


01.  INTRODUCTION 

Shared colonial history resulted in many African countries developing similar trade flows 
with transport infrastructure set up to move raw materials out of the former colonies and 
bring in finished goods from the colonial empires. This is commonly referred to as the 
colonial trade economy, and many African countries have been unable to significantly 
change this trade pattern several decades later. This is considered one of the reasons 
for Africa’s lack of industrialisation.

Fig 1: Map showing the network of colonial rail

Source: H. S. Thriscutt and K. P. O’Sullivan, “Two Studies of the Transafrican Highway,” 
Proceedings of the Institute of Civil Engineers, part 1, 58, no. 3 [Aug. 1975], 337). As 
cited in Cupers and Meier (2020)

Trading under the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) agreement com-

menced on January 1 2021 and the agreement seeks to correct these colonial trade 
flows by boosting intra-African trade. The methodology for this is the liberalisation of 
up to 97% of the tariff lines of goods produced and traded within the continent. The 
agreement also seeks to identify and address non-tariff barriers (NTBs) to intra-African 
trade, given that they can have a stronger inhibiting effect. The agreement was signed 

AfCFTA Implementation: Supply Chains and Insecurity                                                                                                            PAGE 1

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10887-020-09174-7
https://au-afcfta.org/about/


in March 2018, came into force in May 2019, and became operational in July 2019. So 
far, 54 out of 55 countries have signed the agreement and 43 countries have deposited 
their instruments of ratification. 

Although political support and enthusiasm for the AfCFTA is strong, its implementation 
has been stalled due to the failure to conclude key negotiations (relating to the Rules 
of Origin) under the protocol for trade in goods. To mitigate this, the AfCFTA Secretariat 
has launched the Initiative for Guided Trade with eight countries. This initiative is intend-

ed as a sort of pilot phase of the AfCFTA that will help test the environmental, legal, and 
trade policy instruments of the agreement. The initiative was launched in October 2022, 
and a few ceremonial transactions have taken place between participating countries.

Fig 2: Participating countries in the initiative on guided trade

Source: AfCFTA Secretariat
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As the AfCFTA gradually enters full implementation, a key question that will be raised 
is the supply chain configurations between African countries and their suitability for in-

tra-African trade. The high cost of transportation within Africa is considered one of the 
major non-tariff barriers that can affect the success of the AfCFTA. According to the 
AfDB, costs related to logistics can increase the price of a good traded within Africa 
by up to 75%. However, intra-African supply chains are not only affected by poor infra-

structure and high costs. Supply chains are also faced with the challenge of insecurity, a 
rising threat that is spread across the continent. This policy brief will discuss the issues 
surrounding intra-African supply chains, with a particular focus on security threats. It will 
put forward policy recommendations that can help support the implementation of the 
AfCFTA and facilitate cross-border trade.

2.0

How are 
goods moved 
across Africa?
Goods traded within Africa are transported in 
three major ways: air, land, and sea. The choice 
of transport route is usually determined by avail-

ability, cost, distance to be covered and the 

nature of goods to be transported. Sea transport 
is argued to be the most affordable and quickest 
way to move large quantities of goods across long 
distances, however, in the context of Africa, the 
limited supply of shipping services and infrastruc-

ture moderates this. The state of African ports and 
poor service delivery also results in significant 
inefficiencies for sea transport. On average, cargo 
waits for more than two weeks to clear in African 
ports, compared to less than a week in Asia, Eu-

rope, and Latin America. Port operations are also 
challenged with corruption, as officials extort and 
seek bribes from users.
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Fig 3: African ports

Source: African Development Bank and Commonwealth Business Council

Within African Regional Economic Com-

munities (RECs) such as the Econom-

ic Community for West African States 
(ECOWAS), goods are often moved 
overland, given the relative geographical 

proximity of these countries. The absence 
of sufficient rail networks necessitates 
the use of heavy trucks but poor road in-

frastructure between and within countries 
increases transport times and costs. 

According to the African Development 

Bank, about 80% of goods and 90% of 
passengers are moved around Africa by 

road, even though 53% of roads are un-

paved. Plans for establishing Trans-Af-
rican Highways that will better connect 
countries across the continent emerged 

as early as the 1970s. However, these 
have not been fully deployed.
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Fig 4: Trans-African Highways

Source: Wikimedia Commons

The transportation of goods by air has 
been growing in Africa but it is still far be-

low the global average. According to the 
International Air Transport Association 
(IATA), there was a 5% increase in car-

go volumes and a 10.3% increase in the 
capacity of African airlines between June 
2021 and June 2022.  Although air trans-

port is better suited to the movement of 

perishable or other time-sensitive goods, 

it remains a relatively costly route in Af-

rica. According to the AfDB, high costs 
of air transport are mostly attributed to 

“lower passenger traffic, limited liberal-
ization of air space, high passenger and 

airport taxes, safety issues, and limited 

infrastructure (airports, runways, and 
safety systems)”. As part of the Afri-
can Union’s Agenda 2063, plans were 
made for the Single African Air Transport 
Market (SAATM). The SAATM initiative 

has been signed by 34 countries, was 
launched in January 2018, and aims to 
reduce the costs and increase the effi-

ciency of the transportation of people 

and goods via air in Africa. The initiative 
includes a provision for the full liberali-

sation of cargo services, to facilitate the 

movement of goods. However, air trans-

port remains costly within Africa, and this 
was exacerbated by the COVID-19 pan-

demic.
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Fig 5: Air transport, freight (million ton-km) - Sub-Saharan Africa

Source: World Bank

Despite challenges, there has also been growth in the logistics industry in Africa with 
the increasing participation of technology-driven firms and start-ups. A number of these 
firms provide services targeted at the transport of small packages but a few are involved 
in cargo and freight. DP World provides end-to-end or ship-to-shop logistics in Africa 

that is enabled by technology. There is also a growing interest in the warehousing in-

dustry.

The domination of one transport means over another varies across African 

countries and regions. The Southern African Development Council (SADC) 

is dominated by South African imports, and these are transported usually by 

road with large trucks or by air freight, depending on the goods.
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Dangote is one of the top manufacturing firms in Africa and 
transports their cement by road. The difficulty the firm has 
faced with moving goods from one part of the continent to an-

other has contributed to the incentive to set up cement manu-

facturing plants in different countries. Cement is a heavy good, 
and its regular transport over particular road networks can take 
a toll on the infrastructure.

“For Dangote Industries Ltd., moving goods like cement by 
road from Nigeria where they are manufactured to Ghana, 
where there is a big market, is “unviable”, hence the need 
for new plants that will open multiple trade routes,” - Mr. Aliko 
Dangote, President, Dangote Group, Source

At a point in its existence, the South African consumer goods 
retail brand, Shoprite, was present in 15 African countries. Al-
though it aimed to source most of its goods locally, the com-

pany still needed to transport goods over long distances such 

as from South Africa to Nigeria. This was done by sending 
the goods by sea to the nearest port, after which the last mile 
was completed by road. The company also moves perishable 
goods by air.

“In Africa, one is reliant on road transport. Transport in Africa is costly and it is 
a factor one has to take into account. Where we can we use local transporters 
within a country and we ship to the closest port and then move the goods by 
road, while air freight is used as well – particularly for perishable products that 
have a short shelf life.” - Spokesman, Shoprite, Source
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2.2 Pilot countries

As mentioned before, the initiative for guided trade, which somewhat doubles as the 
pilot phase of the AfCFTA includes eight countries: Cameroon, Egypt, Ghana, Kenya, 
Mauritius, Rwanda, Tanzania, and Tunisia. These countries are in Central, North, West, 
and East Africa. The geographical spread of these countries implies  that the already 
established intra-regional routes will not suffice, but new routes may need to be creat-
ed. This of course depends on the level of bilateral trade each of these countries was 
carrying out with each other prior to the initiative. 

However, some of the countries are also within regional arrangements. For example, 
Egypt (a North African country), Kenya, Mauritius, and Rwanda are all part of the Com-

mon Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), which means that they al-
ready have a level of trade integration. Trade within the COMESA region is dominated 
by Egyptian exports and this requires transport connections between North Africa and 
Eastern and Southern Africa. Ordinarily, these connections can be achieved by sea, 
road, or air, but are mostly by road due to piracy threats. Connections between West 
and Central African countries such as Cameroon and Ghana are usually by road, and 
there are relatively well-established corridors between these countries. Mauritius is the 
only island nation that is part of the initiative, and can only link to the other markets via 

sea or air. The participating countries also differ in their logistical capacities, as mea-

sured by the Logistics Performance Index (LPI).

 

S/N Country Logistics Performance Index Rank (2018) 

1 South Africa 29 

2 Egypt 60 

3 Kenya 63 

4 Rwanda 65 

5 Tanzania 67 

6 Mauritius 91  

7 Ghana 101 

8 Nigeria 103 

9 Tunisia 104 

10 Cameroon 125 

 
 

Fig 6: Logistics Performance Index Rank (/167) of selected African countries

Source: World Bank
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3.0 

Security Threats 

Facing African 

Supply Chains
The African continent is currently plagued with several 
security crises that are spread across its geography. 
These include violent extremism, banditry, and trans-

national organised crime amongst others. The overde-

pendence on land routes for cross-border trade makes 

African supply chains highly vulnerable to violent con-

flict within and across countries.



a. Violent Extremism

There are existing and latent violent extremism conflicts threats in Africa and they cut 
across north, west, central and southern Africa. The main hotspots include the Boko 
Haram affected areas in the Lake Chad Basin including parts of Nigeria, Cameroon, 
Chad, and Niger; the conflict in the Sahel region that affects Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, 
and Chad to varying extents; the al-Shabaab and Islamic State crisis in Somalia; Islam-

ic State in Mozambique as well as others. The graphic below shows the distribution of 
violent extremist groups in Africa. 

 Fig 7: Attacks by Islamic State and al-Qaeda affiliates in Africa (March 2017 - May 2020)

Source: ACLED
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In the Lake Chad Basin, the Boko Haram crisis has led to a steep decline of up to 70% 
in cross-border trade among the countries compared to the pre-conflict period. Supply 
chains are challenged by the presence of violent extremists along transport routes, and 
also by the excesses of military personnel in charge of securing some of the routes. 
Within the context of the AfCFTA, this means that some of the cross-border transport 
routes are not viable. The insecurity along these transport routes forces traders to either 
use longer and less efficient routes or risk their lives and property. Extortion along those 
routes by military personnel also forces traders to transfer costs to the consumers, 

reducing the competitiveness of their goods. The insecurity on some of these routes 
has resulted in some governments responding by blocking their access to non-security 

personnel. All of these have contributed to the decline of cross-border trade in the re-

gion and present a risk to the implementation of the AfCFTA. On a related note, the rise 
of Islamic State affiliations in Africa poses a very specific threat to the implementation 
of the AfCFTA, as the group is opposed to state-led projects in their effort to present 
themselves as an alternative to the state. There is also the risk of the spillover of violent 
extremism along the West African coast, with countries such as Benin and Togo record-

ing violent extremist attacks. Countries such as Cote d’Ivoire and Ghana are also at 
risk of these attacks. These are direct threats to the overland transport of goods in the 
region and have implications for the implementation of the AfCFTA.

Fig 8: Violent extremism in Africa

Source: Institute for Security Studies (ISS Africa)

b. Piracy

There are two main piracy hotspots in Africa, the Gulf of Guinea and the Indian 
Ocean. Although incidents in these two hotspots have declined significantly in 2022, 
they are still considered high-risk areas.
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Fig 9: Piracy-affected countries in Africa

Source: Deutsche Welle

Piracy on the Somali coast acts as a disincentive for sea transport as cargo insurance 
premiums are still very high, despite the sustained decline in attacks. As one example, 
trade between Egypt and other countries in the COMESA region is mostly overland, 
even though shipping via the Somali coast would normally be more cost-effective. The 
insurance premiums force traders to use road travel, which would normally not be the 
most efficient. Piracy in the Gulf of Guinea also affects the decisions taken by maritime 
firms to invest in the provision of shipping services in the region. The limited supply 
of these services increases the prices of transport options, which is transferred to the 
prices of goods, affecting their competitiveness. 

For the AfCFTA to achieve the objectives of increased intra-African trade and trade-driv-

en industrialisation, African imports need to be competitive. Although sea transport is 
usually the preferred and most efficient choice for global trade, insecurity in Africa cur-
rently makes it a less viable option.

c. Transnational organised crime

Transational organised crime including smuggling, illicit drug trafficking, arms traffick-

ing, human trafficking and is a security issue that also poses a challenge to cross-bor-
der trade in Africa. Its impact on the AfCFTA can be significant but indirect, as it can 
affect countries’ trade openness and their tendency to put in place non-tariff measures 

to hinder cross-border trade. One example was Nigeria’s closure of its land borders, 

supposedly to curb smuggling. Concerns about the movement of arms or drugs across 
borders can lead to increased scrutiny of goods, and delay border clearance process-

es. 
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Fig 10: Africa’s main drug routes

Source: UNODC World Report 2018, cited by ENACT Africa

These prolonged border processes can discourage intra-African importers and export-
ers, consequently presenting a stumbling block to the implementation of the AfCFTA. 
There are also growing links between organised crime and violent extremism in Africa, 
as the former is sometimes used as a financing means for the latter. Collaboration be-

tween criminal groups and violent extremist groups has been observed in Nigeria and 

other parts of West Africa in security situations such as violent banditry.
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Fig 11: Transnational organised crime in Africa

Source: Norwegian Centre for Global Analysis

On the other hand, when regional integration efforts are not accompanied by innova-

tive solutions to border security, they can facilitate increased transnational organised 

crime. In this sense, the links between integration and crime go in both ways, as they 
can mutually affect each other.

d. Political Instability

Tensions within and between African countries can affect trade openness, as political 
instability often causes countries to retreat inwards and disengage from regional ef-
forts. The recent spate of coups in West and Central Africa has resulted in some con-

testation between affected countries and regional arrangements such as ECOWAS. 
Military leaders sometimes withdraw from obligations to these arrangements, especial-
ly if the regional entities are not in support of the power transitions. Other kinds of polit-
ical conflict within countries can also affect their ability to participate in regional supply 
chains, as domestic resources are redirected to addressing the conflict. Tensions also 
sometimes emerge between African countries, examples of which include the dispute 

between Egypt and Ethiopia on the controversial Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam 
(GERD); and the trade disputes between Kenya and Uganda. 

All of the factors discussed above can have trade-limiting effects between African 
countries, thereby hindering the successful implementation of the AfCFTA. There are 
however a few policy options for mitigating the risks they present.
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4.0  POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The policy recommendations have been grouped according to responsible 
stakeholders:

a. National governments

• There is a need to identify the most impactful internal and external supply chains 
to prioritise them for infrastructure development and security provision.

• Also linked to the issue of resource allocation and management, is the need to 

better frame the character and roles of customs and border authorities. Extractive 
mindsets unwittingly facilitate cross-border crime.

• There is a need to accompany integration efforts with innovative border control 
solutions while preventing the excesses of border officials.

• Improving border governance will also require an approach that is centred around 
the communities that live in the border regions, reflecting their needs and not just 
the government’s desires.

• Better communication and collaboration across the public service will allow agen-

cies focused on trade facilitation and those focused on security provision to work 
together and support their respective mandates.

b. Regional entities 

• Although the need for security cooperation has been at the forefront of regional 

agendas, more people-centred approaches to this may be beneficial. This can 
include sustained engagements and consultations with border communities to 
better understand and address cross-border threats.

• The increase of IS and al-Qaeda-affiliated groups across Africa requires a region-

al response similar to the Global Coalition Against Daesh.-
 - An Africa-led response to the spread of violent extremism will need better in 
 telligence sharing not only within regions but also across regions on the activi 
 ties and movements of violent extremists.
 - In the absence of regional security entities, regional bodies such as ECOW 
 AS and the AU need to convene platforms for security cooperation between  
 affected countries.
 - The incorporation of the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF), a regional  
 security entity, in the overall Lake Chad Basin stabilisation agenda is a model  
 that can be emulated in other parts of Africa.
• The African Union needs to solidify its role as the aggregator of best practices on 

the REC level to allow for knowledge and learning transfer among sub-continental 
regional entities.

• The Non-Tariff Barrier monitoring mechanism established by the AfCFTA Secre-

tariat should have better provisions for the monitoring of security threats along 

trade routes. This information should then feed into continental, regional, and 
national early warning systems for quick government responses.
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• Early warning reports should be accompanied by concrete recommendations of 
policy options based on the diverse experience of entities such as the African Union 
in different conflict contexts.

• There is also a need for better cooperation between the trade and security depart-
ments in regional entities.

• The African Union needs to closely monitor the progress of the SAATM and advo-

cate for its speedy implementation.

c. Private sector

• Several African conflicts are caused by the underlying issues of relative deprivation 
and other socio-economic challenges and there is a need for more private sector 

participation in addressing these issues.
• Private sector actors need to improve the sharing of information with government 

actors on observed security threats within the spaces they operate in.
• Better corporate governance can prevent private sector actors from facilitating vio-

lent conflict or crime through questionable operations.

d. Civil society

• African civil society groups need to be convinced of the importance of securing 

cross-border trade and make this one of their advocacy priorities.
• There is a need to apply pressure on national and regional entities to respond 

quickly to threats to prevent escalation.
• Civil society can also engage better with the African public, encouraging communi-

ties to work together to protect cross-border trade.

e. External partners

• Support for trade integration projects in Africa should have a security component 

and vice versa to allow a better allocation of funds to these priorities.
• The funding of trade security initiatives should be sustainable, to prevent a deterio-

ration of the situation at the end of funding cycles.
• There is a need for more trade facilitation support directed at entrepreneurs and 

businesses in the logistics industry. Providing risk guarantees for shipping invest-
ments can make the sector more attractive.
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CONCLUSION

As African countries prepare for and anticipate the full implementation of the AfCFTA, 
there is a need to confront the reality of the risks posed by ongoing and latent secu-

rity threats to the success of the agreement. Although peace facilitates trade, when 
carefully managed, trade can facilitate peace. This happens when trade helps to lift 
communities out of poverty, improve prosperity, and address socio-economic inequali-
ties. Understanding trade as a tool for peacebuilding creates a sense of urgency for all 
actors to ensure that African supply chains are not compromised by security threats but 

are instead protected from them. Doing this will contribute to other efforts targeted at 
ensuring the success of the AfCFTA, and the actualisation of the agreement’s promise 
to bring development to all Africans.

AfCFTA Implementation: Supply Chains and Insecurity                                                                                                         PAGE 17



Contact Us

United States

110 W Randol Mill Rd Suite 240
Arlington 
TX 76011
+1 817 901 1975, +1 214 680 5766

United Kingdom

71-75 Shelton Street
London

WC2H 9JQ 
+44 204 524 4125

Canada

1429 41 Avenue Southeast
Calgary AB T2G 1X7
+1 817 901 1975, +1 214 680 5766

Nigeria

2nd Floor, Providence House, 
Admiralty Way, Lekki Phase I 
Lagos

+234 905 069 3818

Rwanda

3rd Office, 4th Floor, La Bonne Addres-

se Building, KN 2 Roundabout, Kigali 
City, Rwanda
+250 781 448 250

W: Supplychainafrica.org       E: pr@supplychainafrica.org     


