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1. Introduction
The first month of 2020 rode the tailwind of a decade marked by hope and exuberance for the future of 
the African digital economy. An ever-expanding network of infrastructure directed more than 290 million 
Africans to the internet. The region registered thousands of small and medium-sized enterprises selling 
or creating products for the online community. This activity ushered in record levels of venture capital 
investments for the economy. The African continent was poised to grow at a rate of 3.9 per cent in 2020 
and 4.1 percent in 2021, making the region one of the most attractive markets in the world. 

This exuberance was quelled on February 14 when it was announced, in Egypt, that the first case of 
COVID-19 was recorded in Africa. The global pandemic quickly began spreading across the continent. At 
the time of writing, all 55 member states of the African Union had reported cases of COVID-19.1 

Governments across the region responded firmly and swiftly. Measures including lockdowns, 
transportation restrictions, reduced commercial air traffic, and social distancing were used to offset the 
spread of COVID-19. Despite these, the forecast for Africa’s economy was quickly revised downwards. 
Current ECA estimates are for Africa’s growth to contract by between 2 and 5.4 per cent in 2020, the first 
recession for the continent in nearly 25 years.2 As a result, between 5 million and 29 million people are 
predicted to be pushed below the extreme poverty line of $1.90 per day, erasing the last five years’ worth 
of anti-poverty efforts.3 

As governments across the region began imposing lockdown measures in March and April 2020, 
consumers as well as sellers were forced to tread a new path. Those businesses and consumers that 
could, quickly looked to the internet and began to harness the power of e-commerce to maintain 
business continuity. 

The purpose of this report is to analyze the impact of COVID-19 on the digital economy throughout 
Africa. It unpacks how the digital economy has changed, with particular attention to digital trade across 
sectors and regions. The intent is to provide a better understanding of Africa’s digital economy during 
and after the COVID-19 pandemic. 

We arrive at the conclusion that the digital economy can be a powerful catalyst for Africa’s economy 
with the potential to alleviate many of the economic burdens of COVID-19. But more importantly, 
e-commerce and digital trade can serve as a powerful engine for the economic recovery now required. 
Embracing and assisting the growth of the digital world will revitalize the African economy well after the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

This report begins by highlighting notable trends in the digital economy before and during the first 
half of 2020. Topics covered range from the growth of the venture capital funding in Africa to advances 
made in mobile and internet penetration. This part of the report demonstrates a rapidly changing digital 
environment that still has much to accomplish.

1  WHO. https://www.afro.who.int/news/covid-19-cases-top-10-000-africa#:~:text=Reaching%20the%20continent%20through%20
travellers,countries%20have%20reported%20cases.

2  ECA Macro Model estimates as of November 2020
3  ECA. 2020. Covid-19 in Africa: Protecting Lives and Economies
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The report then examines the initial shock of the COVID-19 pandemic. Given the sheer geographical size 
and complexity of the African continent, the report presents an account of a post COVID-19 pandemic 
world by grouping Africa into four geographical regions, namely North Africa, East and Central Africa, 
West Africa and Southern Africa. We examine trends while presenting an account of digital consumption 
patterns and rapidly changing consumer behavior. 

The third section of this report highlights some of the challenges, which stall the growth of 
e-commerce and the digital economy. We explore the limits of African internet penetration, high 
data costs and issues around adopting effective digital payment solutions. The goal of this chapter 
is to identify which bottlenecks if loosened can catapult growth in the African digital economy.   
The fourth section presents an analysis of policy responses at the continental, regional and national 
levels. We explore e-readiness, ICT infrastructure, payments, infrastructure, legal and regulatory 
frameworks, skills development, financing needs, gender issues, and mechanisms of coordination.  
Lastly, we present a way forward. Our general conclusion determines that though e-commerce and 
digital trade in Africa remain relatively untapped, it can – if well nurtured - take off.  For the digital world 
to perform at peak potential across Africa, there needs to be a cooperative as well as collaborative effort 
from businesses, consumers, policy makers and international organizations to invest and support the 
digital economy. An ‘incubation’ approach to policy is needed to nurture the growth of Africa’s digital 
economy to allow it to transform Africa’s future.

Our hope is that the reader will leave this document feeling both energized and inspired about the 
possibility of a digital Africa. We also aim to equip the readers with select indices that they must affix on 
their dashboards to navigate a post COVID-19 world.  
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2. 1. Recent Trends: 
E-commerce in Africa

E-commerce and the digital economy grew considerably throughout the decade ending in 2019. 
Improved Internet penetration rates, reduced Internet costs and the growth of mobile built a fertile 
foundation that could be buttressed by developments in venture capital and funding, online payments, 
and logistics. Africa’s regulatory regime is yet to catch up, in general, remaining patchy and characterized 
by poor enforceability. 

Internet penetration and cost

The growth of the digital economy has been supported by continued momentum in Internet penetration 
rates across the continent. Internet penetration in 2005 stood at just 3 per cent of Africa’s population, but 
surged to 28 per cent by 2019 (Figure 1). 

An important contributor to this growth was the reduced price of internet across Africa. At the beginning 
of 2010, the average price of a fixed broad band high-speed internet connection represented 500 percent 
of average monthly GNI of Africa, making fixed broadband effectively inaccessible for most people in the 
region.4 By the end of the decade ten countries, namely Nigeria, Algeria, Egypt, Botswana, Cabo Verde, 
Gabon, Mauritius, Namibia, Sudan and Tunisia had achieved internet affordability.5 Today, Africans pay on 
average US$3.42 per gigabyte.6

Improving internet penetration is vital to the growth of the continent. A microeconomic study using 
data from various countries determined that doubling broadband speed can increase GDP growth of an 
economy by 0.3 per cent.7 The internet can be an inexpensive way to connect SMEs as well as established 
businesses to new revenue sources. Individual consumers benefit from connecting to more sellers. 
Governments themselves can gain from using the internet to transform efficiency and effectiveness of 
the public sector.8

4  Pg. 14: https://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/publications/idi/material/2010/MIS_2010_without_annex_4-e.pdf
5  Internet affordability as price of broadband connection at less than 2% of monthly GNI per capita. 

         International Telecommunications Unit (ITU): https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/backgrounders/Pages/affordability.aspx
6 https://1e8q3q16vyc81g8l3h3md6q5f5e-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/AR2019_Africa-Regional_Screen_

AW.pdf
7 Ericsson. (2013). Socioeconomic Effects of Broadband Speed.
8 Marta Guerriero. The impact of Internet connectivity on economic development in Sub-Saharan Africa. January 2015
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Figure 1. Share of individuals using the internet in Africa, 2015-

2019

Figure 2.  Number of people in Africa using the internet, 

millions, 2010 to 2019
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9  ITU. ITU ICT-Eye, accessed December 2020
10  https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2020-south-africa

 
Sources: ITU. 2020. Statistics, available: https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/statistics/2019/ITU_Key_2005-2019_ICT_data_with%20
LDCs_28Oct2019_Final.xls

Notes: * estimates

With more than 294 million Africans now using the internet, the African e-commerce sector has a large 
foundation to build on (Figure 2). Nevertheless, the large and growing African market is fragmented as it 
is spread across 54 countries with varying regulatory, policy, economic and cultural differences. It is also 
concentrated and marked by considerable divides between countries (Figure 34): in 20 African countries, 
less than 15 per cent of the population used the internet in 2019.9

Figure 3. Number of Internet users and Social Media Users (selected countries)10
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Increased internet penetration and cheaper mobile handsets have played a significant role in increasing 
average data consumption. Across the region, internet consumption has jumped from less than 1GB per 
person to more than 2GB per person. This growth, although impressive, pales in comparison to much 
larger global markets such as the United States. In 2010, the average monthly household broadband 
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consumption per month in the United States was around 9GB. Today the average monthly household 
broadband consumption in the United States is 344GB.11 Africa has come far, but has much further to go 
in its digital economy foundations.

The Growth of Mobile
Cheaper mobile handsets have played a significant role in the region’s internet adoption. Transsion 
and Samsung, who control the bulk of the market share on smartphones sold in Africa, have produced 
handhelds specifically targeted for the limited spending power of Africans. More than 83 per cent of 
smartphones sold in Africa during the last quarter of 2019 had a price tag of USD200 or less.12 By the 
end of 2018, Nigeria registered 172.3 million mobile cellular subscriptions, Egypt registered 93.78 million 
subscriptions, South Africa 88.57 million subscriptions and 49.5 million subscriptions in Kenya.13

The largest mobile operators on the continent have continued to experience sustained revenue growth. 
Safaricom, one of East and Central Africa’s largest operators, grew its revenues from USD1.63 billion dollars 
in 2016 to USD2.20 billion dollars in 201914. The MTN Group in 2019 generated USD2.75 billion dollars of 
revenue from its Nigerian subsidiary, and USD2.67 billion from its South African subsidiary15. Airtel Africa 
with a presence in more than 14 countries on the continent recorded USD3.01 billion in revenue in 2019. 
Maroc Telecom operating out of North Africa grew its revenues from USD2.77 billion in 2016 to USD3.99 
billion in 2019.16 

Figure 4. Share of mobile ecommerce in selected African countries in 2020 
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Accordingly, it is the specific subset of e-commerce known as mobile e-commerce (or m-commerce) 
that accounts for a significant share of total e-commerce business in many African countries – more than 
50 per cent in Kenya, Nigeria, South Africa and Morocco (Figure 43). 

Venture Capital and Funding
The flow of venture capital allocated for young African ventures grew by a multiple greater than ten 
from 2010 to 2019. The continent attracted USD764 million worth of capital in 2019 for companies and 

11  https://decisiondata.org/news/report-the-average-households-internet-data-usage-has-jumped-38x-in-10-years/
12  https://www.statista.com/statistics/1104764/africa-smartphone-shipments-share-by-price-category/
13  https://www.statista.com/statistics/1104764/africa-smartphone-shipments-share-by-price-category/
14  SAFARICOM Financial Report https://www.safaricom.co.ke/images/Downloads/Safaricom_Annual_Report_2019.pdf
15  MTN 2019 Financial Statements
16 http://www.iam.ma/Lists/TelechargementFinance/Attachments/1234/Maroc%20Telecom_Financial%20report%202019_EN[1].pdf
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startups looking to tap into the digital economy.17 Other estimates from the African Venture Capital 
Association (AVCA) place this figure at USD1.4 billion (Figure 5).18 A variety of digital companies ranging 
from e-commerce, payments, online travel, and others have sprouted. According to the AVCA, Andela, 
Lori Systems, and Direct Payment Online are but a few of the hundreds of companies with more than 
$10 million in venture funding. Chief Executive Officers ranging from Jack Ma of Alibaba to Jack Dorsey of 
Twitter have been vocal about the untapped potential of the African digital economy. Investors from the 
Carlyle Group to Goldman Sachs have also backed young African technology ventures. Notable among 
these ventures is Jumia Technologies, a pan African e-commerce giant valued at more than USD1 billion, 
which listed in 2019 on the New York Stock Exchange becoming the first “unicorn”19 from Africa to list on 
a major global exchange. 

Figure 5. Venture Capital Deals in Africa (in USD, billions)
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Online Payments

Online payments play an important role in the African digital economy. Today, 21 per cent of adults 
across Africa have mobile money accounts – twice the share in 2014, making Africa the global leader 
in this indicator.20 That figure will increase as mobile operators, traditional banks, and digital payments 
companies continuously compete for users. While East Africa has garnered the lion’s share of Africa’s 
mobile money accounts, West and Central Africa are catching up (Figure 6). 

17  Techcrunch
18  https://www.privateequitywire.co.uk/2020/06/25/286908/avca-launches-inaugural-report-venture-capital-africa
19  Unicorn is a term used to describe a technology company valued at USD1billion or more. 
20  The Global Findex Database
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Figure 6. Mobile Money Accounts across African regions, millions, 201921
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Logistics
The growing transportation of goods, both domestically and cross-borders is another indicator of Africa’s 
e-commerce adoption. To facilitate the movement of goods deriving from the boom in e-commerce, 
firms have outsourced their delivery to third-party logistics (3PL) providers. In 2017, nine African postal 
service unions created mobile applications to tap into this surge in demand. Issues around speed and 
transparency of customs clearance limit growth: a survey conducted in 2020 by the United Postal 
Union found that 28 per cent of Africans believed customs clearance to be a barrier to the expansion of 
international sales. In spite of these challenges, major e-commerce companies continue to grow. 

Figure 7. Ecommerce share of retail purchase in select countries in 202022
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21  GSMA: https://www.gsma.com/sotir/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/GSMA-State-of-the-Industry-Report-on-Mobile-Money-2019-Full-
Report.pdf

22  PPRO Financial: https://www.ppro.com/
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Digital economy regulation

Digital regulatory frameworks are an incomplete patchwork, creating uncertainty for businesses and 
investors: just 61 per cent of African countries have electronic transactions legislation, 46 per cent 
have digital consumer protection, 50 per cent have privacy and data protection and 72 per cent have 
cybercrime legislation.23 Seventeen African countries have at least some form of restriction on cross-
border data flows, most frequently on personal data privacy.24 Where these laws are in place, they are 
usually designed and implemented differentially across countries, frustrating cross-border scale and 
expansion. Even in Africa’s more developed countries, enforcement mechanisms – such as cybercrime 
police divisions or data protection authorities – do not always exist.25 Actual – or perceived - lack of 
legal cybercrime, privacy and consumer protections or limitations in their enforcement generally result 
in more risk-averse and suppressed consumer uptake.

Africa’s persisting digital divide

As 2019 concluded, Africa had much ground to make up in its quest to close the internet penetration 
gap. The region, as a whole, still lags behind other regions of the globe. In 1999, with the exception of 
North America, all regions of the world had less than ten percent internet penetration rate. By 2019, all 
regions, with the exception of Africa, had surpassed the fifty percent mark (Figure 8).

Figure 8. Global Internet Penetration Rate in percent: 1999 vs 201926
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23  United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (2020). Summary of Adoption of E-Commerce Legislation Worldwide. Available 
at: https://unctad.org/topic/ecommerce-and-digital-economy/ecommerce-law-reform/summary-adoption-e-commerce-legislation-
worldwide

24  https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/za/Documents/risk/za_Privacy_is_Paramount-Personal_Data_Protection_in_Africa.
pdf

25  Research ICT Solutions. 2020. Consultancy services to undertake a situational analysis of digital trade and digital economy in Africa
26  Internet World Stats
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2.2.Recent Trends: 
E-commerce amidst the 
COVID-19 Pandemic:

Regional highlights

Interviews conducted in support of this paper, as well as independent research, conclude that with the 
exception of certain aspects of e-commerce (namely logistics and cross border movement), the African 
digital economy’s response to COVID-19 has been generally positive. Consumers have flocked to the 
internet and plan to stay. A survey by Nielsen, an information data and measurements firm, reports that 
in Egypt, Nigeria, South Africa and Kenya, consumers were 40 per cent more likely to either maintain 
the same shopping levels they had before the pandemic or increase them (Figure 9). This has translated 
into a boon for African e-commerce companies. Jumia Technologies recorded one of its best financial 
performances in recent years driven mostly by growing marketplace revenues:  Gross merchandise 
volume grew by 30.4 per cent YoY for the first 6 months of 2020 (as compared to 2019).27 

Figure 9. Percentage of consumers shopping online: the same before COVID or more after COVID28 
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North Africa
Select survey respondents from North African countries claim that while their respective governments 
proceeded to close borders, restrict movement and implement social distancing measures, officials 
also consulted the private sector and members of the digital economy to map out a joint COVID-19 
response. In Morocco, the Ministry of Trade promoted the use of deliveries and takeaways in lieu of 

27  Jumia Financial Statements
28  Nielson: https://www.nielsen.com/ssa/en/insights/article/2020/overcoming-online-shopping-obstacles-amid-lockdowns-in-africa-and-

the-middle-east-is-not-only-retailer-driven/
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restaurant dining.29 In Egypt, The Egyptian government held a series of conversations with leaders from 
the e-commerce and digital space to coordinate joint actions.30 

As Governments imposed social distancing, Egypt’s National Telecom Regulatory Authority 
announced that internet as well as other telecommunications consumption rose by 99 per cent 
during lockdown.31 Survey respondents who operate the largest food-tech ventures in North Africa 
conclude that transaction volumes grew by at least 20 per cent since COVID-19 initiated lockdowns. 
They attribute this growth to two factors: 1) vendors who had traditionally expressed concerns about 
e-commerce were now eager to join the online food economy as their physical sales channels were 
now restricted and, 2) most if not all restaurant consumers were re-directed to online platforms. 
 

How has COVID-19 affected your businesses bottom line?  

Sofiene Marzouki – Otlob/Talabat: COVID-19 has had a positive impact on the food-tech space. Many 
countries in the region placed restrictions on dine-in. Restaurants had to move online to push delivery. This 
gave restaurants an opportunity to increase orders. It’s hard to gauge but the boost of COVID-19 had on sales 
is at least 20 per cent. We have now added new categories including meal kits, ingredients and specialty 
stores. 

 
West Africa

On 27 February 2020, Nigeria was the first ECOWAS (Economic Community of West African States) country 
to record a COVID-19 case. By the end of April 2020, all 15 member states of ECOWAS had reported 
confirmed cases of COVID-19. Selected survey respondents from across West Africa expressed an initial 
shock from the closure of domestic as well as international borders. Physical as well as online operations 
were in flux. Paystack, a financial payments company with more than 60,000 merchants across Africa, 
reported that transactions on the platform briefly contracted after lockdowns. However, once response 
measures were implemented, the company recorded a surge in transactions five times higher than pre-
pandemic levels. M.O.T., an online fashion store, also corroborates these events. Digital entrepreneurs 
recall an initial period of instability caused by lockdowns and/or protests, but all conclude that once 
stability resumed, digital commerce surpassed pre-pandemic levels.  

The largest operator in Nigeria with more than forty percent market share, MTN Communications, reports 
in their financial statements that revenue for data consumption soared by 33 per cent YoY from 2019 to 
2020 (Figure 10). Total revenue for the same period grew by only 11 per cent.32 This suggests that some 
consumers made a shift away from other services such as voice and SMS towards data consumption.

29  https://northafricapost.com/41283-covid-19-moroccan-cafes-restaurants-to-resume-limited-activity-friday.html
30  Sourced from survey respondents
31  Interview responses undertaken as part of this research
32  MTN
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Figure 10. MTN Nigeria Financial Statements 2019, thousands of Naira
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How did COVID-19 impact your business?

Tosin Osibodu – Chaka: In a sense, our business really started during COVID-19. We are an online trading 
platform and at the time, there was a boom in the US stock market. People were looking to get in on that. 
We believe that COVID-19 had an accelerant effect on the business. Our business is an opportunity to invest. 
While people were very much focused on fixed income pre-COVID, we have been able to provide them with 
alternatives post-COVID. 

 
Borders remained closed for several months across the region. ECOWAS called for a coordinated effort to 
re-open cross-border trade. The regional body strove to reopen domestic air and land border transport. 
ECOWAS published the “Guidelines for the Harmonization and Facilitation of Cross-Border Trade and 
Transportation in the ECOWAS Region on the COVID-19 Pandemic and Related Post-Recovery Actions”.33 
By July 15, most borders across the region began to ease restrictions. 

East and Central Africa

The first cases of COVID-19 were reported in East Africa around the first few weeks of March 2020. As 
officials across the region implemented various safety and regulatory measures, consumers flocked 
towards mobile money as a means to conduct business and limit the use of physical cash. There are 
more than 144 mobile money operators across Africa, yet East Africa remains its most fervent proponent. 

As restrictions on the physical movement of goods and cash became stricter, the Central Bank of Rwanda 
enacted a policy to raise the ceiling on transaction limits and to eliminate charges on all-mobile money 
transfers for a three-month period. According to data analyzed by Cenfri, a South African think-tank, 
the number of mobile-money transfers in Rwanda doubled one week after lockdowns.34 By late April, 
users were making 3 million transactions a week, five times the pre-pandemic norm. The gross value of 
transfers between individuals had risen to USD42 million.35 

33 ECOWAS: https://www.tralac.org/documents/resources/covid-19/regional/4091-ecowas-guidelines-harmonisation-and-facilitation-of-
cross-border-trade-and-transport-covid-19-june-2020/file.html

34 https://cenfri.org/
35 ibid
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Kenya’s largest mobile money operator, M-Pesa, owned by Safaricom introduced a fee waiver of all 
transactions under KSH 1,000 for a period of 90 days. This move was a result of meetings held between 
the Kenyan Government and Safaricom itself to determine ways to deepen mobile money during the 
pandemic, given that physical currency was seen to increase the risk of spreading COVID-19.36 According 
to Safaricom reports, M-Pesa onboarded upwards of 2 million customers during the first period of 2020 
as compared to the first period of 2019. The 12.4 per cent YoY increase in users translated into one 
million more transactions YoY. It is predicted that M-Pesa users will make 12.2 billion transactions in 2020, 
generating more than USD784.36 million in revenue for Safaricom (Figure 11).37 

The Kenyan central bank has reported a 10 per cent rise in the number of daily mobile money transactions. 
Nevertheless, GSMA, a global association of mobile operators, reports that even though the volume 
of transactions has risen, users are loading and withdrawing cash less often. This change in behavior 
has negatively affected the thousands of mobile money agents as they only earn commission on the 
transactions they handle. 

Figure 11. Safaricom M-Pesa Revenue generated, USD millions
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The East African Community (EAC) and their respective Heads of State affirmed the importance of a 
coordinated regional approach to COVID-19 given that it affected border transportation. Regional EAC 
guidelines for harmonized measures to safely facilitate trade and goods transit were issued on 24 April. 
Communiqués and expressly written advisory memos were signed during the months of May and June, 
with emphasis on health and careful border screenings.  

South African Region

On 5 March 2020, the Government of South Africa confirmed the first case of COVID-19. A national 
lockdown was announced less than three weeks later on March 27. All gatherings, with the exception of 
funerals were explicitly banned. This restriction to limit visits to retailers and dine-ins provided a boost 
to the digital economy in the South African region with an uptick in the number of customers and 
transactions.  

South Africa leads the continent with more than 100 digital marketplaces (Figure 12). Consumers had 
various tech-enabled solutions to navigate country-wide COVID-19 induced lockdowns. According to 
Payfast, a payments processor, grocery stores, supermarkets and bakeries recorded a 357 per cent increase 
in sales within the first two weeks of lockdown.38 Pick n Pay Online, one of South Africa’s largest retailers 

36  https://techcrunch.com/2020/03/16/kenya-turns-to-its-mobile-money-dominance-to-stem-the-spread-of-covid-19/
37  https://www.statista.com/statistics/1139160/safaricom-m-pesa-revenue-historical/
38  https://www.bizcommunity.com/Article/196/394/203322.html
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seized the digital opportunity by capitalizing on its existing digital platform. Experiencing a surge in 
demand, they expanded their Click n Collect Service, introduced email and WhatsApp customer contact 
points. These actions created a 200 per cent increase in online active customers. The company expanded 
its online offers by using its 150 stores and opted to optimize its dedicated warehouses for online delivery. 
Traditionally a brick and mortar retail chain, Pick n Pay’s strong online performance increased revenue for 
the entire group from Rand43.1billion in HY2019 to RAND44.2 billion in HY202039. This was a remarkable 
feat considering that non-digital parts of the business contracted. The Pick n Pay group plans to sustain 
this growth by further introducing digital products. This strategy allows them to tap into South Africa’s 
growing base of e-commerce subscribers.

Figure 12. African countries with the highest numbers of digital marketplaces in 202040
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Selected survey respondents, much like their counterparts in West Africa, agreed that the digital 
economy initially stalled during the lockdowns, but picked up once the lockdown stabilized. Home 
media consumption grew across South Africa, including heavier usage of streaming services and digital 
messaging applications (Figure 13).  

39  Pick N Pay Financial Report: https://www.picknpay-ir.co.za/downloads/2020/interim-results-2020/results-booklet-2020.pdf
40  International Trade Center: Marketplace Activity in Africa
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Figure 13. Home media consumption and COVID-19 South Africa, share of respondents reporting, per cent41
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On 6 April 2020, the Southern African Development Community (SADC) Council of Ministers adopted 
regional guidelines for harmonizing and facilitating the movement of critical goods and services across 
the region during the COVID-19 pandemic, with revised guidelines subsequently issued on 23 June 2020. 
With clear emphasis on health, SADC advised its regional members to safely test and protect cross-border 
drivers and crew, who move goods across the region. The Tripartite Regional Economic Community, 
which includes COMESA, EAC, and SADC moved to sign an addendum to develop and implement the 
Corridor Trip Monitoring System (CTMS) in East and Southern African Regional transport corridors. The 
CTMS, an electronic system that records driver health through COVID-19 testing, allows public health 
officials to verify results, monitor and track movement of drivers or crew members, but most importantly, 
to keep the transport corridors safe.42 

Thematic highlights
Consumption Patterns and Behavior

After COVID-19 measures were introduced throughout Africa, sales in the digital economy increased. Food 
delivery, essentials and pharmaceutical goods, were among the top performing shopping categories. 
Data from Jumia Technologies shows an increase in purchases of 17 per cent YoY for the first six months 
of the 2020 as compared to 2019 (Figure 14). Additionally, online payment transactions surged during the 
same period (Figure 15). From 3.1million transactions in the first half of 2019 to 4.7 million transactions in 
the first half of 2020. Total Payments Value (TPV) surged as well from EUR46.7 million during the first half 
of 2019 to a record EUR89 million during the first half of 2020. 

 
Figure 14. Growth in Jumia Buyers and Orders: 1st half of 

2019 vs 1st half of 2020, percent growth

Figure 15. Transaction Volume and Total Transactions: 1st half of 

2019 vs 1st half of 2020 in millions, Euros

41  GlobalWebIndex: https://ecomconnect.org/page/african-marketplace-explorer
42  SADC REGIONAL RESPONSE TO COVID-19 PANDEMIC: https://www.tralac.org/documents/resources/covid-19/regional/3784-sadc-

regional-response-to-covid-19-bulletin-no-7-june-2020/file.html
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A shift in consumer behavior is occurring, one that will last beyond the COVID-19 pandemic. Nielsen 
reports that a growing proportion of consumers in Africa will continue to shop online even as lockdown 
measures ease (Figure 16). Additionally, more than forty per cent of the e-commerce shoppers in Africa’s 
four largest economies plan to reduce their visits to physical supermarkets. Before the pandemic, African 
users of e-commerce primarily concentrated their shopping on fashion and electronics products. Today, 
more than 21 per cent of Nigerians, 18 per cent more South Africans and 10 per cent of Kenyans will now 
consider shopping for packaged food online.43 

Figure 16. Share of Ecommerce users who plan to do less supermarket shopping after Covid-19
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Consumer behavior and patterns as it relates to the travel industry have also changed. Consumers across 
the region have had to alter their travel plans in light of the pandemic induced lockdowns. The travel 
industry was at a near standstill. The International Air Transport Association (IATA) reports that COVID-19 
has reduced the total number of passengers per month in Rwanda by 500 thousand, Ethiopia by 2.8 
million, Kenya by 4 million, Nigeria by 5.7 million, and South Africa by 16.6 million passengers.44 This 
represents just a fraction of their pre-pandemic totals. Airlines revenues across the continent are down 
by at least 60 percent.

43  Nielsen
44  IATA
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Survey respondents from Africa’s largest online bookings sites have confirmed that the pandemic 
created a shock in the African travel industry. Travelstart, an online travel-booking website headquartered 
in South Africa with operations in 16 countries, reports selling fewer flights from March to May. As the 
pandemic continued, their business recovered only slightly. By August, sales volumes were about half of 
what they normally were at that period of the year. Their online platform has given them the ability to 
increase revenue, while competitors who maintain physical shops have been forced to close. Travelstart 
believes they will return to pre-pandemic levels by the second quarter of 2021. IATA claims that the entire 
travel industry may not rebound until 2024 (Figure 17 and Figure 18).45 

How did COVID-19 impact your business?

Philip Akesson - Travelstart: Flights were a core part of our business. From March to May, we hardly sold any 
flights. Bookings were also very few. Many were flights of people looking to be repatriated to their countries 
of origin. Things started picking up again, but it has been tough. We have had to renegotiate contracts with 
suppliers. We have had to let people go. Some took no salaries for a few months. Now, things are looking 
positive. The income statement has been positive in a few countries. The size of the pie (travel industry) has 
reduced, but due to the nature of digital commerce, we are positioned to take advantage of the COVID-19 
landscape shift. 

Figure 17. Billing and Settlement Plan (IATA) Number of 

Ticket sold (Africa)

Figure 18. Loss of Airline Revenues and Passengers Across Africa
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Streaming services have grown, though at a slower pace than other sectors of the digital economy 
before and during COVID-19. It is estimated that South Africa’s Multichoice has the largest base of 
video streaming clients on the continent with 19.5 million potential subscribers. Multichoice blends its 
product offerings of pay TV with their online subscription video on demand platform (OTT), ShowMax. 
MultiChoice’s financial reports state that in 2020, Showmax grew its subscriber base by 20 per cent as 
compared to 2019. Multichoice considers this uptick in demand and use as one of the positive fallouts 
of COVID-19. 46

According to London based Digital Research TV, a business intelligence unit, the global online streaming 
giant Netflix had 1.4 million subscribers on the African continent during the period ending 2019. Netflix 
reports Europe, Middle East and Africa as one region in financial statements. However, it is believed that 
Africa recorded a jump of roughly 15 per cent in users from the end of the first quarter of 2020 to the end 
of the third quarter. Currently, the OTT penetration rate across the continent stands at 4 per cent. 

45  IATA . https://edition.cnn.com/travel/article/air-travel-recovery-2024/index.html
46  Multichoice Financial Report FY20
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A surprise Initial Public Offer (IPO) for Mdundo, an African streaming platform, occurred amidst the 
pandemic. The streaming music platform with more than 5 million users filed for an IPO on First North, 
Nasdaq’s European Growth Market. The company posted revenues of KSH6,860,167 in 2019.47  

How did COVID-19 affect the bottom line of our business?  

Moses Babatope FilmOne: - We are a media and entertainment company. As such, we have taken a group 
perspective. Our brick and mortar businesses has been hit very hard. There is a paucity in movie releases and 
the possibility of future lockdowns. Our business is down by at least half. This has soured investor confidence. 

We have taken the decision to invest in production and content creations. We are creating a digital platform 
with a loyalty scheme. The hope is to get people back to the cinema.  

Internal movement restrictions

Most African countries imposed internal movement restrictions – of different forms and severity – from 
mid-March to April 2020 (Figure 20). The severity of these restrictions has gradually lowered in most (but 
not all) African countries, particularly after the initial policy response to Covid-19 in April and May. Since 
e-commerce business models are inherently more ‘virtual’ than traditional brick and mortar equivalents, 
they were some of the most adaptable to these circumstances. 

47 Mdundo Financial Reports: https://c7350cf2-a9be-4967-ac7e-71da2df2a79c.filesusr.com/
ugd/958b82_05154ae75c5f4b4b8c89f875bb227c91.pdf
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Figure 20. Internal movement restrictions: scale of 0 to 2 (white to blue)
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What impact did COVID-19 have on your business?

Frans Hiemstra – Uber: Since our objective is moving people from point A to B, the lockdowns disrupted how 
we operate in various countries across Sub-Saharan Africa. Even in cities where people were able to move 
around, there were different regulations that came with their own set of challenges. 

The pandemic has become a litmus test, which forced us to find ways to adapt our business model to 
ensure we respond to the “new normal”. Where most businesses grounded to a halt, we assessed these new 
regulations and focused on moving what matters. With the help of our partners, we were able to assist those 
most impacted by delivering food, medication and providing free meals and rides to essential workers. 

To ensure we kept people connected, we adapted our technology to offer Uber Connect. This uses our logistics 
technology and network of drivers to offer a cost-effective, on-demand delivery solution. We saw a huge 
demand in people ordering from Uber Eats across SA and Kenya, which was a result of more people staying 
home and needing food delivery.  It also became increasingly clear that grocery delivery was not only popular, 
but a necessity which is why we partnered with various merchants to deliver household items, frozen foods 
as well as non-script medication. 

Price-sensitive consumers are on the rise and affordability is a priority more than ever. To cater to riders’ pricing 
needs and further improve economic opportunities for South Africans, Uber is testing a new affordable option 
called UberNam in select areas with the aim to expand across South Africa. Our focus is to increase access 
by providing more affordable solutions, growing the business and unlocking more earning opportunities for 
drive-partners. The future looks bright. 

 
Informal sector
An estimated 85.8 per cent of employment in Africa is informal – considerably more than any other region 
of the world.48 Informal businesses are much less likely to use basic technologies, such as computers 
or even the internet for their business activities – and so liable to miss some of the accelerated digital 
opportunities created by COVID-19.49 

The exception is mobile money, which has significant penetration in the informal economy in many 
African countries, and the use of some forms of digital platforms for work such as taxi driving, delivery, 
domestic work and physical micro-task apps.50 Labour regulations in most countries do not require 
such platforms to record their workers as employees, and so many have fallen through the cracks in 
terms of COVID-19 labour interventions.51 The exception is platforms offering online freelancing – such 
as NoSweat in South Africa, which are not location-specific and so experienced much less COVID-19 
induced impact such that many measures relating to physical contact were not relevant. 

48  ILO. 2018. More than 60 per cent of the world’s employed population are in the informal Economy, available: https://www.ilo.org/global/
about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_627189/lang--en/index.htm

49  World Bank. 2019. The digital disconnect of informal businesses, available: https://blogs.worldbank.org/developmenttalk/digital-
disconnect-informal-businesses

50  World Bank. 2019. The digital disconnect of informal businesses, available: https://blogs.worldbank.org/developmenttalk/digital-
disconnect-informal-businesses; and Fairwork Foundation. 2020. Gig workers, platforms and government during Covid-19 in South Africa, 
available: https://fair.work/wp-content/uploads/sites/97/2020/05/Covid19-SA-Report-Final.pdf

51  Fairwork Foundation. 2020. Gig workers, platforms and government during Covid-19 in South Africa, available: https://fair.work/
wp-content/uploads/sites/97/2020/05/Covid19-SA-Report-Final.pdf
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Case Study: Togo adopts technology to support at-risk informal economy workers

The Government of Togo created a digital platform when it became clear that the brunt of the burden of 
COVID-19 safety measures would disproportionately impact workers of the informal sector. The platform, 
Novissi, dispenses much needed financial injections to individuals and families directly affected by 
COVID-19. According to the website, over 1.3 million Togolese citizens have registered to receive benefits 
of up to 35 per cent the minimum wage. With a population of roughly 8 million citizens, Novissi quickly 
grew in popularity.  

To date, the Novissi platform has disbursed USD20million to selected applicants. Over sixty percent of the 
beneficiaries on the Novissi platform are women. 

The Novissi platform is digitizing the process of finding, verifying and remitting funds to a critical segment 
of the population that transacts outside the formal economy. This use of technology provides much 
needed relief to those in need, but it can potentially solve the data gaps that persist in African countries. 52

 
Least Developed Countries

Ethiopia’s Prime Minister pointed out the particular vulnerability of those living in least developed 
countries (LDCs) and the risk of their entire economies getting destroyed due to the pandemic.53 Fewer 
than 1 in 5 people in LDCs are connected to the internet.54 This figure is even more pronounced across 
Africa’s 33 LDCs. Broadband and general internet penetration remain relatively low, which restricts the 
possible movement of millions of Africans towards the digital economy. This acute lack of access is 
likely to translate into further economic contraction rates as LDCs risk missing out on the accelerated 
digitalization catalyzed by COVID-19. 

Figure 21. Mobile Subscriptions per 100 people in Africa’s Least Developed Countries
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52  https://novissi.gouv.tg/en/home-new-en/
53  Financial Times: https://www.ft.com/content/c12a09c8-6db6-11ea-89df-41bea055720b
54  World Economic Forum: https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic-digital-divide-internet-data-

broadband-mobbile/
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3. Challenges Observed 
at the Country and 
Regional Levels 

Despite the impressive growth demonstrated by the African digital economy during the COVID-19 
pandemic, there remains much more work to be done. With roughly 15 per cent of the global population, 
Africa’s share of mobile connections, broadband connections, 4G connections and data centre space lags 
behind.  

The Africa region’s capabilities exposed fundamental cracks in the internet ecosystem. It is now clearer 
than ever that there are obstacles on the path to greater internet adoption across the continent. These 
obstacles will need to be addressed if Africa’s true digital potential is to be realized. This section on 
challenges explores the challenges currently constraining e-commerce and digitalization in Africa.  

How did COVID-19 affect the bottom line of our business?  

Juliet Annamah - Jumia: The significant progress we achieved on our path to profitability  was mostly 
attributable to the thorough work we have done on the fundamentals of our business, with limited support 
from external factors such as COVID-19. In most countries, there were localized lockdowns and partial 
movement restrictions resulting in less drastic changes in consumer lifestyle. Where we had all-encompassing 
nationwide lockdowns such as happened in Morocco and Tunisia, we saw a clear acceleration of usage.  

COVID-19, however, has reinforced the relevance of Jumia and e-commerce in Africa as: 1) consumers are 
provided with continued access to essential goods and services and, 2) there is increased adoption by sellers 
and brands.   The development of the virus remains fluid and we expect it to drive macro and operating 
environment uncertainty for some time. What is certain is that there is a greater understanding and awareness 
about e-commerce by consumers, sellers, and Governments in Africa.

 
E-readiness: Movement of goods domestically and across borders
Africa’s limited postal services and capacities remain a constraint to the further uptake of e-commerce. 
Only 16 per cent of Africans are able to receive post at home and Africa performs notably worse than 
even other developing regions in postal reliability (speed and predictability of delivery) (Figure 22). 
Difficulties in locating physical addresses continue to hamper the growth of African e-commerce.55 Low 
postal reach (breadth and depth of postal operators’ international networks) and relevance (including 
low number of international transactions) limit cross-border e-commerce in Africa (Figure 23).

Outside of Africa, e-commerce companies rely on speed and efficiency as essential product offerings to 
their digital customers. Mercado Libre in Latin America and Amazon in North America have introduced 
fast cross-border delivery of goods. Amazon Prime, the subscription service of Amazon that is largely 
a speed and convenience offering, continues to add customers due its speedy logistics. In 2015, the 
service had 50 million registered American users, 100 million registered American users in 2018, and 

55  Banga, Gharib, Mendez-Parra and MacLeod. Forthcoming. E-commerce in Preferential Trade Agreements:

Implications for African firms and the AfCFTA
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closed 2019 with 112 million registered American users.56 Alibaba, a Chinese e-commerce giant, has also 
experienced rapid user adoption in connection with speedy logistics. Digital customers across the globe 
have rewarded e-commerce firms that adopt fast logistics. For the African digital economy to compete, 
improvements to goods delivery are essential.   

 
Figure 22. How Africa’s population accesses 

postal services

Figure 23. Postal development scores: Africa and comparator regions, index 
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of diversification of revenue streams, as well as the capacity to innovate and deliver inclusive postal services.

Trading goods across borders takes almost twice as much time in Africa as in other developing regions 
(Figure 2424), inhibiting the ability of e-commerce firms to satisfy consumer speed and convenience 
demands. It also costs more (Figure 2525), posing a challenge for e-commerce platforms where the 
average value of goods is relatively low (below USD25). The price sensitivity of the African consumer 
detracts from completing purchases once fuel surcharges, transportation fees, and custom fees are 
factored in.57 

COVID-19 measures have exacerbated these challenges, hampering the growth of cross-border 
e-commerce. Josh Sandler, CEO and Co-Founder of LORI Systems, an e-logistics platform that coordinates 
seamless haulage in frontier markets, reported that border crossings from Uganda to Kenya would take 
on average four to six hours before the COVID-19 pandemic, but as of November 2020, certain trucks 
have taken 21 days due to COVID testing and regulations. Mr. Bolaji Foresy of Ocean and Air Logistics 
reported that customs clearance in Nigerian ports was delayed by up to four weeks, in the same period.

56  Amazon Prime’s number keep growing. Fortune: https://fortune.com/2020/01/16/amazon-prime-subscriptions/
57  Sourced from Survey Respondents
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Figure 24. Time to trade: Africa and comparators, hours Figure 25. Cost to trade: Africa and comparators, US$
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How did COVID-19 affect the bottom line of our business?  

Mo Agusto - M.O.T (online fashion store): Initially, COVID-19 brought on panic and uncertainty due to the 
level of ambiguity around the virus - how it spreads and the effects it has on people’s health. As a precaution, 
we decided to tone down marketing, round off orders for the month and shut down. The shutdown lasted 
about five to six weeks. However, once the lockdown was eased, business picked up again. We have recorded 
over 40 per cent growth post lockdown, and are currently focused on increasing our product range and 
production capacity. 

 
COVID-19 has placed a particular strain on the movement of goods across the continent. According to data 
gathered by prominent logistics providers (World Food Programme, Agility North, P&I Logistics, Bollore 
Logistics, Wilhelmsen), border crossings have faced more stringent measures in light of the pandemic. 
Measures ranging from screening of ships and containers to passenger health checks and quarantine 
of goods were implemented. Certain countries imposed curfews across ports and harbors. Quarantine 
and social distancing measures affected the labour force for both customs officials and transportation 
companies. Viable equipment supply shortages further constrained ports clearance. 

Figure 26. Government Cargo Restrictions (25th of March – 5th of April)

Country Restriction Source

Algeria

-All commercial borders are still open to cargo movements, but operat-
ing at reduced capacity, delays to be expected. 

-Ships will be subjected to health checks and may be subjected to quar-
antine time

- imposed curfew hours reduce working hours in harbors. 

WFP 

Agility North 

P&I 

Bollore Logistics Wil-
helmsen
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Angola

All commercial borders are still open to cargo movements. 

-Ships will be subjected to health checks and may be subjected to quar-
antine time 

-Fuel exports banned

WFP 

Agility North 

P&I 

Bimco 

Bollore Logistics

Benin

-All commercial borders are still open to cargo movements. 

-Ships will be subjected to health checks and may be subjected to quar-
antine time. 

-Long delays are expected. 

North 

P&I  
Bimco 

Bollore Logistics

Cameroon

-Air and maritime borders are still open to cargo movements. 

-Land borders with Chad and Central African Republic remain open. 

-Reported border closure with Gabon to be confirmed. 

-The 14 days quarantine for ships entering Douala port has been lifted. 

-There is some stopover time at anchorage

Egypt

-All commercial borders are still open to cargo movements. 

-Health checks at Suez to allow crossing of the canal. 

-Serious disruptions for cross-border road freight. 

-Increased checks and measures at entry points. 

-Acute container and equipment shortages have been reported.

Kenya

-Cargo flights allowed, but experiencing serious handling capacity 
reduction. 

-Port operations are ongoing with restrictions for ships from China. 

-Ships will be subjected to medical screenings. 

-Inland movements remain normal. 

-Trucks with number plates from DRC and Rwanda are not allowed to 
enter. 

WFP 

Agility North 

P&I 

Bimco

Nigeria

-Air and road cargo only for humanitarian or essential items. 

-Port operations are restricted. 

-River state borders are closed. 

-Internal cargo movement is restricted.

Agility Bollore Logistics

South Africa

-Cross-border land freight restricted to food and essential items, delays to 
be expected. -Airports and ports open for essential cargo and operating 
at lower efficiency. 

WFP 

Agility North 

P&I 

Selected survey respondents noted that logistics suppliers had imposed additional fees as a result 
of operating during a pandemic. DHL, owned by Deutsche Post, imposed an Emergency Situation 
Surcharge on cross-border and international shipments. Such measures have been added to maintain 
business continuity in light of increased costs as a result of network adjustments. The surcharge has not 
impacted high value goods. However, merchants who sell lower value items have seen their cross-border 
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sales drop since the advent of COVID-19. This could be the result of several factors, including border 
restrictions and reduced transportation supply. 

ICT Infrastructure and services: Internet access and cost

COVID-19 exposed Africa’s digital infrastructural deficiencies. Internet broadband speeds buckled under 
the pressure of new digital teleworking and living habits, causing Africa’s median internet speed to fall 13 
per cent – twice as much as the world average – during COVID-19 lockdowns (Figure 2719). The physical 
infrastructure that runs the digital economy will need to dramatically improve if internet is to become 
cheaper, more accessible, reliable and faster.

Figure 27. Africa’s broadband speed changes during Covid-19 lockdown periods, African countries with data available
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High average prices of Internet in Africa, relative to income levels, posed a barrier to the extent to 
which COVID-19 could accelerate digital adoption. For more Africans to reach the digital economy, the 
spending power of Africans will either have to dramatically increase or the price of internet will have to 
decrease. Cable.co.uk, a British broadband operator, analyzed mobile data plans for over 200 countries 
and assessed Africa as one of the most expensive regions of the world in internet pricing (Figure 28). For 
many Africans, consuming high levels of internet per month is not a possibility.  

What is your biggest takeaway from COVID-19?

Iyinoluwa Aboyeji – Co-Founder of Flutterwave and Andela: COVID-19 exposed certain deficiencies in 
some ways, yet accelerated certain aspects of businesses in other ways. There are building blocks such as 
unaffordable internet and limited coverage that we need to work on. These were barriers to maximizing the 
opportunity afforded by COVID-19 to scale the digital world. A lot of people could not be reached. 
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Figure 28. Average price of 1GB in selected African Countries in 2020 (USD)
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Two regulatory areas that may be limiting the development of affordable, fast and reliable internet 
infrastructure and services in Africa are competition and taxation. 

Uncompetitive mobile and internet services markets are strongly correlated with higher prices and lower 
investment.58 Internet and related services markets are characterized by only partial competition or 
monopoly in many African countries (Figure 29). Only 28 African countries have competition authorities 
to investigate and address anticompetitive behavior and, where they exist, they may not always have 
sufficient resources or capacities. 

58  A4AI. 2019. Affordability Report, available: https://a4ai.org/affordability-report/report/2019/; and Quartz Africa. 2020. Africans pay more 
for internet access due to lack of competition in local markets, available: https://qz.com/africa/1732055/africans-pay-more-for-internet-
access-due-to-lack-of-competition/
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Figure 29. Market competition in African mobile and internet service
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With the digital economy expanding while other sectors retract under COVID-19, African governments are 
increasingly considering new tax options on digital services. Ten African countries – Kenya, Nigeria, South 
Africa, Egypt, Tanzania, Mauritius, Uganda, Cameroon, Ghana and Zimbabwe - have either implemented 
or have indicated that they plan to implement new taxes on the digital economy.59  

Unconducive taxation regimes however can reduce investment in infrastructure and digital uptake.60 
EasyShip, a technology company that provides e-commerce sellers a one-stop solution to ship goods 
globally, reports on Africa’s high rate of taxes and duties. For illustrative purposes, a shipment of computer 
equipment from the US is subject to a 14 per cent taxation rate in Egypt, 20 per cent taxation rate in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), 18 per cent taxation rate as well as 20 per cent duties levy in Côte 
d’Ivoire, 15 per cent taxation rate as well as a 20 per cent duties levy in Ethiopia.61 

In an ECA business survey conducted in mid-2020, issues of taxation were the second most frequently 
cited top challenge to cross-border e-commerce (after postal issues).62 Respondents indicated that high 
taxes encouraged informal business practices.

Only four African countries (Egypt, Mauritius, Morocco and the Seychelles) are signatories to the 
Information Technology Agreement, a plurilateral agreement enforced by the WTO that lowers taxes and 
tariffs on information technology products. The average tariff across Africa for ITA goods is 6 per cent, but 
with tariff peaks reaching 25 per cent (Figure 30).

59  Africanews. 2020. Coronavirus - Africa: Taxing the digital economy - COVID-19 heightens need to expand resource mobilization base, 
available: https://www.africanews.com/2020/08/26/coronavirus-africa-taxing-the-digital-economy-covid-19-heightens-need-to-expand-
resource-mobilization-base//

60  Robert Wentrup, Xianghuan Xu, H. Richard Nakamura, and Patrick Strom. 2016. Crossing the Digital Desert in Sub-Saharan Africa: Does 
Policy Matter?

61  https://www.easyship.com/
62  Banga, Gharib, Mendez-Parra and MacLeod. Forthcoming. E-commerce in Preferential Trade Agreements:

Implications for African firms and the AfCFTA
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Figure 30. Import tariffs on Information Technology Agreement products within Africa

Africa’s average ad 
valorem MFN tariff

Africa’s max ad 
valorem MFN 

tariff
Aerials, broadcasting, telecommunications and related equipment 8 25

Computers 8 20
Electric sound or visual equipment 11 25
Industrial robots 3 20

Machinery, circuits, semiconductors, resistors, capacitors and similar equipment 5 25

Other 4 20
Average across all ITA products 6 25

Source: WTO data on MFN tariffs, drawing from products within the Information Technology Agreement, available: https://timeseries.wto.org/

Notes: Data was available for ECOWAS, EAC, and SACU countries as well as Angola, Comoros, Egypt, Madagascar, Mauritius, Morocco, Mozambique 

and the Seychulles.

An infrastructure gap preventing not only data adoption but also data consumption in Africa was revealed 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. This compelled Seacom and Main One to re-invest in infrastructure.63 
More should follow. However, ICT operators report discouraging taxes, customs duties and levies that 
detract away from capital expenditures.

Lack of investment slows the pace of internet adoption, which reduces the total potential client base of 
the African digital economy. Moreover, operators pass tax costs onto African consumers that are price 
sensitive and with limited spending power.64 Mobile phone manufacturers experienced growth and 
higher consumer adoption when they adjusted by introducing affordable devices. The digital economy 
would most likely grow if infrastructure costs decreased. 

A final issue that clearly constrains internet adoption and e-commerce development in Africa – almost 
by design - is internet shutdowns. In 2019, there were at least 25 partial or total internet shutdowns 
across the continent – an increase from 17 in 2018.65 These tend to be more frequent in less democratic 
countries: 77 per cent of the countries where internet shutdowns occurred in Africa in the last five years 
are categorized as ‘authoritarian’ under the Democracy Index produced by the Economist Intelligence 
Unit.66 

Electronic and digital payment systems

The COVID-19 pandemic could decrease the revenues of traditional African banks by 23 to 33 per cent 
between 2019 and 2021, thus reducing the return on equity between 5 and 10 percentage points.67 
Retail banks will be further impacted by health regulations and consumers’ unwillingness to travel to 
physical outlets during and after the pandemic. African financial consumers’ behaviours have already 
changed: consumers report to have increased online and mobile banking while reducing physical branch 

63  Seacom, a broadband infrastructure company, added 1.7 terabits per second of infrastructure to its network bringing its total capacity to 
3.2 terabits per second in August 2020. Seacom invested USD10 million from its own resources to support the cable infrastructure along 
Africa’s East and Southern coasts. MainOne, another broadband infrastructure company based out of West Africa, have been continuing 
data centre and undersea cable infrastructural investments throughout 2020.

64  The World Bank estimates that 85% of Africans live on less than USD5.50 a day: World Bank: https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/85-
africans-live-less-550-day

65  Alliance for Affordable Internet. 2019. Regional Snapshot Africa, available: https://1e8q3q16vyc81g8l3h3md6q5f5e-wpengine.netdna-ssl.
com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/AR2019_Africa-Regional_Screen_AW.pdf

66  CIPESA. 20219. Despots and Disruptions: Five Dimensions of Internet Shutdowns in Africa, available: https://cipesa.org/2019/03/despots-
and-disruptions-five-dimensions-of-internet-shutdowns-in-africa/

67  African Banking after the Crisis. McKinsey. June 2020. https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/middle-east-and-africa/african-
banking-after-the-crisis
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meeting during Covid-19 in South Africa, Kenya, Nigeria and Morocco (Figure 31). Retail banks need a 
strategy that will prioritize investment in the digital economy. 

Figure 31. Increased online and mobile banking usage during COVID-19 is expected to continue once “normal life” resumes: changes 

in reported consumer behavior, per cent

South Africa Kenya Nigeria Morocco

Online banking +30 +37 +37 +18

Mobile banking +30 +43 +44 +17

Mobile payment -9 +55 +19 -1

Meeting with your financial advisor in 
the branch

-32 -28 -18 -9

Phone call with your branch advisors or 
branch staff

-29 -20 -32 -20

Source: McKinsey & Company M&S COVID Africa Consumer Pulse Survey April 2020 for “Meeting with your financial advisor in the Branch”

A persistent challenge to the growth of e-commerce in Africa has been the issue of payments, particularly 
the continued reliance on cash by African consumers (Figure 32). Cash on delivery can be preferred 
among consumers who either do not sufficiently trust online transacting or who simply do not have 
access to alternative payment options. As well as being more expensive for businesses to manage, cash 
on delivery transactions increase theft and payment refusal risks. 

Figure 32. Share in payment Breakdown in 2020, Selected Countries68
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As noted in Section 2, COVID-19 has presented an opportunity for the electronic and digital payments 
industry. Most notable is mobile money that has recorded impressive growth during the pandemic 
(Figure 33 and Figure 34). Mobile operators have noticed the growing trend. MTN, Vodacom and Orange 

68  Edgar, Dunn & Company: Commissioned work
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are but a few that have lowered mobile money fees to encourage consumer adoption. Many operators 
have rolled out services such as lending to promote digital entrepreneurial activity.  

As consumers reduce voice service, preferring instead free digital voiceover internet services (eg. 
WhatsApp), operators are anticipating less sales from voice services and are expanding into Africa’s large 
unbanked population to retain profitability (Figure 31). Promoting digital financial transactions has the 
potential to reduce travel, promote insurance, encourage savings and credit, facilitate bill payments, and 
increase cross-border remittances. 

Figure 33. Mobile Money in Kenya: Active Agents, Total Mobile Money Accounts, Total Transactions69

Year 2020 Active Agents Total Registered Mobile Money Accounts 
(Millions)

Total Agent Cash in Cash Out (Volume 
Million)

September 263200 64.0304 163.342

August 252703 62.7834 163.207

July 234747 62.0651 157.755

June 237637 61.7261 143.14

May 243118 60.2432 135.932

April 242275 59.4282 124.994

March 240261 58.7131 150.687

February 235543 58.6665 148.53

January 231292 59.1672 150.204

Source: Central Bank of Kenya

One of the obstacles preventing the growth of electronic and digital payments, including mobile money, 
is the discrete relationships between consumers, mobile operators and the government. Governments 
across the region recognize that mobile money is a product that will contribute to achieving universal 
financial inclusion. Yet, how to regulate mobile operators who view mobile money as a revenue tool 
remains largely undefined. Even countries that have championed mobile money experience frequent 
interruptions and adjustments between central bankers and mobile operators. 

Figure 34. Total Cash Transactions Value of Mobile Money in Kenya (Value in Ksh Billions)
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69  Central Bank of Kenya: https://www.centralbank.go.ke/national-payments-system/mobile-payments/
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As noted in Section 2, consumers flocked to mobile money when transaction limits were raised and fees 
reduced. This move ushered millions of people into the digital landscape. Mobile operators reported 
record levels of revenue as consumers increased transactions. In July 2020, Kenyans transacted a record 
KSH450.9 billion (USD4.18 billion), up from the previous record of USD3.6 billion in June. 

While the Central Bank of Kenya identified mobile money as a tool for digital inclusion, other central 
banks across the continent are still grappling with licenses and regulation. In 2018, an announcement 
to allow non-financial companies to apply for mobile banking licenses ignited hope for full adoption of 
mobile money in Nigeria. With the move, mobile operators, including MTN and Airtel, could reach the 
unbanked population of the country, estimated at 60 million. However, since that announcement, the 
country’s largest mobile operators are yet to receive such a license. 

Though established banks may lobby against the increased competition that they would face should 
mobile operators gain mobile money licenses, the cost of delay falls on African consumers and the growth 
of Africa’s digital economy. Kenya’s example demonstrates that mobile operators require no physical 
banking presence as they are limited only to mobile penetration and can contribute considerably to 
financial inclusion. Mobile operators can assist in delivering President Muhammadu Buhari’s vision of 
financial inclusion for 200 million Nigerians. It is opined that the Central Bank of Nigeria is putting pressure 
on banks and mobile operators to collaborate so that mobile operators may be regulated in the same 
way as financial services groups are.70 However, if Nigerian mobile operators are granted the same level 
of support and regulation as their counterparts in East Africa, many Nigerians would quickly enter the 
digital economy. 

Figure 35. Digital Payments Users (in millions) and Transaction Value (in USD) in Select African Countries in 2019

Source: Statista 

A lack of digital payment solutions also inhibits cross-border e-commerce. Insufficient digital payment 
options were the third most frequently cited obstacle to conducting cross-border e-commerce by firms 
in a 2020 ECA business survey.71 As businesses look to take advantage of cross-border trade under the 
African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), digital payment solutions can help. Africa would be better 
served by promoting an instrument that would facilitate payments 

70  https://www.ft.com/content/d77f5fa9-9d3a-4faa-837f-679d3192a75d
71  ECA. Forthcoming. E-commerce in Preferential Trade Agreements: Implications for African firms and the AfCFTA
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What is your biggest takeaway from COVID-19?

Bayo Adedeji – Wakanow: 20 per cent of our customers start their journey online and purchase their tickets 
online. 50 per cent of our customers start their journey online and purchase their tickets in person. 30 per 
cent of our customers start their journey at the store and purchase their tickets at the store. Africa is built on 
relationships and relationships are the building blocks that help us to thrive. Global metrics and data may say 
otherwise, but one must be cognizant that business in Africa is relationship driven.
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4. Analysis of Policy 
Responses at the 
Continental, Regional 
and National Levels in 
Africa

E-readiness: new general initiatives to increase the readiness of firms and consumers for 
e-commerce
The International Trade Centre (ITC), in partnership with Amsterdam University of Applied Science, 
launched the Africa Marketplace Explorer in April 2020. The goal of this tool is to connect micro, small 
and medium sized enterprises that cannot “find information on how to sell goods online in a regional or 
neighbouring country, which marketplaces exists, whether they allow foreign firms and what the access 
requirements are”72. The creation of this tool serves two purposes: 1) to help MSME’s navigate border 
restrictions and shipping requirements during the pandemic; and 2) to teach MSMEs that have been 
adversely affected by COVID-19 how to connect to online marketplaces73. Data from this tool reveals “that 
just 1 per cent of Africa’s e-commerce marketplaces account for 60 per cent of the marketplace traffic on 
the whole continent”74. 

What is your biggest takeaway from COVID-19?

Claudia Boamah – Namibia Trade Forum: When retail stores, restaurants … the whole travel industry in 
general came to a standstill, a lot of attention was shifted to e-commerce. E-commerce has now gained the 
attention of the government. It is no longer seen as luxury, but as something to develop and foster. 

 
To demonstrate their commitment to e-commerce, the African Development Bank created Fashionomics, 
a digital marketplace platform that “is the first-ever B2B and B2C platform that has ever been created for 
micro, small and medium enterprises working along this value chain”.75 Fashionomics serves as a tool for 
entrepreneurs (especially women and youth) to build and connect with digital marketplaces (regionally, 
nationally and globally)76. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the African Development Bank released 
webinars on the use of internet applications and their utility. The programme was designed to mentor 
and assist women during the pandemic77.

Nationally, almost all African countries have already developed or signalled interest to develop e-commerce 
policies. Benin’s Minister of Industry and Trade, Shadiya Alimatou Assouman, has expressed the country’s 
desire to partner with UNCTAD to formalize their e-commerce sector, which to date is dominated by 

72 Tembo, 2020
73  Tembo, 2020 
74  Trade-Centre, 2020
75  Kiire, 2019
76  AfDB, 2020; Kiire, 2019
77  AfDB, 2020; Kiire, 2019



34

Covid-19 Impact on E-Commerce: Africa

the informal market as well as mobile money and social networks78. Benin is already amongst those 
African countries considered to be pioneers in legislating the digital realm. They were the seventh African 
country to adopt data protection laws79, which were then further fortified in 2018 with the enactment 
of the “Code du Numerique”80. Niger is similar to Benin in that they have expressed the desire to partner 
with UNCTAD to formalize an e-commerce strategy in light of the COVID-19 pandemic, while already 
having legislation in place that governs digital transactions81. The examples of Benin and Niger illustrate 
that African countries have the legislative building blocks to sustain an e-commerce landscape, but lack 
the digital strategy to implement. This will be necessary if government plans to support firms as they 
navigate a post COVID-19 world. 82. 

At the continental level, several notable policy initiatives launched prior to the pandemic may yet help 
foster a conducive policy ecosystem for e-commerce in the COVID-19 recovery. The African Union Digital 
Transformation Strategy for Africa (2020-2030), whose drafting began in 2019, was launched on 18 May 
2020.83 The Strategy seeks to provide a comprehensive strategic framework for a digitally transformed 
continent across a broad range of areas.

Figure 36. African Union Digital Transformation Strategy for Africa (2020-2030): themes, sectors and foundation pillars

Cross cutting themes
Digital content 
and application

Digital ID
Emerging  
technologies

Cyber security, 
privacy and 
personal data 
protection

Research and 
development

Critical sectors to 
drive digital  
transformation

Digital 
industry

Digital trade 
and financial 
services

Digital  
governance

Digital Educa-
tion

Digital Health
Digital 
agriculture

Foundation pillars
Enabling  
environment, policy 
and regulation

Digital infrastructure
Digital skills and 
human capital

Digital innovation and 
entrepreneurship

Source: African Union. 2020. Digital Transformation Strategy for Africa 2020-2013

On 5 February 2020, the African Union Summit decided that with regard to the African Continental 
Free Trade Area (AfCFTA): “Phase III negotiations [would focus] on an AfCFTA Protocol on E-Commerce 
immediately after conclusion of Phase II Negotiations”. Negotiators have yet to agree on the scope and 
content of these negotiations, but an AfCFTA e-commerce protocol could provide an opportunity for 
African countries to develop harmonized regulatory approaches to issues such as data governance, 
electronic transactions and e-commerce trade facilitation, among others. Already, the announcement 
signals to the continent the importance of e-commerce84. 

ICT infrastructure and services: Measures to increase network capacity
The popularity of mobile handsets in Africa is growing, but use of data-enabled smartphones is not yet 
the norm – approximately only a third of Africans use a smart phone - and rates of 4G penetration are 
still relatively low.85 The low data penetration of the continent poses a serious challenge to Africans in a 

78  https://thenews-chronicle.com/unctad-covid-19-is-boosting-e-commerce-except-in-west-africa/ 
79  ICANN, 2019
80  Sylla, 2019
81   https://thenews-chronicle.com/unctad-covid-19-is-boosting-e-commerce-except-in-west-africa/
82  Banga et al., 2020; IFC, 2020
83  African Union. 2020. Digital Transformation Strategy for Africa 2020-2013, available: https://au.int/en/documents/20200518/digital-

transformation-strategy-africa-2020-2030
84  Ogo, 2020; Tcheuffa, Rugabira and Sawadogo-Lewis, 2020
85  ITU. 2020. Statistics, available: https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stat/default.aspx; and AfricaPortal. 2020. Covid-19: 

Implications for the ‘digital divide’ in Africa, available: https://www.africaportal.org/features/covid-19-implications-of-the-pandemic-for-
the-digital-divide-in-africa/
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post-pandemic world in which health interventions, education and business opportunities increasingly 
use technology.86

Countries across the region have responded. In East Africa, the Ugandan government has “worked 
with mobile phone operators to reduce fees for digital services and offer complementary internet data 
packages to consumers to facilitate cashless transactions”87. The Kenyan government aims to “enhance 
the capacity of their networks to enable increased access to voice, data and internet services”88, while 
also pioneering innovative approaches. Additionally, the Kenyan Government has also partnered with 
Telekom Kenya and Alphabet Inc. to use Loon balloons to increase 4G penetration for around 23 million 
rural Kenyans89. 

What is your biggest takeaway from COVID-19?

Desire Loumou – Economic Community of Central African States: The digital economy was not a high 
priority before COVID-19. E-commerce was mentioned in policy papers and priority documents, though that 
did not always translate into reality. There are a lot of legal frameworks but few concrete actionable measures.  
COVID-19 has shown us the infrastructure deficit we face. Countries that did not have a proper internet 
infrastructure suffered. Countries like Cameroon have decided to collect fees for completion of trade formalities 
through telecom companies. Customs fees are an important source of revenue. However, reducing them will 
allow a greater importation of the tools required for a digital economy. 

 
Payments: lowering transaction costs on digital payments and mobile money transfers

On a regional level, the Bank of Central African States has framed the lowering of electronic transfer costs 
as both a financial and a risk intervention because it encourages both the financial behaviour of digital 
payments as well as the ‘health’ behaviour of social distancing90. This framing mirrors Zambia where 
mobile money is promoted as a form of risk prevention against COVID-1991. The problem with this form 
of risk intervention is that while it minimizes risk for the consumer, it increases risk for essential workers: 
In Zambia many agents are exposed to COVID-19 as loading mobile money accounts with physical cash 
deposits is the preferred method.92. The Zambian government has responded by waiving charges for 
person-to-person electronic money transfers of up to K15093. 

While COVID-19 is the main focus of attention for most African countries, some countries are forced to 
weigh the demands of COVID-19 with their other political objectives. Notably, Zimbabwe has banned 
the use of mobile money services believing that it has contributed to devalue the Zimbabwean dollar94.

Uganda, Cameroon, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Ghana, Kenya, Mozambique, Rwanda have all 
reduced or eliminated mobile money transfer fees and raised transaction size limits95. Ghana went as far 

86   Governments used digital tools during this pandemic both to reach and disseminate information to its populations. South Africa reached 
3.5 million people seeking answers to COVID-19 a WhatsApp chatbot in five different languages. Uganda followed suit by using social 
media channels and technology to counter the spread of health misinformation. Finally, Kenya digitized its judiciary during the pandemic 
foregoing in-person court proceeding and judgements for the virtual arena.

87  UNCTAD, 2020
88  Communication Authority of Kenya, 2020
89  EIB, 2020
90  Herman et al., 2020
91  Phiri, 2020
92  Phiri, 2020
93  KPMG, 2020
94  Moveback,2020
95  Agur, Peria and Rochon, 2020
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as raising the ceiling for mobile money transfers (without providing additional documentation) to up to 
1,000 GhC (equivalent to $171)96. 

The private sector has also been keen to champion COVID-19 friendly policies. Some mobile operators 
have taken the decision to lower costs. Orange has seized the opportunity to launch a digital bank named 
Oran.Pa – its first venture into financial services on the continent97. In Uganda and Rwanda, both MTN 
and Afritel cut mobile money fees98. MTN further waived fees on mobile money payments in Nigeria, 
Ghana, South Africa, Zambia and Cameroon. MTN suspended fees on person-to-person transfers in 
Ghana, South Africa, Zambia and Cameroon99. 

In most instances, such fee waivers have however been temporary. Since their initial introduction mostly 
in March and April, such benefits have been withdrawn in a number of countries.100

Trade logistics and supply chain measures
The dominant policy choice across Africa in response to COVID-19 was to close borders (Figure 37). 
However, enforcement of this measured varied between and within countries, and over time. Algeria 
has, since mid-March, closed all borders but made an exception for the importation/exportation of 
goods it deems to be critical101. Burkina Faso for its part made the exception for freight102 and Cameroon 
exempted “cargo flights and vessels transporting consumer products and essential goods and materials, 
with stopover times limited103 and supervised”. Chad mirrored Cameroon in allowing cargo ships104 as did 
the DRC that exempted cargo ships and freight105. Côte d’Ivoire closed their borders, but allowed “the 
traffic of goods, subject to health checks by the competent authorities”106, while their neighbor, Ghana, 
closed their borders without exception107. 

96  Peyton, 2020
97  Coulibaly, Rumney and Dludla, 2020
98  Donkin, 2020
99  Donkin, 2020
100  Connecting Africa. 2020. African operators reinstate mobile money feed, available: http://www.connectingafrica.com/author.asp?section_

id=761&doc_id=761931&
101  Herman et al., 2020
102  Herman et al., 2020
103  Herman et al., 2020
104  Herman et al., 2020
105  Herman et al., 2020
106  Herman et al., 2020
107  Herman et al., 2020
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Figure 37. International travel closures: scale of 0 to 4 (white to red)
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Skills development

Due to the relative young age of the African continent and high unemployment rates, skills training and 
pathways to employment remain a prescient topic. Efforts during the pandemic have been championed 
by the African Development bank, in partnership with Microsoft, to develop a training programme called 
Coding for Employment108. The programme is currently available in 5 African countries: Kenya, Rwanda, 
Senegal, Côte d’Ivoire and Nigeria. Students choose to receive this training either online, via a mobile app 
or in centres of excellence classrooms109. Students of the programme can take a range of classes from 
web development and data science to digital marketing. So far, 23,000 youths have graduated from the 
programme110. Building upon the success of this programme, the African Development Bank, the Nigerian 
government and Microsoft created the Digital Nigeria e-Learning Platform during the pandemic111. The 
programme offers a similar range of courses and certifications to the Code for Employment course and 
aims to leverage links between the Nigerian public-private sector to increase youth employability and 
entrepreneurship112.

108  Afdb*,2020
109  Afdb*, 2020
110  Afdb‘, 2020
111  Afdb**, 2020
112  Afdb**, 2020
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Financing needs: new innovative solutions providing credit for e-commerce, including 
fintech solutions;

Coaching and crowdfunding are two innovative solutions that can be leveraged to fund e-commerce 
ventures during the pandemic. An example of financing through coaching is the case of Mambo Coffee 
in Tanzania. Prior to the pandemic, most of its consumers were based outside Africa. This meant that travel 
restrictions and border closures had a negative impact on its Mambo Coffee revenue113. By attending 
Market Access Programmes, a coaching programme comprised of webinars, one-on-one coaching 
sessions, and virtual trade fairs, Mambo Coffee was ultimately rewarded with USD1 million loan114. This 
training is available in Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, the United Republic of Tanzania and Uganda115. This is 
juxtaposed against the crowdfunding platform created by the United Nations Capital Development Fund 
(UNCDP), Mobi- Changa, ThundaFund and Thunda Africa for Gambian women and youth116. Unlike the 
former platform, this platform does not incorporate mentorship into its financing model and it caters to 
new ventures rather than struggling established businesses. The platform allows women and youths to 
raise money through various avenues such as from friends, family and the diaspora117. The incorporation 
of the diaspora in this platform can be viewed as an attempt to formalize remittances and channel them 
into state/NGO approved projects. 

Gender issues: special initiatives to empower women to thrive in e-commerce;

COVID-19 has had a damaging effect on African women. The pandemic brought to the limelight 
challenges that women face. African women, who primarily work in the informal sector, suffered from 
a lack of internet connectivity. Speaking specifically about women, we find that “across Africa, the 
proportion of women using the internet is 12 per cent lower than the proportion of men; in African 
LDCs, the disparity broadens to a 31 per cent gap”118. Furthermore, in many sub-Saharan countries, 
women’s primary economic activity is largely trading in commodities, fresh and raw products in open-air 
markets.119  With many of these markets shutting down, women with low data access and poor digital 
skills have not been able to follow their savvier customers to the digital world120.  

Finally, “women make up approximately 70 per cent of cross-border traders, [so] their incomes are severely 
affected as a consequence of border closures”121. African women are facing a reality where closed or 
slow and expensive borders are damaging their earning potential. It has been found that “in several sub-
Saharan countries, about 60 per cent of women-led small businesses have lost their source of income, 
three times more than men”122. These are the challenges that the different initiatives to empower women 
seek to address.

The majority of initiatives tailored to address women’s needs are led by international organizations. In 
Ethiopia, the International Telecommunications Union and the Enhanced Integrated Framework have 
partnered to develop a programme that aims to build and enhance digital skills and capacity for Ethiopian 
women123. There is also the Women’s Entrepreneurs Finance Initiative, which is a collaborative initiative 
between the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, the Inter-American Development 
Bank, Islamic Development Bank and the World Bank Group. The EBRD will use its share of the grant to 

113  https://www.intracen.org/uploadedFiles/intracenorg/Content/Publications/ITCSMECO2020.pdf 
114  https://www.intracen.org/uploadedFiles/intracenorg/Content/Publications/ITCSMECO2020.pdf 
115  https://www.intracen.org/uploadedFiles/intracenorg/Content/Publications/ITCSMECO2020.pdf 
116  UNCDF, 2020
117  UNCDF, 2020
118  ITU*, 2020
119  Koyama, Stock and Kwan, 2020
120  Koyama, Stock and Kwan, 2020
121  Songwe, 2020
122  Bekkers, 2020
123  ITU*, 2020
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focus on Egypt and Morocco amongst other countries, while the Islamic Development Bank will focus 
on Guinea, Niger, Senegal, and Sierra Leone. The World Bank Group will focus on Burkina Faso, Mali, and 
Mauritania, amongst other countries. While all the banks have slightly different orientations and priorities, 
they all are focusing on addressing the specific challenges for women generated by this pandemic124.

Coordination mechanisms: Public-private alliances to address bottlenecks in e-commerce 
during the pandemic and increase its contribution to recovery, as well as promote the 
adoption or use of new technologies. Specific measures to improve gender-equality in 
e-commerce.
Public-Private partnerships as well as the propensity of the private sector to unilaterally seek solutions 
and make policy changes, has been discussed throughout this section. The United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), in partnership with Jumia Uganda20, has launched an online platform to enable 
small and medium-sized businesses to connect with consumers in compliance with new requirements, 
while restrictions on movement are in force. Jumia Food is offering an online ordering platform via 
an app and a website. The services include a last-mile distribution network, a diverse set of payment 
methods, quality assurance, training for vendors and growth marketing. The United Nations agency has 
provided mobile phones, airtime and data services for the vendors”125. Established e-commerce can serve 
to ‘mentor’ and promote SMEs. A further interesting Ugandan case is SafeBoda. SafeBoda partnered with 
the United Nations Capital Development Fund and the Swedish Development Cooperation Agency in 
order to create a synergistic relationship between market vendors and “bodaboda” riders during this 
pandemic126. Through the use of technology, market vendors can gain access to a digital ‘marketplace’ 
and use delivery agents to move goods.

124  Bekkers, 2020
125  EIB, 2020
126  UNCTAD, 2020
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5. Way Forward: 
an incubation 
policy approach to 
e-commerce

E-commerce and digitalization across the world have been accelerated by COVID-19, including in Africa. 
Emerging data from Africa’s telecommunications operators, mobile money providers and e-commerce 
platforms show a marked shift in consumer adoption that surveys suggest is likely to persist. Interviews 
with Africa’s leading tech firms corroborate assumption: “COVID-19 had an accelerant effect”, that 
“reinforced the relevance of […] e-commerce in Africa”.127

Yet, lingering obstacles continue to frustrate the potential of e-commerce and its developmental 
potential in Africa, principally low internet penetration rates, difficulties in moving goods and services 
across borders and limited uptake of electronic and digital payment systems. As a representative from 
ECCAS put it, “COVID-19 has shown us the infrastructure deficit we face”.128 

Though COVID-19 has catalyzed its growth, Africa’s digital economy is still embryonic. It requires an 
‘incubation policy approach’ to reach maturity. Doing so can help realize the development potential of 
e-commerce, including for financial inclusion, transportation, education, and health care accessibility. 

Nascent industries require hardworking, visionary entrepreneurs to lead them, but require support from 
the incubation environment policymakers to develop. The following ‘four Cs’ of an incubation policy 
approach provide recommendations to promote the rapid growth of Africa’s fourth industrial revolution. 

Recommendation 1: Collaboration between policy-makers and digital entrepreneurs
The COVID-19 pandemic revealed to all observers the peak of what collaboration between policy makers 
and digital entrepreneurs looks like. Examples of successful collaboration range from governments 
in North Africa (including Tunisia, Egypt and Morocco) working hand in hand with digital businesses 
during the initial phases of COVID-19 related lockdowns, to Central Banks in East Africa (Rwanda and 
Kenya) supporting the adoption of cashless payments by easing regulations. These cases, which helped 
to promote levels of stability during the pandemic, showcase the power of a well-coordinated public 
private partnership.  

Entrepreneurs should accept the important role that governments play in the digital world. As well 
as fostering a conducive business enabling environment, government interventions directly address 
key policy objectives, as evidenced by the government of Togo and its deployment of the Novissi 
platform, which by registering 1.3 million citizens, quickly deployed capital to those in need. Conversely, 
government should harness the power of digital companies. Examples range from Uber and Safeboda to 
Jumia that provided their robust logistics infrastructure to assist in the delivery of much needed goods 

127  Interview responses from Iyinoluwa Aboyeji, Co-Founder of Flutterwave and Andela, and Juliet Annamah, Jumia
128  Interview responses from Desire Loumou, Economic Community of Central African States
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during the COVID-19 pandemic as well as the providers of digital solutions to enable socially-distanced 
working practices and ‘safe’ border trade. 

Entrepreneurs and governments will continue to witness opportunities for collaboration as the digital 
economy grows and impacts on further aspects of work and life. By working together, they can ensure that 
new digital economy regulations, infrastructural investments and policy objectives are aligned towards 
bringing in millions of Africans into the digital economy, thus creating new pathways for economic 
improvement. COVID-19 demonstrated to an entire continent the benefits of being connected to a 
digital world. 

Recommendation 2: Conducive tax and competition policy

The COVID-19 pandemic highlights the demand as well as the need for a vibrant digital economy. 
This is evidenced by the surge in mobile money usage in East Africa once legislators moved to reduce 
transaction fees. The continent remains a price-sensitive region with income levels below the global 
average. Fees as low as USD1 have a significant impact on mobile money usage, while the average cost 
of data across Africa is still out of reach for a large swathe of the population.

In the COVID-19 recovery, it is clear that African governments are likely to look to new tax sources to 
recover fiscal deficits exacerbated by the economic impact of the pandemic. A balance must be struck 
to ensure that in doing so, they do not curb the emergence of Africa’s own tech champions, but instead 
contribute to closing the digital divide by helping African countries catch up with the rest of the world 
in internet adoption.

Several principles can guide governments to ensure that tax regimes do not choke a nascent digital 
economy in Africa. Tax policies should be designed to incentivize investment, encourage inclusion and 
local value creation, and should allow entrepreneurs predictability and transparency. Differentiated 
and well-defined tax policies can account for the varied business models and sizes within the digital 
economy, while achieving policy goals like financial inclusion, internet affordability, and infrastructure 
development. Specific policies can include easing customs duties on important capital goods and 
equipment needed for internet development and e-commerce growth as well as thresholds on company 
size in tax regimes, to ensure that small startups are shielded from policies designed to improve tax 
collection from multinational enterprises.

Governments should embrace – and enforce – conducive competition within Africa’s digital economy. 
As this report has shown, internet services are still characterized by only partial competition or monopoly 
in many countries, giving Africans some of the most expensive internet in the world. Active competition 
authorities exist in just over half of all African countries. Investments in competition policy design and 
enforcement can help Africa’s digital economy to innovate and grow.

Recommendation 3: Comprehensibility – a digital economy for all Africans

As this paper has shown, about a third of Africans are still precluded from the opportunities of the digital 
economy because of the unavailability or unaffordability of internet and – when internet is accessible – a 
lack of financial infrastructure to engage with it. 

Financial inclusion has long been touted as a cornerstone central bank policy across the African region 
that has seen traditional banks fail to fulfill financial inclusion objectives. “Historically, banks have tended 
to keep technology costs flat by making modest savings to offset demand. Increasingly, there is an 
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expectation on Chief Information Officers to deliver net cost savings… and taking a “buy” rather than 
“build” approach to integrating new technologies”.129 

Mobile internet operators, on the other hand, have embraced technology by investing and promoting 
the use of digital services. Furthermore, transportation costs (and restrictions placed by the COVID-19 
pandemic) of getting consumers to a physical bank versus the ease of plugging into their mobile devices, 
explains the growing preference for digital services. These factors argue a compelling case for policy 
makers to lean on mobile internet operators as critical partners in the delivery of financial inclusion goals. 
This can be achieved through carefully expanding banking regulations to allow competition from non-
traditional service providers, such as telecommunications operators. 

Recommendation 4: Coordination between African countries through the AfCFTA
Developing clear, harmonized and applicable policies across regions, but also across the continent, 
would accelerate the growth and impact of the digital economy. Regulators across the continent employ 
various practices in areas such as electronic transactions legislation, digital consumer protection, data 
privacy and security and cybercrime legislation. This patchwork regulatory system and the relatively small 
size of many African markets precludes the scalability of indigenous African tech champions.

The AfCFTA has the potential to create an e-commerce protocol applicable across the continent that 
can continue to consolidate the “African market in the digital sphere, and preclude other arrangements 
which could potentially undermine the liberalization and integration agenda.”130 This important protocol, 
if harnessed correctly, has the potential to coordinate and facilitate cross-border e-commerce, regulatory 
cooperation, digitalization as well as the promotion of electronic goods and services originating from 
within Africa. 

While Rwanda and Uganda promote e-commerce within their national digital policies, many other 
countries do not. This inaction limits the growth of the digital economy. Policy-makers and regulators 
would be best served in cooperating with the AfCFTA. Trading among African nations will create 
additional revenue streams and will improve commerce within the continent. 

129  African Banking After the crisis. McKinsey Report. https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/middle-east-and-africa/african-banking-
after-the-crisis

130  Ify Ogo. An Agenda for the AfCFTA Protocol on E-Commerce https://www.tralac.org/blog/article/14692-an-agenda-for-the-afcfta-
protocol-on-e-commerce.html#_ftn13
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