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1. Introduction

1. The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic 
has demonstrated the critical need for smart 
digital technologies and solutions. Given the 
impact of lockdowns across the world, many public 
offices, businesses and academic institutions have 
strengthened their digital and technological capacities 
to facilitate telecommuting, online transactions, online 
shopping, online education and telemedicine.

2. To encourage social distancing with a view to limiting 
the spread of COVID-19, governments around the 
globe have encouraged online purchasing as an 
alternative to physical shopping. Consumers have 
adapted their shopping patterns and behaviour 
accordingly in order to minimize the risk of infection. 
In some developed countries, operators of service 
platforms have successfully addressed COVID-19-
related challenges without government intervention. 
In developing countries, some governments have been 
more proactive than others, particularly in countries 
where face-to-face transactions had until recently 

been the norm, and various measures, including app-
based contact tracing, have been adopted.

3. Digitization has immense potential to facilitate trade 
and reduce trade costs. The adoption of digital 
technologies has resulted in a significant increase in 
business-to-consumer sales and business-to-business 
e-commerce (World Trade Organization, 2020). The 
increase in business-to-consumer sales is particularly 
evident in online sales of medical supplies, household 
essentials and food products. Indeed, data published 
by McKinsey & Company in June 2020 shows that over 
a period of some eight weeks, the world leapt forward 
approximately five years in terms of the adoption of 
digital technologies by consumers and businesses 
because of the measures instituted by governments to 
contain the spread of COVID-19.

4. The pandemic has highlighted the importance of 
digital technologies in general, but has also helped 
draw attention to a number of vulnerabilities in Africa. 
The resulting experiences and lessons are relevant 
to various discussions in Africa, including those on 
e-commerce and digital trade, which could benefit 
from greater international and regional cooperation 
to facilitate the cross-border movement of goods 
and services, narrow the digital divide, and level 
the playing field for micro-, small and medium-sized 
enterprises. While it is still too soon to determine the 
speed at which consumers and businesses will adopt 
digital technologies, COVID-19 is likely to accelerate 
a transition to societies in which digitization is nearly 
omnipresent, automation is ubiquitous, and logistics 
have adapted accordingly.
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2. Use of information and 
communications technology in Africa

5. Digital technologies and services have provided the 
global community not only with employment, but 
also with sustainable ways of working, learning and 
communicating. One striking way that digitization 
is impacting our economies is through growth 
in e-commerce. According the United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 
global e-commerce sales in 2018 amounted to $25.6 
trillion, 8 per cent more than in 2017. Removing 
barriers to digital trade and the trade in technologies 
is crucial for recovery in Africa and for building a more 
resilient single continental market. However, while all 
parts of the world are affected by the shift towards 
online commerce, many African countries are still 
held back by their limited digital readiness. Whereas 
the majority of people in developed countries now 
shop online, that is not yet the case in most African 
countries. In sub-Saharan Africa, for example, Kenya, 
Mauritius, Namibia and South Africa are the only 
countries in which the share of the population who 
shop online exceeds 8 per cent, and in most other sub-
Saharan African countries that figure remains below 5 
per cent (UNCTAD, 2020).

6. The importance of e-commerce and contactless 
payment systems has been accentuated by the 
ongoing COVID-19 crisis, which has spurred several 

African Governments to take action. In Senegal, for 
example, the Ministry of Trade and Small and Medium-
sized Enterprises is partnering with the private sector 
to facilitate delivery of essential goods and services 
through e-commerce platforms. Similarly, in Uganda, 
the Ministry of Information and Communications 
Technology is promoting the development of 
digital solutions in the fight against COVID-19 to 
support health systems and public service delivery. 
Other countries, including Ethiopia and Kenya, are 
supporting the development of platforms linking 
informal operators to help them establish markets and 
help isolated households access market vendors.

7. The virus has provided new impetus to digital 
infrastructure development. The use of cloud, big 
data, Internet of Things and artificial intelligence 
applications can facilitate the development of 
industries, sectors and innovative business models but 
can also be used to raise awareness among citizens of 
the severity of the pandemic and encourage them to 
take appropriate preventive measures, including their 
use of smartphone-enabled contact tracing apps. 

8. As illustrated in figure I, among African member States, 
East Africa lags behind in terms of the implementation 
of national and cross-border paperless trade systems. 
Since subregional countries are at varying stages 
of progress in that regard, prevailing asymmetries 

Figure I: Implementation of national and cross-border paperless trade systems among all ECA member States and in 
the various ECA subregions

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, 2019
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between them constrains effective interlinkages, 
digital connectedness and coordination. 

9. The lack of electronic processing systems is perhaps 
the single most critical constraint impeding the 
transport of cargo, particularly in view of the reduced 
manpower available at ports, border posts and 
in logistics operations as a result of the ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic. In recognition of that facilitation 
gap, several countries have initiated measures to 
expedite a transition to digital platforms. For example, 
the acceptance of electronic documentation in trade 
transactions has been facilitated, inter alia, through 
ministerial-level coordination among member States 
of the Common Market for Eastern and Southern 
Africa (COMESA) and through the establishment 
of the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) Inter-Connected Goods and Transit 
Management System.

10. Supported by effective risk management digital tools, 
electronic processing systems could help reduce border 
delays and increase the resilience of the continent’s 
transport sector, particularly during the ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic. It is important to promote 
the adoption of standard practices across regional 
economic community States, as common standards 
are essential in automatic information flows along 
digital trade and transport corridors. Some African 
countries, including Ethiopia and Rwanda have already 
taken action in that area during the current pandemic. 
If all African member States establish harmonized 
electronic processing systems, the multiplier effects 
will be significant, not only for intra-African trade, but 
also for trade with the rest of the world. 

11. The COVID-19 pandemic has also drawn attention 
to another significant challenge, namely how an over-
reliance on paper-based transactions can significantly 
curtail trade finance in Africa. Indeed, low trade 
finance digitization rates could slow project approvals 
and curtail the trade finance resources available during 
the pandemic. Regulators should therefore work with 
banks to put in place temporary measures to facilitate 
the digital processing of trade finance transactions.

3. Conclusions and policy 
recommendations

12. Digitization affects African countries in different ways, 
and individual governments require policy space to 

regulate the digital economy effectively with a view 
to achieving legitimate public policy objectives. At 
the same time, several policy challenges may be more 
effectively addressed at the regional or subregional 
level. This applies, for example, to data protection 
and security, taxation, transport and trade. The fact 
that digital trade and e-commerce are addressed in 
the Agreement Establishing the African Continental 
Free Trade Area should help pave the way for African 
countries to set rules that can facilitate cross-border 
e-commerce. At present, most e-commerce in Africa is 
either domestic in nature or involves trade with non-
African countries.

13. As digital technologies are key to economic recovery 
and resilience, the African Union and the regional 
economic communities should take a leading role in 
promoting digital trade at the continental level. It is 
up to African Governments, in close collaboration 
with other stakeholders, to shape e-commerce and 
the digital economy by defining the rules of the 
game. This is a huge challenge that will require the 
amendment of current policies, laws and regulations, 
and/or the adoption of new ones in many areas. For 
most member States, the digital economy remains 
a relatively unchartered area, and policies and 
regulations are failing to keep abreast with the rapid 
digital transformations that are taking place. National 
policies play a vital role in preparing countries to 
take advantage of online commerce. In view of the 
cross-sectoral nature of digitization, a whole-of-
government response is important in the formulation 
and implementation of policies aimed at securing 
benefits and dealing with challenges associated with 
e-commerce.

14. Member States are therefore urged to invest in projects 
to enhance their information and communications 
technology (ICT) capacity and promote business 
continuity. This will support efforts by landlocked 
developing countries and transit countries to adopt 
trade facilitation standards and digital technologies 
that will facilitate the establishment of so-called 
“SMART corridors”. Those corridors provide, inter 
alia, for the electronic exchange of information and 
paperless solutions that can reduce the number of 
physical checks during transit and physical contact at 
borders, while also protecting the health of workers 
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15. Specifically, the following actions should be taken:

a. The development and implementation of the Corridor 
Trip Monitoring System in East and Southern African 
regional transport corridors. This digital platform 
records the health status of vehicle drivers, including 
COVID-19 test results, and allows public health officials 
to verify results, monitor and track the movement of 
drivers or crew members and, when necessary, carry 
out contact tracing. The System thereby facilitates safe 
transit in cross-border road transport operations and 
will also assist member States in the implementation 
of standard operating procedures for safe transport 
and trade in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

b. The development of vehicle monitoring and tracking 
systems, including: the Northern Corridor Regional 
Electronic Cargo and Driver Tracking System; the 
Automatic System for Customs Data Acquisition, 
Control and Management; and the ECOWAS 
Interconnected System for the Management of Goods 
in Transit. This will facilitate the development of 
SMART corridors in Africa, the expansion of integrated 
digital facilities and the use of e-payment platforms.

c. The acceleration of efforts to establish the COMESA 
digital free trade area and the creation of an online 
platform for sharing information on the availability of 
essential products during the COVID-19 pandemic.

d. The use of mobile phone apps to collect relevant 
information on passengers with a view to improving 
contact tracing and issuing relevant warnings.

e. The rapid deployment of the Interconnected System 
for the Management of Goods in Transit in all ECOWAS 
member States to ensure the rapid and safe clearance 
of transit goods at borders.

f. The use of ICT to support trade, including the use 
of electronic single windows and trade information 
portals.

g. The development and implementation of e-commerce 
initiatives to limit physical interaction. This may include 
the development of ICT infrastructure, the adoption 
or revision of relevant policies and legislation, such 
as data privacy and cybersecurity laws, and the 
promotion of cashless financial transactions, including 
transactions made by mobile phone.

h. The establishment of digital surveillance and tracking 
systems for drivers of vehicles moving along transit 
corridors. This will enable health officials to locate 
drivers who may have contracted COVID-19. 

i. Collaboration between regulators and banks to put 
in place temporary measures to facilitate the digital 
processing and clearance of trade finance transactions.
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