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Malians welcome influence of Russia, China, 

and AES, side with Russia on the Ukraine war 

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 1077 | Baba Adou  

 

Summary 

Mali has in recent years experienced profound political and geopolitical transformations. 

Following two military coups in 2020 and 2021 – framed as responses to the failure of civilian 

governments to contain armed groups – a transitional, military-led government adopted a 

“sovereignist” agenda aimed at reducing foreign influence and reasserting national control 

over security and governance (International Crisis Group, 2024). 

Relations with international partners have shifted dramatically. The United Nations 

peacekeeping mission (MINUSMA), deployed since 2013, was asked to leave in 2023 after 

Malian authorities criticised its inability to address the country’s security crisis and restore 

territorial control (United Nations, 2023). Ties with France, Mali’s former colonial power and 

key military ally, also broke down after the 2021 coup. French forces, present since 2013 to 

combat armed groups in northern Mali, completed their withdrawal in August 2022 at the 

request of the transitional authorities (Al Jazeera, 2022). 

In search of new partners, Mali turned to Turkey (Yochai, 2025), the United Arab Emirates 

(International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2024), and most notably Russia (Thompson, 

Doxsee, & Bermudez Jr, 2022). Starting in late 2021, the Russian private military company 

Wagner operated alongside Malian forces before being replaced in June 2025 by the 

Kremlin-controlled Africa Corps (Nossiter, 2025). 

Mali’s domestic political changes have also reshaped its regional ties. Along with Burkina 

Faso and Niger, Mali announced in early 2024 its withdrawal from the Economic Community 

of West African States (ECOWAS) and the creation of the Alliance of Sahelian States (AES) 

(BBC, 2024). This decision, according to some analysts, carries significant implications: Like its 

two neighbours, Mali is landlocked and far less industrialised than coastal states, leaving it 

heavily dependent on regional trade corridors and Gulf of Guinea ports for livestock exports 

and imports of essential goods (Walther, 2024). 

As reported by Traoré (2025), Afrobarometer’s survey in December 2024 found that Malians 

overwhelmingly approve of their country’s withdrawal from ECOWAS, think that the AES will 

improve security in the region, and support dropping the West African franc and adopting a 

new national or regional currency. 

The current dispatch examines how Malians perceive their country’s political and economic 

relations with the rest of the world. Survey findings show that while most Malians welcome the 

economic and political influence of Russia, China, and the AES in their country, they are 

divided when it comes to the United States and the African Union and overwhelmingly reject 

the influence of France and ECOWAS. Strikingly, nearly three-quarters of Malians say their 

country should side with Russia in the Russia-Ukraine war. 

While a majority of Malians endorse free international trade, a large minority prefer limiting 

trade in order to protect domestic producers, and awareness of the African Continental Free 

Trade Area (AfCFTA) is very low.  
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Most Malians say the AES recognises their country’s needs and interests in its decision making, 

but far fewer say the same about the AU and ECOWAS. Looking beyond the continent, 

seven in 10 say African countries should have a stronger voice in international bodies such as 

the United Nations. 

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. 

Ten survey rounds in up to 45 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys 

(2024/2025) cover 38 countries. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face 

interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice. 

The Afrobarometer team in Mali, led by the Groupe de Recherche en Economie Appliquée 

et Théorique (GREAT), interviewed 1,200 adult citizens in December 2024. A sample of this size 

yields national results with a margin of error of +/-3 percentage points at a 95% confidence 

level. Previous surveys were conducted in Mali in 2001, 2002, 2005, 2008, 2013, 2014, 2017, 

2020, and 2022. 

Key findings 

▪ A slim majority (52%) of Malians say the African Union takes Mali’s needs and interests 

into account in its decision making, compared to only 41% for ECOWAS. But almost 

nine out of 10 (87%) think their country’s interests are adequately recognised in the 

decisions of the Alliance of Sahelian States. 

o Seven in 10 Malians (70%) say African countries should have a greater say in 

international decision-making bodies such as the United Nations. 

▪ More than half (55%) of citizens prefer free trade over limiting international trade to 

protect domestic producers, but 45% disagree. 

▪ Only 8% of respondents say they have heard of the African Continental Free Trade 

Area (AfCFTA).  

▪ Large majorities welcome the economic and political influence on their country of 

Russia (88%) and China (79%), but only about half as many see the influence of the 

AU (42%) and the United States (40%) as “somewhat” or “very” positive. France (9%), 

ECOWAS (18%), and the European Union (30%) receive the coolest welcome.  

▪ Asked who helped Mali most during the COVID-19 pandemic, respondents cite 

Europe (17%), China (16%), and Russia (15%) as the most helpful partners. 

▪ The share of citizens who see China’s economic influence on Mali as substantial has 

declined sharply since 2014, from 91% to 65%. Positive assessments of China’s 

influence are also significantly lower than they were a decade ago. 

▪ Among Malians who are aware of the Russia-Ukraine war, nearly three-quarters (72%) 

say Mali should side with Russia, while 24% prefer neutrality and only 1% favour 

Ukraine. 

Africa’s voice in international affairs 

Malians express mixed views about how well regional, continental, and global institutions 

take their country's needs and interests into account. Only 41% “agree” or “strongly agree” 
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that ECOWAS adequately recognises Mali’s interests in its decision making, while nearly half 

(48%) say the regional bloc does not (Figure 1). In contrast, almost nine out of 10 Malians 

(87%) see the AES as taking their country’s interests into account. 

At the continental level, a slim majority (52%) see Mali’s needs and interests reflected in 

decisions by the African Union (AU), while 28% disagree. 

Figure 1: Recognition of Mali’s interests in regional and continental affairs | Mali                        

| 2024 

  
Respondents were asked: Do you agree or disagree with the following statements, or haven’t you 

heard enough to say:   

The needs and interests of Mali are adequately recognised in the decisions of ECOWAS?   

The needs and interests of Mali are adequately recognised in the decisions of the Alliance of 

Sahelian States or AES? 

The needs and interests of Mali are adequately recognised by the African Union when it is making 

decisions for the African continent? 

 

At the global level, however, Malians strongly support greater African influence. Seven in 10 

respondents (70%) say that African countries should have more say in international bodies 

such as the United Nations, including 37% who “strongly agree” with this position (Figure 2). 

Only 17% disagree, while 13% are undecided or chose not to respond. 

Figure 2: Should African countries have more say in international bodies                    

such as the United Nations? | Mali | 2024 

 

Respondents were asked: Do you agree or disagree with the following statement, or haven’t you heard 

enough to say: African countries should be given greater influence in the decision making of 

international bodies like the United Nations?  
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Trade with other countries 

More than half (55%) of Malians support promoting economic growth by making 

international trade easier, while 45% prefer restricting international trade to protect domestic 

producers (Figure 3). 

Support for open trade is stronger among men than women (60% vs. 50%) and is particularly 

widespread among citizens with post-secondary education (72%, compared to 52%-56% 

among with less schooling). 

Figure 3: Open trade or limit trade? | by demographic group | Mali | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?  

Statement 1: It is better for our economy if the government makes it easier for Mali to trade with other 

countries to create economic opportunities. 

Statement 2: Our country should limit trade with other countries in order to protect Malian producers. 

 

If the government were to facilitate trade with other countries, nearly half (48%) of Malians 

would prefer opening trade to all countries around the world rather than limiting it to specific 

partners. About one in four (27%) would prioritise trade with other African countries, while 11% 

would focus specifically on countries in the region (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: Which countries should leaders make it easier to trade with? | Mali              

| 2024 

  
Respondents were asked: If Mali’s leaders are going to make it easier to trade with other countries to 

create economic opportunities, which countries should they make it easier to trade with? 

 

Although Malians generally support open trade, awareness of a key continental trade 

initiative remains extremely limited. The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) aims to 

create a single African market for goods and services. But only 8% of Malians say they have 

heard of the AfCFTA (Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Awareness of AfCFTA | Mali | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: Have you heard about the African Continental Free Trade Area, also known 

as AfCFTA? 

Influence of external actors   

Malians hold sharply differing views of the influence of external actors on their country. Russia 

receives the most favourable ratings: Almost nine in 10 Malians (88%) see Russia’s economic 

and political influence as “somewhat positive” or “very positive” (Figure 6). The AES (82%) 

and China (79%) also enjoy overwhelming approval, while about half (49%) of citizens hold 

positive views of India’s influence. 

Perceptions are less favourable when it comes to other African institutions and Western 

partners. Only about four in 10 welcome the influence of the AU (42%) and the United States 

(40%), though this still outpaces the European Union (30%). 

Assessments are overwhelmingly negative when it comes to the influence of ECOWAS (70%) 

and France (86%). 
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Figure 6: Influence of foreign powers | Mali | 2024 

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

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

enough to say? 

 

Asked which country or organisation was most helpful to Mali during the COVID-19 

pandemic, respondents most frequently cite Europe (17%), China (16%), and Russia (15%) 

(Figure 7). Smaller shares point to the United States (6%) and the African Union or Africa 

Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (6%). But one in three (33%) say they “don’t 

know.” 

Figure 7: Helpful countries or organisations in managing negative impacts                             

of the COVID-19 pandemic | Mali | 2024 

  
Respondents were asked: Which of the following countries or organisations, if any, did the most to help 

Mali manage the negative impacts of COVID-19, or haven't you heard enough to say? 
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The share of Malians who say that China’s economic activities have “some” or “a lot” of 

influence on the country’s economy has declined sharply over the past decade, from 91% in 

2014 to 65% in 2024 (Figure 8). 

Positive assessments of China’s overall economic and political influence also dropped 

considerably between 2014 (92%) and 2022 (69%) before regaining 10 percentage points in 

2024. 

Figure 8: Trends in perceptions of Chinese influence | Mali | 2014-2024 

 
Respondents were asked: 

How much influence do you think China’s economic activities in Mali have on our economy, or 

haven’t you heard enough to say?  
Do you think that the economic and political influence of each of the following countries or 

organisations on Mali is mostly positive, mostly negative, or haven’t you heard enough to say: 

China?  

 

Perceptions that China’s influence is substantial are more common among men (71%) than 

women (60%) and among urban residents (68%) compared to those in rural areas (64%) 

(Figure 9). Senior citizens (75%) are more likely to share this view than younger respondents 

(61%-71%). 

Positive assessments of China’s overall influence show a similar pattern by gender and age. 

While 71% of women see China’s impact as positive, this share climbs to 87% among men. By 

age, positive views rise from 75% among youth to 88% among citizens over 55. 
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Figure 9: Perceptions of Chinese influence | by demographic group | Mali | 2024 

  
Respondents were asked:  

How much influence do you think China’s economic activities in Mali have on our economy, or 

haven’t you heard enough to say?  

Do you think that the economic and political influence of each of the following countries or 

organisations on Mali is mostly positive, mostly negative, or haven’t you heard enough to say: 

China? 

Russia-Ukraine war 

Shifting to an important international issue, Afrobarometer asked Malians about the ongoing 

war between Russia and Ukraine. More than three-quarters (76%) say they have heard of the 

conflict (Figure 10). 

Among those who are aware of the war, nearly three-quarters (72%) say Mali should side with 

Russia, while 24% prefer a neutral stance (Figure 11). Only 1% favour supporting Ukraine. 
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Figure 10: Awareness of the war between Russia and Ukraine | Mali | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: Have you heard about the war between Russia and Ukraine, or haven’t you 

had a chance to hear about it yet? 

Figure 11: Support Russia or Ukraine? | Mali | 2024 

  
Respondents who have heard of the war were asked: Should Mali be neutral or support one side or the 

other in the Russia-Ukraine war? [If “support one side”:] Which side? (Respondents who have not heard 

of the war are excluded.) 

Conclusion  

Survey findings highlight Malians’ strong preference for the economic and political influence 

of Russia, China, and the AES over that of other countries and organisations, especially 

France and ECOWAS. While most Malians think the AES recognises their country’s needs and 

interests in its decision making, far fewer say the same about the AU and ECOWAS. And most 

say African countries should have a stronger voice in global decision-making bodies such as 

the United Nations. 

Only a slim majority favour free international trade over protectionist restrictions, and few are 

aware of the AfCFTA. 

On the war in Ukraine, nearly three-quarters of Malians say their country should side with 

Russia. 
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