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Liberians back regional institutions and open 

trade, but call for a stronger African voice                   

in global decision making 
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Summary  

Liberia has a long history of working with its neighbours and engaging with the wider global 

economy. From the Mano River Union to the Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS), the country has consistently supported regional cooperation as a pathway to 

trade, security, and development (Mano River Union Secretariat, 2000; Italian Institute for 

International Political Studies, 2024). 

In practice, however, Liberia’s integration into regional and global markets has been 

uneven. Following years of conflict, the country faced major structural challenges, including 

low human capital, a weak private sector, and limited economic diversification, all of which 

constrained its ability to fully benefit from regional and global trade arrangements (World 

Bank, 2025). 

Recent policy choices reflect renewed efforts to engage more deeply with regional and 

global systems. Liberia adopted the ECOWAS Common External Tariff in 2015, aligning its 

trade regime with that of other West African countries and supporting increased agricultural 

exports, particularly cocoa and palm oil, to neighbouring markets. Liberia has also expanded 

trade relations beyond the region. Under China’s Duty-Free Quota-Free programme, trade 

between the two countries increased sharply after 2010, making China one of Liberia’s most 

important trading partners (Addy, 2025). 

Despite these gains, Liberia’s economy remains heavily dependent on a narrow range of 

primary commodities. Gold, iron ore, and rubber account for the vast majority of export 

earnings, leaving the country vulnerable to global price shocks and external economic 

disruptions. Experts continue to highlight the need for export diversification, value addition, 

and an improved business environment to support more inclusive and resilient growth (World 

Bank, 2025). 

Liberia’s ratification of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) agreement in 2023 

signals a further commitment to regional integration. The agreement is expected to expand 

intra-African trade and create new opportunities for economic transformation, if 

implementation challenges can be addressed (Economic Commission for Africa, 2025). 

Findings from the latest Afrobarometer survey show that most Liberians express positive views 

about regional and global engagement. Most welcome the influence of foreign powers and 

believe that ECOWAS and the African Union (AU) take Liberia’s needs into account. But they 

also say that African countries should have a stronger voice in international decision-making 

bodies such as the United Nations. 
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Most Liberians prefer free international trade over restrictions to protect domestic producers 

and favour trading with countries around the world rather than limiting trade to Africa alone. 

At the same time, public awareness of the AfCFTA remains very low. 

Among Liberians who are aware of the Russia-Ukraine conflict, most prefer taking a neutral 

stance.  

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 Liberia, led by the Center for Democratic Governance (CDG), 

interviewed a nationally representative sample of 1,200 adult citizens between 30 July and 21 

August 2024. 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 Liberia in 

2008, 2012, 2015, 2018, 2020, and 2022. 

Key findings 

▪ Most Liberians are satisfied with the way that ECOWAS (77%) and the AU (75%) 

recognise Liberia’s needs and interests in their decision making.  

o But a large majority (80%) say African countries should have a greater say in 

international decision-making bodies like the United Nations. 

▪ Almost nine in 10 Liberians (86%) prefer free trade over limiting international trade to 

protect domestic producers. 

o Six in 10 citizens (60%) favour open trade with countries around the world, while 

about one-third would privilege trade with African countries (25%) or with 

countries in West Africa (11%).  

▪ Only 13% of respondents say they have heard of the African Continental Free Trade 

Area (AfCFTA).  

▪ Majorities of Liberians welcome the economic and political influence on their country 

of the United States (86%), ECOWAS (84%), China (79%), the AU (79%), the European 

Union (78%), and India (58%). Only about four in 10 (39%) see the influence of Russia 

as positive. 

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

frequently cite the United States (49%), the AU or Africa CDC (27%), and China (11%). 

▪ Among the 69% of Liberians who are aware of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, two-

thirds (66%) favour taking a neutral stance in the war.  

Africa’s voice in global affairs 

More than three-fourths (77%) of Liberians believe their country’s needs and interests are 

adequately represented in ECOWAS decisions, while only 18% disagree (Figure 1). Similarly, 

by a 4-to-1 margin (75% to 17%), Liberians express satisfaction with the extent to which the 
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African Union (AU) takes Liberia’s needs and interests into account when making decisions 

for the continent. 

In contrast, when it comes to international bodies such as the United Nations, eight in 10 

citizens (80%) “agree” or “strongly agree” that African countries should be given greater 

influence in decision making (Figure 2). One in seven (14%) disagree with the idea, while 6% 

don’t offer an opinion. 

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

| 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 Liberia are adequately recognised in the decisions of ECOWAS?   

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

making decisions for the African continent? 

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

such as the United Nations? | Liberia | 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?  

Trade with other countries 

Most Liberians support free trade with the rest of the world. Almost nine in 10 (86%) say it is 

better for their economy if the government creates economic opportunities by making it 
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easier to trade with other countries (Figure 3). Only about one in eight (13%) would instead 

limit international trade to protect Liberian businesses. 

Support for open trade is strong across key demographics, though weaker than average 

among citizens with primary or no formal education (72%-76%). 

Figure 3: Open trade or limit trade? | by demographic group | Liberia | 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 Liberia to trade with other 

countries to create economic opportunities. 

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

 

If the government wanted to make it easier to trade with other countries, a majority (60%) of 

citizens would favour open trade with all countries worldwide, rather than limiting it to certain 

countries (Figure 4). About a quarter (25%) would privilege African countries for trade, while 

11% would prefer that the focus be on countries in West Africa.  

But while Liberians favour open trade, most are not aware of an important way in which their 

government tries to make this happen. Only 13% of respondents say they have heard of the 
African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), while an overwhelming 86% are unfamiliar 

with the initiative aimed at creating a single market for goods and services across the African 

continent (Figure 5). 
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Figure 4: Which countries should leaders make it easier to trade with? | Liberia               

| 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: If Liberia’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? 

Figure 5: Awareness of AfCFTA | Liberia | 2024 

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

as AfCFTA? 

Influence of external actors   

More than eight in 10 Liberians (86%) see the economic and political influence of the United 

States on their country as “somewhat positive” or “very positive,” the most favourable 

perception among seven foreign countries and organisations that the survey asked about 

(Figure 6).  

Solid majorities also hold positive views of ECOWAS (84%), the AU (79%), China (79%), and the 

European Union (78%). About six in 10 (58%) welcome the influence of India. Views on Russia 

are almost evenly split: While 39% hold positive views, 35% see its influence as “somewhat” or 

“very” negative. 

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

pandemic, half (49%) of respondents cite the United States as the most supportive (Figure 7). 

The AU or the Africa Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (Africa CDC) comes second 

(27%), followed by China (11%). Very few Liberians cite assistance from Europe (6%) or Russia 

(2%) during the pandemic. 
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Figure 6: Influence of foreign powers | Liberia | 2024 

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

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

enough to say? 

Figure 7: Most helpful in managing impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic | Liberia                    

| 2024 

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

Liberia manage the negative impacts of COVID-19, or haven't you heard enough to say? 
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Regarding China, more than two-thirds (68%) of respondents see its economic activities as 

having “some” or “a lot” of influence on Liberia’s economy – the same level as a decade 

ago, though down by 8 percentage points compared to 2022 (Figure 8). 

The share of Liberians who see China’s economic and political influence as positive has held 

steady for the past decade. 

Figure 8: Trends in perceptions of Chinese influence | Liberia | 2015-2024 

  
Respondents were asked: 

How much influence do you think China’s economic activities in Liberia 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 Liberia is mostly positive, mostly negative, or haven’t you heard enough to say: 

China?  

 

Perceptions that China’s influence is substantial and positive are more common among 

urbanites than rural residents and are particularly widespread among citizens experiencing 

high lived poverty1 (Figure 9). 

  

 
1 Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of material deprivation by asking how 
often they or their families went without basic necessities (enough food, enough water, medical care, enough 
cooking fuel, and a cash income) during the past year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Lekalake 
(2025). 
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Figure 9: Perceptions of Chinese influence | by demographic group | Liberia               

| 2024 

 
Respondents were asked:  

How much influence do you think China’s economic activities in Liberia 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 Liberia is mostly positive, mostly negative, or haven’t you heard enough to say: 

China? 

Russia-Ukraine war 

Turning to another important international topic, Afrobarometer asked Liberians about their 

perceptions of the ongoing Russian invasion of Ukraine. About seven in 10 respondents (69%) 

report having heard about the conflict between Russia and Ukraine (Figure 10). Among those 

who are aware of the war, two-thirds (66%) say Liberia should adopt a neutral stance rather 

than support Ukraine (22%) or align with Russia (10%) (Figure 11). 
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Figure 10: Awareness of the war between Russia and Ukraine | Liberia | 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? | Liberia | 2024 

 
Respondents who have heard of the war were asked: Should Liberia 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 show that most Liberians support regional and global engagement, including 

open trade and international cooperation. High levels of confidence in ECOWAS and the AU 

suggest that many Liberians view regional institutions as responsive to their country’s needs. 

At the same time, a strong majority believe that Africa deserves a more influential voice in 

global bodies such as the United Nations. 

Liberia’s recent election to a non-permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council 

comes at a moment when public support for stronger African representation is high. Beyond 

raising Liberia’s international profile, this role offers an opportunity to contribute to advancing 

Africa’s collective interests in global decision-making forums (Executive Mansion, 2025). 
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