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The objective of the present working paper is to support Afri-
can Union member States to incorporate gender mainstream-
ing into African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) national 
implementation strategies, to ensure that the gains from Af-
CFTA can advance the objective of gender equality under the 
Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade 
Area (AfCFTA Agreement), as a pathway to the structural trans-
formation and sustainable development of Africa.

This working paper was prepared by Nadira Bayat, Gender and 
Trade Consultant of the African Trade Policy Centre of the Eco-
nomic Commission for Africa (ECA). It was produced under the 
project “Deepening Africa’s trade integration through effective 
implementation of AfCFTA, to support economic integration”, 
and financially supported by the European Commission. 
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I. Introduction

On 30 May 2019, the Agreement Establishing the 
African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA Agree-
ment) came into force. The AfCFTA Agreement 
does not incorporate a separate chapter on trade 
and gender. The preamble, however, contains ex-
plicit reference to the importance of gender equal-
ity for the development of international trade and 
economic cooperation, while article 3 (e) empha-
sizes the promotion of gender equality as one of 
the general objectives of AfCFTA. Although there 
are a number of provisions in the AfCFTA Agree-
ment that can expand the capacity of women to 
participate in economic and trade opportunities, 
the benefits of AfCFTA for women are not auto-
matic. Furthermore, consideration will need to be 
given to the potential differential impact of AfCFTA 
provisions and the implementation of the Agree-
ment in a manner that opens up new opportuni-
ties for women, in particular vulnerable women; 
enhances their economic participation as a whole; 
and helps them to integrate more fully into high-
paid sectors of the economy. A better understand-
ing of what is required in the context of AfCFTA to 
enhance women’s economic opportunities, as an 
intrinsic component of gender equality and wom-
en’s empowerment, will help to drive sustainable 
development, in all its dimensions, towards a more 
beneficial outcome for all. 

This working paper is intended to support member 
States to incorporate gender mainstreaming into 

AfCFTA national implementation strategies. Gen-
der mainstreaming refers to “the process of assess-
ing the implications for women and men of any 
planned action, including legislation, policies or 
programmes, in all areas and at all levels. Highlight-
ing priority issues for consideration as part of this 
process can help to guide member States in the de-
sign and implementation of gender-sensitive pol-
icies and context-specific complementary meas-
ures, to advance the objective of gender equality 
under the AfCFTA Agreement, as a pathway to the 
structural transformation and sustainable devel-
opment of Africa. The working paper is organized 
as follows: chapter II expands on AfCFTA and the 
inclusion of gender-related provisions. Chapter 
III underscores the importance of mainstreaming 
gender into AfCFTA and explains how this process 
will unfold in AfCFTA national implementation 
strategies. Chapter IV examines the opportunities 
for women as traders, entrepreneurs, producers 
and wage workers under AfCFTA, and discusses 
complementary and reinforcing measures that Af-
rican countries can take to tackle trade facilitation 
in the context of AfCFTA. Chapter V highlights the 
potential impact of AfCFTA for women in agricul-
ture, manufacturing and services trade, and identi-
fies complementary gender-sensitive measures to 
advance gender equality and women’s economic 
empowerment in these priority economic sectors. 
To conclude, chapter VI provides brief policy mes-
sages for consideration.
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II. African Continental Free Trade Area and 
gender-related considerations

1  As of 16 July 2019.
2  The protocols that covered trade in goods, trade in services, rules and procedures on the settlement of disputes were topics of the first phase 
of AfCFTA negotiations, with negotiations on investment, intellectual property rights and competition policy as part of Phase II, scheduled to com-
mence in the second half of 2019 and conclude by June 2020 (see African Union, 2019). For a more detailed explanation on the structure of the 
AfCFTA Agreement, see ECA and others (2019).
3  Taken from the decision of the seventh Conference of African Union Ministers of Trade on AfCFTA modalities for tariff liberalization: 90 per 
cent of tariff lines are to be classified as non-sensitive, 7 per cent as sensitive and 3 per cent as excluded. Developing countries should liberalize 
sensitive products over 10 years, while least developed countries have 13 years during which to liberalize. If required, countries may take advantage 
of a transitional five-year period or less before liberalizing sensitive products.

The AfCFTA Agreement marks another milestone in 
the pan-African imperative of an economically in-
tegrated Africa. Signed by 54 African Union mem-
ber States,1 the Agreement is expected to be, by 
the number of participating countries, the largest 
trade agreement since the formation of the World 
Trade Organization. In establishing a market of 
more than 1.2 billion people, with a combined gross 
domestic product (GDP) of $2.5 trillion, AfCFTA has 
been hailed as a socioeconomic game-changer, 
with the potential to drive forward the socioeco-
nomic transformation of Africa through industri-
alization (African Union’s Note to Editors, 2018). 
AfCFTA commits countries to remove tariffs on 90 
per cent of goods, progressively liberalize trade in 
services, and eliminate a variety of non-tariff barri-
ers (NTBs) through the creation of an NTB mecha-
nism. In addition to the strong potential of AfCFTA 
to promote employment, industrial linkages, eco-
nomic diversification and structural transformation 
in Africa, commentators point out that long-term 
gains are forecast to include a boost to the share 
of intra-African trade of more than 50 per cent and 
welfare gains amounting to $16 billion, with eco-
nomic benefits estimated to be even larger if trade 
reforms take place (ECA and others, 2019). The Af-
CFTA Agreement goes beyond tariff liberalization, 
to include protocols on investment, competition 
policy and intellectual property rights.2 The opera-
tional phase of AfCFTA was launched at the African 
Union’s 12th Extraordinary Summit on AfCFTA, held 
in Niamey on 7 July 2019. Supporting instruments 
to facilitate the launch of the operational phase in-
clude rules of origin, online negotiating forum, on-
line NTBs monitoring and elimination mechanism, 
digital payments system, and the African Trade Ob-
servatory.

The AfCFTA Agreement does not incorporate a 
separate chapter on trade and gender. The pream-
ble, however, contains explicit reference to the im-
portance of gender equality for the development 
of international trade and economic cooperation. 
AfCFTA will produce new trading and entrepre-
neurial opportunities for women in the formal and 
informal economy, and in various economic sec-
tors, including in the traditional female sectors of 
agriculture, manufacturing and services. Through 
other key provisions – including on trade facilita-
tion, customs cooperation and transit, NTBs and 
sanitary and phytosanitary measures, among oth-
ers – AfCFTA can support trade opportunities for 
women-owned businesses and informal cross-bor-
der traders. AfCFTA provisions under the Protocol 
on Rules of Origin permit access to cheaper raw 
materials. Women participating in value chains 
would therefore be able to produce goods and ser-
vices with significant African content in terms of 
raw materials and value addition, in line with the 
preferential trade regime of AfCFTA (UN Women, 
2019). While not directed at women per se, these 
provisions can empower women as entrepreneurs, 
traders, producers and workers to exploit new eco-
nomic opportunities under the AfCFTA Agreement.

Recognizing that some countries may require a 
buffer to soften the impact that liberalization could 
have on certain young and sensitive industries, 
AfCFTA allows Governments to embark on gradu-
al, targeted liberalization. Sensitive products and 
exclusion list provisions (ECA and African Union 
Commission, 2018)3 allow member States to select 
a specified number of tariff lines to be temporarily 
excluded from tariff liberalization, enabling them 
to protect specific sectors that are critical for food 
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security and employ a high number of women. 
In addition, liberalizing trade in services may also 
have a positive impact on female employment, as 
countries can, in their offers, prioritize the liberal-
ization of services that create more employment 
opportunities for women. The five priority sectors 
for negotiations in trade in services under AfCFTA 
include business services, communications, finan-
cial, tourism and transport. 

AfCFTA goes beyond a trade agreement, to take 
into account new economic realities, while plac-
ing African interests at the core. The breadth and 
ambition of the historic AfCFTA Agreement – cov-
ering trade in goods, trade in services, investment, 
competition policy and intellectual property rights 
– provides a platform to facilitate the structural 
transformation, economic diversification and de-

velopment of Africa. In acknowledging the impor-
tance of gender equality through the incorpora-
tion of explicit gender equality provisions, coupled 
with provisions that can directly benefit women 
entrepreneurs, producers and traders, the AfCFTA 
Agreement offers a unique continental opportuni-
ty for reforms to meet the challenges of sustained 
and equitable economic growth. Member States 
can now advance the economic empowerment 
of women, as a fundamental component of gen-
der equality, and as part of the implementation of 
the Agreement. Enhancing the capabilities, choic-
es and opportunities for women under AfCFTA, 
in particular for vulnerable women, can ensure 
that women take their rightful place as economic 
agents, capable of playing a critical role in advanc-
ing the structural transformation of Africa.



4

III. Advancing gender equality and the 
sustainable economic empowerment of 
women under the African Continental 
Free Trade Area: Gender mainstreaming in 
African Continental Free Trade Area national 
implementation strategies

4  See also, “Our Aspirations for the Africa We Want”. Available at https://au.int/en/agenda2063/aspirations (accessed on 1 October 2019.

A. Case for mainstreaming 
gender in AfCFTA

Grounded in deep expectation, AfCFTA will only 
live up to its potential if the benefits from produc-
tion and trade expansion are inclusive and shared 
equally. Throughout the continent, women and 
girls experience multiple forms of discrimination, 
and are disproportionately among the left behind. 
Recognizing the significance of gender equality 
and women’s economic empowerment to Africa’s 
development has led to a decision by the African 
Union member States to identify “full gender equal-
ity in all spheres of life” as a priority goal (Goal 17) 
towards the realization of “Agenda 2063: The Africa 
We Want” (African Union, 2015).4 Gender equality is 
a fundamental human right and an enabler for the 
enjoyment of a range of human rights for women 
and a pathway to the structural transformation and 
sustainable development of Africa. The 2030 Agen-
da for Sustainable Development reinforces the cur-
rent human rights obligations of States to advance 
gender equality and women’s empowerment – in 
particular Goal 5 (to achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girl), which is closely as-
sociated with Goal 17 of Agenda 2063 – while the 
principles of non-discrimination and equality are 
firmly entrenched in international and regional hu-
man rights law. 

In addition to this intrinsic value, it is now well es-
tablished that gender equality has an instrumental 
value in achieving economic and social develop-
ment and the eradication of poverty (ILO, 2017), 
with research underscoring the fact that growth 

that exacerbates gender inequality is unsustaina-
ble (ECA, 2017). Women constitute the majority of 
the poor in Africa. According to the United Nations 
Development Programme’s (UNDP’s) 2016 Africa 
Human Development Report, gender inequality 
is costing sub-Saharan Africa on average $95 bil-
lion annually, peaking at $105 billion in 2014 (or 
6 per cent of the region’s GDP) jeopardizing the 
continent’s efforts for inclusive human develop-
ment and economic growth (UNDP, 2016). Simi-
larly, the African Development Bank (AfDB), points 
out that gender inequality limits the progress on 
poverty reduction in Africa: first, the continent for-
feits potential growth that could have come from 
women who are excluded from the growth pro-
cess; and second, restricting women’s access to hu-
man capital-enhancing services limits the extent 
to which growth can impact their poverty status 
(AfDB, 2016). Situating gender equality into Africa’s 
growth agenda is therefore key to the achievement 
of a range of sustainable development outcomes, 
including poverty reduction.

Williams (2004, p. 73) identifies a reciprocal rela-
tionship between trade liberalization and gender, 
noting that “trade liberalization can increase or 
decrease gender inequality, and gender inequali-
ty can prevent trade liberalization from achieving 
the desired results”. Trade and trade liberalization 
policies are not gender neutral. While offering new 
jobs for women, trade liberalization can intensify 
existing gender inequalities – its impact can be 
double-edged (UNCTAD, 2016a). Women have of-
ten been adversely affected by liberalization pol-
icies because of gender biases in education and 
training, inequalities in the distribution of income 
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and resources, and having unequal access to cred-
it, land and technology.5 Trade liberalization brings 
about changes in the structure of production of 
a country, with some sectors expanding (e.g. ex-
port-oriented production) and others contracting 
(e.g. import-competing production). Women may 
gain as consumers if tariffs are reduced on products 
that represent an important portion of their con-
sumption basket, but may be penalized when their 
produce competes with cheap imported goods. 

Although trade liberalization offers the opportu-
nity for female entrepreneurs to have access to 
new export markets and increase their earnings, 
women-owned enterprises are less likely to have 
acquired the technical and legal expertise neces-
sary and the ability to market their products effec-
tively. As a result, formal and accumulation-orient-
ed enterprises are more likely to take advantage 
of export markets (UNCTAD, 2015). In the case of 
agriculture, research shows that trade liberalization 
creates export jobs that usually go to men, while 
women tend to stay in subsistence agriculture. 
However, female farmers who have successfully 
switched from staple or subsistence agriculture to 
cash crops have seen their incomes increase (Euro-
pean Parliament, 2015; UNCTAD, 2009). Adaptation 
is key to delivering on the benefits of trade liber-
alization. With the operationalization of AfCFTA, 
member States will need to be aware of, and take 
the necessary steps to prevent or alleviate, any ad-
verse effects arising from AfCFTA market liberaliza-
tion.

AfCFTA offers an unprecedented opportunity to 
reduce gender inequalities and champion gender 
and trade issues that are important to the conti-
nent’s development agenda, but the benefits of 
AfCFTA for women will not be automatic. In order 
to advance the objective of gender equality under 
the AfCFTA Agreement as a potent force for inclu-
sive economic growth and transformative change, 
there needs to be a concerted effort by member 
States to mainstream gender into AfCFTA.

5  See ECA, FES and OHCHR, 2017.
6  For a more detailed explanation of complementary measures to take advantage of AfCFTA, see ARIA IX (ECA and others, 2019).

B. Gender mainstreaming 
in African Continental 
Free Trade Area national 
implementation strategies

Preparing for potential challenges and harnessing 
the gains of AfCFTA will require member States to 
develop national implementation strategies aimed 
at supporting the effective implementation of 
the AfCFTA Agreement. These strategies can pro-
vide a coherent approach towards measures that 
complement the Agreement.6 To ensure that the 
gains from AfCFTA support gender equality and 
the sustainable economic empowerment of wom-
en, gender needs to be mainstreamed into AfCFTA 
national strategies. It is a strategy for making the 
concerns and experiences of women and men an 
integral dimension of the design, implementa-
tion, monitoring and evaluation of policies and 
programmes in all political, economic and societal 
spheres, so that women and men benefit equally 
and inequality is not perpetrated. The ultimate goal 
is to achieve gender equality” (Economic and So-
cial Council, 1997). Ensuring that women are able 
to leverage the transformative potential of trade 
expansion under AfCFTA requires the design and 
implementation of gender-sensitive trade policies, 
buttressed with context-specific complementary 
measures, grounded in evidence. Gender main-
streaming has therefore been adopted as a strat-
egy to inform the formulation of interventions, to-
wards the realization of gender equality under the 
AfCFTA Agreement. 

Mainstreaming gender into AfCFTA national imple-
mentation strategies requires an in-depth analysis 
of the various roles that women play in the econ-
omy. This includes analysing the gender dynamics 
for female traders and entrepreneurs in the infor-
mal and formal economy. In addition, it requires 
a comprehensive understanding of the different 
sectors in which women are concentrated, includ-
ing in the traditional female-intensive sectors of 
agriculture, manufacturing and services; and in 
non-traditional industrial and trade sectors with 
the potential to emerge as major growth drivers. 
Central to this analysis is an examination of gen-
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der-specific constraints that limit the productivity 
and full inclusion of women, and the identification 
of new opportunities. Identifying opportunity sec-
tors and products with high export potential, and 
value chains with positive socioeconomic impact, 
together with complementary measures that can 
support new economic opportunities to catalyse 
women’s entrepreneurship and empowerment, are 
all central to the gender mainstreaming process.

A better understanding of how intra-African trade 
liberalization under AfCFTA could alter the charac-
teristics of a sector, with discrete implications for 
women, is key to ensuring that AfCFTA does not ex-
acerbate existing patterns of inequality in women’s 
and men’s participation in economic activities. Un-
dertaking a systematic assessment of the different 
needs and concerns of both women and men can 
highlight how one gender may be economically or 
socially (or both) disadvantaged, and can inform 
targeted interventions that ensure equality of op-
portunities for men and women in an integrated 
continental market. Gender-disaggregated data 

and statistics should form an essential part of the 
gender mainstreaming process. Both are critical to 
informing evidence-based interventions that tack-
le a range of barriers limiting women’s capacity to 
participate in economic and trade opportunities 
created under AfCFTA.

The sections below provide a high-level overview 
of key issues, challenges and opportunities for 
women-led businesses in the informal and formal 
sectors, and for female informal cross-border trad-
ers and women operating in traditional female-in-
tensive sectors. Highlighting priority issues for 
consideration can provide member States with a 
lens through which to distinguish opportunities to 
be leveraged and gender-specific concerns to be 
tackled in the design and implementation of gen-
der-sensitive trade policies, buttressed with con-
text-specific complementary measures. In so do-
ing, the process of mainstreaming gender equality 
into AfCFTA national implementation strategies 
can translate the transformative promise of AfCFTA 
into tangible progress for women on the ground.
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IV. Advancing gender equality and economic 
empowerment for women traders and 
entrepreneurs under the African Continental 
Free Trade Area

7  Informal cross-border trade is estimated at $17.6 billion annually – 30–40 per cent of total regional trade in SADC, and 20 per cent and 75 per 
cent of GDP in Nigeria and Benin, respectively (UNCTAD and UNDP, 2008).

The World Bank notes that female-run enterprises 
have been growing steadily worldwide, making a 
significant contribution to household incomes and 
the growth of national economies. Whether in the 
formal or informal sector, women entrepreneurs 
confront time, capital, physical and social con-
straints that stunt the growth of their businesses 
(World Bank, 2013). Some of the barriers women 
face in establishing growth-oriented prosperous 
enterprises include: limited access to finance; lack 
of access to business training and skills develop-
ment in technical areas; weak literacy and numera-
cy; lack of access to land, property, technology and 
markets; cumbersome and costly business registra-
tion procedures; and gender discriminatory social 
norms (ILO, 2017). In addition, many women en-
trepreneurs have no access to business networks, 
and they shoulder additional household care obli-
gations, which place extra demands on their time 
and income. 

The successful implementation of the AfCFTA 
Agreement can advance gender equality by in-
creasing economic opportunities and entrepre-
neurship for women-owned small and medi-
um-sized enterprises in the formal sector, and for 
microenterprises in the informal sector, including 
through boosting the demand for manufactured 
goods. With AfCFTA, these businesses will be bet-
ter positioned to tap into regional export destina-
tions and use regional markets as a stepping stone 
for expanding into global markets at a later stage. 
Through the creation of regional value chains, larg-
er, export-oriented industries can source suppliers 
from smaller women-owned businesses across 
borders (ECA and African Union Commission, 
2018). In most cases, however, efforts made by 
women-owned businesses to enter supply chains, 
upgrade into higher-value activities and expand 

their operations to new markets are limited by 
specific barriers that women face. According to the 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO), women-led businesses in the infor-
mal economy are especially disadvantaged by poor 
trade-related infrastructure for transport and stor-
age, while accessing domestic and export markets 
poses additional challenges for women-owned mi-
croenterprises because of their small scale of oper-
ation (FAO, 2010).

It is worth noting that informal employment on 
the continent is a greater source of employment 
for women than for men, with significant implica-
tions for gender equality. Women are engaging in 
various activities in the informal sector, including 
as traders and as home-based micro-entrepre-
neurs of manufactured items such as handicrafts, 
soap making, dress making, food processing and 
pottery. Female entrepreneurs make up the ma-
jority of self-employed individuals and own a 
third of all businesses throughout Africa. The ma-
jority, however, are running microenterprises in 
the informal sector, engaging in low-value added 
activities that reap marginal returns (AfDB, 2015). 
AfDB points out that these businesses operated by 
women are a key source of income for many poorer 
households. If developed into more productive en-
terprises, microenterprises could be a driver of in-
clusive growth. Informal cross-border trade (ICBT) 
is among the major activities for self-employed 
women in the informal sector, with women repre-
senting up to 70 per cent of ICBT on the continent. 
They constitute approximately 70 per cent of ICBT 
in the Southern Africa Development Community 
(SADC) region and nearly 60 per cent in West and 
Central Africa (FAO, 2017; UNCTAD, 2019a). The 
ICBT sector makes a sizeable contribution to the 
GDP of African economies7 and is vital to tackling 
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issues of employment creation, income generation 
and food security. Research shows that allowing 
cross-border traders to flourish, grow and gradual-
ly integrate into the formal economy would boost 
trade and the private sector, thereby supporting 
growth and development, while increasing gov-
ernment revenue and its concomitant ability to 
provide public goods (UNCTAD, 2019a).

Informal cross-border traders, and women in par-
ticular, suffer disproportionately from numerous 
challenges that prevent women from leveraging 
the full potential of ICBT. A recent study by the Unit-
ed Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD) on cross-border trade in Malawi, the 
United Republic of Tanzania and Zambia, identified 
the five most significant challenges encountered 
by female informal cross-border traders: limited 
capacity to trade higher value added goods; brib-
ery and corruption at the border; limited capacity 
to diversify the set of goods traded; limited access 
to financial resources; and misinformation about 
customs procedures and regulations. Other major 
constraints identified include harassment and per-
sonal safety, confiscation of goods at the border, 
restrictions on trade of certain goods, and payment 
of undue fees (UNCTAD, 2019a). NTBs in particular 
are obstructive to informal cross-border traders 
and small businesses. Among the most common 
NTBs reported on the continent are customs and 
trade procedures, immigration procedures, trans-
port-related requirements and roadblocks (ECA, 
African Union Commission and AfDB, 2017). For in-
formal cross-border traders to gain from reduced 
import duties and taxes, member States will need 
to tackle the key challenges facing them, while 
paying special attention to gender-specific vulner-
abilities. With its provisions on the elimination of 
NTBs, customs cooperation, transit and trade facili-
tation, AfCFTA can help to tackle some of the main 
challenges faced by female cross-border traders 
and women-owned businesses in the formal and 
informal sector. Trade facilitation deals with NTBs 
that can burden businesses even more than tra-
ditional tariffs. It can include modernizing border 
procedures, improving transparency and predict-
ability, and eliminating procedural inefficiencies, 
while ensuring that trade complies with legitimate 
public policy objectives, such as consumer welfare, 
health and safety standards and environmental 
sustainability (ECA and others, 2019).

The recently launched AfCFTA NTB online mech-
anism promotes inclusiveness, especially for 
women-owned businesses and small traders, by 
providing entrepreneurs and traders with a voice 
through which to seek the removal of specific trade 
obstacles. This mechanism allows for: reporting of 
barriers of day-to-day operations on an NTB web-
site; submission of complaints using an offline 
short-messaging-service feature; and receipt of 
up-to-date information on NTB resolution process-
es (UNCTAD, 2019b; see also AfCFTA NTB Online 
Mechanism, available at https://tradebarriers.afri-
ca/home). 

In addition, the implementation of gender-respon-
sive trade facilitation measures that are aimed at 
simplifying and harmonizing customs and bor-
der procedures, and import and export process-
es, would help to ensure that female cross-border 
traders and women entrepreneurs have equal ac-
cess to economic opportunities under AfCFTA. The 
introduction of a Continental Simplified Trade Re-
gime could further assist small and informal traders 
to benefit from AfCFTA by providing these traders 
with simplified customs documents, a common list 
of goods that qualify for duty free status, and assis-
tance in completing customs procedures (ECA, FES 
and OHCHR, 2017). Building upon the East African 
Community and the Common Market for Eastern 
and Southern Africa (COMESA) Simplified Trade 
Regimes, a Continental Simplified Trade Regime 
could bring small traders into the formal trading 
system. The inclusion, especially of female informal 
traders, into more formal trading arrangements 
would support their participation in new export 
opportunities created by AfCFTA, and contribute 
to unleashing the significant entrepreneurial po-
tential of this vulnerable group.

The ability of female-led enterprises to enter re-
gional value chains, upgrade into higher value ac-
tivities and take advantage of new markets under 
AfCFTA is dependent, in large part, on empower-
ing female entrepreneurs. Recognizing that trad-
ers and women-led businesses in the informal and 
formal sector are diverse, targeted policies and 
programmes should address the gender-specific 
constraints and respond to the priority needs of 
various groups. For female traders and entrepre-
neurs, including micro-entrepreneurs, to partici-
pate effectively in expanded intra-African trade, 
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there is a need to build upon current interventions, 
with a view to defining new approaches, to ensure 
that women and men benefit equally in the imple-
mentation of AfCFTA. Complementary measures to 
support this objective may include:

a) Access to finance/working capital;
b) Facilitating market links and market infor-

mation;
c) Mentorship, buyer and business network 

opportunities;
d) Targeted support for strategies to connect 

and enable female-led enterprises to com-
pete in regional value chains;

e) Support to include digital skills training as 
more regional value chain activities go dig-
ital;

8  Women micro-entrepreneurs often cite childcare and family responsibilities as one of the main reasons for not running more profitable busi-
nesses or not participating in trainings (UNIDO, 2019, pp. 50–51).
9  The Economic Commission for Europe (2018) identifies the following priority areas as part of capacity-building for women entrepreneurs: 
export and import procedures, drafting export development plans, logistics management, developing international marketing strategies, and 
conducting export market research.

f ) Capacity-building and expertise training 
on meeting local content and rules of ori-
gin requirements, and other regulations, in-
cluding complying with AfCFTA certificates 
of origin, sanitary and phytosanitary meas-
ures and other technical requirements, 
such as packaging, labelling and certifica-
tion of products that meet AfCFTA trade 
standards; 

g) Specialized financial literacy, business and 
financial management training, particularly 
for female micro-entrepreneurs;

h) Gender-responsive public procurement 
policies and programmes for wom-
en-owned businesses;

i)  Childcare services8 (ITC, 2015; ILO, 2016; 
and ECE, 2018).9
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V. Advancing gender equality and women’s 
economic empowerment under the African 
Continental Free Trade Area: A sectoral 
approach

A. Agriculture 

Agriculture is the backbone of the African econ-
omy, employing an estimated 70 per cent of the 
population. This sector remains the leading source 
of employment for African women, who produce 
the majority of the continent’s food (AfDB, 2015). 
The increase in intra-African trade for agriculture 
and food products under AfCFTA is anticipated to 
range between 20 per cent ($9.5 billion) and 30 
per cent ($17 billion), depending on the degree of 
liberalization, in 2040, compared with a situation 
without AfCFTA. The agricultural sector – which 
includes sugar, vegetables, fruit, nuts, beverages, 
tobacco, meat and dairy products – is likely to gain 
the largest trade expansion (ECA, 2018). AfCFTA 
can create opportunities for gender equality and 
women’s empowerment in the agricultural sector 
by providing expanded markets for exports, and 
opportunities for women to integrate into agricul-
tural regional value chains, value added agro-pro-
cessing and other upstream and downstream ac-
tivities in relevant sectors. 

While trade liberalization does not have clear-cut 
positive or negative effects on women in agricul-
ture (UNCTAD, 2016b), its effects may dispropor-
tionately impact women. Women are involved 
in the production of both cash (export) and sub-
sistence crops, but are primarily responsible for 
household food production in several regions – up 
to 80 per cent in some parts of Africa (ECA, FES and 
OHCHR, 2017). Agricultural liberalization often has 
the effect of increasing the production of export 
crops, while increasing cheap food imports that 
compete with and reduce the domestic price of 
agricultural produce (UNCTAD and UNDP, 2008). As 
a result of trade liberalization, farmers have been 
forced to expand and introduce technological 
improvements to farming techniques in order to 
compete with import products and in international 

markets. Trade expansion is closely associated with 
a trend towards commercialization and agricultur-
al diversification, implying a shift in farming from 
low-value staple crops to higher-value commodi-
ties. In traditional export cash crops, commercial-
ization and diversification may be linked to a shift 
towards higher-quality products, which have usu-
ally favoured commercially-oriented male farmers 
over female small-scale producers. These patterns 
have discernible gender effects (UNCTAD, 2016b). 

Women Watch  points out that women, who con-
stitute the majority of small-scale food farmers, 
risk being crowded out by export-oriented oper-
ations. Female farmers tend to be disadvantaged 
by agricultural trade liberalization due to a number 
of factors, including: limited access to finance, ag-
ricultural inputs and land; and lack of marketing 
knowledge and networks (Women Watch, 2011). In 
addition, poor literacy levels, limited access to tech-
nology and machinery, unpaid care work, trade-re-
lated constraints and market access challenges 
relating to phytosanitary standards and other tech-
nical barriers to trade, further reduce the produc-
tivity of women in the agriculture sector (ECA and 
AfDB, 2015; FAO, 2011). A comprehensive approach 
under AfCFTA that opens up access to productive 
resources – such as finance, market access oppor-
tunities, land, technology and other assets – could 
increase the yields of female smallholder famers 
and facilitate their transition from subsistence ag-
riculture to higher-value crops for export. Such an 
approach could also support these famers to take 
advantage of expanded markets for export. 

Most African economies still rely on the export of 
raw agricultural commodities, often associated 
with low returns and vulnerability to global price 
fluctuations. To promote a successful structural 
transformation with increased income for agricul-
tural workers, value must be added to raw materials 
(ILO, 2017). The creation of a single market under 
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AfCFTA will enable significant economies of scale 
to support the expansion of agro-manufacturing – 
as a sector with enormous potential to add value to 
agricultural products and expand opportunities for 
rural employment. Small-scale agricultural produc-
ers can benefit from the opening up of new mar-
kets to sell to African agribusinesses. For women to 
leverage new opportunities, measures need to be 
put in place to support the development of agricul-
tural value chains and empower the participation 
of women as part of these value chains. It is worth 
noting that national and international demand for 
specialized food is opening up opportunities for 
women to move to agropacking and processing 
jobs, and join integrated value chains to supply 
fresh produce and livestock (ECA, FES and OHCHR, 
2017). Training and skills development interven-
tions need to be considered alongside the creation 
of new opportunities in the agricultural sector. In 
this regard, UNCTAD (2017a) has shown that, while 
agro-industries might bring new job opportuni-
ties with higher wages and better working condi-
tions than traditional farming, women workers in 
agroprocessing were typically segregated into la-
bour-intensive tasks such as packaging, with limit-
ed opportunities for skills development. 

Gender mainstreaming in AfCFTA national im-
plementation strategies provides a useful tool to 
understand the potential impact of trade liberal-
ization in the agricultural sector. Furthermore, it 
provides the opportunity to deal with existing gen-
der-based inequalities in the design of agricultural 
policies aimed at improving agricultural produc-
tion, agribusiness and value chain advancement. 
Sensitive and exclusion list provisions to ensure 
food security objectives could be used as a policy 
instrument. These provisions, however, should be 
considered alongside policies and proactive com-
plementary measures to promote gender-inclusive 
agricultural trade under AfCFTA. Complementary 
measures for consideration may include: 

a) Prioritized access for women in their roles 
as farmers, entrepreneurs and labourers, to 
market information, rural and agricultural 
finance, access to land and secured land 
tenure;

b) Improved access to knowledge, inputs for 
farming and markets;

c) Identification of priority products, crops 
and other export sectors for female em-
powerment;

d) Identification of economic opportunities, 
particularly for smallholder female farmers, 
in selected agro-regional value chains, sus-
tainable agro-processing, agricultural clus-
ters and corridors;

e) Links to input distribution networks and 
support for female cooperatives, and pro-
ducer organizations to foster productive 
capacity and increased market access, in 
particular for women smallholder farmers;

f ) Marketing skills and expertise training on 
product standards, labelling and certifica-
tion requirements, to support female farm-
ers to comply with AfCFTA technical stand-
ards for agricultural products;

g) Access to facilities that include marketing 
and storage facilities for women’s produce. 
Attention to be paid to issues of location 
and transport, which may pose additional 
access challenges for women in remote ru-
ral areas;

h) Access to extension services, particularly 
training and information on time and la-
bour-saving technologies, as well as train-
ing programmes in capital intensive activ-
ities in commercial agriculture and other 
interventions that boost value-added pro-
ductive activities in the agricultural sector 
(ECA and AfDB, 2015; ECA, FES and OHCHR, 
2017).

B. Manufacturing

Industrialization is a powerful driver of economic 
and social transformation. To advance, the conti-
nent’s economies need to undertake a systematic 
structural transformation from resource-based to 
more diversified economies, specifically by increas-
ing the shares of manufacturing and agro-related 
industry in national investment, output and trade 
(ECA and others, 2018). AfCFTA offers significant 
potential for catalysing the structural transforma-
tion of Africa, as it seeks to spur industrialization, 
economic diversification and employment. With 
AfCFTA in place, intra-African trade in industrial 
products is projected to increase between approxi-
mately 25 per cent ($36 billion) and 30 per cent ($44 
billion), depending on the degree of liberalization, 
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in 2040, compared with a situation without AfCFTA. 
The successful implementation of AfCFTA will lead 
to an increase in demand for goods manufactured 
by small and medium-sized enterprises. Industrial 
sectors – including textile, apparel, leather, wood 
and paper, vehicle and transport equipment, elec-
tronics and metals – are expected to benefit the 
most from AfCFTA reform, in terms of trade expan-
sion (ECA, 2018). 

Notwithstanding their strong socioeconomic con-
tribution to African economies, women represent 
only 38 per cent of the manufacturing workforce in 
Africa (Yong, 2017). As wage workers, women are 
concentrated in a few labour-intensive industries 
in the manufacturing sector, including garments, 
textiles, toys and electronics, while their share of 
employment in sectors such as chemicals, wood 
products and metallurgical industries is much low-
er. This type of gender segregation or crowding 
in a few industries, according to UNCTAD (2015), 
serves to keep women’s wages low. Over the years, 
export processing zones have played a key role in 
improving the export competitiveness of many de-
veloping countries, with women constituting the 
majority of workers employed in these zones, rang-
ing from 50 per cent up to 90 per cent in some cas-
es (Avsar and Linoci, 2017). Although these zones 
have been instrumental in integrating women into 
the formal sector and have contributed to reducing 
the gender wage gap, a number of factors, which 
include the clustering of women in low-skilled 
and low-paid jobs, have cast doubt on the bene-
fits of export processing zones for women’s welfare 
(Tran-Nguyen, 2004). A United Nations Industrial 
Development Organization (UNIDO) study (2019) 
noted that industrial development could reduce 
gender inequalities when it contributes to quality 
job creation in sectors which may have previous-
ly excluded women. Industrial development can 
also reinforce gender inequalities when industrial 
expansion is based on increasing jobs for women, 
while at the same time maintaining gender-based 
sectoral segregation and large gender wage gaps. 

The association of female workers with specific 
tasks and industries may be attributed to a num-
ber of factors, including women’s lower social and 
economic status, and persistent gender stereotyp-
ing (UNIDO, 2019). Based on a study undertaken 
in 2019, ILO found that cultural norms in Myanmar 

were preventing women from accessing future 
higher-skilled jobs often deemed suitable only for 
men. In their report, they noted the trend toward 
automation and the increasing use of artificial in-
telligence in the global garment industry, and 
highlighted the importance of proactive measures, 
which provide women with requisite knowledge 
and skills training (ILO, 2019). When considering 
the extent to which female workers were more like-
ly to be impacted by job losses in manufacturing 
production processes, due to an increased reliance 
on robot-based automation, UNIDO concluded 
that gendered effects would result from differenc-
es in the set of skills that female and male workers 
possessed, and the degree of rigidity in norms that 
defined which occupations were suitable for either 
women or men – all of which are country- and con-
text-specific. Skills and training are crucial in order 
to resolve the gender differences in technical skills, 
as the main cause of persistent gender occupa-
tional segregation and wage gaps. In addition to 
technical education, as an essential requirement 
for women to diversify into industrial sectors and 
occupations from which they may have been previ-
ously excluded, female workers need to be provid-
ed with on-the-job training. Such training would 
enable women to participate on equal terms as 
men for promotions to high-tech jobs in different 
industrial sectors (UNIDO, 2019).

The development of the manufacturing sector 
brings with it unparalleled opportunities to absorb 
a large number of women, both as workers and 
as entrepreneurs. As African countries proceed to 
develop their manufacturing base and shift to the 
production of higher value added goods, specif-
ic attention must be paid to promoting women’s 
manufacturing employment as part of this pro-
cess. Countries should move away from industrial 
strategies in which women are used as a source of 
cost advantage, to support more equitable strate-
gies that expand women’s economic opportunities 
as an inherent part of a country’s industrialization 
process (UNIDO, 2019). Gender-specific interven-
tions are required to ensure that women benefit 
in equal measure to men and that the creation of 
employment opportunities is not accompanied 
by new patterns of inequality and vulnerability, in-
cluding poor working conditions and wages. Of vi-
tal importance is the promotion of decent jobs for 
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women – an imperative that lies at the core of the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

Integrating female workers into new and expand-
ing industries, especially in export-oriented man-
ufacturing industries, which are likely to emerge 
as significant growth drivers, can lead to direct 
benefits for women. Through research, UNCTAD 
(2014) found that the production of differentiated, 
high value added and processed food products 
could offer formal employment opportunities for 
relatively unskilled women, while the creation of 
forward and backward linkages with existing in-
dustries and the development of industrial clusters 
could generate a new dynamism in manufacturing. 
To create more wage employment in the manufac-
turing sector, there is a need to promote industries 
with potential comparative advantage. Tackling the 
institutional barriers facing female workers would 
allow them to advance to value added and more 
productive occupations within various industries. 
Given the active engagement of women through-
out the fashion value chain, AfDB has identified the 
fashion sector as one with strong potential for the 
economic empowerment of women in rural and 
urban areas. The Bank estimated that up to 600 
per cent of value could be created along the cot-
ton value chain: from cotton production, spinning 
and twisting into yarn, to weaving and knitting into 
fabric, followed by dyeing, printing and designing 
(AfDB, 2018). 

Realizing the promise of AfCFTA for women in man-
ufacturing requires a concerted move away from 
the precarious nature of women’s jobs in this sector, 
through the implementation of interventions that 
go beyond industrial policy. These include wom-
en having access to on-the-job training, retrain-
ing, information and communications technology 
(ICT), technical education and skills development. 
Educational policies and training to deal with skill 
shortages in science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics (STEM) subjects, especially for wom-
en and girls, should be encouraged. Consideration 
may be given to the following complementary 
measures as part of gender mainstreaming to ad-
vance women’s employment in manufacturing un-
der AfCFTA:

a) Supporting the participation of women in 
industrial and value chain clusters in the 

manufacturing sector that offer new ex-
port-generating and employment oppor-
tunities;

b) Implementing special schemes for the pro-
motion of industries in which the share of 
women in the workforce is very high;

c) Setting up industrial parks to support wom-
en’s enterprises; 

d) Promoting the participation of women in 
traditionally male-dominated vocations 
and in training programmes for high-
er-skilled activities; 

e) Incentivizing both horizontal and vertical 
gender mobility, especially in export pro-
cessing zones, to limit female segregation 
in low-skilled manufacturing activities (UN-
IDO, 2019; Avsar and Linoci, 2017; UNCTAD, 
2015 and 2016a). 

C. Services 

As a key driver of economic growth, the services 
sector can contribute to significant gender equal-
ity outcomes in African economies. Through the 
progressive liberalization of services, service sup-
pliers under AfCFTA will have access to the markets 
of all African countries, preferably on terms no less 
favourable than domestic suppliers (ECA and Afri-
can Union Commission, 2018). The AfCFTA Protocol 
on Services involves ongoing negotiations to open 
up designated service sectors to allow for market 
access and treatment similar to that of local ser-
vices providers, in the different modes of supplier, 
including the “commercial presence” of other Afri-
can countries. In so doing, AfCFTA member States 
will exchange offers that will allow their investors 
to have better access to each other’s respective 
sectors. Negotiations on trade in services will pro-
ceed on the basis of progressive liberalization that 
combines General Agreement on Trade in Services 
(GATS)-type scheduling of specific commitments 
of the World Trade Organization, on the one hand, 
with regulatory cooperation, on the other hand, 
in a mixed approach (African Union Commission, 
Department of Trade and Industry, 2018). The five 
priority sectors for negotiations in trade in services 
are business services, communications, financial, 
tourism and transport.

The services sector is the largest part of the econo-
my in most African countries, constituting roughly 
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60 per cent of the continent’s GDP in 2014 (ECA and 
African Union Commission, 2018). Although agri-
culture remains the main source of employment 
for women in Africa,10 the services sector, globally, 
employs the highest number of women (ILO, 2016). 
As a key driver of economic growth, this sector can 
support the realization of gender equality under 
AfCFTA. While liberalization of services trade has 
the potential to generate further employment and 
income opportunities for women, it does not auto-
matically lead to improved outcomes for women. 
Concerns have been raised regarding the effect of 
services trade liberalization, including the magni-
tude of short-term adjustment costs and the avail-
ability of ways and means to deal with them. Ac-
cording to Women Watch (2011), these costs arise 
from import penetration in both the services sector 
and the manufacturing sector, which can generate 
unemployment and the underutilization of factors 
of production in declining sectors in which wom-
en may be employed. Furthermore, the gradual 
expansion of new competitive activities may not 
provide immediate employment opportunities, es-
pecially for women. 

It is worth noting the type of service jobs that 
women have held over the course of integration 
processes. An UNCTAD report on trade and gender 
linkages in the COMESA region provides a review 
of the opportunities and challenges associated 
with ICT-enabled services outsourcing and tourism 
industries, both of which have been prioritized by 
COMESA because of their potential to contribute to 
economic growth and development. Despite the 

10  Excluding North Africa. 

opportunities that tourism offers to advance wom-
en’s economic empowerment and gender equality, 
female tourism workers in the region are often con-
centrated in lower-skilled jobs, with men more like-
ly to occupy higher-paid jobs. When examining the 
extent to which women have been positioned from 
the liberalization of ICT services, UNCTAD, in its re-
port, concluded that ICT-enabled trade in services 
should be examined both for its potential to open 
up new opportunities for educated, highly-skilled 
women to engage in the global economy, and its 
potential to expose patterns of bias or inequalities 
that may inhibit the ability of women to gain from 
opportunities relative to men (UNCTAD, 2017b). 

Liberalization of services trade has the potential to 
generate further employment and income oppor-
tunities for women, but it could also create risks if 
gender perspectives are not incorporated as part 
of the schedules of specific commitments for trade 
in services. As African Union member States em-
bark on negotiations to open up trade in services, 
due consideration should be given to advancing 
productive employment and decent jobs for wom-
en in the services trade. Ensuring that women are 
able to take advantage of higher-skilled service 
jobs in the five identified priority sectors requires 
the formulation of gender-sensitive regulatory and 
policy frameworks, supported by complementary 
measures. These may include providing access to 
financial service and technology, business net-
works, as well as practical skills development and 
other demand-driven training programmes. 
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VI. Conclusion and policy messages

Gender mainstreaming in AfCFTA national imple-
mentation strategies is a key strategy to advance 
the objective of gender equality under the AfCFTA 
Agreement. A systematic approach to advancing 
gender-specific outcomes in the design of AfCFTA 
national strategies can promote the empowerment 
of women as entrepreneurs, traders, producers 
and workers, thereby turning the transformative 
promise of AfCFTA into lasting progress for African 
women, and shifting the developmental trajecto-
ries of African countries onto a more inclusive and 
sustainable path. 

The following key policy messages are put forward 
for consideration as part of this process:

a) Mainstreaming gender into AfCFTA nation-
al implementation strategies requires an 
in-depth analysis of the various roles that 
women play in the economy. This includes 
analysing the gender dynamics for female 
traders and entrepreneurs in the informal 
and formal economy. It also requires a com-
prehensive understanding of the different 
sectors in which women are concentrated, 
including in the traditional female-inten-
sive sectors of agriculture, manufacturing 
and services, and in non-traditional indus-
trial and trade sectors with the potential to 
emerge as major growth drivers. Identify-
ing opportunity sectors and products with 

high export potential, and value chains 
with positive socioeconomic impact, to-
gether with complementary measures that 
can support new economic opportunities 
to catalyse women’s entrepreneurship and 
empowerment, is central to the gender 
mainstreaming process.

b) Recognizing that traders and women-led 
businesses in the informal and formal sec-
tors are diverse, targeted policies and pro-
grammes, grounded in evidence, should 
take into account and respond to the prior-
ity needs of both groups. 

c) Gender-disaggregated data and statistics 
are critical to informing evidence-based 
interventions that tackle a range of barriers 
limiting women’s capacity to participate in 
new economic and trade opportunities cre-
ated under AfCFTA.

d) For women to reap the full benefit of the 
AfCFTA Agreement, they must adapt. En-
suring that women have access to ICT, 
technical education and skills development 
and training can enhance employment out-
comes and enable them to enter new high 
value work, both in traditional female sec-
tors of the economy and other sectors that 
may emerge as significant growth drivers, 
with the potential for female employment 
creation.
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