
THE AFRICAN CONTINENTAL FREE TRADE AREA (AFCFTA): WHAT'S IN IT FOR YOUTHS?

Africa is the second largest continent in the world next to Asia. You could fit the US, China and

Europe in it and still have some space to spare. Africa is rich with a wide range of natural

resources. It is believed that the continent holds 90% of the world's cobalt, 90% of its platinum,

50% of its gold, 98% of its chromium, 70% of its tantalite, 64% of its manganese and one-third

of its uranium. The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) has 70% of the world's coltan, a mineral

used in the production of tantalum capacitors for electronic devices such as cell phones. The

DRC also has more than 30% of the world's diamond reserves. Guinea is the world's largest

exporter of bauxite. Now we have listed out the figures, what point are we trying to make. Here

it is: most of these mineral resources, including agricultural products, are exported to and

utilized by countries outside of Africa. Is it wrong for these African countries to improve their

economy by exporting their goods to countries where they are needed? Not exactly.

Consider this: Africa currently consists of 55 fragmented markets, some of which are among the

fastest-growing economies in the world. Yet trade within the continent is the lowest globally.

This means that Africa does more trade with those outside the borders of the continent than

with its african neighbors. Take Kenya, for instance. It is the largest economy in the East African

community. Each year, it exports $1 billion to Europe and about $500 million to the US. Kenya's

total exports amount to $6 billion. It is shocking to discover that from that sea of exports only a

meagre $69 million worth of goods were exported to its neighbor Ethiopia. Why is this so?

The truth is that people who want to trade within Africa face a lot of challenges. They have to

endure long waiting time at borders. The secretary-general of the African Federation of Women

Entrepreneurs, Ms. Lucia Quachey, laments,"Custom officials and police at roadblocks will make

you unload and unpack every little package in order to delay you for hours." There are also no

good service routes between these countries, making it difficult to transport goods to the



destination country. That is not all. High amount of trade taxes placed on most commodities

discourage traders from doing business within Africa. All these factors contribute to the low

level of trade recorded among African countries.

The situation, however, can be salvaged. We are not without hope. Studies have shown that if

intra-African trade is encouraged and implemented, it could boost the economy of individual

countries and the continent in general. If African countries trade amongst themselves, they

could create a single market for goods and services, businesses and investments. How can this

be achieved? This is where the AfCFTA comes in.

What is the AfCFTA?

A Free Trade Area, as the name implies, is simply a large area comprising several countries

where boundaries on trade are limited, reduced to the barest minimum, or even removed

entirely. The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) is an agreement by the countries in

Africa to create a single continental market that will allow the free movement of people,

services and investments across Africa. The AfCFTA is the largest free trade area in the world,

measured by the number of countries that make it up. After years of planning, the agreement

was eventually launched in January, 2021. 54 out of the 55 countries in Africa have signed the

Free Trade Agreement. These countries have, in effect, agreed to adopt policies that will reduce

obstacles to trade, like high import duties and tariffs, and encourage trade between African

countries.

What will the AfCFTA accomplish?

The major objectives of the AfCFTA are:



1. To establish a single market within the borders of Africa that allows people, goods and

services to move freely from one african state to the other and ultimately make the

economy of the continent more unified.

2. Lay the foundation for the eventual establishment of a continental customs union.

3. Promote and attain sustainable and inclusive socioeconomic development, gender

equality and structural transformations of member states.

4. Enhance the competitiveness of member states in Africa and globally.

5. Encourage industrial development by diversifying and developing the regional value

chain, improving agriculture and ensuring food security.

How will the AfCFTA achieve all of this?

The AfCFTA seeks to achieve their goal by employing two basic stategies: lower trade barriers

and diversify production. The AfCFTA proposes to remove trade taxes on at least 90% of all

trades between African countries. This will serve as an incentive to intra-African trade.

Experts acknowledge that for African countries to be able to capture more trade opportunities

they need to diversify their products. There are not enough variety of products to go around. In

Angola, for instance, 90% of their exports to other african countries are made up mainly of

petroleum and petroleum products. Nigeria is also a huge exporter of petroleum and its

products. Angola cannot possibly trade petroleum with Nigeria since both countries have

enough of the resource. This, the need to manufacture more products that are not currently

available in the market arises. And wish the rising need for manufacture of various products

comes the need for skilled workers. This jobs are automatically created for the skilled

unemployed citizen.



The goals of the AfCFTA are noble, no doubt, but realizing them will be a huge feat. It will take a

lot of time, effort, and rigorous planning to make it a reality. To make it a bit more manageable

and achievable, the AfCFTA has broken down its principal goals into smaller tasks or phases and

is taking the goals one at a time. The first phase of negotiations focused on making trade in

goods and services and the movement of people free across borders. Negotiations to finalize

provisions for tariff schedules and rules of origin are ongoing and will be completed in 2021.

The second phase of the negotiations, which aims to develop Protocols on areas such as

Intellectual Property Rights, Investment, Competition Policy and E-commerce, is already under

way. Furthermore, a Protocol on Women in trade was recently added to promote opportunities

for women under the agreement.

Why should youths be interested in the AfCFTA?

Africa is the youngest continent in the world, with a median age of 19.8 years and 65% of the

population below the age 25. Unemployment has been a major challenge endured by most

countries on the continent. Every year, 11 million youths (between the ages 15 and 24) flock

into the labour market. However, only 3 million formal jobs are created annually. This means

that over 8 million youths will be unemployed or, at best, informally employed. With the

ever-increasing population, the situation only gets bleaker and more severe. Many governments

have struggled to get rid of this but their efforts do not scratch the surface. It has become

obvious that tackling the issue of unemployment is not the job of the government alone. The

private sector has a role to play. This is where the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA)

comes in. The Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) estimates that the Continental Free Trade

Area will help create up to two million new jobs in East Africa, particularly in the manufacturing,

agro-processing and textile sectors. The AfCFTA will open up a lot of new opportunities in the

service sector like tourism, ICT and finance.



A second way that the AfCFTA will benefit youths is in the free movement protocol. While in

some countries there are a large number of skilled youths who are unemployed, in other

countries, there is serious shortage of qualified employees. If the free movement protocol is put

in place, young people will be free to move to areas anywhere around the continent where their

skills are talents are needed.

Small- and medium-sized businesses owned by young people also stand to benefit from the

AfCFTA. The AfCFTA will give young entrepreneurs access to a larger and more diverse market.

That is not all. It has been observed that youth-led businesses often struggle to survive and

grow. This is because they lack the finance and technical skills required to fully operate and

expand their business. Because of their small size, low level of organization, and lack of financial

knowledge, investors and other financial bodies like banks do not readily grant these business

access to funds that they need to boost their ventures. The agreement also supports the

creation of a conducive business environment for such businesses by improving the African

trade landscape and boosting industrialization, technological development and investment

opportunities.

The African Continental Free Trade Area offers many opportunities to young Africans, who face

challenges in gaining decent employment and successfully running their small businesses.

Tackling these challenges will help Africa’s large and rapidly growing youth population realize its

potential to generate significant economic benefits and contribute to the continent’s

development.
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