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Introduction 

The Agreement Establishing the African Con-

tinental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), signed 

in Kigali, Rwanda, on 21 March 2018, aims 

to deepen the integration of African econo-

mies, contribute to increased intra-African 

trade, industrialization, and sustainable de-

velopment in line with the African Union (AU) 

Agenda 2063 for “The Africa We Want” and 

the United Nations (UN) 2030 Agenda. As at 

November 2023, 54 AU Member States have 

signed the AfCFTA Agreement, 47 of which 

have ratified it and become State Parties. 

Once the Agreement is ratified by all the 55 

AU member states, the AfCFTA will become 

the largest free trade area in the world by 

number of participating countries. 

While the AfCFTA is widely believed to be 

a potential gamechanger for Africa, imple-

mentation of the Agreement is an essential 

precondition for this potential to be realized. 

AfCFTA implementation strategies were in-

troduced to enable State Parties to stay fo-

cused on AfCFTA implementation, to identify 

priority sectors and policy actions, and to en-

sure continual monitoring and reporting on 

progress. The need to develop AfCFTA-spe-

cific national strategies was endorsed by the 

Conference of African Ministers of Finance, 

Planning and Economic Development, during 

their meeting in Addis Ababa in May 2018, 

1 See ECA, Guidelines for developing African Continental Free Trade Area national strategies (2019), available at  
https://repository.uneca.org/handle/10855/43060. 

and was reiterated at the African Union Sum-

mit, held in Nouakchott in July 2018.1

Following these decisions and recommenda-

tions, ECA has taken the lead and support-

ed 44 countries and five Regional Economic 

Communities (see annex A for further details) 

in the development of national and regional 

implementation strategies that also ensure 

coherence with regional, continental and 

global frameworks. GIZ has supported one 

national strategy, while UNDP has supported 

three strategies.  As of January 2024, ECA 

has facilitated the validation of 35 National 

Strategies and two Regional Strategies (IGAD 

and ECOWAS). A further three regional and 

9 national strategies are at different stages of 

development. ECA has also provided capacity 

building for AfCFTA implementation to over 

15 countries that have completed and vali-

dated their strategies. 

Against this background, this synthesis report 

provides a snapshot of AfCFTA implemen-

tation strategies in the continent to inform 

discussions among conference participants. 

The report highlights the core elements of Af-

CFTA implementation strategies, the process 

by which they were developed and adopted, 

and national experiences to date in the imple-

mentation of these strategies. 
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While the AfCFTA aims to boost intra-Af-

rican trade, its scope goes beyond the re-

quirements of a traditional free trade area, 

in which members agree to remove or re-

duce trade barriers, import quotas and tar-

iffs, with the goal of increasing intra-regional 

trade in goods and services. Its agenda also 

includes issues such as investment, intel-

lectual property rights, competition policy, 

digital trade and women and youth in trade. 

Promoting industrialization and competi-

tiveness of its member countries is at the 

heart of the objectives of the AfCFTA reform 

More broadly, the Agreement paves the way 

for a Continental Customs Union and ulti-

mately the creation of and African Economic 

Community.. 

ECA’s recent modelling assessment of the 

implementation of the AfCFTA Agreement2 , 

undertaken in collaboration with the Centre 
d’Etudes Prospectives et d’Informations 
Internationales (CEPII), demonstrates that 

the continental-wide reform has the poten-

tial to increase Africa’s gross domestic prod-

uct (GDP), trade, output and welfare, with the 

bulk of the expected benefits to be concen-

trated in intra-African trade.

2 Economic Commission for Africa and Centre d’Etudes Prospectives et d’Informations Internationales (CEPII), “Greening the 
Implementation of the African Continental Free Trade Area Agreement” (forthcoming); an earlier version can be accessed 
from the following link: “A Dynamic Path to a Low Carbon Economy” (purdue.edu).
3 ECA and CEPII, “Implementing the AfCFTA Agreement and implications for Africa’s regional value chains” (forthcoming).

Specifically, intra-African trade is expected 

to be about 35% (or US$ 205 billion) high-

er in 2045 with the AfCFTA Agreement im-

plemented, as compared to a situation in 

absence of the AfCFTA reform. All the main 

sectors would benefit from the intra-African 

trade expansion following implementation 

of the AfCFTA Agreement, with foreseen in-

creases in 2045 of 54% (or US$ 47 billion), 

38% (or US$ 6 billion), 36% (or US$ 123 bil-

lion) and 19% (or US$ 29 billion) in intra-Af-

rican trade of agrifood, services, industry, en-

ergy and mining, respectively, as compared 

to absence of AfCFTA. In other words, nearly 

two-thirds of the absolute gains in intra-Af-

rican trade generated by the AfCFTA reform 

would be felt in industry, thereby support-

ing Africa’s industrialization. A new study by 

ECA and CEPII3 even illustrates that imple-

menting the AfCFTA Agreement would fa-

cilitate the creation of regional value chains 

in Africa, especially in industry and agrifood 

sectors. Sub-sectors displaying the greatest 

potential for value addition and the devel-

opment of regional value chains in Africa 

include wood and paper, automotive, chemi-

cals and pharma, metals, and other manufac-

turing (within industry), processed food and 

beverage, milk and dairy products, sugar and 

Significance of the AfCFTA 
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meat (within agriculture) and even refined oil 

(within energy).

Another study by ECA (forthcoming)4 shows 

that the implementation of the AfCFTA 

Agreement would have a positive impact on 

the reduction of both inequality and poverty 

within the Continent. However, the impact 

would be uneven across countries and so-

cio-economic characteristics of the house-

holds. For instance, people living in urban ar-

eas and men would tend to benefit relatively 

more than people living in rural area (where 

poverty is currently the most prominent) 

and women. This calls for effective measures 

aimed at favouring women traders, starting 

4 ECA, “Country-level implications of the AfCFTA Agreement’s implementation on inequality and poverty”, (forthcoming).

with adequate provisions to be inserted in 

the AfCFTA protocol on Women and youth 

in trade.

Importantly, and as environmental consid-

erations are gaining importance worldwide 

with Africa not being a significant contributor 

to climate change but negatively impacted by 

its impact, ECA and CEPII’s assessment re-

veals that the implementation of the AfCFTA 

Agreement would in fact have little impact 

on climate change. Moreover, continental co-

ordination is found to be most effective for 

Africa to implement climate policy aimed at 

reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in 

parallel to the establishment of the AfCFTA.
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3.1 Purpose of the Strategies 

The AfCFTA implementation strategies are 

policy documents prepared by AfCFTA State 

Parties (or RECs) to expedite the implemen-

tation of the AfCFTA Agreement and realize 

its benefits at national and regional levels. In 

this sense, AfCFTA implementation strate-

gies form part of the overall national /region-

al development framework relating to trade. 

These strategies typically highlight the prior-

ity actions that must be undertaken by State 

Parties in the short to medium term at the 

national and regional levels in order to ad-

vance the AfCFTA agenda. More specifically, 

AfCFTA implementation strategies:

•	 Provide a framework through which 

State Parties implement the AfCFTA;

•	 Assess the adequacy of the institution-

al and legal/regulatory infrastructure 

and identify reform needs in order to 

implement the AfCFTA Agreement ef-

fectively and in an inclusive and envi-

ronmentally sustainable manner;

•	 Highlight the trade and development 

opportunities presented by the Af-

CFTA; 

•	 Identify and assess the main con-

straints, challenges and gaps that need 

to be addressed in order to realize Af-

CFTA opportunities; 

•	 Identify sectors of priority interest in 

which each of the State Parties see 

potential competitive advantages and 

opportunities for the development of 

industry clusters and regional value 

chains; 

•	 Design strategic pathways and policy 

transformations to advance the imple-

mentation of the AfCFTA; and 

•	 Outline implementation action plans/

workplans that provide a framework 

through which these strategic path-

ways will be implemented.

3.2. Guidelines for Developing the 
Strategies 

In March 2019, the ECA, in collaboration with 

the African Union Commission, developed a 

set of ‘Guidelines for Developing AfCFTA Strat-
egies’ with the aim of providing a common 

but flexible structure for the preparation of 

national strategies across the continent. The 

major recommended components of the Af-

CFTA strategies include:

•	 review of the State Party’s macroeco-

nomic environment, production and 

trade performance;

•	 key opportunities and priority sectors 

for production and trade, constraints 

and potential implementation risks to 

overcome;

AfCFTA Implementation Strategies  
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•	 proposed strategic actions to address 

potential obstacles, together with an 

action plan/matrix;

•	 a monitoring and evaluation frame-

work; and 

•	 a strong communication plan.

The strategic actions and the action plan are 

a critical part of these strategies as they lay 

out the specific interventions to foster the 

State Party’s participation in the AfCFTA 

and enhance the benefits from it. These plan-

ning frameworks lay out the strategic objec-

tives to increase national performance in in-

tra-African trade, complete with indicators 

of achievement, baselines and targets under 

each strategic objective which would make up 

the action plan. 

Further, the strategic plan is expected to 

have a monitoring and evaluation framework 

(M&E) that should contain appropriate tools 

and instruments to support decision-making 

and the taking of corrective actions. The M&E 

framework should establish or define an Af-

CFTA national implementation committee 

which will be in charge of implementing the 

action plan.

Another critical component of the strategic 

plan is the financing needs for implementa-

tion. The action plan must identify potential 

sources of funding, including national budget-

ary allocation, private-public partnerships, 

and development partner support. Among 

the cross-cutting issues recommended for 

inclusion in the AfCFTA implementation 

strategies are gender mainstreaming, the 

environment, and digital trade and technol-

ogies. These issues are important to ensure 

inclusivity and further the realization of hu-

man rights through AfCFTA implementation. 

Inclusivity considerations seek to ensure the 

AfCFTA benefits all segments of society, in-

cluding women, the youth, and persons with 

disability. Human rights considerations aim to 

ensure that governments pursue their trade 

policy agenda in a manner that respects, pro-

tects and fulfils the rights of the human per-

son. Some of the challenges that need to be 

addressed to achieve inclusivity and human 

rights in the AfCFTA are: weak systems of 

trade facilitation, inadequate border infra-

structure, limited access to finance, lack of 

market information, corruption, insecurity, 

gender-based violence, and limited business 

management skills.

3.3. Approaches to Developing the 
AfCFTA Strategies 

As noted above, the AfCFTA is expected to de-

liver outcomes that will enhance intra-African 

trade, spur industrialization through regional 

value chains, and enhance Africa’s level of 

participation in international trade and global 

value chains. However, these outcomes de-

pend on the effective implementation of the 

AfCFTA at the national level, which will then 

reflect at the continental level. Therefore, 

the guidelines for developing AfCFTA strat-

egies recommend a two-step approach that 

involves integration and participation.

Integrative Approach
The integrative approach aims to ensure that 

national implementation strategies are con-

structed based on existing national sectoral 

policies (e.g. industrial policies, infrastruc-

ture projects, and social policies) to ensure 

full alignment with overall development pol-
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icies at the national level. In formulating their 

strategies, most countries have generally fol-

lowed the integrative approach by aligning 

their strategic objectives with national sec-

toral policies and actions and by engaging rel-

evant ministries in the strategy formulation 

process to ensure cross-sectoral coherence. 

An example of this approach is the costing of 

projects and activities in the strategies exclu-

sively by national entities, especially the min-

istries overseeing trade and other sectoral 

ministries targeted by the priority actions.

Namibia’s national AfCFTA implementation 

strategy, among others, exemplifies how 

strategic objectives and sectoral policies are 

integrated seamlessly. The formulation of its 

seven strategic objectives and the ensuing 

priority actions is deeply influenced by and 

complementary to national policies on indus-

try, growth, infrastructure, and investment, 

such as the Fifth National Development 

Plan, the 2012 National Industrial Policy, the 

“Growth at Home” strategy, and the Haram-

bee Prosperity Plan.

In contrast, some national strategies, such as 

those for Tunisia and for Sao Tome & Princi-

pe, make no reference to the need for coher-

ence between their AfCFTA implementation 

strategies and other national policies. In the 

case of Tunisia, the strategy acknowledges, 

in a SWOT analysis, that the lack of harmony 

between the AfCFTA strategy and national 

development plans is a major weakness. It 

calls for “coordinating the development of 

national and sectoral strategies in the context 

of AfCFTA” as a priority action in its plan. It 

is also notable that the development of Tuni-

sia’s AfCFTA implementation strategy, from 

conception to actualization, took about two 

years, while countries such as Cameroon and 

Gambia developed theirs within one year. 

Participatory Approach
The development of the national strate-

gies for the AfCFTA requires a participato-

ry approach to promote consensus building 

and ownership among the stakeholders. 

Therefore, the development process en-

tails multi-stakeholder engagements, such 

as sensitization and awareness workshops, 

consultation meetings, and validation work-

shops on the final strategies. This ensures 

that the needs and interests of different ac-

tors are considered. Participation of various 

stakeholders helps create synergies towards 

achieving the common objective of imple-

menting the AfCFTA in an effective, inclusive 

and sustainable manner. 

Sensitization or 
Awareness Workshops

Consultation and 
Validation meetings for 

the AfCFTA Strategy

Capacity Building 
on the AfCFTA and the 

national Strategy
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In particular, disadvantaged groups in a coun-

try must be included in every step of the stake-

holder engagement process. Micro, Small and 

Medium Enterprises (MSMEs), majority of 

whom are women- and/or youth-owned, are 

critical to the fulfilment of the inclusive agen-

da of the AfCFTA and must be engaged. 

Generally, all validated strategies have fol-

lowed this two-part approach, with some 

slight variations. Guinea Bissau has added 

a requirement for vertical consistency be-

tween the commitments it has made within 

the AfCFTA framework and those made with-

in the Regional Economic Communities to 

which it is a member (UEMOA and ECOWAS) 

or other international arrangements to the 

integrative approach as defined in the guide-

lines. Mauritania, on the other hand, had to 

cancel a planned scoping workshop due to 

the Covid-19 health crisis.



8

AfCFTA IM
PLEM

EN
TATIO

N
 STRATEG

IES 
SY

N
T

H
E

SIS R
E

P
O

R
T

4 Key issues emerging from  
the National Strategies

4.1.  Comparative Analysis of 
Articulated Visions in National 
Strategies

A crucial element within the AfCFTA imple-

mentation strategies involves defining strate-

gic actions and objectives that member states 

aim to undertake to harness the expected 

outcomes of AfCFTA. These are shaped by 

the macroeconomic context, challenges, con-

straints, and the production and trade oppor-

tunities identified in the initial stages of the 

development of each AfCFTA implementa-

tion strategy. Simultaneously, they are also 

formulated around national visions that inevi-

tably vary from one state to another based on 

their developmental priorities and strategies.

While articulating their strategic visions for 

the implementation of the AfCFTA Agree-

ment, many countries highlight the pressing 

need for economic diversification, both in 

production and exports, and/or the structural 

transformation of their economies. Examples 

include the national AfCFTA implementation 

strategies of Côte d’Ivoire, Rwanda, Senegal, 

and Niger.

Conversely, countries like Kenya, Gambia, 

and Tunisia have devised their strategic ac-

tion plans with a focus on investment and 

competitiveness. Kenya, in particular, aspires 

to be an “investment hub in the AfCFTA re-

gion” through ambitious goals set within the 

AfCFTA framework.

While the aforementioned AfCFTA imple-

mentation strategies center around specific 

visions, others adopt a broader perspective, 

positioning the AfCFTA as a foundational el-

ement for transiting into an emerging econ-

omy within a defined time horizon. Togo and 

Cameroon, for instance, explicitly state that 

their AfCFTA implementation strategies con-

tribute to their government’s vision of achiev-

ing specific developmental goals by 2030 and 

2035, respectively. The resulting set of stra-

tegic actions and objectives is thus aligned 

with this overarching ambition. 

It is noteworthy that, regardless of the scope 

of the vision, all validated strategies share the 

common goal of guiding member states to-

ward growth and development. Consequent-

ly, their strategic action plans should not be 
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viewed as exclusively focused on the stated 

vision but rather understood as an intercon-

nected framework encompassing all facets of 

the economy.

4.2. Strategic pathways

For ease of analysis, national AfCFTA imple-

mentation strategies are grouped into several 

categories, based on the strategic pathways 

selected by State Parties, as follows: 

1.	 Legal and Regulatory Reforms including 

ratification of the AfCFTA Agreement and 

accompanying reforms to implement the 

Agreement;

2.	 Institutional alignment, in particular Na-

tional Implementation Committees and 

other supportive institutions for AfCFTA 

implementation;

3.	 Stakeholder awareness and capacity 
building, such as trainings on the AfCFTA 

and related topics;

4.	 Infrastructure development and trade 
facilitation, such as roads, railways, sea-

ports as well as the customs support sys-

tem and other trade facilitation measures 

and institutions;

5.	 Private sector development, in partic-

ular the provision of trainings, trade pro-

motion, activities dealing with supply side 

constraints or market expansion, and re-

lated support towards the private sector, 

focusing on Micro, Small and Medium En-

terprises (MSMEs) and women entrepre-

neurs;

6.	 Value addition and value chains devel-
opment, including the services sector re-

gional value chains; 

7.	 Sectoral studies such as on special export 

zones (SEZs), industrialization issues, and 

the like with the aim of enhancing under-

standing, implementation and access to 

the AfCFTA market;

8.	 Standards development, such as labora-

tory construction, the provision of train-

ings on standards and related capacities;

9.	 Activities geared towards women and 
youth entrepreneurs including special-

ized training sessions, policy actions to 

enhance access to finance and other pro-

duction and trade enhancement initia-

tives; and 

10.	Finally, other strategic objectives that do 

not fit in the above categories.
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The graph below summarizing the 10 categories or strategic pathways that countries have listed.5

5 Derived from the National AfCFTA Strategies developed by the support of the ECA. For more detailed information visit 
the infographics page ...

Of the 33 Strategies reviewed, 24 State 

parties have included legal and regulatory 
reforms as well as private sector develop-

ment among the priority policy actions. This 

reflects the fact that State parties recognize 

the critical need for domesticating their com-

mitments at national level through regulatory 

and institutional reforms. The data indicate 

that almost always legal reforms will go hand 

in hand with institutional alignment. Twen-

ty-three countries mention priority objec-

tives that fall into this category. 

Private sector development is the other 

equally most listed policy action area, attest-

ing to the fact that State Parties recognize 

the importance of empowering the private 

sector to trade under the AfCFTA. These 

objectives or activities thereunder typically 

entail trainings and capacity building on en-

trepreneurship, trade processes and market 

access opportunities. They also include activ-

ities relating to easing access to finance and 

other supply and production related support 

to SMEs.

Of notable importance is the fact that many 

countries identified private sector support 

towards women and youth entrepreneurs 
as a separate set of policy actions. Of the 33 

AfCFTA implementation strategies analysed, 

18 aim to provide entrepreneurial support 

tailored to women and youth entrepreneurs. 

Twenty-two out of the 33 AfCFTA implemen-

tation strategies identify infrastructural re-
lated activities and trade facilitation. One 

of the biggest challenges on the continent is 

infrastructure connectivity, so some of the 

initiatives such as the Northern Corridor in 
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the East African Community and LAPSSET 

(Lamu Port, South Sudan, Ethiopia – a road 

and rail corridor development programme 

passing through connecting these three 

countries), aim at contributing towards clos-

ing this barrier against intra-Africa trade. In 

Southern Africa, Namibia, Zambia and the 

DRC cooperate around the Walvis Bay Cor-

ridor.  Coastal countries e.g., Senegal, Kenya, 

Namibia, Mozambique, and Somalia have pri-

oritized the development of seaports, while 

several countries also highlight cooperation 

efforts in air transport, a critical issue that the 

African Union is focusing on through the Sin-

gle African Air Transport Market (SAATAM). 

Stakeholder awareness and capacity build-
ing is prioritized in 18 AfCFTA implementation 

strategies as a strategic pathway. The actions 

and activities envisaged here include sensitiza-

tion of general stakeholders, such as sectoral 

agencies, civil society, and the private sector 

on the AfCFTA and the opportunities there-

under. It also includes the provision of training 

to customs officials, immigration officers, law-

makers and other implementors of AfCFTA. 

Value addition and value chains develop-
ment have been prioritized in 12 out of 33 

AfCFTA implementation strategies. Given 

the expected contribution of the AfCFTA in 

this area, which highlights significant growth 

in intra-African trade and positive impacts 

in the agri-food, services, and industrial sec-

tors, the number of countries that identified 

value addition and value chain development 

seems quite low. 

Côte d’Ivoire, Namibia, Rwanda, The Gambia, 

and Zambia, and several others have priori-

tized value addition and the development of 

value chains and aspire to realize these objec-

tives through the implementation of national, 

regional, and international policy actions and 

recommendations pertaining to investment 

and entrepreneurship. Moreover, their com-

mitment extends to the support and fortifica-

tion of identified priority sectors, facilitation 

of export trade in services, and advocacy for 

existing government measures that foster 

national and sectoral productivity for African 

businesses.

Interesting to note is the fact that only three 

countries listed standards development as a 

policy action. While one of the main non-tariff 

barriers faced by producers and traders in the 

continent is the inability to meet the product 

standards of trading partners outside of the 

continent, the issue of product standards has 

had different approaches within the conti-

nent. Some RECs, especially the East African 

Community (EAC) and Economic Commis-

sion of West African States (ECOWAS), have 

forged ways to recognize product certifica-

tion marks, which might explain the limited 

focus on standards as a policy issue in the 

context of the AfCFTA implementation strat-

egies. As with standards development, three 

countries are planning to undertake studies 

aimed at updating old national industrial poli-

cies (Namibia and Sierra Leone) or examining 

the feasibility of setting up a bank to finance 

production (Cameroon). 

Other strategic objectives that do not fall 

within any of the above categories, while im-

portant, are diverse and include: ICT adoption, 

investing in labor markets for mobility, and 

prioritizing trade with Nigeria and the Demo-

cratic Republic of Congo (the last objective is 

found in the AfCFTA implementation strategy 
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by Cameroon, which could limit the potential 

gains expected from AfCFTA for Cameroon).

4.2 Market opportunities 

Analysis conducted by the ECA on priority 

products identified by State Parties in their 

AfCFTA strategies show significant market 

opportunities for some key products in the 

African market. For each State Party, five of 

the identified priority products were matched 

with the top five African importers of these 

products (excluding the extractives industry 

such minerals and petroleum). The table be-

low is an excerpt from the results of the anal-

ysis for selected States Parties and products.

The results show huge trade opportunities 

within the continent for the selected coun-

tries and products. Egypt, which accounts for 

69% of African oilseed imports, can be a target 

market for Burkina Faso, which has identified 

oilseeds as a priority product. Rwanda is the 

continent’s leading importer of cassava, but 

over 95% of these imports come from Thai-

land. As Niger has identified cassava as a pri-

ority product, it could replace/compete with 

Thailand thanks to the AfCFTA. However, 

Niger will have to implement its strategic ob-

jective of strengthening national production 

capacities and promoting exportable supply, 

as it is not currently a cassava exporter.

The infographics drawn from the strategies 

confirm that trade opportunities within Af-

CFTA lie not only in increasing the volume of 

trade between existing partners (intensive 

margin), but also in increasing the number 

of trading partners (extensive margin). Find 

more details for each country here.  

Selected 
State Parties 

priority 
products

Market to be targeted  Corresponding Market share to be targeted (% 
of Africa total imports of the priority products)

Burkina Faso Oil seed Egypt
Tunisia
Morocco

69.3%
10.4%
5.2%

Burundi Plastics Egypt
South Africa
Morocco

21.5%
14%
12.4%

Cameroon Iron steel Egypt
South Africa
Nigeria

23.7%
9.3%
8.9%

Malawi Rice Côte d’Ivoire
Benin
South Africa

12.4%
11.8%
9.2%

Mauritania Dairy Egypt
Nigeria
Morocco

22.2%
13.1%
8.6%

Niger Cassava Rwanda
Uganda
South Africa

67.9%
6.1%
6%
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5Institutional mechanism to ensure effective 
implementation of the Strategies 

All the examined AfCFTA implementation 

strategies show that State Parties recognize 

the need for establishing institutional mech-

anisms for effective coordination and imple-

mentation of the AfCFTA commitments. The 

implementation process is expected to be 

overseen by National Implementation Com-

mittees (NIC) established in accordance with 

the Decision of the 31st Ordinary Session of 

the Assembly of Heads of State and Govern-

ment of the African Union, held on 1–2 July 

2018 in Nouakchott, Mauritania, which re-

quires Member States to set up such NICs.

In practice, however, many countries face diffi-

culty in forming or reactivating NICs because 

they often have many existing, and mostly 

inactive, such committees at national level. 

Moreover, many of them lack adequate human 

and financial resources to set up and run new 

or additional committees for the AfCFTA.

As a result, some countries have chosen to 

reorganize their WTO National Trade Facili-

tation Committees as the AfCFTA NICs and 

give them the responsibility to also coordinate 

AfCFTA implementation. While this may be a 

wise move, it is also important to make sure 

that the NICs have a diverse membership that 

includes the private sector, women entrepre-

neurs, MSMEs, as well as civil society.
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5 Gender Mainstreaming of the  
AfCFTA Strategies

With the backdrop of the AfCFTA Agreement 

connecting 1.4 billion people across 55 AU 

Member States boasting a GDP of close to 

USD 3 trillion, UNECA recognizes the unpar-

alleled potential for advancing gender equal-

ity and economic growth so that women can 

contribute across various economic sectors 

and roles as workers, producers, entrepre-

neurs, and cross-border traders.

UNECA’s approach to gender mainstreaming 

in AfCFTA strategies is multifaceted, encom-

passes analysis of how women participate 

in trade across diverse economic sectors 

and roles, identifying export opportunities 

that are driven by women and emphasizes 

the significance of their economic contribu-

tions. The goal is to highlight opportunities 

for women economic empowerment and 

employment within priority sectors and re-

gional value chains, while addressing gen-

der-specific barriers and risks that may arise. 

This is done by examining macro-economic 

frameworks, trade dynamics, potential risks, 

opportunities, and barriers. National moni-

toring and evaluation frameworks as well as 

communication and visibility plans must also 

be gender-sensitive and aligned with gender 

inclusivity goals.
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7Funding and Partnerships for the  
AfCFTA Strategies 

7.1. Development phase 

Support for the development of the AfCFTA 

strategies facilitated by the UNECA was 

made possible with funding from two key de-

velopment partners, namely the European 

Union (EU) and Global Affairs Canada (GAC).   

In 2019, the EU pledged to support African 

countries with the task of implementing the 

AfCFTA and therefore funded the technical 

assistance project that aimed to ‘deepen Afri-
ca’s trade integration through effective imple-
mentation of the AfCFTA’.

The EU project supported the development 

of AfCFTA strategies for 27 countries and 

three RECs, and supported the initial devel-

opment phase for several other countries.  

GAC, which has supported the ECA’s trade 

policy work through funding for the African 

Trade Policy Center (ATPC) since 2003, has 

also funded the development of AfCFTA im-

plementation strategies, including with ca-

pacity building and related activities.  Bene-

ficiary countries under GAC include Namibia, 
Eswatini, South Sudan, Somalia, while the de-

velopment of AfCFTA implementation strat-

egies is currently underway for Angola, Bo-
tswana, Ethiopia, 	 Equatorial Guinea  and 

the East African Community. Work is in its ini-

tial phase to support Morocco in developing 

its strategy. UNDP is leading the process of 

strategy development in Lesotho with sup-

port from ECA. 

Other development partners have also fund-

ed the development of AfCFTA Strategies 

on the continent. UNDP has supported one 

country and is currently supporting the de-

velopment of AfCFTA implementation strat-

egies for Uganda and the United Republic of 

Tanzania. 

7.2. Implementation phase 

The linchpin for achieving objectives, actions, 

and action plans lies in the financing of nation-

al strategies. National strategy documents 

identify several sources of funding, such as 

the government budget, the establishment 

of public-private partnerships, and budgetary 

support from development partners and or-

ganizations. Therefore, indicating cost impli-

cations in the action plan helps stakeholders 

especially the donor community to identify ar-

eas of potential support.  However, an analysis 

of the adopted AfCFTA implementation strat-

egies shows that only two countries – Malawi 

and Kenya – have detailed cost estimates for 

implementing their AfCFTA strategies.

Certain countries opt for a phased funding 

approach for their strategies. Cameroon and 

Sao Tomé & Principe, for instance, plan to im-
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plement less costly recommendations in the 

first year of implementation (2020 and 2023, 

respectively) and organize round tables with 

partners to secure funding for activities align-

ing with their missions. For subsequent years, 

these strategies specify alternative funding 

sources.

On the other hand, some countries rely ex-

clusively on the development of resource 

mobilization plans, which are integral parts of 

national AfCFTA implementation strategies. 

Burkina Faso and Sao Tomé & Principe exem-

plify this approach. However, a drawback of 

this method is that the financing plan, meant 

to guide how and where to mobilize funds, 

may itself require funds not indicated in the 

strategies, potentially causing delays in Af-

CFTA implementation.

An effective means of ensuring the implemen-

tation of national AfCFTA strategies is to in-

corporate related costs into the government 

budget. Many implementation strategies, in-

cluding those of Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Zim-

babwe, Guinea, and Mauritania, have favored 

this approach. Côte d’Ivoire, for instance, has 

allocated one million US dollars to both the 

national implementation strategy and the in-

stitutional set-up of AfCFTA.

It is noteworthy that most member states 

are contemplating external funding for their 

strategies, either through public-private 

partnerships or by seeking support from in-

ternational agencies and other donors. For 

instance, support for implementing some of 

the priority objectives and actions has been 

provided by the United Nations Confer-

ence on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 

TradeMark Africa (TMA), the Deutsche Ge-

sellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbe-

it (GIZ) and the International Trade Center 

(ITC). 

However, caution, as highlighted in Nigeria’s 

strategy, is urged to prevent a substitution 

effect between Aid for Trade or regional inte-

gration programs and AfCFTA. 

On the other hand, and regrettably, some Af-

CFTA implementation strategies, e.g. those of 

Chad, Togo, and Sierra Leone, do not outline 

any financing plans for their implementation.

7.3. Partnership for AfCFTA 
Implementation   

While support for development of imple-

mentation strategies is ongoing, the AfCFTA 

is in its operational phase. This phase was 

launched on 7 July 2019 while actual pref-

erential trade at continental level took off on 

1st January 2021.  This phase has brought on 

board a number of development partners that 

are supporting implementing of the AfCFTA. 

The ECA support in this area has included 

activities geared towards supporting consen-

sus-building to advocate for and secure rati-

fication of the Agreement, sensitization and 

capacity building on the AfCFTA, as well as 

support for policy reforms that are aimed at 

implementing the Agreement.

Upon the completion and adoption of the 

strategies, a select set of activities agreed 

upon together with the national focal persons 

have been implemented with both technical 

and financial support of the ECA.
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Below are some areas of support towards implementation provided by the ECA. 

IMPLEMENTATION SUPPORT COUNTRIES

SECTORAL STRATEGIES AND IMPACT STUDIES Cote d’Ivoire, Egypt, Mozambique, Namibia and 

Sierra Leone

SENSITIZATION AND AWARENESS CAMPAIGNS Ethiopia, Kenya, Nigeria, Namibia, Republic of Congo, 
Senegal, Seychelles, Somalia and South Sudan

SET UP OF AFCFTA IMPLEMENTATION 
COMMITTEE - 

Cameroon

TARGETED INTERVENTION FOR WOMEN AND 
YOUTH 

Senegal and Togo

DOMESTICATION OF AFCFTA Nigeria, Sierra Leone and Senegal
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8 Role of the private sector in the national 
AfCFTA implementation strategies 

The significance of the private sector for the 

AfCFTA and its implementation is empha-

sized in all the strategies. Notably, many strat-

egies have been developed in consultation 

with the private sector. The strategic path-

ways, including the identification of priority 

export sectors, have been done collaborative-

ly with private sector entities. Consequently, 

the strategic objectives and actions identified 

involve the active participation of this sector. 

To mention an example, the Kenyan strate-

gy clearly illustrates the pivotal role of the 

private sector in achieving its strategic ob-

jectives. The private sector is integral to the 

execution of all planned actions and, in some 

instances, assumes a leading role, particularly 

in conducting a survey of export products and 

markets — an essential key performance indi-

cator for Kenya’s second strategic objective.

In contrast to Kenya, other national action 

plans have two approaches to private sector 

involvement. Firstly, actions related to com-

munication around the AfCFTA and capaci-

ty building target the private sector as both 

implementing partners and recipients. Sec-

ondly, the role is underscored in terms of the 

private sector’s contribution to financing the 

implementation of strategies.

This is surprising considering that all the 

drafted and validated national strategies in-

volved consultations with stakeholders, in-

cluding the private sector. Therefore, the 

private sector should be at the core of each 

strategy’s action plan, as it is one of the major 

drivers. 

It is important to note that the protocols on 

investment and competition policy were still 

being negotiated when the national strate-

gies were formulated. Therefore, this may 

have limited the opportunity and capacity of 

State Parties to delve more deeply into these 

critical issues for the private sector in their 

AfCFTA implementation strategies.
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9Emerging initiatives to  
support an inclusive/effective 
implementation of the AfCFTA 

9.1. Guided Trade Initiative

The previous sections have shown that the 

AfCFTA expected benefits may not be real-

ized if the State Parties do not implement the 

Continental-wide reform effectively through 

their AfCFTA national strategies.   Indeed, 

Key action points, such as establishing nation-

al trade legal frameworks, establishing dedi-

cated national coordination centers/commit-

tees, and enhancing logistical arrangements 

and capacities, need to be considered, among 

others, through the instruments and initia-

tives aimed at supporting the implementation 

of the Agreement.

One such initiative is the Guided Trade Initia-

tive (GTI). Launched on October 7, 2022, the 

GTI serves as an institutional framework for 

expediting trade under AfCFTA preferences, 

particularly because most of the States par-

ties have not yet published or transmitted 

their provisional schedules of tariff conces-

sions. The primary objectives of the GTI are 

to demonstrate the effectiveness of the legal 

framework of AfCFTA instruments, obtain 

feedback on the effectiveness of national le-

gal and institutional systems in participating 

State Parties, assess the willingness of the 

6 The phase 1 of the initiative covered Cameroon, Egypt, Ghana, Kenya, Mauritius, Rwanda and Tanzania
7 The products include mushrooms, flowers, bio pesticides, powdered milk, fish oil, frozen tuna, mineral and chemical 
fertilizers, essential oils, packaged moringa, fortified maize porridge, honey, nut butters, fruit jams, tea, coffee, meat prod-
ucts, beverages, milling (flour and maize meal), pasta, and fabric(material)

private sector to engage in AfCFTA trade, 

and identify potential future interventions to 

boost intra-African trade and maximize the 

benefits of AfCFTA.

To achieve these goals, the initiative initially 

began with seven member states6 and few  

tradable products but has since expanded to 

a total of 31 countries, involving over 35 com-

panies, and encompassing a wider range of 

products7 with the aim to trade 96 products 

under the GTI (AfCFTA Secretariat, 2023). 

Trade experience under the pilot phase of 

GTI highlighted the necessity for member 

states to engage export/import and logistics 

companies to streamline the trading pro-

cess (AfCFTA Secretariat, 2023). Examining 

the experiences of Cameroonian companies 

participating in GTI, the Trade Law Centre 

(TRALAC) notes that firms already engaged 

in exporting face significant challenges, in-

cluding high trade costs and complex export 

procedures, among others (Bama, 2023). 

UNECA and the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung 

(KAS) undertook a study to assess the actu-

al conduct of trade under the GTI in 6 of the 

7 State Parties i.e., Cameroon, Egypt, Ghana, 
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Kenya, Rwanda and Mauritius. Preliminary 

findings of the study exposed the multiplicity 

of logistical, connectivity and related chal-

lenges that were encountered in both export-

ing and importing countries. In particular, it 

highlighted the limited understanding of the 

import/export procedures and regulatory re-

quirements in the destination market. For in-

stance, companies thought that once trade is 

liberalized under the AfCFTA, it implied zero 

tariffs upon entry in the importing country 

and no application of domestic taxes. 

There were also delays in acquiring the Af-

CFTA certificates of origin from the exporting 

country, and transport, logistics and connectiv-

ity issues in both the importing and the export-

ing country. The small and medium enterprises 

(SMEs) that participated faced high entry and 

market costs in the exporting country, there 

were issues of costs related to standards and 

quality certification, storage and distribution 

and challenges in securing capital/funds to 

clear their consignments through customs.

For State Parties like Kenya, Mauritius and 

Rwanda that had already developed their Af-

CFTA Implementation Strategy, the Strategy 

acted as a blueprint for the conduct of trade 

under the GTI. It guided their choice of prod-

ucts of focus and implementation activities 

and processes by private companies were 

supported and coordinated by their National 

Implementation Committee. The Strategies 

have therefore proven critical in guiding trad-

ing by the AfCFTA State Parties.

The lessons being learnt from the GTI will 

contribute to the development or informed 

review of the strategies and to successful im-

plementation of the AfCFTA Agreement. 

9.2. Key operational instruments

To support the implementation of AfCFTA, 

six different instruments are at the dispos-

al of stakeholders. Four of these are already 

operational – the AfCFTA e-tariff book, the 

Pan-African Payment and Settlement System 

(PAPSS), the AfCFTA Adjustment Fund, and 

the Non-Tariff Barriers (NTBs) Mechanism.

All these instruments align with the vision 

and strategic axes articulated by member 

states in their strategies, serving to facili-

tate the involvement of the private sector in 

the process of implementing the continental 

agreement. For instance, AFREXIM bank has 

secured USD 10 billion under the AfCFTA 

Adjustment Fund to assist countries in Af-

CFTA implementation. The e-tariff book is ef-

fective, providing firms with easy and acces-

sible information about the tariffs applicable 

to their products when exporting to African 

markets.

The NTB Mechanism holds particular rele-

vance for companies, functioning as an online 

platform enabling them to raise complaints 

on specific trade barriers encountered during 

the goods shipment process and facilitating 

their resolution. As of the end of November 

2023, two complaints had been resolved, 

and 17 were still pending, addressing issues 

related to conformity assessment, technical 

regulations, formalities and documentation, 

transport, and customs procedures.

Initiated by AFREXIM bank and launched on 

January 13, 2023, the PAPSS platform serves 

as an intermediary between correspondent 

banks to facilitate trade and other economic 

activities between African countries.  PAPSS 
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was piloted in the six countries8 of the West 

African Monetary Zone (WAMZ) and has cur-

rently expanded beyond this monetary zone, 

8 PAPSS operate in Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Liberia, Nigeria, and Sierra Leone

involving more than 75 commercial and 10 

central banks. 
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10 Challenges and Lessons Learnt

The strategy development process was facil-

itated by consultants under the supervision 

of the ministry focal person in each country. 

Several challenges were encountered that 

constitute valuable lessons for countries that 

are still developing their strategies or those 

that may wish to revise their existing strate-

gies in order to reflect the new AfCFTA pro-

tocols, changing priorities or other emerging 

issues. These lessons include the following: 

(i) Lack of Comprehensive and Accurate 
Data on Macroeconomic & Trade History 
A major obstacle in the research on mac-

ro-economic and trade history for some 

countries was the scarcity of timely, compre-

hensive and accurate data, especially for the 

service sectors. This has made it particularly 

hard to assess the services sector perfor-

mance in many countries. For some countries, 

the consultants had to use mirror data9 for 

merchandise trade, which reduced the accu-

racy level in justifying the prioritized strategic 

pathways.  

(ii) Designing Strategies that are 
Responsive to New and Future Protocols
The majority of todays AfCFTA implementa-

tion strategies were developed at a time when 

only the framework AfCFTA Agreement and 

its Phase I protocols (of trade in goods, the 

trade in services, and dispute settlement) 

9 Mirroring trade data is the fact to use information from the partner when a country does not report its trade.

were in place. Even then, some Phase I issues, 

such as the rules of origin, remain incomplete 

even today. Then we have the Phase II proto-

cols on competition policy, intellectual prop-

erty frights, investment, digital trade, and  

women and youth in trade are either com-

pleted but not ratified or still under negotia-

tion. The AfCFTA implementation strategies 

will need to address these new instruments. 

(iii) Sequencing of national and regional 
AfCFTA strategies
There has been no coordination in sequenc-

ing the development of regional and national 

strategies.  The two regional strategies – for 

the East African Community (EAC) and for the 

Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS) – were completed sometime ago 

but they have yet to be commissioned. On 

the other hand, many member states in these 

RECs had their national strategies validated 

and it remains unclear on the extent to which 

they are consistent with the mandates and 

goals identified in the regional strategies. In 

fact, the EAC strategy is now being revised to 

incorporate the new developments at the Af-

CFTA. State Parties may therefore consider 

involving their RECs in the development and 

validation of their national strategies.
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(iv) Inadequate Institutional Arrangements 
for implementing the AfCFTA
This report, in section 5, has drawn attention 

to the challenges faced by many countries in 

forming or reactivating their National Imple-

mentation Committees (NICs) to oversee the 

implementation of the AfCFTA strategies due 

to multiple factors, including insufficient hu-

man and financial resources to establish and 

maintain new or additional committees on 

the AfCFTA. A solution that could be consid-

ered is the approach adopted by some coun-

tries of reconstituting their WTO National 

Trade Facilitation Committees and providing 

them with the mandate to also coordinate the 

AfCFTA implementation. 

(v) Delays in the AfCFTA strategy 
development process
The development of AfCFTA strategies has 

faced delays in many countries and for many 

reasons. The process should normally take 

between six to 12 months, including the 

scoping mission, the hiring of consultants, 

conduct of literature review, organization of 

consultations and sensitization workshops, 

validation of the draft strategy document, 

and official launch of the approved strategy. 

However, these steps have taken longer than 

this in most cases. But, in countries that have 

already undertaken robust studies on their 

trade and/or industrial policies, for example, 

the development of their national strategies 

took much shorter period. 

(vi) Challenges in finding local consultants 
for drafting AfCFTA Strategies
Both ECA and the national focal persons 

usually prefer to hire local consultants who 

understand and can articulate the national 

context into drafting the strategy. Howev-

er, the expertise has proven hard to find in 

many countries. In a few cases, the calls for 

consultants have been put out several times, 

attracting very few applications, while some-

times the poor quality of consultants has re-

sulted in poor quality work, necessitating ei-

ther ECA technical intervention and or hiring 

other consultants to complete the work at 

extra cost.
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11 Way Forward

This report has analyzed and highlighted out-

comes of the adopted AfCFTA implementa-

tion strategies, including strategic pathways 

and priority actions identified by countries. 

Throughout the synthesis, the objective has 

been to illustrate how the actions and stra-

tegic objectives identified by State Parties, 

along with their implications, can foster a fa-

vourable ecosystem for maximizing the bene-

fits of the continental agreement.

To achieve this, the strategies were devel-

oped inclusively, typically involving all stake-

holders—state actors, the private sector, civil 

society organizations, women, and youth 

through national consultations.

The strategies and their implementation have 

brought forth numerous economic issues and 

challenges that must be addressed for the 

successful execution of AfCFTA. Based on 

these findings, it is recommended that:

•	 Countries invest in data collection 

at the national level for all trade; da-

ta-based policy and decision making 

increases the level of success of any 

intervention including the implemen-

tation of the AfCFTA.

•	 Countries that have drafted their na-

tional strategies should revise them to 

take into account and align them with 

AfCFTA protocols that were signed 

after their validation.

•	 The environment is introduced as a 

cross-cutting issue in national strat-

egies. A revision of strategies to take 

account of emerging developments in 

environment policy (e.g. carbon mar-

ket, border carbon adjustments, etc.) 

should be considered by States Par-

ties in order to address more deeply 

the nexus between AfCFTA and the 

environment.
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Annex A 

Table 1 : Status of AfCFTA Implementation Strategies and implementation led by ECA

Validated / Adopted Strategies Currently Drafting Strategies Strategy at Inception Phase

§ Benin 
§Burkina Faso
§ Burundi
§ Cameroon
§ Chad
§ Comoros
§ Cote d’Ivoire
§ Central African Republic
§ Democratic Rep. of Congo
Republic of the Congo 
§ Djibouti
§ Eswatini
§ Gabon
§ Guinea
§ Guinea-Bissau
§ Kenya
§ Malawi
§Mali
§ Mauritania
§ Mauritius
§ Mozambique
§ Namibia
§ Niger
§ Nigeria
§ Rwanda
§ Sao Tome & Principe
§ Senegal
§ Sierra Leone
§ Somalia
§ South Sudan
§ The Gambia
§ Togo
§ Tunisia
§ Zambia
§ Zimbabwe
 
RECs:  IGAD and ECOWAS

§ Algeria 
§ Botswana
§ Liberia
RECs: EAC, UMA, ECCAS

§ Angola
§ Ethiopia
§ Equatorial Guinea
§ Morocco
§ Lesotho
§ Libya


