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Africa’s Trade Futures

Briefly

Africa’s total trade

Africa’s total exports

Africa’s total imports

Briefly

A previous section concluded that despite growing geopolitical competition over Africa, the continent still accounts for 
only around 1-2% of the global outward FDI portfolios of China, the EU and the US. Africa's challenge is consequently less 
about choosing between competing investors than about dramatically increasing its share of investment and trade from 
all investors.

Africa’s total trade

The bulk of Africa’s export basket consists of precious stones, crude oil, natural gas, minerals and metals. Its import 
composition consists of machinery, vehicles, pharmaceuticals, electronics and other refined products. Africa’s reliance on 
exporting raw materials means that much of the value added through processing and manufacturing takes place outside 
the continent, limiting domestic production, industrial employment, technology development and economic growth.

In 2025, Africa’s total trade (both exports and imports) amounted to almost US$1.3 trillion. This represented less than 3% 
of  with its trade flows remaining predominantly extra-continental (which excludes intra-African trade). Intra- global trade,
African trade remained very low compared with other regions of the world. A paltry  of Africa’s trade is internal 16.3%
(intra-African trade), compared to 62.6% for Asia and 66.5% for the EU in 2025.

Looking to 2050, Africa’s total trade increases in three of the four scenarios, but is 9 percentage points lower than the 
2025 level in the World at War. Africa’s total trade doubles in the Divided World, increases more than threefold in the 
Sustainable World, and is more than fourfold larger in the 2050 Growth World forecast. Whereas total trade, as a 
percentage of GDP, was 56% in 2025 and remains at that level in the 2050 World at War forecast, it increases to 113% in 
2050 in the Growth World. Because the ratio includes both exports and imports, total trade can exceed 100% of GDP, 
particularly in highly open economies and regions with cross-border value chains.

The future share of the EU, US, China and other partners in African trade will depend on their own economic growth, 
trade policy, enlargement and internal cohesion. These factors are held constant or treated exogenously in the present 
scenarios and represent an area for sensitivity analysis. The findings underscore the extent to which Africa’s future in 
trade will be dominated by its relations with China and the EU. However, trade with other regions, such as the Gulf 
countries, is also growing rapidly.

In all four scenarios, South and Central America remain relatively peripheral to Africa’s future in trade, despite a shared 
history of conquest and exploitation.

Africa’s exports

Africa’s export performance has remained low, stagnant and heavily skewed towards primary and commodity goods, 
despite efforts to expand market access through numerous external and internal trade agreements. The most significant 

https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/statis_e/world_trade_statistics_e.htm
https://unctadstat.unctad.org/insights/theme/227
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external trade agreements have historically been with the EU, the US and China. These agreements provide African 
exporters with preferential access to the EU, the US and China, while requiring participating African economies to 
gradually liberalise their own markets. With the EU, trade agreements have progressively shifted from unilateral 
preferences towards reciprocal Economic Partnership Agreements ( ).EPAs

The US has primarily provided preferential market access AGOA. Rather than a conventional reciprocal free-trade 
agreement, AGOA grants eligible sub-Saharan African countries preferential access to the US market across a wide range 
of products, subject to eligibility requirements. Although AGOA has supported export-oriented industries in some 
countries, particularly apparel and manufacturing, its benefits have been unevenly distributed, and African exports to the 
US remain concentrated among a relatively small number of economies and products.

Africa's trade relationship with China has developed differently. It has been built around bilateral economic cooperation, 
investment agreements and preferential market-access initiatives rather than a single continent-wide free-trade 
agreement. This relationship has expanded considerably alongside Chinese investment in African infrastructure and 
natural resources. Importantly, China has progressively widened duty-free treatment for African exports and, from May 
2026, extended a  zero-tariff treatment to goods from the 53 African countries (excluding Eswatini) with non-reciprocal
which it maintains diplomatic relations. This could improve market access for African exporters, though whether it 
substantially changes the composition of exports will depend on African economies' ability to increase productive capacity 
and supply higher-value goods competitively.

In 2025, Africa’s total exports amounted to around US$934, representing only about 2.9% of world exports, highlighting 
the continent’s relatively small share of global trade value. The majority of African economies remain at the upstream end 
of the global value chain (GVC), supplying primary and commodity goods. This limits opportunities for industrial 
upgrading, productivity gains and economic diversification. The potential of downstream beneficiation of its natural 
resources is large.

Using IFs, Chart 12 presents the recent history and a forecast of the value of Africa’s exports to China, India, the EU and 
the US for each of the four scenarios. The value of African exports to the EU is much higher than that to China, although 
exports to China increase in all scenarios. In contrast, exports to the EU decline significantly in the World at War scenario. 
As in China, exports to India also increase in all four scenarios, while exports to the US trend lower than those to the 
others.

https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/eu-trade-relationships-country-and-region/countries-and-regions/eastern-and-southern-africa-esa/factsheet-eu-esa4-enhanced-economic-partnership-agreement-epa_en
https://bisi.org.uk/reports/chinas-zero-tariff-policy-to-africa
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Africa’s imports

In contrast to its export structure, Africa’s import basket comprises a significant share of capital and intermediate goods 
that support domestic production, investment and economic development. Imports of machinery, equipment and 
industrial inputs can enhance productive capacity, facilitate infrastructure development and promote the transfer and 
adoption of technology. As such, a high level of imports is not inherently economically undesirable, particularly when 
imports are directed towards productivity-enhancing investment rather than solely final consumption. Imported capital 
goods and intermediate inputs can raise productivity, strengthen domestic industrial capacity and support structural 
transformation, ultimately improving Africa’s competitiveness and its ability to produce and export higher-value-added 
goods.

In 2025, Africa’s total imports were estimated at approximately US$1 trillion, exceeding exports and resulting in a trade 
deficit of around US$74 billion. The continent accounted for only 3.2% of global imports.

Chart 13 presents a history and forecast of Africa’s imports from China, India, the EU and the US in billion US$ for each 
scenario. Similar to the export profile, the value of exports from the EU is higher than that of China, but export growth 
from China and India to Africa is much higher than that from the EU. In fact, Chinese exports to Africa are rapidly 
overtaking those from the EU.
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