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This guide was created to help small business owners, traders 
and producers, especially women, in the Economic Community 
of West African States (ECOWAS) understand how the African 
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) works. The guide 
complements the presentations prepared for the ECOWAS-led 
workshops in April 2021. 

The ECOWAS Commission with the support of the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) hosted three workshops, dialogues and trainings in Freetown, 
Sierra Leone; Accra, Ghana and Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire. These workshops, dialogues  
and training sessions are intended to help small business owners, traders and 
producers (especially women) understand the workings of the AfCFTA, so that they  
can be in a position to make the best use of the business opportunities that can be 
found within the AfCFTA, including trading more easily across the continent and  
adding value to goods and services.

The ECOWAS Commission continues to support its Member States in the negotiation 
and implementation of the AfCFTA Agreement. This support includes providing 
technical assistance in arriving at common positions for negotiations, and capacity 
building for both state and non-state actors in collaboration with multilateral  
institutions such as the World Trade Organization (WTO), the International Trade  
Centre (ITC), the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) as well as 
Regional Business Associations. 

UNDP has also been providing support to the implementation of the AfCFTA at  
national, regional and continental levels. This support includes direct support to 
countries, training for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), creating links 
between SMEs in di�erent regions, research, and support for the development of  
trade-enabling technologies through the Accelerator Lab. This Lab will work closely  
with traders and policymakers to come up with, test, create and scale solutions to 
realize the vision of the AfCFTA.

About this Guide

ECOWAS - UNDP Capacity Building Workshops for SMEsUnderstanding the AfCFTA: Guide for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the ECOWAS Region.
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UNDP also runs training programmes in partnership with the ECA and the ITC. The 
ECA actively supports research and analysis aimed at supporting AfCFTA policy 
processes and provides technical assistance to the ECOWAS Commission and other 
member states of the African Union Commission (AUC) on national and regional AfCFTA 
implementation strategies. 

The ITC also provides important support for traders through capacity building, mapping 
value chains and market opportunities, as well as making it easier for traders to access 
technical and financial assistance. 

 

Our Partners

How to use this training guide

This training guide will provide  
you with:

• A greater understanding of the 
business opportunities within the 
AfCFTA including how to use the  
key AfCFTA tools to ensure you  
can access its full benefits

• Key contact information for ongoing 
support and learning resources on  
the AfCFTA.

Please note

• In each section, you will find 
signposts and explainers of  
terms and concepts that will help  
you understand the AfCFTA better

• Useful contacts and links that you 
can use to find out more about  
the AfCFTA

• The Annex includes references 
and examples of some of the key 
documents referred to in the  
di�erent sections. This will help  
you to identify and source the 
documents should you need to  
use them for your business.

Understanding the AfCFTA: Guide for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the ECOWAS Region.
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SECTION 2

Background

In this section, you will learn:

 1. The basics of trade 
 2. What the AfCFTA is 

1 .  THE BASICS OF TRADE

What is trade?

Trade is the exchange of goods and services for money or other forms of payment. 
Trade can happen within a country or between countries. People, companies and 
countries that buy and sell goods and services are called traders. Exporting refers to the 
selling of goods and services from one country to another country. Whereas, importing 
is when you buy and bring goods into a country, from another country. 

What is a free trade area?

A free trade area is a trade bloc where member countries sign a free trade agreement 
to maintain little or no barriers to trade in the form of tari�s (customs duties) or quotas 
between each other. This agreement usually includes co-operation between the 
countries to reduce non-tari� barriers to trade, and increase trading with each other.  
For example, ECOWAS operates a free trade area in which customs duties/tari�s -  
on intra-regional imports have been eliminated for goods that meet the rules of origin.

Trading in the ECOWAS Region

You can find an informative guide to 
free trade in the ECOWAS region at: 
www.etls.ecowas.int 

The guide provides information about:

• Definitions of key trading terms
• An explanation of the free trading 

system within ECOWAS
• What goods can benefit under  

the AfCFTA 
• What documents need in order  

to access to the AfCFTA

SMEs and Cross-Border Trade

According to a paper published by 
the ITC, small and medium-sized 
enterprises form the backbone of the 
African economy, representing more 
than 90% of businesses and employing 
about 60% of workers, many of whom 
are women and youth (International 
Trade Centre 2018, p ix). SMEs play  
an important role in creating jobs  
and can be an important drivers of 
economic activity. 

Cross-border trade allows SMEs to 
access more markets beyond national 
borders. Access to more markets means 
more people and businesses can buy 
your goods and services. It also means 

that you have access to more markets  
to purchase the goods and services  
you may need in order to improve your 
own goods and services or produce  
and provide them at a lower cost.

 

EX AMPLE 

For example, you may need Shea 
Butter from Ghana as an input 

to produce cosmetic products in 
Nigeria. If you are unable to trade 
with Ghana or the tariffs are too 

these products to make your 
product.

40% of intra-African trade 
is dominated by micro, 
small and medium-sized 
enterprises (MSMEs). These 
businesses are mostly 
managed by women and 

segment of the export  
portfolio within Africa.
... 
Mr. Silver Ojakol, Chief of Sta	 at the  

AfCFTA Secretariat, in Accra, Ghana.

Understanding the AfCFTA: Guide for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the ECOWAS Region.



Sao Tome and Principe

Cabo Verde

Antigua and Barbuda,
Saint Kitts and Nevis
Bahamas, Barbados, Dominica
Grenada, Saint Lucia, 
Trinidad and Tobago
Belize, Saint Vincent
and the Grenadines
Jamaica   

Marshall Islands
Palau
Fiji, Nauru, Samoa, Tonga
Kiribati, Micronesia 
(Federated States of), 
Solomon Islands, Tuvalu, Vanuatu    

Andorra, Luxembourg
Malta

Singapore
Brunei Darussalam

Bahrain
Maldives  

Mauritius
Comoros
Seychelles

12 13

Africa’s Trade in Goods Profile

Firstly, in absolute terms, there is significant room for growth in terms of goods exports: 
despite an increase in Africa’s total exports over the past 40 years, the continent’s share 
of world exports is still low compared to other regions of the world. In 2017, Africa’s 
share of global exports was 17 percent, compared to levels in Europe (69 percent), Asia 
(59 percent), and North America (31 percent) (Songwe, 2019).

Secondly, there is also room for intra-African export growth to meet African demand. 
In 2019, trade in goods between African countries was recorded at 16 percent (Tralac, 
2020). However, Intra-African exports tend to be much less commodity focused and 
have more added value than exports outside the Continent. (see figure 1).

Fig.1   Economic Commission for Africa, 2018. AfCFTA Q&A.

Fig 2.   UNCTAD member States: Level of commodity export dependence, 2018–2019 (UNCTAD, 2021).

Intra-African trade is an important 
driver of economic diversification as 
demand for industrial/processed goods 
within Africa, alongside the opportunity 
created by the elimination of tari�s and 
other barriers can incentivize increased 
levels of manufacturing within countries. 
This would help to reduce dependence 
on the revenue obtained from sale of 
commodities to other parts of the world. 
For example, when the prices of oil, 
or gold, or cocoa go down because 

international buyers are not interested 
in those commodities, countries do 
not make as much money as needed 
or expected, and the whole economy 
su�ers. Selling higher value goods will 
contribute to job creation, growth of 
SMEs and tax revenue for governments. 
When raw materials/commodities are 
exported and refined or processed in 
other countries, the jobs, technology 
and other benefits to the economy are 
also exported.

Exports within Africa

60% 40%
Extractive

Exports outside Africa

30%
70%

Extractive

0-20 20-40 40-60 60-80 80-100 Not member State of UNCTAD

www.ecowas.int © ECOWAS 2021  |  www.africa.undp.org © UNDP 2021.
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2. THE AfCFTA

 The AfCFTA is expected to create new trading and entrepreneurial opportunities 
 for women and young people in the formal and informal economy across several 
 sectors, including agriculture, manufacturing and the services sectors. 

African countries started the journey to a continental market through establishing free 
trade areas of regional economic communities. There are eight regional economic 
communities recognized by the African Union – at di�erent stages of integration:

https://maghrebarabe.org

https://www.comesa.int

1.  Arab Maghreb Union (AMU). The Arab Maghreb 
Union (AMU) was founded in February 1989 in 
Marrakech to coordinate, harmonize and rationalize 
their policies and strategies to achieve sustainable 
development in all sectors of human activities.

2.  Common Market for Eastern and Southern 
Africa (COMESA) is a Regional Economic 
Community in Africa with 21 member states 
stretching from Tunisia to Eswatini.

https://au.int/en/recs/censad

https://www.eac.int

https://ceeac-eccas.org/en/

3.  The Community of Sahel-Saharan States (CEN-SAD). CEN-SAD 
has as its objectives, the establishment of a global Economic Union 
based on the implementation of a community development plan that  
complements the local development plans of member States and 
which comprises the various fields of a sustained socio-economic 
development: agriculture, industry, energy, social, culture, health.

4.  East African Community (EAC) is an 
intergovernmental organization composed  
of six countries in the African Great Lakes  
region in eastern Africa.

JUMUIYA YA AFRIKA MASHARIKI

5.  The Economic Community of Central African States  
(ECCAS) mobilizes all its resources and energy to make Central  
Africa a region of peace, prosperity and solidarity based on a unified 
economic and political space where each citizen moves freely in  
order to ‘thus ensures sustainable and balanced development.

www.ecowas.int © ECOWAS 2021  |  www.africa.undp.org © UNDP 2021.Understanding the AfCFTA: Guide for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the ECOWAS Region.
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The AfCFTA is an agreement between members  
of the African Union Commission and covers an African 
market of more than 1.3 billion people. The AfCFTA 
was signed on 21 March 2018. Trade under the AfCFTA 
commenced on 1 January 2021. 

    By 30 September 2021, 54 of 55 African countries  
    had signed the Agreement (there is no commitment 
    from Eritrea yet). 42 countries had ratified the 
    Agreement to become State Parties - and make the 
    AfCFTA part of their domestic legal and institutional 
    systems. 38 of these countries have submitted 
    instruments of ratification to the African Union 

Commission. 

The AfCFTA will make Africa the largest free trade area in the world and make intra-Africa 
trade (trade between African countries) easier by achieving several important inter-related 
objectives as follows:

1. Create a single African market for goods and services. This means most trade barriers 
will be removed and common policies will be put in place to ease the movement of 
goods, also money, people, businesses and services 

2. Make it easier for businesses, especially small businesses, to trade  

3. Remove non-tari� barriers i.e. measures that make trade between African countries 
di�cult, such as customs delays 

4. Build African expertise in the areas of intellectual property rights, investment, 
competition and e-commerce 

5. Lower taxes and tari�s between member countries 

6. Help develop policies that facilitate trade and related services, such as the building of 
roads and easier access to ports. 
 

(See Article 3 of the AfCFTA). 

www.africa.undp.org © UNDP 2021

https://www.ecowas.int

https://igad.int

https://www.sadc.int

6.  Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) is a 15-member regional group with a 
mandate of promoting economic integration in all 
fields of activity of the constituting countries.

7.  Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD).
The mission of IGAD is to assist and complement the e�orts 
of the member States to achieve, through increased cooperation: 
food security and environmental protection, peace and security, 
and economic cooperation and integration in the region. 

8.  Southern Africa Development Community (SADC). is an 
intergovernmental organization established to achieve development, 
peace and security, and economic growth, to alleviate poverty, enhance 
the standard and quality of life of the peoples of Southern Africa, and 
support the socially disadvantaged through regional integration, built on 
democratic principles and equitable and sustainable development.

www.ecowas.int © ECOWAS 2021  |  www.africa.undp.org © UNDP 2021.Understanding the AfCFTA: Guide for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the ECOWAS Region.
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What is in the AfCFTA?

Table 1: Framework Agreement establishing the AfCFTA

Framework 
Agreement 
Establishing 
the African 
Continental 
Free Trade Area.

Protocol  
on Trade  
in Goods. 

Annexes:  
1: Schedules of Tari� Concessions
2: Rules of Origin
3: Customs Co-operation & Mutual Administrative Assistance
4: Trade Facilitation
5: Non-Tari� Barriers
6: Technical Barriers to Trade
7: Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures
8: Transit
9: Trade Remedies.

Protocol on  
Trade in  
Services.

Annexes:
Schedules of Specific Commitments
MFN Exemption(s)
Air Transport Services
List of Priority Sectors
A Framework Document on Regulatory Cooperation.

Protocol on  
Dispute  
Settlement.

Annexes: 
1: Working Procedures of the Panel
2: Expert Review Groups
3: Code of conduct for Arbitrators and Panellists.

Protocol on 
Intellectual 
Property Rights.

To be concluded.

Protocol on 
Competition 
Policy.

To be concluded.

Protocol on 
Investment.

To be concluded.

Protocol on 
E-Commerce.

To be concluded.

Protocol on 
Women and 
Youth.

To be concluded.

Fig.3   How the AfCFTA Agreement is made actionable.

Instruments of the AfCFTA: Making it work
The AfCFTA is governed by five operational instruments, outlined below:

Table 2: Instruments of the AfCFTA

Rules 
of origin

Criteria which 
confer to a 

specific product 
“an economic 
nationality”. 
AfCFTA RoO 

determine the 
minimum level of 
processing of a 
product on the 

continent.

Online Tari� 
Negotiation 

Portal

Tool aimed at 
facilitating and 

accelerating the 
harmonization 
of data needed 
for negotiations 

and support 
preparation and 
submission of 
o�ers based 
on countries’ 
priorities, in 
accordance 

with the tari� 
liberalization 

schedule of the 
AfCFTA.

Non-Tari� 
Barriers (NTB) 

mechanism

Online 
mechanism for 

notification, 
monitoring and 
elimination of 

NTBs under the 
AfCFTA. 

The tool is 
accessible via 

www.
tradebarriers.

africa/

Pan-African 
Payment and 
Settlement  

System (PAPSS)

Digital payment 
system that will 
help companies 

to clear and 
settle intra-

African trade 
transactions 

for goods and 
services using 

local currencies.

African Trade 
Observatory

Online platform 
that collects, 

processes 
and analyzes 
intra-African 

trade data and 
other related 
information.

To coordinate various aspects of e�orts towards realizing the AfCFTA, the African 
Union set up the AfCFTA Secretariat, based in Ghana and responsible for coordinating 
negotiations among member States, and relevant aspects of implementation. 
 

Tips/Tools: You can read all about the AfCFTA on the Secretariat website here: 
https://afcfta.au.int/en. You can also easily access a number of helpful tools, 
explained later in this manual from their website, including: 

• The Continental Online Tool for monitoring, reporting and elimination of 
Non-Tari� Barriers (NTBs) here: https://afcfta.au.int/en/continental-online-  
toolmechanism-monitoring-reporting-and-elimination-non-tari�-barriers-ntbs  

• The African Trade Observatory. A trade information portal providing trade 
statistics as well as information about exporters and importers in countries  
here: https://afcfta.au.int/en/african-trade-observatory.

AfCFTA State Parties submit 
commitments - the outcome 
of negotiations, including 
the removal of tari�s for goods 
and the rules for services - and 
the timeline for implementa-
tion of the new arrangements.

African countries negotiate 
specific issues such as 
tari�s and rules for specific 
products. For example, 
ECOWAS countries may 
ask other countries and regions 
to remove duties on specific 
products for ECOWAS traders.

The Protocols of the AfCFTA 
set out the agenda, 
liberalization objectives, 
modalities and indicators for 
liberalization of thematic areas; 
goods, services, competition 
policy, investment, intellectual 
property and e-commerce.

This states the objectives, 
rationale, approach, and 
institutional structure of the 
trade agreement.

AfCFTA Agreement

Protocols

Negotiations

Schedules of Commitment

www.ecowas.int © ECOWAS 2021  |  www.africa.undp.org © UNDP 2021.Understanding the AfCFTA: Guide for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the ECOWAS Region.
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What the AfCFTA means for Small and Medium Scale Producers and Traders:

1. Better access to trading finance 

2. Growth through the AfCFTA means being able to enter new markets 

3. Incentive to increase manufacturing through demand in the African market will create 
more job opportunities  

4. Simplifying the purchase of raw materials from other African countries. This means 
that it will cost less to make certain goods and products. The AfCFTA will also open 
opportunities to set up assembly firms in other African countries 

5. The AfCFTA will allow larger firms to partner with SMEs to process raw materials, 
training them in best practices and transferring technology in the process 

6. As the level of trade between African countries goes up, SMEs and traders will make 
more money and boost livelihoods.

Tips/Tools: Watch here: https://au.int/en/videos/20200201/positioning-smes-
africa-tap-and-benefit-afcfta, H.E Ambassador Muchanga, the Commissioner for 
Trade and Industry, African Union Commission explains the benefits for small 
businesses under the AfCFTA.

Tips/Tools: Enroll into ITC ONE TRADE AFRICA Programme and access the 
ITC/AFREXIMBANK Training programme “How to export under the AfCFTA” 
a specific programme aiming at building the capacities of MSMEs for more 
business transactions within the new single market. https://www.intracen.org/
One-Trade-Africa-Programme/ 

CASE STUDY 1 :  SENEGAL’S NATIONAL STRATEGY FOR 
THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE AfCFTA .    

The priority action plan, whose funding is estimated at around US$250 million, 
includes targeted activities aimed at increasing the contribution of women 
and youth in the development of productive capacities, and creating new 

opportunities to access export markets for goods and services. This includes 
support for the entrepreneurship of youth and businesswomen which aims to: 

support the creation of incubators and start-ups created by youth; support 
women in developing businesses that export goods and services to the African 
market; label and protect the products of young Senegalese entrepreneurs; and 
facilitate access for women and youth (UNDP, 2020. The Futures Report: Making 

the AfCFTA Work for Women and Youth).

CASE STUDY 2:  TRADE FACILITATION TO REALISE 
THE AfCFTA: REDUCING PAPERWORK AND IMPROVING 

ACCESS TO PORTS IN NIGERIA .  

the Government of Nigeria is undertaking several reforms with regards to trading 
across borders as well as within Nigeria. Ahead of the deployment of a National 
Single Window, the Federal Ministry of Finance conducted a rigorous review of 

the documentary requirements for export and import. In an effort to reduce the 
number of procedures and associated costs, the Ministry amended the Guidelines 

on Export and Import, reducing the number of required documents from 10 to 7 for 
exports and from 14 to 8 for imports. The Federal Ministry of Works and Housing is 
supervising the construction of vital access roads. Construction of the Apapa-Ojota 

access to the port when completed (UNDP, 2020. The Futures Report: Making the 
AfCFTA Work for Women and Youth).

CASE STUDY 3:  BREAKING INTO NEW MARKETS FROM GHANA .     

Breaking into new markets has also been one of the key issues facing Mawuko 
Fumey, managing director of Tumte Essentials, a growing personal care brand 
in Ghana. The company locally sourced raw materials for its soaps and scrubs 
to provide sustainable livelihoods for rural women in the Upper West Region 
of Ghana. “The involvement of Tumte Essentials in capacity building activities 
provided by the SheTrades Commonwealth Ghana programme has boosted the 

company’s business potential at international trade fairs by connecting the 
company with international buyers,” Mawuko says. Mawuko is already acting in 
anticipation of the rollout of the AfCFTA. “We have increased our product lines 
from two to six, all registered with the Food and Drugs Authority of Ghana in 

preparation for opportunities that the upcoming AfCFTA will present,” he says 
(UNDP, 2020. The Futures Report: Making the AfCFTA Work for Women and 

Youth).
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As at 30 September 2021, all 15 ECOWAS Member States have signed the AfCFTA 
Agreement, and 13 of the 15 Member States have deposited instruments of ratification 
– making the AfCFTA legally binding in their national laws – and making these 
countries AfCFTA State Parties. It is expected that all 15 Member States of ECOWAS 
will ratify the AfCFTA. 

Producers, traders and service providers will benefit from AfCFTA awareness and 
capacity building programmes, which the ECOWAS Commission will implement. 

As at 30 September 2021, eight ECOWAS Member States have developed their 
national implementation strategies. To ensure benefits for all producers and traders, 
the ECOWAS Commission is developing a regional AfCFTA implementation strategy  
to Member States to achieve the goals of the AfCFTA. 

 The 15 Member States of the ECOWAS are Benin, Burkina Faso, Cabo Verde, 
 Côte d’Ivoire, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Niger, 
 Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and Togo.  
 

Trade in the AfCFTA can support ECOWAS Member States to trade in a range of more 
diverse products. The majority of ECOWAS Member States have a limited export 
portfolio covering only a small range of products, often commodities on the lower 
rung of value chains, with the outcome of negative trade balances – as the trend is to 
purchase higher value products from outside the region. This results in heightened 
exposure to economic shocks caused by fluctuations in the price of commodities on  
the international market. 

The AfCFTA may serve as an important incentive for increased levels of industrialization 
within ECOWAS Member States. For example, as mentioned earlier, in order to benefit 
from tari� reductions under the AfCFTA, products will have to be ‘made in Africa’ 
i.e., substantial value-addition must take place on the African Continent. This in turn 
provides an important incentive for investors to allocate financial resources to local 
value addition thereby contributing to progressive industrialization. 

Fig.4   Status of AfCFTA signature and ratification (September 2021)

Instrument of ratification deposited

Parliamentary approval received or pending

AfCFTA Agreement signed

AfCFTA Agreement not signed

www.ecowas.int © ECOWAS 2021  |  www.africa.undp.org © UNDP 2021.Understanding the AfCFTA: Guide for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the ECOWAS Region.
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EX AMPLE: SOURCING AND PRODUCING WITHIN AN ECOWAS 
COUNTRY TO EXPORT IN THE AfCFTA   

Mama Saratou in Sierra Leone makes plantain chips – she buys plantains 
from farmers, then cuts and fries them in her house. She also buys oil and 
packaging material from the local market. Currently, she produces 1,000 

packs of plantain chips a day to sell in Freetown. 

Within Sierra Leone, she sells 30,000 packs of plantain chips monthly.  
She has found a supermarket in Namibia that wants to buy 100,000 

packs of plantain chips monthly. This means that she has to increase her 
capacity to produce. 

She must now buy more oil and plantain from her suppliers in the local 
market. Also, she will employ more workers. Mama Saratou has also joined 

the Chamber of Commerce to get more information on the procedures/
formalities to export plantain chips from Sierra Leone to Namibia. 

The local bank is willing to give her a loan to buy the machines she needs 
for processing and packaging because they can see that she has a big 

market opportunity. Also, the tariffs on plantain chips are at 0 percent, 
which means the cost of selling plantain chips to Namibia is not high. 
She only has to cover the cost of producing, transportation and trade 

formalities. Namibia also has a trade portal detailing the rules and times 
for the supermarket to import plantain chips. 

Trade Regimes, Policies, Programmes and Tools in West Africa

In the ECOWAS region, two preferential trade regimes will co-exist, the ECOWAS Trade 
Liberalisation Scheme (ETLS) and the AfCFTA. The ETLS is a tool which aims at the 
operationalization of the ECOWAS Free Trade Area. The ETLS mechanism ensures 
the free movement of originating products without the payment of customs duties and 
taxes of equivalent e�ect on importation into ECOWAS Member States. The ETLS was 
established in 1979 and at that time only covered agricultural products and handmade 
crafts. Then, in 1990, it was extended to industrial products. This expansion required the 
formulation of rules relating to the definition of the concept of “products originating” from 
ECOWAS. The “Rules of Origin” have therefore been stated. An industrial product which 
complies with one of these Rules of Origin can benefit from the advantages of the ETLS. 

West African Common Industrial Policy

The West African Common Industrial Policy (WACIP) seeks to accelerate industrialization 
and private sector development in West Africa by (i) raising the local raw material 
processing rate, (ii) increasing the manufacturing industries contribution to the regional 
GDP, (iii) increasing intra-Community trade in West Africa, and (iv) increasing the volume 
of exports of goods manufactured in West Africa to the global market. In order to 
operationalize the Policy, the WACIP Implementation Strategy seeks to: (i) Strengthen 
national industry policy and regional cooperation, (ii) Promote market opportunities, (iii) 
Support competitiveness, and (iv) Promote the development and investment into key 
sectors, including Food and Agro-processing, Pharmaceutical, Construction materials 
and Automotive & machinery Assembling.

The ECOWAS trade liberalization scheme covers three groups of products:

1. Unprocessed 
goods/raw material. 

2. Traditional 
handicraft products.

3. Industrial 
products.

Tips/Tools: You can read more about the ECOWAS Trade Liberalization Scheme 
here: https://etls.ecowas.int/ 

ECOWAS Trade Information System

The ECOWAS Trade Information System (ECOTIS) is a centralized portal developed by 
the ECOWAS Commission to provide easily accessible, timely and relevant trade related 
information and intelligence for informed business decisions, policy formulation and 
academic research. 
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Tips/Tools: Visit the ECOTIS website for more information: https://ecotis.projects.
ecowas.int You can find out more about: 

• ECOWAS Statistics, using an interactive Trade Map 
• Business Associations in the ECOWAS Region 
• Upcoming Regional Trade Fairs.

The Informal Trade Regulatory Support Program

The Informal Trade Regulatory Support Program (ITRSP) was adopted in 2013 as part 
of the operationalization strategy for regulating informal trade in the ECOWAS Region. 
Specifically, the program is expected to lead to (i) reliable and up-to-date information on 
informal trade; (ii) enhance the capacity and involvement of informal trade stakeholders 
in intra-regional trade policy formulation and implementation; (iii) reforms leading to 
elimination of obstacles to formal trade and (iv) incentivize informal trade stakeholders 
to migrate to formal sector.

ECOWAS Gender Development Centre  

The ECOWAS Gender Development Centre (EGDC) is an ECOWAS specialized agency 
on gender and development set up during the 26th Session of the ECOWAS Authority 
of Heads of State and Government, held in Dakar 2003. In order to promote gender 
mainstreaming in all regional integration policies, strategies and programmes, EGDC 
initiates and facilitates capacity building through knowledge-based training and transfer 
of skills as well as programme development and management for women and men in 
the public and private sectors. www.ccdg.ecowas.int/ 
 

KEY INITIATIVE: 50 MILLION AFRICAN WOMEN SPEAK  
NET WORKING PLATFORM PROJECT (50MWSP)   

The Project’s objective is to contribute to the economic empowerment of women  
 

 
platform that will enable women to access information on business training,  

 
building their own networks of contacts.   

 
In addition, the Project will create a dynamic networking platform among  

women entrepreneurs, connecting them with one another in ways that will  
foster peer-to-peer learning, mentoring. The platform will enable the sharing  

 
and market opportunities between women entrepreneurs in urban and rural  

areas, and across borders.
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EX AMPLE: SOURCING WITHIN ECOWAS TO SELL IN THE AfCFTA    

Sisi Nana is the owner and manager of a fashion design company in 
Ghana. She sources raw leather from Niger, Burkina Faso and Nigeria. She 

works with a collective of women to make shoes and bags. She read in 
the newspaper about a vehicle assembly plant recently set up in a Central 

African country. The company plans to make 10,000 vehicles annually. 

Vehicles need many leather parts including seats, key-holders, and other 
parts. Sisi Nana sent the company director an email to say she can supply 

their leather inputs. It would be cheaper than importing from outside 
Africa because 1) there are no tariffs on wholly made leather goods in Africa 

and 2) all her inputs are sourced within Africa, so they qualify under the 
AfCFTA rules of origin. There is also an African owned airline with cargo 

The company has said they will consider her company as a supplier of 
leather parts for their vehicles if she can send a digital design of her 

products to be evaluated by their procurement team. Sisi Nana also has to 
meet the company’s standards – they need to ensure she can consistently 

deliver quality products. Sisi Nana took pictures of her products on 
her phone and hired a graphic designer in Nigeria to create a beautiful 

brochure for her business. The designer also made nice logos and a website 
for her company. On a conference call, an engineer from Senegal explained 
the ways in which she can create the standard moulds and tools to create 

Ghana can create the moulds. 

Through the Chamber of Commerce in Ghana, Sisi Nana was introduced 
to a company in Egypt that has experience supplying products to large 
companies in different countries. They agreed to a partnership – their 
lead engineer would work with Sisi Nana’s company for 6 months to set 
up the operations for producing. Under the AfCFTA, the engineer can 

work in Ghana for up to 12 months as long as he registers with the Ghana 
Immigration Service. There is a website for Sisi Nana to register the 

engineer before he arrives. Also, the Egyptian company will provide 30 
percent of the capital needed for supplying the leather goods to the vehicle 

The company in Central Africa gave Sisi Nana a contract to supply leather 
seats and parts for 3 years.
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SECTION 4

The AfCFTA and your business

This guide has been created with you in mind, to make it easier for you to navigate 
the AfCFTA to grow your business. In this section, you will find out about:

 1. How the AfCFTA can make trading easier 
 2. Tools of the AfCFTA 
 3. SMEs and Trade Finance 
 4. E-Commerce for Cross-Border Trade 

1 .  HOW THE AfCFTA CAN MAKE TRADING EASIER

Fig.5   Top 10 gains in intra - African exports by sectors, as compared to the baseline without  
 

the AfCFTA (UNECA, 2021) The data is based on ECA’s calculations based on MIRAGE CGE model.  

Table 3: Top 10 regional imports in ECOWAS ranked accordingly (2021):

1. Fuels. 6. Plastics. 

2. Vehicles - motor vehicles, tractors.  7. Iron and steel.

3. Machinery. 8. Cast iron. 

4. Electrical appliances. 9. Pharmaceuticals. 

5. Cereals. 10. Fish and seafood.

Reducing Tari�s to Make Trading Easier

Table 4: AfCFTA: Liberalizing trade in goods

Least 
developed 
countries

Non - least 
developed 
countries

Non-sensitive products:
To be fully liberalized 90%.

Complete 
elimination of 
tari�s within a 
time-frame of  
10 years.

Complete 
elimination of 
tari�s within a 
time-frame of  
5 years.

Sensitive products:
To be fully liberalized over a longer  
period 7%.

Complete 
elimination of 
tari�s within a 
time-frame of  
13 years.

Complete 
elimination of 
tari�s within a 
time-frame of  
10 years.

Excluded products: 3%. To be excluded 
from liberalization.

To be excluded 
from liberalization.

Non-sensitive products: the bulk of  
goods traded under the AfCFTA,  

which must represent not less than  
90 percent of value of imports.

Criteria for sensitive or excluded products: 
Contribution to employment, revenue 

contribution, export earnings, food security, 
national security, fiscal revenue, livelihood 

and industrialisation.

Milk and 
dairy 

products 

Textile Vehicles and
transport

 equipment 

Energy Metals Machinery Chemical
products 

Sugar Other food 
products 

Wood 
and paper 

6

5

4

3

10

9

8

7

2

1

0

Low ambition scenario Intermediate ambition scenario High ambition scenario

Largest increases  
expected in exports of  
vehicles and transport 

equipment, energy, metals, 
machinery, chemical products, 

sugar, other food products, 
wood and paper, milk and  

dairy, and textiles

Low ambition scenario Intermediate ambition scenario High ambition scenario
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Making Trading in Services Easier

The service sector in Africa is very important. Services can be traded in themselves 
– as in hospitality, like the use of a hotel room. The production of goods also requires 
services inputs, such as design, energy, and engineering. Distribution of goods requires 
marketing, transportation, and storage services. Sometimes services are needed to 
use goods, such as software in phones or other electronic devices, as well as cloud or 
other software services used by SMEs. According to the World Bank, the services sector 
represents at least 50 percent of GDP in many African countries (average 53.2% in sub-
Saharan Africa), and more than 70 percent in some economies (World Bank, 2018). 

The World Trade Organisation (WTO) defines ‘trade in services’ as the supply of a 
service by one of four ‘modes of supply’. The total share of Africa’s participation in the 
global trade of services is around 2 percent (ECA, 2018). In 2017, the largest exporters 
of trade in services in Africa by value of global trade were Egypt, Morocco, South Africa, 
Ghana and Nigeria, while the largest importers were Nigeria, Egypt, South Africa, 
Angola and Algeria (World Bank, 2018).

How will it work?

Fig.6   Liberalizing trade in goods

Tari�s on 90 percent of goods of AfCFTA 
State Parties will be reduced in equal annual 

installments until they are eliminated: 
5 years for non-LDCs and 10 years for LDCs. 

A product exported from an AfCFTA State 
Party into a non-LDC.

2021: 25 percent tari�
2022: 20 percent tari�
2023: 15 percent tari�

Reductions each year until it is traded 
duty-free by 2026.

Tari�s will remain 
on 3 percent of 

‘excluded’ products. 
This will be reviewed 

every five years.

On 7 percent of ‘sensitive’
goods, tari�s will fall

within 10 years for non-LDCs
and 13 years for LDCs.
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CASE STUDY 4:  SERVICES TRADE BENEFITING DIGITALIZATION, 
JOB CREATION AND ECONOMIC GROW TH -SENEGAL AFCFTA
IMPLEMENTATION PLAN.

The services prioritized for export perfectly match the priority service sectors  
of the AfCFTA. Senegal plans to promote the following sectors in the AfCFTA:  

1. Tele-services: secretarial teleworking, remote data entry, remote translation, 
tele-management and tele-consulting 

2. Computer communications: engineering, software development,  
installation and maintenance, backup and archiving; tele-management and tele-
surveillance of equipment or networks 

3. Distance education 

4. Telemedicine: medical assistance, diagnosis, image transfer for treatment  
and simulation. 
 
(UNDP, 2020. The Futures Report: Making the AfCFTA Work for Women and Youth).

Table 5: AfCFTA: Liberalizing trade in services

Four modes of supply

Mode of supply Description Examples

Mode 1:  
Cross-border supply.

Service flows that move  
from the territory of one 
member into the territory  
of another member.

Architectural services 
transmitted via 
telecommunication or mail.

Mode 2:
Consumption abroad.

Service consumer moves  
into another member’s 
territory to obtain a service.

Company visits the architect’s 
home country to use the 
building design service.

Mode 3:
Commercial presence.

Service supplier of one 
member establishing 
territorial presence through 
ownership or lease of 
premises in another 
member’s territory to  
provide a service.

Architect establishes a 
branch of his company in 
another country.

Mode 4:
Presence of natural persons.

Consists of a person of one 
member entering the territory 
of another member to supply 
a service.

Architect works in another 
country for a short period.

The WTO goes further in classifying the sectors covered below:

Table 6: Classification of services

Service sectors Sub-sectors

1. Business  
services

Professional services, computer related services, research and development 
services, real estate services, rental/leasing services without operators, other 
business services.

2. 
Communications

Postal, courier, telecommunications, audiovisual.

3. Construction General construction works for building, general construction works for 
engineering services, installation and assembly work, building completion  
and finishing work.

4. Distribution Commission agent services, wholesale trade services, retailing, franchising.

5. Education Primary, secondary and tertiary, adult education, other education.

6. Environmental Sewerage, refuse, sanitary and similar services.

7. Financial Insurance and insurance-related services, banking and other financial services.

8. Health related 
and social 
services

Hospital, other human health services, social services.

9. Transport Maritime, internal waterway, air, space, rail, road, pipeline, services auxiliary  
to transport.

10. Tourism and 
travel related 
services

Hotels and restaurants, travel agencies and tour operators, tourist guide 
services.

11. Recreational, 
cultural and 
sporting 
services

Entertainment; news agency; libraries; archives, museums and other cultural 
services; sporting and other recreational services.

12. Services not specified elsewhere
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Table 7: Five sectors have been prioritized for liberalization in the AfCFTA: 

Business 
Services

Communications Financial 
Services

Transport Tourism

The AfCFTA Secretariat will publish ‘schedules of specific commitments’ of AfCFTA State 
Parties in the five priority sectors. There will be progressive liberalization of other services 
sectors. These schedules will show the removal of barriers to trade in services, which may 
include visa/residence restrictions, and/or local content/participation for businesses. The 
schedules will also show some of the ways in which AfCFTA State Parties will support 
cross-border trade of services, like mutual recognition of professional qualifications. Other 
sectors will be liberalised in subsequent rounds of negotiation. 

HOW THE AfCFTA CREATES OPPORTUNITIES FOR WOMEN-
OWNED BUSINESSES

Trade within the ECOWAS Region occurs through formal and informal channels, 
covering goods and services. Up to 70 percent of cross-border traders on the continent 
are women. The AfCFTA State Parties  have agreed to pursue gender equality and the 
promotion of women’s export capacity through the AfCFTA. These objectives require 
concrete policy measures and investments to  ensure women can be better integrated 
into the value chains, jobs and opportunities stemming from the AfCFTA (UNDP, 2020).

Table 8: AfCFTA: Gender-related considerations

Preamble: contains explicit reference to 
the importance of gender equality for the 
development of international trade and 
economic cooperation.

Provisions in the AfCFTA Agreement that are 
of consequence  to women in their roles as 
workers, producers, entrepreneurs (formal  
and informal), small-scale and informal cross-
border traders.

Article 3 (e): emphasizes the need to promote 
and attain sustainable and inclusive socio-
economic development, gender equality and 
structural transformation of the State Parties,  
as one of the general objectives of the AfCFTA. These provisions could be leveraged to 

empower and advance new trade and 
economic opportunities generated by the 
AfCFTA for women.Article 27 (2) (d) of the AfCFTA Protocol on 

Trade in Services: refers to improving the 
export capacity of formal and informal service 
suppliers, with particular attention to micro, 
small and medium-sized operators and women 
and youth service suppliers.

ECOWAS: Priority actions to support Women under the AfCFTA

• Information/awareness on the AfCFTA, advantages and priorities
• Capacity building on AfCFTA tools and mechanisms
• Access to financing
• Access to inputs
• Improvement of production tools
• Marketing facilities
• Networking
• Facilitation for the involvement of women in decision making
• Empowerment of women in decision making spheres.

The Futures Report: Making the AfCFTA Work for Women and Youth

In 2020, UNDP published The 
Futures Report: Making the AfCFTA 
Work for Women and Youth. The 
Report points to the major role that 
small and medium-sized enterprises 
play in promoting trade within 
Africa. It identifies the key tools 
SMEs should possess in order to 
take advantage of the AfCFTA, 
such as (i) understanding AfCFTA 
market opportunities and entry 
requirements, and (ii) the ability to 
complete trade formalities in both 
the home and destination countries. 
 
You can find the full report here: 
https://www.africa.undp.org/content/
rba/en/home/library/the-futures-
report--making-the-afcfta-work-for-
women-and-youth.html
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ITC: SheTrades

The SheTrades programme aims to support women-owned businesses to benefit from 
the trade opportunities created by the AfCFTA through capacity building, networking 
and advocacy. The project is working with more than 50 women’s business associations 
across the continent to identify priority issues for women under the AfCFTA and foster 
dialogues with trade negotiators. 

Beyond developing concrete recommendations, the project is supporting the creation 
of an Africa-wide network of women’s business associations, providing technical 
assistance at the national level, creating training resources to support women’s 
associations under the Regional Economic Communities, and providing crisis-
management tool-kits to help women weather the shocks of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

Fig.7   Register on SheTrades.com to access the platform.

 

The SheTrades Virtual Learning System will give you access to networking, Trade and 
Market Intelligence tools, free webinars and e-learning materials.
 

Tips/Tools: Follow UNDP Africa, AfCFTA and ECOWAS on social media to keep 
up to date with events and latest news. 

Understanding the AfCFTA: Guide for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the ECOWAS Region.
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2. TOOLS OF THE AfCFTA

In this section, we look at the di�erent tools to implement the Agreement. The AfCFTA 
will be governed by five operational instruments:

 a. Rules of Origin 
 b. AfCFTA Tari� and Negotiation Tool 
 c. Monitoring and Elimination of Non-Tari� Barriers 
 d. The Pan-African Payments and Settlement System 
 e. The African Trade Observatory 

a. Rules of Origin

Rules of origin are a “passport” enabling goods to circulate duty-free within a free trade 
area (FTA) as long as these goods qualify as originating within the FTA. This “passport” 
aims to determine the national source of a product. This is because the origin of a product 
can be quite di�cult to determine because of the production and assembly process. 

The rules define the criteria that must be met for a product to be considered as having its 
origin in an exporting country within the FTA and qualify for preferential treatment (zero 
or low import tari�s) inside the FTA. In other words, they determine the economic origin 
of goods within an FTA. A committee on rules of origin will be set up under the AfCFTA 
Agreement to annually review the implementation of the rules, its transparency provisions 
and submit reports and recommendations to a committee of senior trade o�cials.

Rules of origin assign a country of origin to a product to determine its “economic 
nationality.” They are used to identify products that can benefit from preferential 
treatment provided under the AfCFTA, e.g. tari� reduction. Eligible products must 
originate from a country that is a party to the AfCFTA.

Under Annex 2 of the AfCFTA, the rules of origin consider a product as originating from 
a State Party if the product has: 

• Been wholly obtained, meaning entirely produced (Article 5 of Annex 2). Included 
here are live animals born and raised in a State Party, mineral products extracted 
from the ground, food products grown and harvested in the territory of the party 
(e.g. fruits, grains) 

• Undergone substantial transformation in that State Party (Article 6 of Annex 2), 
meaning su�cient value has been added to them.

Tips/Tools: Watch this informative video, which is a great example of how rules  
of origin are applied under the AfCFTA in the chocolate industry: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MnL__zznDNg
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Substantial Transformation 
(paraphrased from AfCFTA Agreement, Rules of Origin Annex).

The conditions for substantial transformation is met where there are:

1. Value Added: a certain percentage of the total value of the final product must be 
added in the State Party e.g. raw cotton to cotton fabric. 

2. Change in tari� heading: non-originating materials must have undergone a change  
in HS Classification in order to obtain originating status, e.g. sugar (HS 17), flour  
(HS 11), fruit (HS 08), and milk 04 to make cake (HS 19). HS Classification is the 
standardized numerical method used to classify products. 

3. Specific processing: is undertaken at a particular stage of the production process 
e.g. goods undergo chemical reaction, distillation, purification, etc. in the territory of a 
State Party.

Tips/Tools: The WTO defines ‘HS classification as “an international nomenclature 
developed by the World Customs Organization, which is arranged in six-digit 
codes allowing all participating countries to classify traded goods on a common 
basis. Beyond the six-digit level, countries are free to introduce national 
distinctions for tari�s and many other purposes.” (WTO Glossary).

The AfCFTA Secretariat will publish the rules of origin for all products. 
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Fig.9

AfCFTA Certificate of Origin: This document is proof of origin issued by a Designated 
Competent Authority, for example, Customs Authority or National Chamber of 
Commerce, confirming that a particular Product complies with the origin criteria 
applying to preferential trade under the Annex Protocol on Trade in Goods.

Understanding the AfCFTA: Guide for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the ECOWAS Region.

These are the documents that would be required as part of the Rules of Origin under 
the AfCFTA:

Fig.8   An Origin Declaration form (Sample).

An origin declaration form: This document is a statement on the origin of the goods 
made, in connection with their exportation by the manufacturer, producer, supplier,  
exporter or any other competent person on the commercial invoice or any other 
document relating to the goods. 
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Fig.10  Supplier’s Declaration (Sample).

A supplier’s declaration is a declaration by which a supplier provides information to 
his customer concerning the originating status of goods with regard to the specific 
preferential rules of origin.
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b. AfCFTA TARIFF NEGOTIATION TOOL 

The AfCFTA Tari� Negotiation Tool is an online tool that facilitates the negotiation 
of tari� lines. It provides a secure exchange platform to chief negotiators to 
automatically generate and share tari� concession o�ers in a transparent, timely, and 
straightforward manner.

c.  REPORTING, MONITORING AND ELIMINATION OF 
NON-TARIFF BARRIERS

Non-Tari� Barriers (NTBs) are a major obstacle to trade in Africa. Therefore, one of the 
key objectives of the AfCFTA is to progressively eliminate existing NTBs and refrain 
from introducing new ones in order to improve trade within Africa.  

Here are some examples of NTBs that SMEs can experience:

• Restrictive custom requirements
• Import bans and import licence applications
• Excessive document requirements
• Quality and packaging requirements.

SMEs can avoid facing NTBs by: 

• Researching on the documents required to access the targeted market
• Using professional service providers such as freight forwarders
• Following formal trade routes, seeking advice from government agencies, chambers 

of commerce/professional associations
• Using trade portals of countries to complete trade formalities.

The Continental Non-Tari� Barriers Reporting Mechanism

The AfCFTA Non-Tari� Barriers online reporting, monitoring and eliminating mechanism 
is a facility developed to enhance trade through removal of non-tari� barriers to trade. 
It is the o�cial instrument of the AfCFTA (Protocol on Trade in Goods, Annex 5) to 
eliminate non-tari� barriers. The online mechanism has been negotiated by all AfCFTA 
Member States and launched by Heads of State.

At https://tradebarriers.africa/about, you can report any obstacle encountered when 
trading goods across African borders, for example excessive delays, ad hoc fees at 
the border, cumbersome document requirements, restrictive product standards and 
regulations etc. The online mechanism is open to all African business sectors: small, 
medium and large companies, informal traders, women and youth business operators. 
Registering as a user only takes two minutes and the NTB reporting form is easy to fill. 
Have a look at the Frequently Asked Questions for more insights. 

Understanding the AfCFTA: Guide for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the ECOWAS Region.
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After you report a non-tari� barrier, the concerned government authorities will follow-up 
to resolve your problem. All AfCFTA State Parties have formally nominated National 
Focal Points that are the responsible for the follow-up and resolution of NTBs. The NTB 
Coordination Unit in the AfCFTA Secretariat and NTB Units in your Regional Economic 
Community (REC) will support the process.

You will be notified when the trade barrier is resolved.

Tips/Tools: Watch the video here to find out how to use the AfCFTA online 
monitoring tool: https://tradebarriers.africa/about

What happens after you report an NTB on the platform?

1. AfCFTA NTB Coordination Unit checks validity of the complaint: accepts, rejects, 
asks for further clarification from the trader 

2. National Focal Points receive notification and are requested to follow up on the  
NTB to resolve it 

3. National Focal Points engage with each other to eliminate the NTB
4. The trader is notified when the NTB is eliminated.
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d. THE PAN-AFRICAN 
PAYMENTS AND 
SETTLEMENT SYSTEM

Formal cross-border payments are sent 
through the traditional correspondent 
banking system, which over time has 
proved expensive and takes long 
(three to five days) to e�ect a payment. 
Developed by the Africa Export-Import 
Bank (AFREXIMBANK) and endorsed 
by the African Union Assembly, the 
Pan-African Payments and Settlement 
System (PAPSS) is a centralized 
payment and settlement infrastructure 
for trade within Africa. PAPSS has been 
developed as a digital platform that will 
allow cross-border payments for intra-
African trade to be conducted instantly 
and in African currencies as a way of 
boosting intra-African trade. In addition 
to instant payments, PAPSS is low cost, 
easily accessible and greatly reduces 
the need for foreign exchange as it is a 
multilateral netting settlement system. 

Through PAPSS, small and medium-sized 
businesses can have access to a system 
that makes transactions cheaper, simple, 
easy and low risk. PAPSS has been 
piloted in the West African Monetary 
Zone (Nigeria, The Gambia, Ghana, 
Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone.) 

Tips/Tools: PAPSS is in discussions with 
other regional systems and Central 
Banks to be able to start integration. 

e.  THE AFRICAN TRADE 
OBSERVATORY 

The African Trade Observatory (ATO) 
provides updated and reliable data to 
inform business and policy decisions and 
to monitor the implementation process of 
the Agreement and its impact. 

The di�erent modules of the 
Observatory are:

• Explore Module: Module for 
comparing trade and market access 
information across countries, 
products, and markets. This will 
include market opportunities, market 
conditions, business contacts, 
market share, export and import 
growth potential, trade agreements 
in that country, and applicable Rules 
of Origin certificates, among others 

• Compare Module: Module that will 
provide detailed trade and market 
access related information on a 
country product market combination. 
This includes actual trade, Applied 
and MFN tari�s, untapped export 
potential by product, among others 

• Monitor Module: Used for 
monitoring intra-African trade over 
time. This is not a public module, 
but will be restricted to ATO Focal 
Persons, Steering Committee, RECs, 
and the AUC.

Understanding the AfCFTA: Guide for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the ECOWAS Region.
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The components of the African Trade Observatory:

1
Automatic data transfer system
Collects, processes and analyses 

automatically sourced data from Member 
States and other sources.

2
Monitoring tool

Monitors and evaluates the implementation 
process and impact of the AfCFTA and  

provides a range of real-time indicators (trade 
flows, tax revenues, clearance time etc).

3
Business intelligence dashboard

Creates an online dashboard with relevant  
and detailed trade information on intra-

African trade and opportunities and market 
requirements for the public and private sectors.

4
Trade analysis unit

Establishes a network of African trade  
experts with recognized skills in data  

analysis to support AUC Members  
policy decisions.

Tips/Tools: The beta version of the ATO website is available in English and 
French at: https://ato.africa

Fig.11   The beta version of the ATO website is available in English and French at: https://ato.africa

Available 
Main users: 
private sector 
and business 
support org

Under 
development 
Main users: 
government 
o�cials, 
policymakers
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3. SMEs AND TRADE 
FINANCE

 In this section, we look at the 
 di�erent finance instruments and 
 products available to SMEs which 
 can help them trade. 

Access to finance for SMEs will play a 
key role in intra-regional trade under the 
AfCFTA. The availability of sustainable 
trade finance, especially for SMEs, will 
remain a key factor to move the AfCFTA 
forward. 

Bank loans

A loan is a form of borrowing from 
a financial institution. The lender 
advances a sum of money to the 
borrower. In return, the borrower agrees 
to a certain set of terms including any 
finance charges, interest, repayment 
date, and other conditions.

Equity finance

Equity finance is a method of raising 
money by selling shares of your 
company to private, public institutional 
investors, or financial institutions. 

Angel finance, for example, is typically 
used at an early stage in the business 
life cycle of an SME, when it probably 
has little or no proven track record and 
therefore can find it particularly di�cult 
to access finance. Often established 
by high-net-worth individuals with 
extensive entrepreneurial or industry 
experience, Angel finance institutions 
provide seed capital for early-stage 
ventures in return for convertible debt 
or an equity stake in the business. 

The prospective investor typically 
demands evidence of a solid business 
plan, entrepreneurial leadership and 
growth potential before considering 
‘taking on’ and personally mentoring 
the SME concerned. Examples include: 
Adlevo Capital, Jacana Partners, West 
African Synergies.

Venture capital is a form of investment 
finance designed to provide equity or 
quasi equity funding to private SMEs. 
Rather than dividends, i.e., a share 
of the SME profits, return to Venture 
Capital investors is usually from capital 
gains, i.e., by selling after a few years 
the shares previously acquired, which 
have increased in value as the SME 
has grown. Examples of venture capital 
institutions include Ghana Venture 
Capital, CDC Group, Africa Private 
Equity and Venture Capital Association 
(AVCA) and its members, Impact 
Investors groupings such as Impact@
Africa and its members.

Trade finance

Trade finance is required to structure 
international transactions between 
entities who do not know each other 
well and to manage the associated risk. 
Trade finance products rely on banks 
to secure delayed payment or delivery 
from the seller (exporter) to the buyer 
(importer), for instance when goods are 
in transit, or under other contractual 
agreements.
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Fig.12

Here are examples of Trade Finance mechanisms:

• Advance payment: the buyer arranges for their bank to pay the supplier around 30% 
of the order value upfront when ordering, and the other 70% when the goods are 
released or shipped   

• Letter of credit (L/C) - this document gives the seller two guarantees that the 
payment will be made by the buyer. One guarantee from the buyer’s bank that funds 
will be released to the seller’s bank and another from the seller’s bank that the funds 
will be released to the seller   

• Bills for collection (B/E or D/C) - here a bill of exchange (B/E) is used, or 
documentary collection (D/C) which is a transaction whereby the exporter (seller) 
entrusts the collection of the payment for a sale to its bank (remitting bank), which 
sends the documents that its buyer needs to the importer’s bank (collecting bank), 
with instructions to release the documents to the buyer for payment.

Factoring

Factoring is a financial transaction and a type of debtor finance in which a business sells 
its accounts receivable (i.e., its invoices) to a third party (called a factor) at a discount. 
Factoring is often used to finance trading firms working capital needs: a business will 
sometimes factor its receivable assets to meet its present and immediate cash needs as 
exporting often involves delayed payments. 

Trade Finance

Supplier sends goods

CreditPayment

SUPPLIER
Is paid promptly

BUYER
Opens L/C 
or accepts goods

CONTRACT
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Fintechs and crowdsourcing platforms

Many fintechs and mobile money service providers have now expanded their service 
o�ering and propose loans and credit facilities. 

Examples in the ECOWAS region include:  

• Orange Bank: Orange Bank Africa via its Orange Money service will o�er a range 
of savings and micro credit services allowing customers to borrow as little as CFA 
Francs 5,000 instantly using their mobile phone. Orange’s mobile financial services 
strategy in Africa aims to o�er solutions accessible to the broadest population 
regardless of their income or where they live 
 

• PiggyVest is an online savings and investment platform based in Nigeria. Individuals 
and businesses can use the platform to manage their finances. Businesses can use 
the platform to crowd-source investment into their businesses 
 

• Wizzit is a Senegalese start-up and payments company that has started providing 
microfinance products. Building on its payment services (mobile payments to more 
than 7 million people in 13 countries for more than 15 years), Wizzit partnered with the 
World Bank Group to create a microfinance pilot to allow users to access microloans 
through their phones for personal use or to grow their small businesses
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Trade Information Services

A key challenge facing exporters is the scarcity of reliable trade intelligence on markets. 
Exporters need to stay abreast of competitive conditions in their current markets, scan 
opportunities for new or emerging markets, as well as look for opportunities to diversify 
or value add to their existing product range. 

Trade information service providers include the ITC Market Analysis Tools, Afreximbank 
trade information and advisory services, and Chambers of Commerce and Industry. The 
Commercial Sections of Embassies  also provide valuable intelligence information.

Table 9: AfreximBank Trade and Market Intelligence Solution

1 
Market Screening

2 
Market Insights

3 
Market Inteligence

4
Market Place

• African Country 
Trade  
Flows (imports/
exports by 
$ and Volume) 

• Goods and 
services classified 
according to stages 
of production 

• African Trade 
Oriented Company 
Respository 

• Prices (Goods and 
Services) - historic 
and forecast 

• Visualized African  
Supply Chains 

• Scenario 
Forecasting, what 
if analysis and 
Supply Chain Risk 
Identification 

• Create alerts and 
user dashboards.

• African Trade Data 
Set (Historic and 
Forecast GDP, 
Inflation, Interest 
rates, exchanges 
rates, Commodity 
Prices, FDI etc) 

• Data Plus (Top 
African producers, 
suppliers, 
distributors etc. by 
Country, Verified 
African Exporter 
Directories 

• Advanced Analytics 
and Supply Chain 
visualisation - 
Markets, Products 
and Prices 

• Trade Insights i.e. 
Market Risk Briefs, 
Industry/Sector 
Briefs, Commodity 
Outlook, Africa 

• African Currency 
Outlook, Africa 
Trade Policy 
Updates 

• African Innovation 
Spotlight.

• Short-Term Trading 
Index (TRIN) events 
calendars, content 
marketing activities 
and thought 
leadership related 
to the business 
consultancy 
aspects of trade 
information 

• Case studies of the 
clients supported 
by TRIN 

• Direct contact 
the TRIN unit 
directly through 
an automated lead 
generation tool 

• One-o� data 
collection and 
any information 
gathering 
activities.

• Personalised B2B 
Matchmaking 

• Directories 
of Business 
Comminities and 
Members 

• “Request for 
Quote” from 
exporters or  
“Push O�ers”  
from Suppliers 

• Messaging 
funcionality and 
online networking 

• Users can post 
opportunities to 
buy/sell products/
services 

• Find partners for 
new business 
opportunities 
with vetted 
counterparts (feed-
in from Mansa to 
di�erntiate vetted 
entities) 

• Possible 
integration with the 
Virtual Trade Fair.
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4. E - COMMERCE FOR CROSS-BORDER TRADE

 In this section, you will find out more about buying and selling of goods and  
 services on the internet, referred to as e-commerce and how it can be used as a 
 means to make trading easier and more e�cient. 

E-commerce is growing within the AfCFTA and it provides an opportunity for SMEs to 
use digital skills to scale up their businesses. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted the perception and the understanding of 
e-commerce in Africa to the forefront. In many places, e-commerce became the only 
place where you could buy anything. What is clear is that there is a greater understanding 
and awareness about e-commerce from consumers, sellers, and governments. Digital 
and virtual services deliver value, widen access, and drive enormous e�ciencies to 
businesses – they also serve to make intra-African trade faster, cheaper, and easier.

E-commerce, more so than physical goods trade, relies on broader governance 
frameworks for trust. Agreements for cross-border consumer protection can help 
ensure the cooperation between regulators with respect to consumer protection issues.

E-commerce does not work in isolation. Some of the considerations that need to be 
made when it comes to governance and regulation related to e-commerce include: 
technology, digital identity, data, cybersecurity, payments, consumer protection, 
standards, to name a few.  

The ECOWAS Commission, with the support of UNCTAD, is developing a regional 
E-commerce Strategy which will assist the region in its e�orts to use technology 
to accelerate structural change and development, and foster regional integration. 
The strategy will provide a vision and roadmap for the emergence of a cross-border 
e-commerce ecosystem by: i) identifying economic opportunities supportive of the 
ECOWAS’ strategic development goals and ii) proposing measures to address structural 
constraints and support e-commerce development. It will include an action plan with 
recommendations for targeted interventions in the short, medium and long term across 
various policy areas, among which E-commerce readiness and strategy formulation,  
ICT infrastructure and services, Trade logistics, Payment solutions, Legal and regulatory 
frameworks, E-commerce skills development, and Access to financing. The strategy  
will also consider gender related issues.
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 Table 10: Breadth of E-commerce Rules

Issues covered

Data governance Data protection, portality, security and privacy, including 
principles, framework or harmonization of rules on personal 
data, company data, health data or public data; coordinated 
cybercrime laws, investigations and sharing; liability of 
intermediary service providers.

Data flows Cross-border data flows and data localization disciplines.

Electronic transactions E-transaction laws, legal recognition signatures and contracts, 
delineation of jurisdition in cross-border electronic transations 
disputes.

E-commerce taxation Prohibitions on the imposition of customs duties on electronic 
transfer; De minimis thresholds and simplified customs regimes 
for promoting e-commerce parcel trade.

Trade facilitation Electronic single windows, automated customs processes, 
online publication of customs documents.

Liberalization of goods trade Liberalization of capital goods and equipment.

Liberalization of services 
trade

Commitments on services necessary to support e-commerce 
(such as telecommunications, computer services, electronic 
payments and delivery).

Intellectual property rights E-commerce specific aspects of intellectual property, such as 
those related specifically to source code and algorithms and 
cyber theft of trade secrets.

Competiton Definitions of dominance and anti-competitiveness accounting 
for digital business models and the importance of data.

Consumer protection Online consumer protection provisions, including returns, 
consumers safety and supplier liability.

Other – Open government data 
– E-procurement provisions.

An e-commerce protocol to the AfCFTA to be negotiated by the Member States is in 
development.
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5. REGIONAL DIALOGUES

 In this section, we will take you through the regional dialogues that have been 
 connecting SMEs across Africa. 

Through Regional Dialogues, there is an opportunity to link SMEs in the ECOWAS 
region to each and other trade groups in Central, East and Southern Africa. 

During April 2021, the ECOWAS Commission and UNDP hosted cross-regional dialogue 
sessions to enable export of specific goods and services by ECOWAS women-led SMEs 
to other regions were led by four private sector business associations from Central, East 
and Southern Africa; (i) the SADC Women in Business Association covering 10 countries, 
(ii) the Rwanda Women Business Chamber, (iii) the African Film and Tourism Association, 
and (iv) the Cameroon Inter-Professional Group of Entrepreneurs. Public sector 
representatives were (i) CEO of the Namibia Trade Forum, (ii) Director General of Trade 
and Investment, Rwanda, (iii) the Secretary of Trade, Kenya State Department for Trade 
and Enterprise and (iv) Deputy Director, International Trade, Cameroun Shippers Council. 

Understanding the AfCFTA: Guide for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the ECOWAS Region.
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Women SME owners articulated 25 key actions to realize the benefits of the AfCFTA, 
including: 

• Specific courses recommended for women traders in the ECOWAS Region
• Access to finance to enable purchase of machinery for agro-producers
• Need for disaggregated finance instruments to distinguish between producers  

and traders
• Access to trade information – market opportunities and market entry regulations
• Dissemination of AfCFTA opportunities through women’s business groups.  

Tips/Tools: Organize a cross – border regional dialogue through your national/
regional business association, in collaboration with the ECOWAS Commission 
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During April 2021, the ECOWAS Commission 
and UNDP hosted cross-regional dialogue 
sessions to enable export of specific goods 
and services by women-led SMEs.
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Organize a cross 
– border regional 
dialogue through  
your national/regional 
business association, 
in collaboration 
with the ECOWAS 
Commission.

SECTION 5

Contacts
ECOWAS:      www.ecowas.int/

UNDP Africa:      www.africa.undp.org

AfCFTA Secretariat:     www.afcfta.au.int/en

Afreximbank:      www.afreximbank.com/

African Union:      www.au.int

ECA:       www.uneca.org/

ECOWAS Gender Development Centre:   www.ccdg.ecowas.int/

EU:       www.europa.eu/

GIZ:       www.giz.de/

ITC:      www.intracen.org/

UNCTAD:      www.unctad.org/
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SECTION 7

About the Partners
ABOUT ECOWAS

The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) was established on May 
28, 1975 through the Lagos treaty. ECOWAS is a 15-member regional body with a 
mandate of promoting economic integration in all fields of activity of its Member States. 
As one of the pillars of the African Economic Community, ECOWAS was set up to 
foster economic integration by creating a borderless region where the population has 
access to its abundant resources under a sustainable environment and promote good 
governance and democracy. 

For more information, please visit www.ecowas.int

ABOUT UNDP

The United Nations Development Programme’s mandate is to end poverty, build 
democratic governance, rule of law, and inclusive institutions. UNDP works in about 
170 countries and plays a critical role in helping countries achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals. 

For more information, please visit www.undp.org/

UNDERSTANDING THE AfCFTA

Notes 
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