
Antoine Bouët, Sunday Pierre Odjo, and Chahir Zaki

Overview 

1Chapter



8

C
ha

pt
er
 1 
- O

ve
rv
ie
w

Africa Agriculture Trade Monitor / 2020 Report

C
ha

pt
er
 1 
- O

ve
rv
ie
w

Introduction
This is the third annual Africa Agriculture Trade Monitor (AATM), an annual flagship publication 
initiated by the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI). These reports provide an 
overview of trade in agriculture in Africa that includes analysis of short- and long-term trends 
and drivers behind Africa’s global trade, intra-African trade, and trade within regional economic 
communities (RECs). The AATM is supported by the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) and the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(BMZ).

The 2019 AATM highlighted findings that help explain why Africa stills faces several barriers to 
trade expansion. First, the main barrier to improving Africa’s trade integration is nontariff measures 
(NTMs), especially administrative barriers to trade and customs procedures. Second, when 
compared to other regions, intraregional trade in Africa is low as a proportion of total trade. This 
is chiefly due to poor integration, on the one hand, and on the other, low gross domestic product 
(GDP) levels in Africa. Third, informal cross-border trade is significant and plays a crucial role in 
poverty alleviation and food security: with informal trade included in this statistic, intraregional 
trade as a share of total trade would be significantly higher. Despite these obstacles, however, it 
is worth noting that Africa’s comparative advantage in agriculture has recently increased. But this 
competitiveness is chiefly in unprocessed and semi-processed products and not in processed 
ones. There is still much work to do to improve Africa’s trade integration and export performance.

With this background, the 2020 AATM, using a rigorous statistical approach and technically robust 
tools, focuses on several issues related to Africa’s trade integration. The second chapter provides 
a general overview of Africa’s agriculture trade performance (in terms of exports growth, shares, 
products, and partners). It also analyzes the main trade barriers affecting agricultural exports, 
including both tariffs and NTMs (ranging from sanitary and phytosanitary measures to domestic 
support) in the main destination markets. The third chapter investigates intra-African trade 
integration. It assesses the degree of trade complementarity among African countries within their 
respective regions, and also examines whether African countries trade less or more intensely within 
their regional markets than the world does on average. The fourth chapter looks at value chains in 
Africa. While the 2019 report looked at traditional cash crops (such as cashew nuts, cocoa, coffee, 
cotton, sugar, and tea) and recently well-performing value chains (like citrus, grapes, legumes 
and pulses, sesame seeds, and tomatoes), this year we focus on three value chains where African 
economies have a defensive interest. These value chains are (1) the value chain for three major 
cereals (wheat, maize, rice) and cassava, (2) the sugar value chain, and (3) the vegetable oils value 
chain. For each of these value chains, we examine both trade flows and trade policies (whether 
tariffs or NTMs). Although our main focus, given current data availability, is formally registered 
trade flows, informal trade continues to play a major role in Africa. Chapter 5 attempts to assess 
informal cross-border trade (ICBT) in Africa, particularly in agriculture, by examining different 
definitions of ICBT and its determinants and magnitude. Finally, at the RECs level, Chapter 6 is 
usually dedicated to analysis of a specific region in Africa. The Eastern and Southern Africa (ESA) 
region, and in particular the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), was 
analyzed in the 2019 AATM, and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) was 
featured in the 2018 AATM. This year ’s AATM focuses on Southern Africa, with a special focus on 
the Southern African Development Community (SADC). 

The objective of this first chapter is to provide an overview of recent issues related to agricultural 
trade in Africa. Hence, the next section explains how regional integration has experienced some 
new trends, yet is still impeded by old and structural issues. The following section provides an 
analysis of informal trade flows, given their importance for agriculture in Africa. In addition, we 



9

C
ha

pt
er
 1 
- O

ve
rv
ie
w

Africa Agriculture Trade Monitor / 2020 Report

C
ha

pt
er
 1 
- O

ve
rv
ie
w

look at the unprecedented shock of COVID-19 as it can be expected to have a major impact on 
trade and food security in Africa. The final section describes some issues concerning data and 
methodology for this report.

Regional integration: new trends 
and old issues 
The agriculture sector remains an important source of livelihood for more than half of Africa’s 
population. Yet, Africa represented only 11 percent of the world agricultural GDP and 4 percent 
of world agricultural exports in 2018 (World Development Indicators 2020). This reflects the 
numerous impediments — poor infrastructure, old technologies, and weak productivity — that 
continue to affect the performance of the agriculture sector. However, at the global level, Africa 
experienced an upward trend in the value of its agricultural exports between 2003 and 2018. The 
European Union remained the main destination for its raw products, followed by Brazil, Russia, 
India, and China whose share has been recently increasing. Diversification of Africa’s agricultural 
exports thus consists of market expansion toward emerging countries while sustaining exports 
to traditional markets in advanced economies. At the regional level, intracontinental destinations 
represent a constant 20 percent share of African agricultural exports, dominated chiefly by SADC 
and COMESA member countries. A closer look at the exported products reveals that cocoa beans, 
cashew nuts (in shell), tobacco, coffee, and oranges are the top five products, together accounting 
for 27 percent of African agricultural exports in 2016–2018.

In terms of protectionism faced by African exports, our assessment shows that 60 percent of 
African economies face average duty rates across all goods that are not higher than 5 percent. 
Only 5 percent of African economies face average duties greater than 10 percent. 

However, the pattern is different for NTMs, which continue to constrain regional integration. NTMs 
affecting agricultural products include sanitary and phytosanitary measures, technical barriers 
to trade, and domestic support. In fact, most African exporters perceive conformity assessment 
measures (which include control and approval procedures such as inspection, testing, certification, 
and traceability designed to safeguard consumer health and safety) as the greatest impediments 
to trade. On average, when companies are asked what type of regulatory obstacles they face to 
trade, 36 percent of the barriers cited are related to conformity assessment and 30 percent to 
export-related measures. 

In addition, agricultural products are particularly affected by domestic support. Most domestic 
support is provided by large agrifood producing countries that are heavily involved in international 
trade; because these countries can influence world agricultural markets, their use of domestic 
support can be significantly distorting for small producers (such as African ones). While total 
support has been declining in all the main producers of agricultural products, on average, support 
in China remains the highest (2.1 percent of GDP), followed by the EU28 (0.9 percent), Brazil (0.6 
percent), and the United States (0.5 percent). China and other emerging economies (such as Brazil, 
India, and Indonesia) are really shaping agriculture trade relations and future WTO rules. However, 
it is important to note that part of the domestic support, namely the “green box” measures, is 
related to unconstrained spending on programs that do not distort trade, including spending for 
research, pest and disease control, rural infrastructure, and advisory services (Glauber et al. 2020). 

 While most analysis in this field focuses on formal trade flows when considering exports, imports, 
tariffs, and NTMs, several informal flows are not included and might not be subject to stringent 
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trade rules. Neglecting informal trade in Africa would definitely alter our understanding of the 
trade dynamics in Africa. The next section provides a brief analysis of the main challenges and 
opportunities related to informal cross-border trade.

 

Informal trade: challenges and 
opportunities
A comprehensive analysis of informal cross-border trade (ICBT) is crucial given the wide range of 
activities it encompasses and its connections with rural employment, income generation, women’s 
economic empowerment, and national food security.

Broadly considered, ICBT includes cross-border trade conducted by informal traders crossing 
official border posts with small quantities or crossing borders at points not covered by officials to 
avoid controls; and cross-border trade conducted by formal traders who reduce the cost of import 
duties at the border by under-declaration or misclassification, or who smuggle merchandise to 
avoid customs officials. While, generally speaking, ICBT is a product of a specific culture and 
history, the magnitude of ICBT is primarily determined by economic factors, including high costs 
of formal trade, the relatively low level of enforcement of laws and regulations in African countries, 
and poverty.

Over the years, various methods have been proposed to measure this “missing” trade in Africa. 
These can be broadly divided into indirect and direct methods: indirect methods involve using 
mirror data and econometric techniques; direct methods use surveys at border points and strategic 
markets.   

Across the entire continent, many initiatives to measure ICBT have been introduced by governments 
(central banks or national statistical institutes), development agencies, and regional or international 
institutions. The best known are the CILSS1 and WACTAF2 initiatives in Western Africa and UBoS3 
initiative in Uganda. But there is currently no permanent and general system for monitoring and 
quantifying ICBT in Africa, although such an initiative would be quite useful. In that respect, the 
FARM-TRAC project, financed by the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) and 
implemented by the CILSS consortium, IFPRI, and WACTAF, offers a promising initiative aimed at 
establishing a permanent and generalizable ICBT monitoring system. 

From a political point of view, the objective of African authorities is now to “ formalize” informal 
trade, and end the practice of sanctioning it. In the eyes of decision-makers, the costs associated 
with formal trade must be lowered in order to reduce incentives for informal trade. In regard to this, 
there has been political momentum for several years now to establish regional trade agreements 
or deepen existing relations as a means to lower formal trade costs: lowering trade barriers, 
improving the efficiency of customs procedures, trade facilitation, and so on. These policies have 
been implemented to enhance regional trade in general, not just to reduce incentives for ICBT.

Trade integration at the continental level should facilitate the reduction of ICBT. The African 
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) is moving forward today and aims to be the largest free 
trade area in the world. Implementation of this free trade zone should boost regional trade and 
reduce smuggling and fiscal evasion in particular, thanks to the elimination of import duties on most 

1 CILSS is the French acronym for the Permanent Interstate Committee for Drought Control in the Sahel (Comité permanent Inter-État de 
Lutte contre la Sécheresse au Sahel).
2 WACTAF is the West African Association for Cross-Border Trade in Agro-forestry-pastoral and Fisheries Products. 
3 UBoS is the Uganda Bureau of Statistics.
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products and the simplification or removal of NTMs and customs procedures. If this continental 
integration favors economic growth and reduces poverty, it should also indirectly reduce ICBT 
conducted by unregistered traders. 

In a nutshell, despite a high share of informal trade, Africa has recently witnessed some new trends 
(diversification of its destinations and the ratification of AfCFTA) that are likely to boost its formal 
trade flows. However, it is currently facing a very serious external shock, namely the COVID-19 
pandemic, which is also associated with a historic decline in oil prices. These two linked shocks 
are likely to have a significant effect on African countries and will put a halt on their progress in 
trade. 

Africa and COVID-19
The number of coronavirus victims in Africa has increased rapidly since February 25, 2020, when 
the first case was reported. Just four months later, on June 25, 2020, there were 245,906 cumulative 
cases and 5,405 deaths related to COVID-19 on the continent. The most affected countries at that 
point were South Africa with 111,796 confirmed cases, Nigeria with 22,020, and Ghana with 15,013.4 

This health crisis is of particular concern in Africa, given the weak medical infrastructure and 
the prevalence of tuberculosis and immunodeficiency diseases.5 But beyond the health crisis, a 
major economic crisis is looming that could significantly affect food security on the continent. On 
one hand, Africa imports (in net terms) essential food products in significant amounts: the three 
major cereals (wheat, maize, rice) for almost US$25 billion per year, and also meat and edible offal 
for US$4 billion, and dairy products and other animal products for US$4.3 billion. Its annual net 
imports in the sugar sector are US$4.1 billion and in the vegetable oil sector US$8.8 billion. On 
the other hand, Africa has significant net exports of coffee, cocoa, cotton, tea, pulses, and certain 
niche products, including citrus fruits, tomatoes, South African wines, cut flowers, sesame seeds, 
and cashew nuts (Bouët and Odjo 2019). But these are not basic food products that are critical for 
human nutrition. 

Let us first look at the state of the global food supply, and examine how this health crisis is affecting 
Africa. Then we will look at how policy responses have contributed to amplifying the negative 
impact of this crisis.

World food production is currently satisfactory
Global production of essential food commodities in 2020 is satisfactory. For the major cereals 
(wheat and rice), world stocks are at a normal level and world harvests promise to be good. For 
example, the US Department of Agriculture predicts a 5 percent increase in the world wheat 
harvest compared to 2019, while the rice harvest is expected to be at the same level as 2019. 
This is reflected in (so far!) stable world prices.6 Harvesting in rich countries is not threatened by 
social distancing measures, as it is highly mechanized and requires little labor. This is also true 
for international transport that supports trade between rich countries and emerging countries. 
However, for poor regions, including Africa, harvesting and trade are less mechanized and more 

4 See World Health Organization, Africa regional office: https://www.afro.who.int/health-topics/coronavirus-covid-19, accessed June 25, 
2020.
5 The link between COVID-19 and tuberculosis is not clear, but the BC Centre for Disease Control states that tuberculosis “disease is not 
known to put people at higher risk of COVID-19 infection, but it may put you at risk of having more severe symptoms” (http://www.bccdc.ca/
health-info/diseases-conditions/covid-19/priority-populations/tuberculosis-and-covid-19, accessed June 29, 2020).
6 See the Food Security Portal, www.foodsecurityportal.org.
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likely to be affected by social distancing measures. Moreover, food distribution in supermarkets 
continues to operate. As a consequence, the current health crisis therefore does not threaten 
world agricultural production and distribution channels even if, at the microeconomic level, there 
could be some significant problems. 

Four channels of transmission
However, to be able to import its essential food commodities on a massive scale, Africa needs 
foreign exchange earnings or capital inflows beyond the revenue received from its exports of cash 
crops and niche products, which is not enough to cover imports of staple food products. Yet its 
most important sources of foreign exchange have been drying up fast since the beginning of the 
crisis.

1. Remittances provide a key source of revenues for African economies. According to the 
World Bank, among the top 10 recipient countries in 2017 are Nigeria (5th with US$22 
billion) and Egypt (7th with US$20 billion). Remittances represent 24.4 percent of GDP 
in Lesotho, 19.8 percent in Gambia, and 18.5 percent in Liberia. These statistics illustrate 
clearly how a decrease in remittances, related to the world economic recession, could affect 
African economies. Facing higher unemployment in many places, migrants are expected 
to reduce remittances to their home countries. Many research papers find a significant 
positive relation between remittances and economic activity in the recipient countries, in 
particular in countries with less developed financial systems (Giuliano and Ruiz-Arranz 
2009), as is the case in Africa. Remittances are also found to significantly augment business 
cycle synchronization between recipient countries and the rest of the world — but they are 
more effective in channeling economic downturns than economic booms from the sending 
countries to the receiving countries (Barajas et al. 2012). This is indeed worrying in the case 
of the current world economic situation.

2. Tourism receipts are another big source of revenue for African economies. Tourism to Africa 
has grown significantly in recent years with, for example, a 10.5 percent increase in the 
number of tourists in 2018,7 and it has become an important source of economic activity 
and livelihoods. Tourism receipts are especially large in Egypt (US$11.6 billion), South Africa 
(US$8.8 billion), and Morocco (US$7.8 billion). For several small countries, tourism receipts 
represent a high share of GDP: 26.4 percent in Seychelles and 18.6 percent in Cabo Verde. 
The health crisis directly affects all activities related to mobility, and tourism will be among 
the most affected activities, if not the most affected.

3. African countries are major exporters of raw materials: oil, natural gas, base metals, precious 
metals, and minerals. To take the example of oil, three African countries were among the top 
10 oil-exporting countries in 2019: Nigeria (US$41 billion), Angola (US$32.3 billion), and Libya 
(US$24.8 billion) (Workman 2020). The price of a barrel of oil collapsed from US$52–US$648 
in 2019 to less than US$20 in April 2020 (at the end of June 2020, it is close to US$38). 
Prices of base metals also fell. The price of cobalt (exported by Democratic Republic of the 
Congo [DRC],  Zambia, South Africa), copper (DRC, Zambia), and aluminum (South Africa, 
Mozambique) is down by more than 10 percent at the end of May 2020 as compared to one 
year ago; of tin (DRC, Rwanda, Nigeria) and zinc (Namibia) by more than 20 percent.9

4. International aid is an important source of capital for many African countries, especially 
official development assistance (ODA) for the least developed countries. While international 
institutions (for example, UNCTAD) recommend that developed countries commit 0.7 
percent of their gross national income to ODA and between 0.15 and 0.2 percent to ODA for 

7 World Tourism Organization.  https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/pdf/10.18111/9789284419876.
8 2019 oil prices were in line with prices recorded over the past 15 years.
9 Statistics around the evolution of raw commodities prices are from the IMF “Primary Commodity Prices.”
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least developed countries, the general decline in tax revenues and the increase in health, 
economic, and social expenditures in rich countries in response to the pandemic raise 
concerns about a potential decline in ODA.

Domestic COVID-19 policy actions 
Social distancing measures have been implemented in many African countries. This has led to 
containment measures and bans on open markets in some places. Yet much of Africa’s food supply 
is still provided by “ transitional” value chains that are dominated by small and medium-sized 
food processors, street vendors, and a significant number of wholesalers and retailers selling in 
wholesale public markets, where high densities of people are the norm. Preventing these markets 
from functioning obviously jeopardizes sources of income for many agents and access to food for 
many others (Reardon et al. 2020).

In March, some producing countries, in a somewhat irrational panic, applied export restrictions 
or even export bans.10 For example, on March 15, Russia, the world’s largest exporter of wheat, 
banned all exports of buckwheat and rice for 10 days, claiming that it was because of an explosion 
of purchases in its own supermarkets. Russia was followed by, among others, Serbia, Egypt, 
Kazakhstan, and even Viet Nam, the third largest exporter of rice, which suspended these exports 
for a few days. Restricting exports on world markets leads to a rise in international prices. However, 
the situation on world markets for basic food products in no way justifies the adoption of these 
measures. Fortunately, these political reactions have ceased, and overall, these export restrictions 
have had little effect on world agricultural markets.

The COVID-19 pandemic has also triggered a range of border controls in countries around the 
world to curb the spread of the disease. In Africa, these moves have interrupted progress toward 
economic integration. The AfCFTA, for example, was supposed to establish continentwide 
free movement of goods starting on July 1. Now, the African Union Commission has proposed 
postponing the launch until January 1, 2021. 

Across Africa, pandemic-related border controls are having many economic impacts, large and 
small. Most African countries have closed land borders to travelers, while still allowing freight to 
pass under tighter controls, which sometimes allow the movement of only agricultural and food 
products. Over one 10-day period in March, 25 African countries imposed such measures on land 
borders. Almost all these countries have also suspended the arrival of international flights, at least 
from countries particularly affected by the virus. Many governments have also imposed curfews. 

The DRC, Kenya, Liberia, and Namibia chose a different path: the entry of people at border posts 
is subject to temperature checks and testing, followed by hospitalization and/or quarantine if 
necessary. 

These measures have been adopted to protect public health, but their economic consequences 
could be significant. Stricter sanitary border controls on the transport of products can be expected 
to slow intra-African trade. In addition, prohibiting people from crossing the border stops one 
means of informal trade that is widely practiced in Africa and often the main source of income for a 
family. This type of trade accounts for a significant share of recorded trade, for example, between 
15 percent and 30 percent of official exports in Uganda. 

The consequences of these measures for intracontinental trade are still unclear due to a lack 
of recent data. Thus far, statistics compiled by the Food Security and Nutrition Working Group 
(weekly data collected at border posts in East Africa — the only data available through the end of 
10  See the IFPRI tracker for export restrictions at:
https://public.tableau.com/profile/laborde6680#!/vizhome/ExportRestrictionsTracker/FoodExportRestrictionsTracker
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May) do not indicate a decrease in cross-border agricultural trade. 

Nevertheless, at some border crossings there has been a significant decrease in informal trade 
and an increase in registered trade.11 The numerous health controls are therefore leading to a 
change in the type of agricultural trade in this part of Africa. 

An estimation of the global impact
Laborde et al. (2020), at IFPRI, have conducted a simulation of the economic consequences 
of COVID-19 using IFPRI’s global model. The model simulates countries affected by COVID-19 
implementing social distancing measures covering between 40 and 50 percent of the population, 
a shutdown of international travel and many tourism-related activities, an increase in freight 
costs due to bottlenecks in international transport, increased postharvest losses, and a stimulus 
package in rich countries. 

The model forecasts a downturn in global economic growth of 5 percent in 2020 (a projection 
broadly similar to the recent IMF forecast), with the poorest nations facing significantly greater 
adversity. The recession is projected to depress economic activity across developed countries 
by 6 percent on average in 2020, and to spill over to the rest of the world through lower demand 
for trade and lower commodity prices. Developing economies will also be hurt by the economic 
fallout caused by their own social distancing measures and by increased morbidity affecting the 
labor supply for farming and other business activity. In this modeling exercise, African economies 
are hit hardest, with an almost 9 percent decline in GDP. But agrifood sectors may be spared and 
even expand. The model indicates that urban and rural populations in Africa south of the Sahara 
would suffer most, with an increase of 80 million poor people, a 23 percent increase. 

Finally, countries should not let the pandemic stop progress toward economic integration. The 
need for the AfCFTA has been reaffirmed by influential figures such as Presidents Paul Kagame of 
Rwanda and Cyril Ramaphosa of South Africa. It can provide not only a solid basis for long-term 
economic development, but also a means of effectively fighting future pandemics by facilitating 
the cross-border trade of food and medical goods. Virtual negotiations could begin in the coming 
days to set a new start date, possibly before January 1, 2021.

Issues concerning data and 
methodology
The AATM relies heavily on trade statistics. The quality of statistics is a fundamental issue for 
economic policy. It is obviously difficult, if not impossible, for economists and governments to 
make sound policy recommendations without reliable and accurate statistics. This is particularly 
true for agricultural trade issues in Africa, where international statistics are often reported to be of 
poor quality. For this reason, the establishment of a high-quality trade database was considered 
essential during the preparation of this report. Here we discuss issues related to the statistical 
approach we have adopted to ensure rigorous analysis.

Like in the 2019 AATM report, the 2020 release is based on an original dataset in order to provide 
appropriate statistics on global and African trade. This analytical database was developed with the 
support of the CGIAR Research Program on Policies, Institutions, and Markets (PIM), and based 
11 This has been suggested by an assessment of data on formal and informal cross-border trade in Eastern Africa, obtained from the Food 
Security and Nutrition Working Group (FSNWG), and a discussion with Thomas Awuor from FSNWG. These data cover cross-border trade 
in Eastern Africa from January 2012 to May 2020. 



15

C
ha

pt
er
 1 
- O

ve
rv
ie
w

Africa Agriculture Trade Monitor / 2020 Report

C
ha

pt
er
 1 
- O

ve
rv
ie
w

on the United Nations Commodity Trade Statistics Database (UN-COMTRADE). Raw trade data 
are processed to provide an accurate estimate of formal cross-border trade in Africa (no estimate 
of informal trade was included in the dataset in the 2020 edition).

In the first step, the dataset is harmonized and cleaned. Trade flows below US$1,000 at the product 
and bilateral level are discarded since they are associated with significant noise in quantity 
estimates. Because countries report in different harmonized system (HS) nomenclatures, they are 
all converted to the HS 2012.  

The second step aims to reconstruct a unique trade flow in the presence of discrepancies in mirror 
trade flows. Instead of averaging the two declarations, a series of checks aimed at identifying the 
most reliable declaration is conducted. First, exports/imports unit values (UV) for each trade flow 
(trade value divided by the corresponding trade quantity) are computed; outliers are identified 
and their associated trade flows discarded. The remaining trade flows were selected based first 
on the importer declaration, which is considered most reliable, then if not available, or previously 
discarded, the exporter declaration is used.

Finally, the trade flows are all expressed in CIF (cost insurance freight) value. When the exporter ’s 
FOB (free on board) declaration has been used, a CIF/FOB correction is applied. The estimates of 
the CIF/FOB ratios used to make this correction were obtained using a gravity equation including 
distance, contiguity, common official language, and colonial origin as explanatory variables.

Overall, increasing the resilience of African domestic food markets in the face of external shocks 
should be at the core of national, regional, and continental policy debates. Africa has demonstrated 
capacity to sustain significant net exports of nonfood products, while it continues to depend on 
substantial food imports. Though the current health crisis does not threaten world agricultural 
production and distribution channels, it is affecting the most important sources of foreign 
currencies for African nations, with remittances, tourism revenues, prices of raw materials, and 
international aid all falling. In addition, policy reactions of African nations affect the functioning of 
ICBT and livelihoods of large segments of their populations, with implications for resilience.
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