
Module 1: Overview of Africa’s digital 
trade performance and trends

Digital Trade in Africa: Foundations, Opportunities, 
and the AfCFTA Framework 



1.Introduction

An Economic Revolution Underway

Digital trade is redefining economic exchanges in Africa.

Beyond simple online shopping, it represents a complete 

ecosystem of value creation.

This presentation unpacks its concepts, components, and the 

conditions for its success.



2. Understanding the Key Concepts of Digital Trade

Beyond E-Commerce: Let’s Untangle the Concepts

Digital Economy: The global framework. The ecosystem where digital 

technologies redefine the creation and exchange of value.

Electronic Commerce: The transaction. The buying and selling of goods 

and services online.

Digital Trade: The expanded exchange. E-commerce plus the necessary 

tools, infrastructures, and regulations.

Digital Marketing: The operational skill. The strategies used to attract, 

convert, and retain customers.
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2. Understanding the Key Concepts of Digital Trade

According to the WTO (1998): it refers to the production, distribution,

marketing, sale or delivery of goods and services by electronic means.

UNCTAD and the OECD (2019) propose a statistical definition:

international trade in products ordered and/or delivered digitally, which

includes online orders for physical or digital delivery.

The AfCFTA Protocol on Digital Trade defines it as commercial

transactions in goods and services deliverable physically or digitally,

involving natural or legal persons.

Electronic commerce (e-commerce) refers to all buying and selling activities of goods and 

services conducted online, made possible by digital technologies.

However, there is no universally agreed definition of the term, especially in the context of 

cross-border trade.
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3. Why is Digital Trade Essential for Africa?

3.1. A Driver of Growth and Regional Integration

Digital trade helps connect African markets with each other and reduces the 

physical and administrative barriers that hinder exchanges.

3.2. An Opportunity for SMEs, Women, and Youth

Digital trade allows new actors (SMEs, women, and young people) to actively 

participate in regional trade by giving them access to platforms, mobile 

payments, and financing opportunities.

👉 It strengthens economic inclusion and enhances the visibility of African 

entrepreneurs.

👉 It is a concrete tool to accelerate economic integration and build 
a unified African market.



3. Why is Digital Trade Essential for Africa?(2)

3.3. A Way to Reduce Costs and Increase Transparency

The digitalization of trade procedures (payment, certification, invoicing, 

traceability) reduces logistics costs, transaction delays, and risks of corruption.

👉 It makes trade faster, safer, and more transparent, while strengthening the 

competitiveness of African enterprises.

3.4. A Catalyst for Innovation and New Jobs

Digital trade stimulates the emergence of new sectors (fintech, e-logistics, data 

services, artificial intelligence, e-commerce, etc.) and promotes the creation of 

skilled jobs and new forms of entrepreneurship.

👉 It prepares African youth for a knowledge-based economy, driven by 

digital skills and local innovation.



4.Digital Trade: Key Components and Opportunities (1)

4.1. Composantes clés



Components Strategic Role Opportunities for Africa

1. Cybersecurity
Protects data, transactions, 

and users.

. Development of local security services, 

creation of jobs in digital protection, and 

increased trust in trade.

2. Data Governance

Regulates the collection, 

sharing, and protection of 

data.

Valorization of African data, creation of 

regional data centers, and enhancement 

of digital sovereignty.

4. Digital Trade: Key Components and Opportunities (2)

4.2. Opportunities by Component



3. Digital Inclusion Ensures equitable access to 

digital tools and opportunities

Reduces the digital divide, 

empowers women and youth, and 

expands domestic markets

4. Regulation
Establishes a harmonized and 

protective legal framework.

Secures transactions, increases 

investment attractiveness, and 

enhances regional interoperability.

5. Digital Logistics
Connects the online world with 

the physical world.

Promotes the development of local 

delivery companies, improves 

regional value chains, and reduces 

costs.

6. Digital Finance

Facilitates payments and 

access to capital through 

technology.

Expands mobile money, fosters the 

rise of African fintech, and 

strengthens financial inclusion for 

MSMEs.

4. Commerce numérique : Composantes clés et opportunités (3) 



7. Digital Platforms

Spaces for online 

exchange and 

services.

Creation of African platforms (e-commerce, 

services, e-learning), growth of the 

continental digital market.

8. Infrastructure
Ensures connectivity, 

energy, and networks..

Deployment of shared infrastructures, public-

private partnerships, and rural connectivity..

9.Transformation 

of Economic

Models

Modernizes traditional

businesses..

Digitalization of agricultural, artisanal, and 

manufacturing sectors, upgrading of African 

products..

10. Digital Skills
Develops human and 

technical capacities.

Training of a skilled workforce, youth 

employment, local innovation, and technology 

startups.

4. Commerce numérique : Composantes clés et opportunités (4) 



4. a) Key Digital Infrastructures (1)

1. Basic Infrastructures
Energy and physical foundation of the digital system:

•Electricity: powers the entire digital system.

•Backbone networks: transport data at high speed across the continent.

Examples: submarine cables, terrestrial fiber optics.

2. Network Distribution Infrastructures
Distribute backbone connectivity to end users:

•Mobile and access networks (4G, 5G, Wi-Fi, satellites): connect households, businesses, 

schools, and institutions.

•Internet Exchange Points (IXP): enable local traffic exchange, reducing costs and latency.

3. Data Infrastructures
Host, process, and store information:

•Data centers: store and process data locally.

•Clouds: provide remote storage and digital services accessible everywhere.



4. a) Key Digital Infrastructures (2)

5. Global Connectivity Infrastructures

Ensure universal coverage:

•Satellites: connect rural and remote areas.

They complement terrestrial networks to ensure total coverage.

4. Digital Service Infrastructures
Implementation of digital services:

•Digital addressing systems: facilitate geolocation, logistics, and e-commerce.

•Digital platforms: provide visible services (e-commerce, fintech, e-transport, e-government, 

etc.).



5. Challenges of Digital Trade in Africa

 Africa’s digital trade is growing rapidly, driven by the rise of mobile 

technologies, fintech innovations, and young, creative entrepreneurs 

(startups).

However, its potential remains partially untapped.

 Many countries and Regional Economic Communities (RECs) have 

launched ambitious initiatives, but progress remains uneven and 

fragmented across the continent.

 Without robust digital infrastructures, harmonized regulatory 

frameworks, online trust mechanisms, and adequate digital skills, the 

benefits of digitalization risk being concentrated in a few urban or 

advanced economies, leaving behind SMEs, women, and rural areas.

Is there a solution? The AfCFTA Protocol on Digital Trade emerges as a 

structuring response to address these challenges.
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6. The AfCFTA Protocol on Digital Trade

The Protocol on Digital Trade emerges as a structuring response.

It aims to bridge existing gaps by:

 Harmonizing digital trade rules among African States,

 Building trust and ensuring security in digital transactions,

 Supporting digital inclusion of MSMEs, women, and youth, and

 Creating the conditions for an integrated, inclusive, and competitive 

African digital economy.

Digital trade is already underway in Africa!But the coherent 

implementation of the AfCFTA Protocol will be the catalyst that transforms 

this potential into a true driver of growth and regional integration.



7. Digital Trade Performance in Africa

 Africa’s digital trade is experiencing rapid growth, driven by the dynamism of 

fintech, the development of regional platforms, and the progressive digitalization of 

public services.

 However, this progress remains uneven across subregions.

 Today, several international indices and comparative methodologies make it 

possible to monitor Africa’s digital trade progress at the continental level and to 

assess its performance.

 In this context, various institutions, including UNCTAD, UNDP, OECD, and ECA, 

are presenting analytical frameworks and tools they have developed to measure 

and support these transformations.

 Their contributions highlight the progress achieved, the remaining gaps, and the 

key action levers needed to build an inclusive, harmonized, and competitive 

African digital market.



THANK YOU!

Mbarga Azambou Hermine Liliane

Trade Policy Specialist – Digital Trade, Rules of Origin
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