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Malawians hold nuanced views on open trade, 

support greater African say in global forums 

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 1167 | Witness Tapani Alfonso and Diverson Chirwa 

 

Summary 

Since gaining independence in 1964, Malawi has pursued a variety of growth strategies, yet 

it remains one of the poorest countries in the world. One explanation for the country’s high 

poverty level is that deeply rooted macroeconomic instability, restrictive trade policies, and 

other structural challenges reinforce one another, restricting the growth of the export 

economy and preventing the creation of productive jobs (World Bank, 2026).  

As a landlocked country, Malawi depends on its neighbours for access to ports, making 

international cooperation crucial for its economic success. Trade liberalisation – which 

involves removing barriers to international trade such as tariffs, quotas, and regulations to 

promote efficiency and competitiveness – has become a key element of Malawi’s agenda 

to foster integration into global markets, accelerate economic growth, and reduce poverty 

(Mgomezulu, Thangata, & Njiwa, 2024).  

To that end, Malawi ratified the agreement establishing the African Continental Free Trade 

Area (AfCFTA) in 2021. While some scholars praise this as a step in the right direction 

(Mgomezulu, Thangata, & Njiwa, 2024), others point out that the country needs to address 

legal and infrastructural gaps if it is to harness the agreement’s full potential (Raga, 2023). 

Notwithstanding Malawi’s commitment to the AfCFTA, in March 2025, the Ministry of Trade 

and Industry issued an import ban on key agricultural goods, including fruits, vegetables, and 

dairy and meat products, as well as a range of manufactured goods, from toothpicks to 

boots, with the aim of protecting Malawian farmers and local industries (Lumwira, 2025). The 

move received mixed reactions from both citizens and traders, while Tanzania retaliated by 

banning Malawian agricultural products (Phiri, 2025; Mia, 2025; Trade World News, 2025).   

Malawi is a founding member of the Southern African Development Community (SADC) and 

the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) (World Trade Organization, 

2024). The country has been an active member of both SADC and COMESA: It chaired the 

SADC Summit in 2013/2014 and 2021/2022, and as the current chair of SADC’s organ on 

politics, defence, and security cooperation, Malawi is responsible for managing conflict 

resolution, peacekeeping deployments, and stability mechanisms in the region (SADC, 2023; 

Africa Brief, 2025). Malawi has also chaired COMESA (2026) twice, from 1994 to 1997 and 

from 2011 to 2012. 

Malawi has also looked to grow international relationships with other countries, especially 

China. Several infrastructure projects in Malawi have been supported by China, including the 

parliamentary building, presidential villas, and Bingu National Stadium. In 2025, China wrote 

off Malawi’s U.S. $20 million debt (Njiragoma, 2025). Recently, China removed all import tariffs 

on goods from 53 African countries, including Malawi, a step that is being touted as good for 

Malawi’s export market and economic transformation (Fischer, 2026).  

How do Malawians view their economic and political relations with the rest of the world? 
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Findings from the Afrobarometer Round 10 survey (2024) show that six in 10 Malawians see 

economic benefit in removing barriers to international trade, but many would limit free trade 

to countries in the region or on the continent.  

Seven in 10 citizens think Africans should have a greater say in the decision making of 

international bodies such as the United Nations. About half say Malawi’s interests are 

adequately recognised by SADC and the African Union.  

Although minorities of Malawians judge China’s economic and political influence on the 

country to be substantial and beneficial, citizens are more likely to offer positive than 

negative assessments of its influence. Positive ratings also outshine negative ones for SADC, 

the African Union, the European Union, the United States, India, and the United Kingdom, 

while views of Russia are mixed. 

Among Malawians who are aware of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, a majority want their 

government to remain a neutral party. 

Afrobarometer surveys 

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, nonpartisan 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 Malawi, led by the Centre for Social Research at the University of 

Malawi, interviewed a nationally representative sample of 1,200 adult Malawians in 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 1999, 

2003, 2005, 2008, 2012, 2014, 2017, 2019, and 2022.  

Key findings 

▪ About half of Malawians are satisfied that the country’s needs and interests are 

adequately recognised by the African Union (52%) and SADC (49%). Very few citizens 

disagree, while many say they “don’t know.” 

▪ Seven in 10 citizens (69%) want African countries to have more say in the decisions of 

international bodies such as the United Nations.  

▪ Six in 10 respondents (60%) believe that the economy would benefit from trade 

liberalisation, though 38% say the government should limit international trade to 

protect local producers.  

▪ Asked about their preferred trading partners, fewer than half (48%) of citizens say 

Malawi should trade with all countries globally, while many would rather trade with all 

African countries (26%) or with Southern African countries only (13%). 

o Only one in eight Malawians (12%) say they have heard about the African 

Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA).  

▪ At least four in 10 respondents rate as “somewhat positive” or “very positive” the 

political and economic influence of SADC (47%), the African Union (46%), the United 

States (45%), China (44%), and the European Union (40%). Negative ratings for these 

powers are considerably lower, while many Malawians say they “don’t know.” 
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o Views of Russia’s political and economic influences are about as likely to be 

negative (21%) as they are to be positive (23%).  

▪ Almost six in 10 Malawians (58%) are aware of the Russia-Ukraine war.  

o Among those who have heard of the conflict, 58% say the government should 

remain neutral.  

Africa’s voice in global affairs 

About half (52%) of Malawians say the country’s needs and interests are adequately 

recognised in the African Union’s decision making (Figure 1). A similar proportion (49%) say 

SADC takes Malawi’s interests into account. Few respondents feel ignored by the African 

Union (12%) and SADC (15%); far more decline to offer an opinion (36% each).  

Figure 1: Recognition of Malawi’s interests in continental affairs | Malawi | 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 Malawi are adequately recognised in the decisions of SADC?  

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

making decisions for the African continent? 

 

Malawians want Africans to have more of a say in global affairs: About seven in 10 (69%) say 

African countries should have more influence in the decision making of international bodies 

such as the United Nations (Figure 2). Only 7% disagree. 

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

such as the United Nations? | Malawi | 2024 
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Trade with other countries 

When Malawi imposed an import ban on fruit, vegetables, other essential foods, and basic 

manufactured items in March 2025, the Malawi Confederation of Chambers and Industry 

came out in support of it, arguing that the ban could conserve foreign exchange, support 

local industries, and foster economic growth (Mangazi, 2025). Economic modelling from before 

the ban suggested that removing tariff barriers would have mixed effects on Malawi’s producers: 

While it might weaken the agricultural sector, it would boost output in manufacturing and 

services (Mgomezulu, Thangata, & Njiwa, 2024).  

Six in 10 Malawians (60%) say that making it easier to trade with other countries is good for 

the economy (Figure 3). However, 38% prefer limiting trade with other countries to protect 

Malawian businesses.    

Support for open trade is most prevalent among respondents aged 46-55 (73%), highly 

educated citizens (69%), and men (65%). Only 50% of adults without formal education hold 

the same view.   

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

other countries to create economic opportunities. 
Statement 2: Our country should limit trade with other countries in order to protect Malawi 

producers. 

 

When asked about their preferred trading partners, fewer than half (48%) of citizens say the 

government should make it easier to trade with all countries globally (Figure 4). About one-

fourth (26%) support trading within Africa only, while 13% would like to trade with Southern 

African countries only.  
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Figure 4: Which countries should leaders make it easier to trade with? | Malawi  

| 2024 

 

Respondents were asked: If Malawi’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?   

 

The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) was adopted in 2018, and trading under 

the agreement commenced in 2021. As of January 2026, 54 African Union member states 

had signed and 49 had ratified the agreement (Tralac, 2026).  

Few Malawians are aware of the initiative to boost intra-African trade: Only 12% say they 

have heard of the AfCFTA (Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Awareness of AfCFTA | Malawi | 2024 

 

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

as AfCFTA? 

Influence of external actors   

Malawians are generally more likely to welcome than to resist the economic and political 

influence of certain foreign nations and organisations on their country, though large 

proportions of respondents say they “don’t know” or don’t offer an opinion (Figure 6). 

Almost half of citizens hold positive views of the influence of SADC (47%), the African Union 

(46%), the United States (45%), and China (44%), while only small minorities see their influence 

as negative (6%-15%). 

Positive assessments also far exceed negative ones for the European Union (40% vs. 7%), the 

United Kingdom (36% vs. 14%), and India (35% vs. 10%).  

Only 23% of Malawians see Russia in a positive light, while nearly as many (21%) perceive its 

influence as harmful. 
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Figure 6: Influence of foreign powers | Malawi | 2024 

 

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

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

enough to say? 

 

Afrobarometer asked respondents about their perceptions of external assistance in 

managing the COVID-19 pandemic in Malawi. Strikingly, half (51%) of citizens say they do not 

know which country or organisation provided the most assistance or refused to answer the 

question (Figure 7). At least one in 10 Malawians identify the United States (15%), China (13%), 

or the African Union or Africa Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (Africa CDC) (10%) 

as the most helpful external actor. 

Figure 7: Helpful countries or organisations in managing impacts of the COVID-19 

pandemic | Malawi | 2024 

  

Respondents were asked: Which of the following countries or organisations, if any, did the most to help 
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The share of Malawians who say that China’s economic activities have “some” or “a lot” of 

influence on Malawi’s economy has increased from 35% in 2022 to 42% (Figure 8).  

An even larger jump occurred among citizens who see China’s economic and political 

influence on Malawi as “somewhat” or “very” positive (+13 percentage points), but the 

proportion is still down from 2019 (49%).  

Figure 8: Trends in perceptions of Chinese influence | Malawi | 2019-2024 

 
Respondents were asked:  

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

haven’t you heard enough to say? (% who say “somewhat” or “a lot”) 

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

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

China? (% who say “somewhat positive” or “very positive”)  

 

More men than women say China’s influence on Malawi is significant (50% vs. 33%) and 

positive (54% vs. 33%) (Figure 9). These assessments are also more common among urban 

residents than in rural and peri-urban areas.  

Perceptions that Chinese economic activities impact Malawi’s economy increase with 

greater education (from 29% among adults with no formal schooling to 55% among the most 

educated), as do perceptions that such influence is beneficial (from 36% to 54%). 

Malawians aged 46-55 are significantly more likely than other age groups to say China has a 

positive impact on the economy (59% vs. 40%-44%), but views about the extent of China’s 

influence are similar across all age groups.  
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Figure 9: Perceptions of Chinese influence | by demographic group | Malawi               

| 2024 

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

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 Malawi is mostly positive, mostly 

negative, or haven’t you heard enough to say: China? 

Russia-Ukraine war 

The Russia-Ukraine war has been topical in Malawi, especially after the government 

attributed rising prices of transportation and goods to the war (Moni Malawi, 2022). 

When asked about Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, almost six in 10 Malawians (58%) say they are 

aware of it (Figure 10). 

Figure 10: Awareness of the Russia-Ukraine war | Malawi | 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? 
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Among those who are familiar with the conflict, a clear majority (58%) want Malawi to remain 

neutral (Figure 11). Two in 10 (19%) say the government should side with Russia, while 12% 

would rather side with Ukraine.  

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

 
Respondents who had heard of the Russia-Ukraine war were asked: Should Malawi be neutral or 

support one side or the other in the Russia-Ukraine war? [If “support one side”:] Which side? 

(Respondents who had not heard of the war are excluded.) 

Conclusion 

Six in Malawians support international free trade over protecting local businesses, though 

fewer than half say the country should trade with all countries globally. Only very few citizens 

are aware of the AfCFTA.   

Malawians see the influence of certain external actors as more positive than negative, 

including SADC, the African Union, the United States, China, the United Kingdom, and India. 

When it comes to foreign support for COVID-19 management, half of citizens say they are in 

the dark about who helped the government address the crisis.  

About six in 10 respondents say they have heard of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Among 

those who know about it, a majority want the government to take a neutral stance. 

More than two-thirds of Malawians say Africans should have greater say in the decision 

making of international bodies such as the United Nations.  

While many citizens support international trade, the widespread lack of familiarity with the 

AfCFTA remains a drag on Malawi’s export potential. Comprehensive awareness-raising 

campaigns that communicate the importance, rationale, and benefits of the AfCFTA could 

reap significant rewards in boosting foreign trade and regional economic integration. 
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