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Abstract

The literature on African perceptions of the Chinese presence in Africa presents two different perspectives on this issue. The works based on opinion polls emphasize the positive nature of African views on China, whereas the qualitative grounded research points to the presence of some persistent irritants in African discourses on China. The present paper intends to shred some light on that contradiction, through a systematic study of the Equatoguinean people attitudes on China and the Chinese, which identifies three independent variables as the foundation of those stances: the nature of the traditional relationship between their country and the PRC, occupation, and political affiliation. Due to the traditional friendship between Beijing and Malabo, the Equatoguinean people have a positive image of China by default and only the recent fast mounting Chinese presence in the country has started to raise mixed feeling among the bulk of the population. Conversely, the political and economic local privileged classes are the main beneficiaries of the growing Chinese presence in Equatorial Guinea and therefore the more supportive, whereas only a small group of informal businessmen and the main opposition parties are firmly critical with China. 

Research on African attitudes on China is quite recent and still far away for providing a deep understanding of this topic
. When looking at the literature on African perceptions of China and the Chinese, we find two kinds of papers, which present two different perspectives on this issue. First, papers based on opinion polls, which emphasize the positive nature of African views on China, particularly when compared with how the African people regards other regions of the world and with how is China regarded in other regions of the world
. Second, papers which follows a qualitative approach and qualified the findings of the survey grounded papers, pointing to the presence of some persistent irritants in African discourses on China, such as Chinese participation in the scramble for African natural resources, lack of benefits of the Chinese presence for the African labour force, flooding of African markets by Chinese low quality products and Chinese cooperation with African repressive authorities
. 
This paper intends to shred some light on that contradiction, through a systematic study of the Equatoguinean people attitudes on China and the Chinese, in order to identify which variable determine Africans attitudes on China/African links. Much of the attention on the increasing interaction between the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Africa has been devoted to the official level, putting the emphasis in inter-States relations. Although States are the central actors in the China-Africa relationship, its social dimension should not be forgotten, since the number of Chinese immigrants in Africa and of African immigrants in China is increasing rapidly. Therefore this paper not only describes the attitudes of African population on China’s official cooperation with their country, but also on the growing number of Chinese informal immigrants on their soil. 

Three independent variables are identified in this study as the foundation of African perspectives on China-Africa links: the nature of the traditional relationship between their country and the PRC, occupation, and political affiliation. These three factors would count for the inter-national and intra-national differences in the China attitudes held by the African people. 
It is assumed in this paper that the assessment African citizens make on the current Chinese presence in their countries is mediated by the historical relation between China and their countries. Therefore the citizens of countries with a long tradition of successful development cooperation with China, such as Equatorial Guinea, tend to hold more positive stances towards China and the Chinese than those who live in countries who does not share that experience. 
In addition, it is considered in this paper that some of the direct results of the growing Chinese presence in Africa, such as easy access to affordable products and services, and to a cheap and relatively qualified labour force, have a different impact on different sectors of the African society according to their occupation. As consumers, the majority of the Equatoguinean population enjoys more access to products and services thanks to the rising flow of Chinese goods to their country and to the businesses opened by Chinese nationals on their country, from private clinics to internet centres and reparation shops. On the contrary, these same economic activities are a direct competition to some African people, who are therefore more likely than the average to manifest negative views on the Chinese presence in their country.
With regard to Chinese labour force, Equatoguinean political and economic elites are the most benefited by the arrival of Chinese immigrants, who are more productive than the local labour force. On the contrary, local employees in sectors such as construction and agriculture are the main victims of this more competitive labour force. 
Finally, this paper argues that those with close links with the government are more prone to hold a positive view of the Chinese presence in their country than the average, whereas those who are closer to the political opposition tend to be more critical. This correlation between political affiliation and stance on China is the result of Beijing’s “non interference” policy, which operates as a pro status quo policy, actively supporting incumbent authorities at the expense of the opposition. 
Following the above exposed variables, this paper is divided into three main sections. The main findings of the paper are summarized in the conclusions.  
The present paper presents only a case study, but to deepen our knowledge on African perceptions of the Chinese impact in their continent, it would be necessary to conduct similar case studies in other African countries. If the political conditions of the countries and the founding of the projects allow so, those case studies should combine opinion polls and qualitative techniques
. Doing so, it would be possible not only to present a comprehensive and nuanced picture of African perceptions on China, but to identify the factors that account for them.   

A long-lasting friendship 

No matter neither socioeconomic position nor political ideas, there is a broad and strong consensus among the Equatoguinean people on the positive role played by China in the development of their country after the independence. This traditional friendship between both countries contributes to the spread of a positive image of China in Equatorial Guinea. It could be even said that due to that traditional friendship the Equatoguinean people have a positive image of China by default and that only recent events have started to erode that view.  
The PRC was one of the first countries to establishing diplomatic relations with Equatorial Guinea, 15 October 1970. In fact, China was, with Cuba, France, North Korea, and the Soviet Union, one of the only five countries in the world which supported the regime of Francisco Macias Nguema. So determined was Beijing’s allegiance to Malabo that Chinese personnel fought for Macias during the coup orchestrated by Teodoro Obiang. Deceived by Macias, the Chinese thought that they were repelling a foreign aggression against Guinea and they stopped the advance of Obiang’s forces in Niefang. Chinese resistance was so fierce that the coup was blocked until Obiang persuaded the Chinese that they were interfering in a domestic conflict and they laid down their weapons. 
Even Teodoro Obiang himself values this long term commitment of China towards Guinea and regards Beijing as a firm ally:

“China is a friend of Equatorial Guinea since the independence, before the oil, when there were many difficulties. True friends are identified under those circumstances. Before the oil, China had fulfilled many accomplishments in our country and now is also committed to its development after the oil. China never changed its attitude”
.  

The socialist rhetoric of Macias fitted perfectly with the revolutionary line followed by China’s foreign policy in Africa during the 60s and the 70s. Moreover, Macias was the only African leader who enjoyed simultaneously Soviet and Chinese support during the 70s, when the relationship between Moscow and Beijing was at its nadir. 

The chemistry between Malabo and Beijing materialized in numerous cooperation programs. The more permanent signs of that collaboration are various facilities constructed during the government of Macias by the PRC such as the building of the Ministry of Communication, the Bata broadcasting station, the hydroelectric plant of Bikomo, whose maintenance in still in Chinese hands, fuel tanks and a loading and unloading platform at the Bata harbor, and the 80 kilometers long road between Nkue and Mongomo – the most important of the country at that moment. In addition, China granted an almost 5 million euros loan to Equatorial Guinea in July 1972, sent medical teams regularly, conducted agricultural cooperation, and awarded scholarships to study in China
. Thanks to this kind of development cooperation plus to the distribution of Chinese clothes and food in those times of necessity and isolation, most of the Equatoguinean people have traditionally regarded China as a country which cares about the progress of Africa. In addition, the relatively high quality of Chinese constructions and doctors built and sent to Guinea during the government of Macias earned China an excellent reputation on those fields, which has favored the boom of the Chinese presence in the construction and the health sectors in the last two years. When talking about the Chinese presence in their country during the Macias period, most Equatoguieans immediately praise the durability of Chinese facilities and the skills of the Chinese doctors. 

China was also a central commercial partner for Equatorial Guinea during the 70s. Beijing was after Madrid the second costumer of Equatoguinean cacao, then the main commodity of the country. In return, China supplied Malabo with basis essentials, which were rationed out through the network of state shops instituted by the Macias administration to face the 1973 oil crisis. Equatoguinean cacao even paid for the first ship of the national fleet, a Chinese cargo boat of 9,500 registered tons first named Macias Nguema and renamed as Acacio Mañé after the coup. China not only built the ship, but also provided the crew and trained local personnel to assist them.  

With regard to the political dimension of the relationship, on the one side, Beijing curried favor with Third World countries to earn their support in the international arena. On the other side, authoritarian leaders, such as Macias, attached great importance to the veto power of Beijing in the Security Council.  

On the military field, China supplied weapons for the National Guard, built Kugu military academy, and provided instruction for military officers – although that preparation was closer to political indoctrination than actual military training
. 
All these experiences overshadow by far the notorious ways Chinese influence was also felt at that time such as the adoption of the Mao suit by the Juventudes en Marcha con Macias, and the burning of books á la Cultural Revolution
. 
The Chinese are coming: Who is cashing in? 

In the first thirty five years of history of Equatorial Guinea, the number of Chinese people who settled down in this country was very limited: around 200, most of them in the continent. In sharp contrast, between 2,000 and 4,000 Chinese citizens have migrated to Equatorial Guinea since 2006, putting the issue of the Chinese immigration in the mouth of every local
. Although not a high figure compared with the Chinese communities established in other African countries, it should be put in perspective with the scarce population of Equatorial Guinea, which does not reach the million people. It is not rare to find Equatoguinean people who define this situation as a “silent invasion” sponsored by the Chinese government to alleviate China overpopulation problem
. Many locals fear that being Equatorial Guinea such a small and scarcely populated country, a sustained flow of Chinese immigrants could lead to a substantial change in her demographic composition.

This immigration boom has been favored by the lax immigration policy of Equatorial Guinea towards China, Chinese citizens need no visa to enter in Equatorial Guinea, and by the growing bilateral official cooperation
. Increasing official cooperation between Beijing and Malabo encourages Chinese immigration to Equatorial Guinea in, at least, two ways. First, Chinese multinational construction companies and their employees demand products and services in the local market, offering business opportunities which are easily taken by Chinese nationals. For example, Chinese overseas workers like to contact with their families regularly and several Chinese run call and internet centers have been opened in Malabo and Bata to cater for them. Second, many of the Chinese immigrants first arrive to Equatorial Guinea with the Chinese multinationals or have been tempted to migrate to Equatorial Guinea by relatives or friends who work for these companies there. 

Adding both the employees of the Chinese multinationals and the Chinese immigrants, there are well over 5,000 Chinese people in Equatorial Guinea. This figure makes the Chinese community the second most numerous among the non African communities in the country. Only the Americans are more abundant than the Chinese, but their interaction with the locals is lower, since their economic presence is concentrated in the hydrocarbons sector and they live in private compounds far from Equatoguinean towns. Unlike the Americans, the Chinese immigrants live among the Equatoguinean people and have a constant economic interaction with them in different ways such as providing products and services to them, working for them, renting business premises and accommodation from them, employing them, and so on. This makes especially relevant to study the relationships between the Chinese companies and immigrants with the local population to understand Equatoguinean stances on China
.   
One of the most controversial points related with the arrival of Chinese multinational companies and Chinese immigrants is their impact on the local labor market. The growing presence of Chinese companies in Equatorial Guinea, such as China Dalian International, the China Road and Bridge Corporation, Gezhouba, the China National Machinery and Equipment Import and Export Corporation, the Heilongjiang East Co., Huawei, Zhongxin, and CENEC, among others, is not entailing new job offers for the local population, but an stunning increase in the number of Chinese workers to around 3,000 in February 2008. Unlike companies from other countries, Chinese companies, especially construction firms, bring the bulk of their labor force, including non-qualified labor, from their country of origin. The share of local workforce for Chinese construction firms in Equatorial Guinea is particularly low even for Chinese standards in Africa, identified by other studies around 85-95 per cent
. This could be explained by the lack of local skills like in Angola
. This practice is deeply resented by the local population and blatantly breaks the local law on foreign labor force, which stipulates that foreign nationals must no constitute over 10 per cent of their employees in Equatorial Guinea
. Chinese family businesses are also criticized for offer very few job opportunities to locals. Apart from Chinese compatriots, they tend to employ people from other central African countries, who demand lower salaries. Chinese clinics are the exception to this pattern, since their owners tend to hire locals, who can communicate with their patients. 

Even when they hire locals, Chinese companies, especially construction companies, are censured for offering worse working conditions than their Western counterparts, such as lower salary, longer working hours and no skill development. The explanations given by the locals to explicate this situation tend to point either to Chinese labor culture or to the stage of socioeconomic development of China. Equatoguinean workers of a Chinese oil company told the author in Malabo that Chinese and African culture share their disregard for human rights and therefore the working conditions offered by their companies does not match those of the Western companies, whereas local employees of a Chinese construction company in Bata contend that, being from a developing country, Chinese companies could not afford the same benefits for their employees that the companies from the developed countries.     

Although the Equatoguineans authorities sporadically impose sanctions on Chinese companies for violating the labor law, they only take this measure to calm social discontent and in private unanimously justify the labor policy followed by the Chinese companies. Equatoguinean officials argue that Chinese workers are more skillful, more hardworking, and more docile than local labor and that is the reason Chinese companies can tender such competitive bids for the Equatoguinean government. In their praise of Chinese labor force, they even repeat Macias dictum calling the Chinese the “white Kalabars”
. In fact, labor cost, labor management, and labor qualification are generally signaled throughout Africa as the main determinants of the competitiveness of Chinese construction companies
. In the eyes of Equatoguinean authorities, another advantage of Chinese labour is they do not mix much with the local population and therefore do not cause trouble
. This positive image of Chinese labour was temporally tarnished by a violent strike staged by 400 employees of China Dalian in Mongomo, which was repressed by the Equatoguinean police, resulting in two Chinese workers death and four injured, plus the deportation of the workers involved in the protests
.     
The Equatoguinean authorities are not the only group to benefit from the arrival of Chinese labour force. In fact, many Equatoguinean businessmen actively profit from it, employing Chinese labour force with very positive results in different activities such as agriculture, construction, and health care. Some of those local entrepreneurs underline the relatively high skills of their Chinese workers, but all of them always highlight the hard labour conditions they are willing to bear. The reduced cost of their labour is more critical for those Chinese immigrants who have non-qualified jobs, mainly those working in the primary sector. The arrival of Chinese immigrants to fulfil these non-qualified positions is especially criticized by the less privileged sectors of the Equatoguinean society, who wonder which kind of job would be left for them. 

At the moment, there are over a hundred Chinese farmers working for Equatoguinean landowners both in Bioko Island and continental Equatorial Guinea. Most of these Chinese farmers live in quite poor conditions in the middle of the jungle and get a very small pay or no salary at all for their job, but a share of the harvest. Most of these Chinese farmers, instead of selling their share of the harvest in the local markets, sell it to the Chinese companies which provide food for their own workers. Doing so, they get a decent income and are able to save. This recent phenomenon is expected to increase in the short term, since the activity of Chinese companies in Equatorial Guinea is growing and all the Equatoguinean landowners and the Chinese farmers interviewed by the author were satisfied with the situation. As one landowner who has three Chinese farmers working for him said to the author: “If I could have seven or eight Chinese farmers more working for me I could live like a mandarin”
. To be sure, many of them already have plans for hiring more Chinese and lots of the Chinese farmers have already plans to bring some relatives or friends to work with them in Equatorial Guinea. 

In contrast with the arrival of Chinese labour force, little distress has been raised by the massive materials, equipment, and technology imports made by Chinese firms to develop their construction and infrastructure projects. Unlike in other African countries, the native offer on any of those fields is negligible and therefore Chinese imports do not compete with local providers. Neither the flood of Chinese products nor the opening of numerous Chinese shops -mainly devoted to sell clothes, toys, furniture, kitchen supplies, ironmongery, and stationery – has generated as much anxiety as in other African countries. 

The Equatoguinean people has generally accepted this Chinese penetration on the informal sector, facilitated by the free trade agreement signed by the two countries in November 2006, better than their neighbours. There are three factors which explain this fact. First, there is no local industry to be stifled by Chinese goods. Second, a significant share of the informal trade of Equatorial Guinea was already in the hands of foreigners -mainly Nigerians, Cameroonians, Malians, Senegalese, and Lebanese. Three, many of the Equatoguineans engaged in informal trade deal with European products, which occupy a different sector of the market. In other words, as the chairman of the most important Equatoguinean logistics company explained to the author: “The biggest losers of the rising Chinese trade in Equatorial Guinea are merchants from other central African countries, whose goods could not compete in price with the Chinese and in quality with the Europeans”
.  

Indeed, the common Equatoguinean people has a very positive view of Chinese shops as they have made affordable to them many articles that were beyond their budget before. Although they know that Chinese products could not match the quality of those imported from other countries, they care more about their very low price and about enjoying the same pleasure of buying. On the contrary, those Equatoguineans with higher purchasing power do not fancy Chinese products that much. Anyway, the fact that, besides the Chinese, there are also Equatoguinean traders selling in the local market merchandise that they have previously bought in China is an illustrative sign of the good acceptance of Chinese products. 

Despite the above-mentioned, there are also some frictions between Chinese immigrants and locals engaged in the informal sector. This tension arise among locals devoted to the sectors where the Chinese are becoming predominant, such as photocopying, photography, and furniture or displaced from their premises by Chinese willing to pay higher rents to their landlords. Conversely, the Equatoguinean landlords are delighted with their Chinese tenants, since they not only pay higher rents than the Africans, but also pay in advance and regularly. One of the local merchants displaced in Bata by Chinese businesses bitterly expressed his despair to the author: “It is so frustrating. I can not even hit them, because, unlike us, the Chinese are extremely calm”
. Equatoguinean businessmen also recurrently protest that, unlike other foreigners, the Chinese do not spend money in their shops, but only in the Chinese businesses. These views cast doubt on the idea that Chinese expatriates have better reputation in Africa and contribute more to African development since they accept harder living conditions than Western expatriates
. 
Chinese immigrants have also opened family businesses which facilitate the access of the Equatoguinean people to services such as health care, photocopying, photography, telecommunications, and reparation of household appliances. Most of these Chinese businesses have and excellent record, but the majority of the newest Chinese clinics. 

The health sector is probably that of highest interaction between Chinese immigrants and the locals. Almost every single Equatoguinean family has received the services of a Chinese doctor either through official cooperation in the public hospitals or in the private Chinese clinics. The latter have mushroomed in the last years, since many Chinese immigrants have taken advantage of both the lamentable situation of the national health system and the excellent reputation enjoyed by Chinese doctors in Equatorial Guinea. The chronic lack of doctors, exceptionally acute beyond regular office hours and at affordable prices, it is a breeding ground for the twenty-four hour service Chinese clinics and their flexible pricing policy. Some of the Chinese doctors sent to Equatorial Guinea in the eighties defected to settle down in the country, marrying with the locals and opening private clinics. Those Chinese clinics with longer tradition are extremely popular in Equatorial Guinea and have a loyal clientele.

Regrettably, most of the dozens of Chinese clinics opened in the last couple of years do not abide to the same standards that their precursors. Their most frequent deficiencies are lack of proper qualification of their staff and inability to communicate with the locals, not to mention usual cases of over-prescription, since the drugs are sold by the clinics
. Moreover, some Chinese clinics perform illegal abortions in deplorable conditions and the death of several women has been reported
. The Equatoguinean administration does not enforce proper regulations to control that the personnel practicing in the Chinese clinics have the required diplomas. As a consequence, it is frequent to find Chinese “doctors” without any formal medical training seeing patients in their private clinics. In addition, most of them can not speak any of the official languages of Equatorial Guinea and therefore the communication between them and the patients is extremely limited. Due to these impediments, no matter which disease brings the patient to the clinic, most of the consultations end with a prescription of an exaggerated amount of antimalarial drugs. Not surprisingly, the reputation of the Chinese clinics is rapidly deteriorating in Equatorial Guinea. Moreover, this situation could lead to a severe public health problem. The health authorities of Equatorial Guinea are aware of this situation, but they lack determination to face it, because of the close links between the Chinese government and Obiang. In words of the Minister of Health: “The issue of the Chinese clinics must be touched with gloves, with white gloves”.

Even more harmful for the reputation of the Chinese community were the men’s clubs established by Chinese nationals in Bioko Island in 2006. These clubs triggered several moral scandals, because they openly served as platforms for prostitution for both Chinese and African girls, and consequently were rapidly closed. Some of these clubs have been re-opened with a lower profile and mainly catering to foreign workers. These activities, plus some notorious cases of settling of scores between Chinese nationals, are contributing to spread in Equatorial Guinea the stereotype of the Chinese Mafioso
.

There are also some negative stories circulating about Chinese convict labour. Part of the local population thinks that the staffs of the Chinese public companies working in Bioko Island are comprised by particularly dangerous criminals, who are assigned there to avoid them escaping. This spreading of negative stereotypes on the Chinese community is favoured by two factors: the lack of interaction between the Chinese workers of Chinese multinational companies and the Equatoguineans; and the language barrier that hinders communication between the people of both countries. The study of these rumors, the evolution of its content and of its level of popularity is relevant as an indicator of the images of China and the Chinese held by common Equatoguinean people. From that perspective, it could be argued that the image of the Chinese is deteriorating among the common Equatoguinean people. 
Political allies and political pariahs 
Equatorial Guinea is a classical example of extraverted state in which economic accumulation and political centralization are largely based on the mobilization of resources derived from dependence on the exterior environment rather than based on the intensive exploitation of those living under a particular system of political domination
. The Chinese government is more supportive of the Obiang regime through financial, political, and military extraversion than its Western counterparts, since Chinese authorities are not hostile to this kind of political regimes and do not suffer pressure from its domestic civil society on this issue
. Obiang is aware of this difference and has consistently praised Chinese official cooperation for “lacking any political interference and any diplomatic compensation” and he even labeled China as “the main partner for developing together Equatorial Guinea” 
. On the contrary, he has denounced political conditionality as an obstacle to international cooperation for its “demands, such as democracy, human rights, transparency, and globalization (…) which could not been fulfilled by the developing countries”
. 
The Equatoguinean political opposition also notice the differences between Western and Chinese official cooperation with Malabo, and the two main opposition parties Convergencia para la Democracia Social (CPDS) and Acción Popular de Guinea Ecuatorial (APGE) denounce Beijing’s political and material support for the Obiang regime as an obstacle for democracy and good governance in their country
.
Chinese cooperation was discontinued after the coup d’état against Macias, but was re-established in 1985. Two dates mark a significant increase in the bilateral cooperation, August 1996, when the first meeting of the mixed commission for economy and trade cooperation was held in Equatorial Guinea, and August 2006, when the Equatoguinean Ministry of Finance and Budget and the President of the China General Chamber of Commerce signed a cooperation agreement
. Beijing has resorted to that development cooperation to strengthen their links with the Obiang regime, in order to secure supplies of oil and timber as well as to promote the disembark of Chinese companies in other economic sectors, such as construction and infrastructures. In November 2006, the Export-Import Bank of China extended a 2,000 million dollars loan to Malabo. This credit will be repaid in oil and is to be spent mainly in Chinese products and projects contracted to Chinese companies. 
Chinese aid in this country is often channelled through murky means such as through the Partido Democrático de Guinea Ecuatorial (PDG) party machinery, instead of governmental means
. For example, the administration of the scholarships offered by Beijing for studying in China has passed from the Chinese embassy to the PDG since 2005. The party of Obiang shares these grants among their supporters or sells them to the best bidders
. In addition, the first lady also has private economic links with China. She has led several commercial missions of Equatoguinean women to China; owns several shops which sell Chinese products in different parts of the country; possesses a construction enterprise, called ABC, which employs many Chinese workers; and owns a private clinic in Malabo staffed by Chinese doctors.
Moreover, unlike Western governments, China explicitly gives aid to the PDG, the party of Teodoro Obiang, through the International Liaison Department of the CCP and its embassy in Malabo. Since its foundation in 1989 the PDG has received Chinese aid regularly, most of the time, yearly, and with higher frequency ahead of elections. This assistance consists of very different items such as computers, printers, motorcycles, stationery, and even the press used to print La Voz del Pueblo, the official newspaper of the PDG. Most of the Chinese aid to the PDG is openly exposed by the authorities as proof of their international prestige. Paradoxically enough, the 1991 party law prevents Equatoguinean parties from receiving any foreign contribution. Beijing also blatantly helps Obiang to improve his tools of social control in other ways. China has assisted the Obiang regime to maintain control on information through training of local journalists both in China and Equatorial Guinea
. Far from being the eyes and ears of the Equatoguinean society, all the Equatoguinean media is state owned and its main aim is reinforcing state control over society. China provides heavy weapons and training to the Equatoguinean army, sending instructors to the Musola military academy, whose premises are also being enhanced by China Dalian. Doing so Beijing helps Obiang to entrench himself in power and reduce the capacity of civil society to push for public policies more according to people’s needs.  

That kind of collaboration clearly alters the balance of power between state and society in Equatorial Guinea. Equatoguinean civil society knows it can not count with China. For example, opposition parties are never invited by the Chinese embassy to attend the China national day party, not even CPDS, a social democrat opposition party and the only one, besides the PDG, which holds seats in the parliament. When grave humans rights violations occur in Equatorial Guinea, opposition parties send letters to all foreign legations denouncing them. The embassies of all major powers, but China, reply to these letters. Obiang feels grateful for all this open support not linked to political reforms. The Equatoguinean president also values the potential Chinese backing in case the human rights situation in Equatorial Guinea would reach the UN Security Council. If the time comes, Obiang expects the Chinese delegation to shield him from UN sanctions just as China did with his good friend Robert Mugabe in July 2008.  
Even the common people of Equatorial Guinea are aware of these privileged political links between Obiang and Beijing and it is frequent to hear comments like “Obiang uses Chinese witchcraft to keep in power” and “Obiang goes to China to renew his powers”. Both Obiang supporters and detractors make that kind of comments, although with very different implications to their attitudes towards China. Whereas Obiang close ties with China have a positive impact in the China image of his followers, the opposite is the case for the China image of Obiang’s critics. Anyway, the role played by China in the domestic politics of Equatorial Guinea has a stronger influence in the stances of the political class on China than in those of their followers, regardless of their orientation.  
Conclusions: Who benefits from the Chinese presence in Equatorial Guinea? 
Acute divergences emerge among different strata of Equatoguinean society in their evaluation of the increasing links between their country and China. On one extreme, the authorities and the businessmen engaged in economic activities with Chinese immigrants hold the most approving views towards the Chinese presence in their country. Official relations with China are a firm source of international political support and personal gains for Obiang and his entourage. In addition, Chinese construction companies are efficient implementators of their development model, based on the rapid building of basic facilities and ostentatious edifices. Because of these factors, in the eyes of the Equatoguinean authorities, the advantages of a close relationship with China far exceed the disadvantages, despite of mounting popular concern about Chinese immigration and widespread discontent with their flagrant violations of the local labour law. The local private businessmen who benefit from growing Chinese immigration, mainly those who rent properties and employ Chinese immigrants, support with enthusiasm the growing Chinese presence in their country. On the other extreme, the small minority of local businessmen who has been harmed by Chinese competition or displaced from their premises by Chinese businesses are together with the political opposition the most vocal critics. Political opposition, mainly CPDS and Acción Popular de Guinea Ecuatorial (APGE), denounce Beijing’s political and material support for the Obiang regime as an obstacle for democracy and good governance in their country.

The bulk of the Equatoguinean population has a more balanced assessment of the Chinese influence in their country, although they tend to be more unfavourable than favourable and increasingly so. On the positive side, they appreciate the unbeatable value for money offered by Chinese household appliance reparation shops, photography studios, and photocopy centres, not to mention the affordable prices of the Chinese products and the Chinese clinics. On the negative side, they complain that China profits more from Equatorial Guinea than the other way around and long for the days when Chinese come to Equatorial Guinea as development workers, not as businessmen
. In the eyes of most Equatoguinean people Chinese companies and immigrants are taking the money and the jobs from their country, leaving nothing for the locals, since they employ a very limited number of Equatoguineans and hardly spend in the local businesses. Moreover, the tremendous increase of Chinese immigrants in the last two years has made many Equatoguineans fear that the persistence of this tendency could led to a “silent invasion” of their scarcely populated country. Despite this public concern, the weakness of the Equatoguinean civil society prevents her mobilization against the most negative effects of the bilateral relationship between Beijing and Malabo.

Summing up, apart from the own Chinese multinationals and immigrants, the political and economic local privileged classes are the main beneficiaries of the growing Chinese presence in Equatorial Guinea. Most of the local population has mixed feelings towards the Chinese, although deteriorating, and only a small group of informal businessmen and the main opposition parties are firmly critical with Chinese immigration and Chinese official cooperation respectively. 
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