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How a federated accelerator model is helping youth- and women-led
enterprises move from informal activity into competitive blue economy businesses

Africa's fisheries, aquaculture, coastal tourism, and circular economy sectors provide livelihoods for
millions, but youth- and women-led enterprises remain concentrated in low-value, informal
segments of these value chains.

Continental projections estimate the blue economy could reach US$576 billion in value and
support 78 million jobs by 2063, though realizing this potential at the grassroots level remains an
open challenge. To address this, the African Union Commission (AUC) and the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) have developed a five-year, continental accelerator programme
(2027-2031) intended to help enterprises build the skills, market access, and financing needed to
operate competitively.

KEY SYSTEMIC CHALLENGES

Limited capacity and competitiveness:
Many enterprises lack the business,
technical, digital, and compliance skills
required to improve productivity, meet
market standards, and enter high-value
value chain segments.

Restricted market and financial access:
Enterprises face difficulties meeting strict
certifications, connecting with  buyers,
integrating into regional value chains, and
securing the working capital or investment
needed for growth.

Inadequate infrastructure: Deficits in cold-
chains, processing facilities, logistics, and
specialized business support services raise
operational costs and reduce overall market
competitiveness.

Weak enabling environment: Fragmented
support ecosystems, regulatory barriers, and
poor institutional coordination among
enterprises, investors, and support
organizations stunt business development.
Structural exclusion and vulnerability:
Social norms, unequal asset ownership, high
informality, digital exclusion, and climate-
related risks disproportionately limit youth
and women from establishing and scaling
enterprises.

PROGRAMMATIC FRAMEWORK:
THREE PILLARS

1. Capacity and resilience: Mentoring, digital tools,
and climate-smart practices to improve product
quality, productivity, and formalization.

2. Market and investment readiness: Buyer
linkages, AfCFTA-ready trade capacity, and catalytic
grants connecting enterprises to growth capital.

3. Ecosystem and policy enabling: Stronger national
Entrepreneurship Support Organisations (ESOs) and
evidence-based advocacy to ease regulatory
constraints on blue entrepreneurship.

DELIVERY MODEL

The programme uses a federated model: common
continental standards, delivered locally through a
network of ESOs — incubators, accelerators, and
innovation hubs — that adapt advisory services to
national regulatory and ecological contexts.
» Phase |, pilot (2027-2028): validates the
model in approximately 6 countries, tests
financing mechanisms, and establishes baseline

metrics.
e Phase Il, scale-up (2029-2031): extends the
network to 40 active ESOs supporting

entrepreneurs across up to 30 countries.
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EARLY EVIDENCE FROM THE PILOT TRAINING

A three-week training was delivered in mid-2026 through four ESOs: Sote {Q’: N
Hub (Kenya); Le Centre (Madagascar); Impact Tank (Namibia), and ﬁf_} m%ﬂ@?ﬁ"ﬂ%@ﬁ
SmartXchange (South Africa), working with 16 youth- and women-led
ventures (56 percent women-led). This pilot training concluded with a pitch _ ‘? Q
competition, and three of the four resulting finalists, together with a
nominated Angolan cooperative, will be recognized at the Africa Blue
Economy Week 2026, to be held alongside the High-Level Africa
Sustainable Blue Economy Conference in Luanda, Angola (22-25 July &@B GREAT‘ON
2026), where AU Member State Ministers will endorse the Luanda
Declaration and Call to Action to promote sustainable and inclusive
management of the continent’s water resources.

The training's scope was readiness-building rather than full incubation. It was designed to test
whether a shared curriculum, delivered locally, could move ventures toward clearer business
models and stronger financial requirements — informing design of the full accelerator rather than
proving long-term enterprise growth.

PARTNERSHIP AND SUPPORT NEEDS

Capital and capacity for investment readiness remain key challenges for the viability and

scalability of women and youth owned businesses in Africa. The sector analysis suggests that

enterprises at the pilot stage often need US$50,000-500,000 to reach scale. This amount is

viewed by most development finance institutions as too large at early-stage. AUC and UNDP are

seeking to work with development finance institutions, private sector actors, other development
, partners, Regional Economic Communities and AU Member States to support women and young
entrepreneurs to mitigate these investment risks, enhance value chains and access
finance and market. This may include trainings, experience sharing, grants,
guarantees, loans, co-investment and harmonization of cross-border regulations on
commercialization of blue products.
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