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The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA)  represents one of the most ambitious economic integration 

projects in modern history. Established in 2018 and entering its operational phase in January 2021, the AfCFTA 

aims to unite 54 of the 55 African Union member states into a single market. This initiative is not merely a trade 

agreement but a strategic framework designed to fundamentally restructure the African economy, moving it away 

from a reliance on raw material exports toward value-added manufacturing and services. By eliminating tariff 

barriers and streamlining non-tariff measures, the AfCFTA is projected to create a market of 1.3 billion people

with a combined GDP exceeding $3.4 trillion.

1. Theoretical Framework and Economic Imperatives

The AfCFTA is built upon the principles of Developmental Regionalism. Unlike traditional trade agreements that

focus solely on market access, developmental regionalism emphasizes the necessity of building productive

capacity and infrastructure alongside trade liberalization. This framework recognizes that for African nations to

benefit from free trade, they must first possess the industrial base to produce goods that can be traded.

The Gravity Model of Trade in the African Context

To understand the potential of the AfCFTA, economists often employ the Gravity Model of Trade . This model

posits that the volume of trade between two countries is proportional to their economic mass (GDP) and inversely

proportional to the distance (and trade barriers) between them. Currently, intra-African trade stands at

approximately 15-18%, significantly lower than Europe (67%) or Asia (60%). The AfCFTA aims to reduce the

'distance'—both physical and regulatory—to maximize this gravitational pull.

Formulaic representation of trade potential:T<sub>ij</sub> = A * (M<sub>i</sub> * M<sub>j</sub>) / 

D<sub>ij</sub>Where:T<sub>ij</sub>: Trade flow between country i and jM<sub>i</sub>, M<sub>j</sub>: 

Respective economic masses (GDP)D<sub>ij</sub>: Trade resistance (tariffs, logistics, borders)A: Constant

2. The Institutional Architecture of the AfCFTA

The legal framework of the AfCFTA is structured through several protocols that cover distinct areas of economic 

activity. This modular approach allows for the phased implementation of complex regulatory changes. The AfCFTA 

Secretariat, headquartered in Accra, Ghana, serves as the central administrative organ responsible for the

coordination and implementation of the agreement.

Phase I Protocols: The Foundations

•  Protocol on Trade in Goods: This protocol focuses on the progressive elimination of import duties and charges 

having equivalent effect. It mandates that 90% of tariff lines must be liberalized over a 5 to 10-year period.

•  Protocol on Trade in Services: Recognizing the growing importance of the services sector, this protocol 

covers five priority areas: business services, communications, financial services, tourism, and transport.

•  Protocol on Rules and Procedures on the Settlement of Disputes: A vital component for ensuring legal 



certainty, establishing a mechanism for states to resolve conflicts regarding the interpretation and application of the 

agreement.

Phase II and III Protocols: The Deepening

The subsequent phases address more complex regulatory environments, including Investment, Intellectual 

Property Rights (IPR), and Competition Policy. Most recently, the Protocol on Digital Tradehas been

introduced to address the rapid digitalization of the global economy, ensuring that African businesses can compete

in the digital marketplace.

3. Technical Breakdown: Rules of Origin (RoO)

The Rules of Origin constitute the "passport" of goods within the AfCFTA. They are the technical criteria used to 

determine whether a product can be considered 'African' and thus eligible for preferential tariff treatment. Without 

robust RoO, the AfCFTA risks becoming a conduit for third-party goods (e.g., from Asia or Europe) to enter the 

market under false pretenses, a phenomenon known as trade deflection.

Criteria for Origin Determination



Criterion Technical Description Application Example

Wholly Obtained Products produced entirely within a 
single member state without any 
foreign inputs.

Agricultural products, minerals, or live 
animals born and raised in Africa.

Substantial Transformation Non-originating materials must 
undergo a process that changes their 
character.

Converting raw cocoa beans into 
processed chocolate bars.

Value-Added Threshold A specific percentage of the final 
product's value must be generated 
within the AfCFTA.

Automotive assembly where 40% of 
component value is local.

Change in Tariff Subheading (CTSH) The final product must fall under a 
different HS code than the imported 
raw materials.

Importing leather (HS 41) to 
manufacture footwear (HS 64).

4. Tariff Liberalization Schedules and Exceptions

The AfCFTA does not demand immediate zero-tariff status for all goods. It employs a staggered approach to

protect sensitive domestic industries while moving toward a continental customs union. The liberalization is divided

into three categories:

1.  Non-Sensitive Products (90%): Tariffs on these goods are eliminated over 5 years (for non-LDCs) or 10 years 

(for LDCs - Least Developed Countries).

2.  Sensitive Products (7%): These products have a longer transition period, often up to 13 years, allowing 

domestic industries time to adjust to increased competition.

3.  Excluded Products (3%): These items are entirely excluded from liberalization for reasons of national food 

security, infant industry protection, or revenue considerations. However, these products must not represent more 

than 10% of the total value of trade.

5. Non-Tariff Barriers (NTBs) and Trade Facilitation

While tariffs are quantifiable, Non-Tariff Barriers (NTBs)are often more disruptive to intra-African trade. NTBs

include cumbersome customs procedures, excessive documentation, sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) measures,

and technical barriers to trade (TBT). Research suggests that the removal of NTBs could boost African income by

$292 billion, far exceeding the gains from tariff removal alone.

The AfCFTA NTB Reporting and Monitoring Mechanism

To address these challenges, the Secretariat launched an online portal where traders can report barriers

encountered at borders. The mechanism involves:

•  Identification: Real-time reporting by private sector actors.

•  Verification: Confirmation of the barrier by the National Focal Points.

•  Resolution: Bilateral or multilateral negotiations to remove the barrier within a specified timeframe.

6. The Role of Intellectual Property (IP) and WIPO Collaboration

The Protocol on Intellectual Property Rights is essential for fostering innovation. As highlighted by the World 

Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO), the AfCFTA provides a unique opportunity to harmonize IP laws across 



the continent. This includes the protection of Geographical Indications (GIs)—such as Ethiopian Coffee or

Rooibos Tea—which allows African producers to command premium prices in international markets by

guaranteeing origin and quality.

7. Financial Infrastructure: The Pan-African Payment and Settlement System 
(PAPSS)

A significant bottleneck in intra-African trade is the reliance on third-party currencies (like the US Dollar or Euro) for 

clearing and settlement. This adds costs and delays. PAPSS, developed in collaboration with Afreximbank, allows

for instant, cross-border payments in local African currencies.

Mechanics of PAPSS:

•  Local Currency Transaction: A trader in Nigeria pays in Naira for goods from Kenya.

•  Central Bank Settlement: The system settles the net difference between the central banks at the end of the 

day.

•  Efficiency: It eliminates the need for expensive correspondent banking relationships outside the continent, 

saving an estimated $5 billion annually in transaction costs.

8. Comparative Analysis: AfCFTA vs. Existing RECs

The AfCFTA does not replace existing Regional Economic Communities (RECs)like ECOWAS (West Africa),

SADC (Southern Africa), or EAC (East Africa). Instead, it acts as an umbrella framework. Where REC protocols are

more advanced in liberalization, they take precedence.



Feature Regional Economic Communities 
(RECs)

AfCFTA Framework

Scope Regional (e.g., West or East Africa 
only)

Continental (54 African Nations)

Tariff Liberalization Varies; some have 100% internal free 
trade.

Harmonized 90% liberalization target.

Rules of Origin Often fragmented and inconsistent 
across regions.

Standardized continental rules of 
origin.

Dispute Settlement Limited enforcement in some regions. Structured, legally binding 
mechanism.

9. Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Businesses

For a business to leverage the AfCFTA, it must navigate a series of procedural steps to ensure compliance and

maximize profitability.

Step-by-Step Integration Guide:

1.  HS Code Identification: Determine the Harmonized System (HS) codes for your products. This is the global 

standard for classifying traded goods.

2.  Tariff Preference Verification: Consult the AfCFTA Tariff Book to check the current duty rate for your HS code 

in the target African market.

3.  Origin Certification: Apply for an AfCFTA Certificate of Origin from your national customs authority. This 

requires proving the product meets the RoO criteria (e.g., the 40% value-added rule).

4.  Compliance with Technical Standards: Ensure your product meets the Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) or 

Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) requirements of the importing country.

5.  Utilization of PAPSS: Register with a commercial bank integrated into the PAPSS network to facilitate local 

currency payments.

10. Case Study: The Impact on Value-Added Production

Consider the automotive industry. Currently, many African countries export raw iron ore and import finished

vehicles. Under the AfCFTA, a regional value chain could emerge: iron ore from Liberia is processed into steel in

Nigeria, combined with rubber from Côte d'Ivoire, and assembled into vehicles in South Africa or Ghana. By trading

these intermediate goods without tariffs, the final vehicle becomes cost-competitive with imports from outside the

continent, fostering a robust African automotive ecosystem.

11. Strategic Challenges and Troubleshooting

Despite the potential, several operational challenges persist. Technical writers and policymakers must address

these failure modes to ensure success.

•  Infrastructure Gaps: Even with zero tariffs, the high cost of transport due to poor roads and rail networks acts 

as a 'de facto' tariff. Solutions involve the Program for Infrastructure Development in Africa (PIDA).

•  Informal Cross-Border Trade (ICBT): A large portion of African trade is informal, conducted by small-scale 

traders (mostly women). The AfCFTA must simplify procedures to bring these actors into the formal economy.

•  Regulatory Divergence: Different national standards for product safety can block trade. The AfCFTA promotes 



mutual recognition agreements (MRAs) to harmonize these standards.

The African Continental Free Trade Area is more than a trade pact; it is a blueprint for the continent's industrial

metamorphosis. By moving toward a unified regulatory environment, Africa can leverage its demographic dividend

and vast natural resources to become a global economic powerhouse. The success of the AfCFTA depends not

only on political will but on the technical execution of its protocols, the elimination of non-tariff barriers, and the

active participation of the private sector. As trade barriers fall, the path to a prosperous, integrated, and self-reliant

Africa becomes increasingly clear, promising a future where the continent's economic destiny is firmly in its own

hands.
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