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The African Continental Free Trade 
Agreement: The much-needed 
shapeshifter for the African trade 
community

Since the formation of the World 

Trade Organization in 1995 (and 

considering Africa’s combined 

population of 1.3 billion) the 

AfCFTA is set to govern one of 

the largest free trade areas in the 

world, covering a community with 

a gross domestic product of USD 

3.4 Trillion.

The AfCFTA aims to strengthen 

economic growth amongst African 

countries and create a unified 

continental market and customs 

union for goods and services, 

allowing the free movement of 

people, investments and the 

enhancement of industry 

competitiveness in Africa and 

globally. This will ultimately  

encourage large-scale production 

as well as the exportation of 

value-added products and access 

into the continental trade market.

The African Continental Free 

Trade Agreement

The AfCFTA is an integrated 

partnership that was signed on 21 

March 2018 at the African Union 

Extraordinary Summit in Kigali, 

Rwanda. 

It came into force on 30 May 2019 

and, to date, every African 

country (with the exception of 

Eritrea, being the only country out 

of 55 African countries), has 

signed the agreement. In addition, 

30 countries have signed and 

handed in their instruments of 

ratification with the African Union 

Commission Chairperson in terms 

of Article 23 of the Agreement. 

This represents the fastest 

ratification in the history of the 

African Union.

In brief

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the African Continental Free Trade 

Agreement (‘AfCFTA’), which seeks to establish a united and 

mutually beneficial African trade community, did not come into 

operation on 1 July 2020.

The new effective date for trade in terms of the AfCFTA is 1 January 

2021, which will be the commencement date of the operational 

phase of the AfCFTA.
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It is estimated that the AfCFTA is likely to boost 

intra-African trade from 18% to 52.3% as a result of 

the reduction of import duties by implementing 97% 

of tariff free trade across African markets, reducing 

trade barriers and encouraging the liberalization of 

services. However, the achievement of the full 

potential of the AfCFTA will be dependent on the 

structures in place with respect to trade facilitation 

and policy reform.

The AfCFTA will be governed by five operational 

instruments. These include the AfCFTA Rules of 

Origin, the online negotiating forum and AfCFTA 

Trade in Goods Password Protected Dashboard, 

the Continental Online Mechanism for Monitoring, 

Reporting and Elimination of Non-Tariff Barriers, 

the Pan-African Payments and Settlements 

System, and the African Union Trade Observatory.

At the 18th Ordinary Session of the Assembly of 

Heads of State and Government of the African 

Union held in Ethiopia in January 2012, it was 

agreed that a Continental Free Trade Area would 

be established. At this session, other continental 

frameworks, including the Boosting Intra African 

Trade (‘BIAT’) and The Action Plan for the 

Accelerated Industrial Development for Africa 

(‘AIDA’), were agreed to, recognising trade as an 

important catalyst for sustainable economic growth 

and development. 

Seven action clusters were identified, which include 

trade policy, trade facilitation, productive capacity, 

trade-related infrastructure, trade finance, trade 

information, and factor market integration.

The BIAT aims to deepen Africa’s market 

integration and significantly increase the volume of 

trade that African countries partake in from 10-13% 

to 25% or more within a period of ten years. The 

AIDA aims to mobilize financial and non-financial 

resources in order to enhance Africa’s industrial 

performance. Although the COVID-19 pandemic 

has had a significantly negative impact on global 

economic activity, capital markets and global 

supply chains and trade, the AfCFTA serves as a 

great opportunity in this time of crisis, and has the 

potential to boost intra-Africa trade and act as an 

instrument towards the recovery of economies 

severely impacted by the pandemic.

A study by the World Bank estimates that, should the 

AfCFTA be implemented correctly, it could potentially 

lift 30 million Africans out of extreme poverty. The 

study also estimates that the AfCFTA has the 

potential to increase intra-Africa trade by 81% by 

2035. 

Article 19(2) of the AfCFTA provides that: “State 

Parties that are members of other regional economic 

communities, regional trading arrangements and 

custom unions, which have attained among 

themselves higher levels of regional integration than 

under this Agreement, shall maintain such higher 

levels among themselves”.

The AfCFTA will not hinder the trade liberalization 

progress made by various regional economic 

communities. This means that when the AfCFTA 

comes into effect, existing customs unions (including 

the Southern African Customs Union and the 

Southern African Development Community) will 

continue to be maintained on the basis that they are 

beneficial to the particular trade region.

How we can help

The PwC Customs and International Trade team has 

extensive knowledge and experience. We assist our 

clients in various matters, including trade facilitation 

and Rules of Origin.

The team, which consists of experienced customs, 

excise and international trade consultants, can 

advise you on customs, excise and trade rules 

affecting your imports, exports and manufactured 

goods and discuss with you how you might plan your 

affairs to manage this area of business risk and cost. 

We leverage the PwC cross-border specialist 

networks (including transfer pricing, international tax, 

legal and corporate finance) in order to provide a 

truly global and holistic approach that addresses 

both the direct and indirect tax, regulatory and 

finance implications of commercial transactions. This 

ensures that this aspect of the value chain is 

optimised. Our service is global, and we are happy to 

assist with global customs, excise and international 

trade measures through our network of specialists in 

over 100 countries.


