Eswatini government to establish an 

embassy in Tokyo are underway (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2024).  

How do Emaswati see the influence of global powers on their country? 

The latest Afrobarometer survey, conducted in late 2022, shows that Emaswati believe that 

China’s economic activities have a significant impact on their economy, and perceptions of 

China’s economic and political influence are overwhelmingly positive – even if somewhat 

less so than a year earlier. Assessments of the influence of the United States, the European 

Union, and Japan are also largely favourable. 
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But Japan is not a well-known development partner in Eswatini: Fewer than one-quarter of 

citizens are aware that Eswatini gets loans or development assistance from Japan. 

Afrobarometer surveys 

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan survey research network that provides reliable 

data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life. 

Nine survey rounds in up to 42 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys 

were launched in January 2024. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face 

interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice. 

The Afrobarometer team in Eswatini, led by QA Strategic Information, interviewed a 

nationally representative, random, stratified probability sample of 1,200 adult Emaswati in 

October-November 2022. A sample of this size yields country-level results with a margin of 

error of +/-3 percentage points at a 95% confidence level. Previous surveys were conducted 

in Eswatini in 2013, 2015, 2018, and 2021. 

Key findings 

▪ Almost three-fourths (73%) of Emaswati believe that China’s economic activities have 

“some” or “a lot” of influence on their country’s economy.  

▪ Emaswati see the economic and political influence of China, the United States, the 

European Union, and Japan as largely positive.  

o Despite a 9-percentage-point decline, favourable views of China’s economic 

and political influence constitute an overwhelming majority (73%), well ahead of 

those enjoyed by the United States (52%).  

▪ Fewer than one-quarter (23%) of citizens are aware that Japan gives loans or 

development assistance to their country. 

International influences 

Emaswati clearly see China’s investments in their country as important: About three-quarters 

(73%)1 of citizens say China’s economic activities exert “a lot of influence” (55%) or “some 

influence” (19%) on Eswatini’s economy. Only 11% believe that China has little or no influence 

on Eswatini’s economy, while 16% either “don’t know” or refused to answer the question 

(Figure 1).  

Citizens’ perceptions of China’s influence on their economy have remained stable since the 

last Afrobarometer survey in 2021 (74% “some” or “a lot”) and are consistent across key 

demographic groups (Figure 2). 

  

 
1 Due to rounding, percentages for combined categories reported in the text may differ slightly from the sum of 
sub-categories shown in figures (e.g. 19% “some” and 55% “a lot” sum to 73%). 

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data – on any question, 
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at 

www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis. 
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Figure 1: Chinese influence on the economy | Eswatini | 2022 

 

Respondents were asked: How much influence do you think China’s economic activities in Eswatini 

have on our economy, or haven’t you heard enough to say? 

Figure 2: Chinese influence on the economy | by demographic group                        

| Eswatini | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: How much influence do you think China’s economic activities in Eswatini 

have on our economy, or haven’t you heard enough to say? (% who say “some” or “a lot”) 

 

Emaswati perceptions of global powers are largely favourable (Figure 3). Nearly three-

quarters (73%) of citizens say the economic and political influence of China on their country 

is “somewhat positive” or “very positive,” while only 5% consider it negative. Significantly 

fewer citizens welcome U.S. influence, although positive assessments outnumber negative 

ones 52% vs. 4%. 

Favourable perceptions of the European Union also outnumber negative views (49% positive 

vs. 9% negative). Japan enjoys the least favourable score (34% positive vs. 3% negative).  

Across the board, substantial proportions of Emaswati (ranging up to 55% with regard to 

Japan) say they don’t know enough to assess the influence of these countries and 

organisations. 
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While positive perceptions of the economic and political influence of the United States have 

risen since 2021 (from 46% to 52%), China’s favourable ratings have seen a 9-percentage-

point decline over the same period (from 82% to 73%) (Figure 4).  

Figure 3: External influences: positive or negative? | Eswatini | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: Do you think that the economic and political influence of each of the 

following countries/organisations on Eswatini is mostly positive, mostly negative, or haven’t you heard 

enough to say?  

Figure 4: Perceptions of U.S. and Chinese influence as positive | Eswatini                              

| 2021-2022 

 
Respondents were asked: Do you think that the economic and political influence of each of the 

following countries/organisations on Eswatini is mostly positive, mostly negative, or haven’t you heard 

enough to say? (% who say “somewhat positive” or “very positive”) 
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Japanese financial assistance 

Despite Japan’s importance as a development partner (Africa Press, 2024b), fewer than one-

quarter (23%) of Emaswati are aware that Japan gives loans or development assistance to 

their country. The same proportion (23%) think that their country receives no loans or 

development aid from Japan, while a majority (54%) say they “don’t know” (Figure 5). 

Wealthier (28%) and more educated (30%) citizens are more likely to have knowledge of 

Japan’s financial assistance (Figure 6). 

Figure 5: Knowledge of Japanese financial assistance | Eswatini | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: To your knowledge, does Japan give loans or development assistance to our 

country’s government, or haven’t you had a chance to hear about this? 

Figure 6: Knowledge of Japanese financial assistance | by demographic group                        

| Eswatini | 2022 

Respondents were asked: To your knowledge, does Japan give loans or development assistance to our 

country’s government, or haven’t you had a chance to hear about this? (% who say “yes”) 
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Among those who are aware of Japanese assistance to Eswatini, about one-third (34%) think 

that Japan attaches “somewhat fewer” or “far fewer” requirements to its loans and aid than 

other donor countries, while an equal share (34%) believe that Japan attaches more 

requirements (Figure 7).  

Figure 7: Requirements attached to development finance | among respondents 

who are aware of Japanese financial assistance | Eswatini | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: When the government of Japan gives loans or development assistance to 

Eswatini, do you think they put more requirements or fewer requirements on our government compared 

to other donor countries, or haven’t you heard enough to say? 

Conclusion  

Afrobarometer survey findings show that most Emaswati see China’s influence on their 

country as both extensive and beneficial – even if favourable assessments of its economic 

and political activities have declined by 9 percentage points compared to 2021. 

To a lesser extent, Emaswati also generally welcome the economic and political influence of 

the United States, the European Union, and Japan, though many citizens say they don’t 

know enough about the issue to offer an assessment. 

Japan, in particular, is a little-known development partner in Eswatini: Few citizens are aware 

of Japan’s financial assistance to the country.  
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