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Introduction

Since the Industrial Revolution, rapid and sustained economic growth has typically been linked to the size and productivity 
of the manufacturing sector. Industrialisation has transformed countries such as the United Kingdom, the United States 
(US), France, Germany and Japan into some of the wealthiest nations in the world. More recently, it has enabled the Asian 
Tigers (Hong Kong, South Korea, Singapore and Taiwan) to catch up with advanced economies. Industrialisation has also 
fuelled China’s growth to the extent that, in 2010, it surpassed the United States to become the world’s largest 
manufacturer. By 2023, China accounted for  of global manufacturing output, 12 percentage points ahead of the US. 29%
Industrialisation is central to modernisation: a vibrant manufacturing base creates employment at scale, drives 
technological progress and fosters broad-based, inclusive growth.

However, despite its manufacturing potential, including fast-growing internal markets, abundant raw materials and a large 
labour force, Africa’s experience with industrialisation has been disappointing. Low-end services and subsistence 
agriculture still play a central role in many African economies, employing approximately  of Africa's labour force and 60%
contributing 20% to gross domestic product (GDP). The share of manufacturing value added in the continent’s GDP has 
stagnated under 13% since 2020, leading to concerns of premature . In 2023, only five African countries deindustrialisation
(Nigeria, Egypt, South Africa, Algeria and Morocco) had a manufacturing value added over US$10 billion.

Chart 1 depicts Africa’s manufacturing value-added share in GDP from 2000 to 2043. Africa’s share of  global manufacturing
has declined from about 3% in the 1970s to less than  in 2023. This contribution is significantly below other regions, 2%
placing the continent at the bottom of the global value chain.  contributes the largest share of manufacturing North Africa
value added on the continent, followed by Central and West Africa, which have experienced significant improvements over 
the past decade. In contrast, Southern Africa's share has been declining, while East Africa consistently has the lowest 
share of manufacturing value added across the continent.

African industry is primarily focused on low-technology products such as food, beverages, textiles, clothing and wood. 
There is a limited presence in higher-value manufacturing. This slow growth in the manufacturing sector, combined with 
an early transition to services, has led to concerns that Africa is de-industrialising before it has a chance to industrialise. In 
other words, the continent risks missing out on the traditional manufacturing-led pathway to prosperity.

https://www.statista.com/chart/20858/top-10-countries-by-share-of-global-manufacturing-output/
https://www.statista.com/chart/20858/top-10-countries-by-share-of-global-manufacturing-output/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/01/tackling-global-food-security-in-africa/
https://assets.kpmg.com/content/dam/kpmg/za/pdf/Manufacturing-in-Africa.pdf
https://www.afdb.org/en/documents/africa-industrialization-index-2022
https://www.afdb.org/en/documents/africa-industrialization-index-2022
https://www.theigc.org/blogs/industrialisation-africa-manufacturing-ethiopia
https://stat.unido.org/portal/storage/publication/yearbook/2023/Yearbook_2023_UNIDO_IndustrialStatistics_Yearbook_2023_Africa.pdf
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Fostering industrialisation is currently high on the list of priorities for African policymakers. The importance of 
manufacturing to unlock the continent’s development potential is clearly articulated in the African Union’s 2011 Action 

and reaffirmed in . Industrialisation is also one of Plan for the Accelerated Industrial Development of Africa   Agenda 2063
the ‘Top 5’ priority areas of the African Development Bank (AfDB), as reflected in its .Industrialise Africa strategy

Looking to the future, much hope is centred on the impact of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). Launched 
in 2021, the AfCFTA is a flagship initiative aimed at  the small domestic markets that previously hindered overcoming
industrial growth. By unifying Africa into the world’s largest free trade area when counting participating countries and 
geographical areas, the AfCFTA is expected to create economies of scale for African firms and incentivise investments in 
cross-border value chains. Estimates published by the UN Economic Commision for Africa (UNECA) The Economic  in 
Report on Africa (ERA), , indicate that successful AfCFTA implementation could increase Africa’s combined GDP by 
US$141billion and intra-African trade by 45% by 2045. In the short term, AfCFTA also hedges against external shocks: for 
instance, African industries like automotive assembly and fertiliser production can shift to regional markets to bypass 
global trade disputes and tariffs.

Equally important is leveraging technology and sustainable practices to leapfrog traditional industrialisation stages. The 
diffusion of digital manufacturing techniques, such as automation, 3D printing and AI-driven processes, provides 
opportunities for African firms to boost productivity and join global supply chains in ways not possible before. There is 
also a growing emphasis on green industrialisation, using renewable energy and circular economy models to ensure 
industrial growth is environmentally sustainable. African governments and partners are investing in the enablers of 
modern industry, from Information and Communications Technology (ICT) infrastructure to reliable electricity. For 
example,  was held under the theme “Leveraging Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Green Africa’s Industrialisation Week 2024
Industrialisation,” highlighting the push to integrate advanced technologies and clean energy into manufacturing.

Significant investments in infrastructure and industrial zones are also underway. New highways, rail links, ports and 
power plants across Africa aim to reduce the high transport and energy costs that have hampered competitiveness. 
Dozens of Special Economic Zones (SEZs) and industrial parks have been established to attract investors with better 
facilities and incentives. Ethiopia’s government-led industrial parks, for instance, have been pivotal in attracting foreign 
investment into light manufacturing like textiles and apparel. Other countries are following suit: Nigeria opened the new 
Lekki Deep Sea Port in 2023, which now handles about  of the country’s container traffic and is expected to improve 25%
logistics efficiency for manufacturers. In Central Africa, the Democratic Republic of Congo ( ongo) broke ground in DR C
March 2025 on the Musompo SEZ in cobalt-rich Lualaba province, a 900-hectare zone dedicated to battery and electric 
vehicle production, developed in partnership with Zambia and international investors. Projects like these seek to move 
African countries up the value chain, for example, from mining and exporting raw minerals to producing battery 
precursors and assembling electric vehicles locally.

Current developments therefore signal a renewed commitment across Africa to harness manufacturing as a driver of 
inclusive growth. The theoretical foundations laid by development economists, from structural change models to Kaldor’s 
growth laws, remain highly relevant to Africa’s situation. All suggest that shifting resources into manufacturing and higher 
value-added activities is essential for sustained growth.

The following sections explore these concepts and Africa’s progress in more detail, before presenting a scenario analysis 
of a manufacturing push. The Manufacturing scenario illustrates the potential outcomes by 2043 if Africa pursues 
aggressive industrialisation policies, as well as the impacts on jobs, incomes and broader development goals.

https://au.int/web/sites/default/files/documents/30985-doc-plan_of_action_of_aida.pdf
https://au.int/web/sites/default/files/documents/30985-doc-plan_of_action_of_aida.pdf
https://au.int/en/agenda2063/overview
https://www.afdb.org/en/documents/africa-industrialization-index-2022
https://www.afdb.org/en/documents/africa-industrialization-index-2022
https://www.afdb.org/en/documents/africa-industrialization-index-2022
https://africanminingmarket.com/unlocking-africa-manufacturing-potential-through-regional-integration/22021/#:~:text=With%20a%20population%20exceeding%201,in%20terms%20of%20participating%20countries
https://www.uneca.org/stories/era-2025-with-effective-implementation%2C-the-afcfta-can-open-alternative-markets-to-sectors#:~:text=ECA%20experts%20note%20that%20a,45
https://au.int/en/pressreleases/20240723/take-opportunity-african-union-commission-invites-stakeholders-organize-side#:~:text=The%20African%20Union%20Commission%20Invites,the%202024%20Africa%20Industrialization
https://allafrica.com/stories/202505210632.html#:~:text=,she%20noted
https://bankable.africa/en/business-climate/0104-982-dr-congo-development-of-musompo-special-economic-zone-begins#:~:text=The%20development%20of%20the%20Musompo,vehicles%20using%20local%20raw%20materials
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