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Overview of Issues in
Africa’s Trade Performance

1. Introduction

The emphasis on trade liberalization and export orientation in
the past decade has led to a phenomenal growth in world merchan-
dise trade, which has consistently grown faster than output (see
UNCTAD, 2003a, chap. 3). Africa has also witnessed an increase
in its trade relative to gross domestic product (GDP). Trade (mer-
chandise imports plus exports), as a share of GDP for sub-Saharan
Africa (SSA) (excluding South Africa and Nigeria), increased from
45.0 to 50.4 per cent between 1980–1981 and 2000–2001. How-
ever, on the whole, Africa’s share in world exports fell from about
6 per cent in 1980 to 2 per cent in 2002, and its share of world
imports from about 4.6 per cent in 1980 to 2.1 per cent in 2002.
This phenomenon has as much to do with the structure of interna-
tional trade as with the composition of Africa’s merchandise trade,
the trade policies applied on the continent in the past 20 years,
market access and agricultural policies in industrial countries.

More than for any other developing region, Africa’s heavy
dependence on primary commodities as a source of export earn-

Chapter I
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