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NOTE

Key Statistics and Trends in Regional Trade in Africa is a special edition of the Key Statistics and 

Trends in International Trade series initiated in 2013. It is a product of the Trade Analysis Branch, Division 

on International Trade and Commodities (DITC), UNCTAD secretariat. The series is part of a larger effort by 

UNCTAD to analyse trade-related issues of particular importance for developing countries, as requested by the 

mandate of UNCTAD XIV. 

The study was prepared by Mesut Saygili and Ralf Peters. Christian Knebel, Alessandro Nicita and 

Rado Razafinombana provided substantial inputs. Valuable comments were received from Samuel Munyaneza, 

Julia Seiermann, Miho Shirotori, Giovanni Valensisi, Graham Mott and Edward Chisanga. Overall guidance and 

inputs were provided by Bonapas Onguglo. Desktop publishing was done by Jenifer Tacardon-Mercado.  
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OVERVIEW

Africa has a big domestic market that possesses significant opportunities. Currently, Africa accounts for

2.9 per cent of the world production and 2.6 per cent of the world trade even though 16.3 per cent of the world 

population is living on the continent. There are significant economic development gaps both between African 

and developed countries as well as among African countries. Poverty is still widespread in Africa where 32 out 

of 48 Least-Developed Countries (LDCs) are located. Intra-African trade has increased in recent years to 15.4 

per cent. Nevertheless, Asia and Europe are still the main trade partners of the continent. High dependence 

on trade in primary goods, high product and market concentration of exports, and weak regional production 

networks are among the main challenges of African counties. Low performance in trade facilitation indicators is 

also hampering the development of trade and the economy in the region. For example, many African countries 

score low in e-commerce, linear shipping connectivity and doing business indicators.

Part of the difficulty in Africa is due to small, fractured and partly isolated markets. Many African 

countries resorted to development strategies after gaining independence that included the establishment of 

Regional Economic Communities (RECs). However, several RECs have overlapping memberships and seem to 

complicate instead of facilitating trade relationships among the African countries. African countries have been 

taking steps to integrate the continent through creating a continent-wide free trade area. The Continental Free 

Trade Area (CFTA) framework agreement signed in 2018 by 44 African countries has ambitious long-term goals 

in deepening integration among African Union member States and building a prosperous and united Africa. 

Among the main objectives of the CFTA are the facilitation, harmonization and better coordination of trade 

regimes as well as the elimination of challenges associated with multiple and overlapping trade agreements 

across the continent. Through this agreement, African economies hope to strengthen the competitiveness of 

the local industries, realise economies of scale for domestic producers, better allocate resources and attract 

foreign direct investments.

This report is structured into three parts. The first part presents an overview of Africa in the world 

economy and of intra-African trade. The second part briefly summarizes the history of RECs in Africa. The last 

part provides illustrative statistics on Africa’s trade in goods and services during the last decade. The section 

includes various indicators of the trade structure, services trade, investment flows, trade facilitation, tariffs 

and non-tariff measures as well as exchange rates. While the section presents some of the most commonly 

used trade indicators at the continent level, some other figures compare the structure and performance of 

eight main building blocks of the African Union: Arab Maghreb Union (AMU/UMA), Economic Community of 

West African States (ECOWAS), East African Community (EAC), Intergovernmental Authority on Development 

(IGAD), Southern African Development Community (SADC), Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa 

(COMESA), Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS), and Community of Sahel-Saharan States 

(CEN-SAD).
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DATA SOURCES

The statistics in this publication were produced by the UNCTAD secretariat by using data from various 

sources. This report mainly relies on the United Nations Commodity Trade Statistics Database (COMTRADE) 

(comtrade.un.org) and UNCTADstat (unctadstat.unctad.org) as its data source. For some indicators the World 

Investment Report 20131, World Bank Doing Business Indicators 2017, UNCTAD B2C E-Commerce Index 

2017, UNCTAD TRAINS and ILOSTAT database were used. The data has been standardized to ensure cross 

country comparisons. Data, although comprehensive and comparable across countries, may not perfectly 

reflect national statistics, and thus some discrepancies with specific national statistics may be present. Unless 

otherwise specified international trade is defined as trade in goods (merchandise) and services. Countries are 

categorized by geographic region as defined by the United Nations classification (UNSD M49). Developed 

and developing countries comprise those commonly categorized as such in United Nations statistics. Product 

sectors are categorized according to the Broad Economic Categories (BEC) classification and the International 

Standard Industrial Classification (ISIC) augmented by five broad agricultural sectors based on the Harmonized 

System (HS) classification, unless specified otherwise. Figures are in current United States of America dollars, 

except where otherwise specified.

The boundaries, colours, denominations, and other information shown on any map in this work do not 

imply any judgment on the part of UNCTAD concerning the legal status of any territory or the endorsement or 

acceptance of such boundaries.

1  UNCTAD (2013). World Investment Report: Global Value Chains: Investment and Trade for Development (United Nations 

Publication. Sales No. E.13.II.D.5. New York and Geneva).
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