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Summary and Conclusions
The 2020 AATM presented an overview of trade in agriculture products in Africa and highlighted 
the main impediments that affect intra- and extra-African trade. This final chapter summarizes the 
major findings of this report and offers some policy recommendations for improving agricultural 
exports performance, especially in the context of the unprecedented uncertainty the world is 
facing with the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Chapter 1 provided a general overview of African agricultural exports, regional integration, and 
informal trade in Africa. It also indicated the various impacts of the pandemic in terms of food 
security and production. While global production levels of essential food commodities in 2020 
are satisfactory, there are various channels through which the pandemic negatively affects the 
continent. Among these are the decline in remittances; the loss of tourism receipts with the total 
or partial restrictions imposed on travelers; the potential decrease in international aid due to the 
recession in advanced economies; and the historic decrease in prices of major commodities 
(which represent a significant amount of Africa’s exports).  

The main trends in agricultural trade were presented in Chapter 2,  which analyzed both trade flows 
and trade policies. Generally speaking, African agriculture is characterized by low productivity 
when compared to other developing regions, and African agricultural exports account for only a 
small share of the world’s exports. A closer look at the destination of trade flows shows that African 
countries export chiefly to traditional markets (such as the United States and Europe) but have 
also diversified their exports to some emerging markets. In terms of export composition, Africa’s 
exports are still relatively concentrated in a few products; the top 10 export products represent 
39 percent of Africa’s agricultural exports (cocoa beans, cashew nuts, tobacco, coffee, oranges, 
cotton, sesame seeds, black tea, cocoa paste, and fresh grapes). In regards to trade policies, 
although tariffs are low, nontariff measures (NTMs) substantially hinder African trade. Among 
these NTMs, sanitary and phytosanitary standards, administrative barriers, and domestic support 
in major exporters are most significant.   

Chapter 3 focused on intra-African trade integration. SADC and COMESA are notably the largest 
players, followed by ECOWAS, then AMU and ECCAS. At the country level, South Africa remained 
the predominant trader, with exports amounting to nearly a third of all intra-Africa formal exports, 
and imports accounting for roughly a tenth of all agricultural goods. It is crucial to note that current 
export patterns within the different African regions are sufficiently dissimilar to suggest there is 
room to expand intraregional trade within the continent. To achieve this, more coordinated efforts 
must be deployed to promote a more integrated market and reduce the negative effects of NTMs 
and behind-the-border barriers. 

In the 2019 AATM, Chapter 4 examined the evolution of competitiveness in key commodity value 
chains in Africa, showing that Africa’s comparative advantage in agriculture has strengthened in 
very recent years. This year ’s Chapter 4 focused on the lack of competitiveness of African value 
chains that are fundamental to food security: cereals and cassava, sugar and related products, 
and vegetable oils. The chapter first examined indicators of trade and comparative advantage at 
different levels, continental or by country, by degree of processing, and by crop at the source of 
this value chain; it then assessed the degree of distortion introduced by the policies of large (rich 
and emerging) countries. On the one hand, the chapter found that while the African continent 
has a significant comparative disadvantage in these three value chains, some African countries 
may have a comparative advantage at certain stages of processing in these value chains. But too 
often the advantage is concentrated at the unprocessed stage. On the other hand, it showed that 
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while the policies of the European Union, the United States, China, and India are highly distorting 
for certain products or at certain stages of processing, most African countries still suffer from 
structural weaknesses in their supply capacities in these value chains: poor access to the most 
recent technologies; insufficient infrastructure in transport, customs, telecommunications, and 
energy; and insufficient labor skills.

Informal cross-border trade (ICBT) was the subject of Chapter 5. In Africa, ICBT is fundamental in 
terms of income generation, food security, and the inclusion of women in economic life. The chapter 
began by clearly defining this economic activity, as different definitions of the term are used. Then 
it identified the causes of ICBT, which include historical, cultural, and economic factors. It is the 
product not only of the largely arbitrary formation of African states, but also of the many prevailing 
barriers to formal trade. Two initiatives to measure ICBT were presented: those implemented by 
CILSS1 in West Africa and by UBoS and BoU2 in Uganda. Indeed, the lack of accuracy in African 
agricultural trade statistics is an important issue often highlighted in the 2020 AATM, as in previous 
editions.

Chapter 6 looked at regional integration experiences in Southern Africa, focusing on SADC. Trade 
integration in this part of Africa has a long history: SACU is the oldest customs union still in existence 
today. The birth of SADC was the result of the political will of nine countries in the region to reduce 
their dependence on apartheid-era South Africa. SADC has since accepted new members and 
now comprises 16 countries. However, the initial political will has not sparked a real economic 
evolution: the free trade area has not been transformed into a customs union; NTMs affecting 
intraregional trade are still numerous; and customs, electricity, transport, and telecommunications 
infrastructure have not significantly improved. Current trade among the SADC countries reveals 
a number of weaknesses that have not been resolved in recent years, most notably the overly 
large share of primary goods exports, with a high concentration in a few products (tobacco, corn, 
sugar, live animals) that are similar in all countries. Moreover, participation of Southern African 
countries in global value chains is low: only South Africa exports and imports intermediate goods 
in a significant way. The authors concluded by pointing to the need for genuine political will to 
emerge to advance trade integration in the region.

At the beginning of July 2020, the main concern of Africans is the COVID-19 crisis and its potential 
impact on food security on the continent. A large part of Africa’s food supply is provided through 
“ transitional chains,” where it is very difficult to organize social distancing. Many African countries 
have banned people from crossing borders but accept the crossing of freight with tighter health 
controls. This restriction will slow, if not stop, ICBT and slow down recorded trade. The introduction 
of curfews also increases the loss and waste of food. Add to this crop losses caused by locusts, 
mainly in East Africa, and the potential impact on food security is worrying. 

In view of this crisis, strengthening regional integration in Africa is therefore increasingly important, 
particularly to improve food security. Increasing integration will require lowering or even removing 
tariff barriers and NTMs and improving transport, customs, telecommunications, and electricity 
infrastructure. While many African regional agreements, such as SADC, are disappointing in this 
regard, the African Continental Free Trade Area is today the focus of hope. Due to the health 
situation, its launch has been postponed until January 1, 2021. It is hoped that the current crisis 
will increase the scope of this agreement and strengthen the motivation of African governments to 
implement it effectively.

1 Comité Permanent Inter-état de Lutte contre la Sècheresse au Sahel.
2 Uganda Bureau of Statistics and Bank of Uganda.


