
Chapter 4

Integrate Africa

T he social and economic disruptions induced by Covid-19 have heightened the importance of deepening 
cooperation across national borders. Better integrating Africa’s economies, trade, infrastructure, and 
workforces will make the continent more prosperous and more resilient to crises.

Despite disruptions, integration pushed forward
2021 was another challenging year for Africa as the Covid-19 
pandemic continued to generate uncertainty and disrupt regional 
integration. As a result, intra-African trade as a proportion of total 
trade fell slightly from 14.3% in 2020 to 13.7% in 2021, while 
the number of deeply and broadly integrated countries stayed 
unchanged, at 20. 

Nevertheless, the start of trade under the African Continental 
Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) on 1 January 2021—following a six-
month delay—provided a potent symbol of Africa’s deepening 
commitment to integrate. Despite the challenging environment, 
a number of important steps were taken to implement the new 
trade regime. Negotiations on the rules of origin progressed 
significantly, 29 countries submitted fully compliant schedules of 
tariff concessions, and 44 countries submitted their schedules of 
specific commitments on trade in services in five priority sectors: 
business, communications, financial, tourism and travel, and 
transport services. A mechanism for reporting non-tariff barriers 
also began operating and will help to address the numerous 
obstacles and impediments to trade.

Another milestone was the launch of the Pan-African Payment 
and Settlement System (PAPSS) in January 2022. Established by 
the AfCFTA Secretariat and the African Export-Import Bank, key 
partners of the Bank, PAPSS is expected to boost intra-African 
trade by transforming and facilitating the clearing and settlement 
of payments for cross-border trade (Box 8).

Despite these achievements in financial integration, there is still 
considerable room to deepen integration along other dimensions. 
The latest edition of the Africa Regional Integration Index 

shows that the continent is performing poorly on productive 
and infrastructural integration. This indicates a need to invest 
in regional and global value chains and infrastructure. The 
continent performs moderately on the remaining two dimensions 
of integration, notably the free movement of people and 
macroeconomic integration (Figure 3 and next section).

Connecting Africa with human mobility
In addition to the free flow of goods, services, and finance, the 
AfCFTA envisages the free movement of people across Africa’s 
borders. The African Union’s Free Movement of Persons Protocol 
sets out the reforms required to get there: first, right of entry and 
visa-free travel; second, right of residence; and third, the right to 
establish a business or a profession. Although over 30 countries 
have signed the Protocol, only four countries have ratified it (Mali, 
Niger, Rwanda, and São Tomé and Principe). For the Protocol to 
enter into force, 15 ratifications are required.

Trading under the AfCFTA  
began in January 2021, and 
the Pan-African Payment and 
Settlement System launched 
in January 2022. Gaps 
in connectivity are being filled

Box 8 Seamless cross-border payments fuel 
intra-African trade

Over 80% of African cross-border payment transactions 
originating from African banks had to be routed offshore for 
clearing and settlement by banks abroad. Rerouting often delays 
payments, makes operations less inefficient, and raises concerns 
with compliance.

Successfully piloted in six West African Monetary Zone countries, 
the Pan-African Payment and Settlement System (PAPSS) will 
boost intra-African trade in several ways:

 ◗ By facilitating cross-border payments in local currencies

 ◗ By reducing the cost, processing times, and variability of 
timing of cross-border payments across Africa

 ◗ By decreasing commercial banks’ liquidity requirements for 
cross-border payments

 ◗ By strengthening central banks’ oversight of cross-border 
payment systems

PAPSS is predicted to save African countries more than $5 billion 
in payment transaction costs per year.
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Border closures and other travel restrictions introduced in response to 
the pandemic have created new challenges for cooperation on free 
movement. Nevertheless, the restrictions are now being scaled back 
and the long-term trend is towards greater visa openness. The Africa 
Visa Openness Index (AVOI), a collaboration between the African 
Union and the Bank, reports that nearly half of African countries 
have adopted a more liberal visa regime for African travellers since 
2016. The AVOI also shows the number of countries offering an e-visa 
having increased from nine in 2016 to 24 in 2021. By reducing the 
time and resources required to obtain a visa, e-visas make travel more 
affordable and more efficient.

Namibia was one of the AVOI’s strongest performers in 2021. The 
country introduced a new visa-on-arrival policy for the nationals of 
47 countries worldwide, including 27 African countries, and moved 
up 21 places on the continental rankings. Morocco also rose five 
places in 2021, increasing its visa openness score by 17%. 

Further progress on the free movement of people will be important to 
Africa’s recovery from the economic disruption caused by pandemic and 

to the continent’s realisation of inclusive growth. The free movement of 
people will also help to fill skills shortages in national economies. 

In the short term, the larger and more advanced African economies 
stand to benefit the most from the AfCFTA. Their growth in prosperity 
will help other African countries in turn.

The Bank’s support for regional integration
Regional integration in Africa is a core priority for the Bank and is 
fundamental to progress on all the High 5s. A mid-term review of the 
Bank’s Regional Integration Strategic Framework 2018–2025 (RISF) 
was undertaken in 2021. It confirmed the continuing relevance of the 
RISF’s three pillars: infrastructure connectivity, the promotion of trade 
and investment, and financial integration. 

In 2021, Bank-financed operations constructed or rehabilitated 
262 km of cross-border roads, down from 356 km in 2020. With 
other development partners, we supported the Trans-Gambia 
Corridor Project. The new bridge linking Gambia and Senegal 
has brought reliable, affordable transport to a rural population 
of 900 000. Traffic now flows much more freely between the 
northern and southern parts of The Gambia and Senegal and along 
the Trans-West African Highway Corridor. The benefits to local 
communities are considerable: women traders are able to reach a 
larger market, and more youth are attending school and visiting 
sports facilities.

The Bank’s operations have also strengthened air and sea transport 
infrastructure. Our support for Cabo Verde has increased the capacity 
of Praia Airport, improved security, and safety controls, and made 
it possible to process passengers more efficiently. Our support for 
a new container terminal at the Walvis Bay Port in Namibia has 
improved the port’s efficiency, among other things by reducing the 
average vessel waiting time from eight hours to less than one hour 
(see also Box 9).

Table 7 Integration is a piece of the puzzle (progress in Africa)

INDICATOR
ALL AFRICAN COUNTRIES ADF COUNTRIES TRANSITION STATES

Baseline  
2015

Latest  
2021

Baseline  
2015

Latest  
2021

Baseline  
2015

Latest  
2021

kDeeply and broadly integrated countries (number) 19 20 15 15 5 7

h Intra-African trade as a proportion of total trade in goods (%) 14.6 13.7 22.6 19.4 32.7 21.3

h Regional economic communities' average score (scale, 0 low – 1 high) 0.47 0.43 - - - -

h Countries with liberal visa policies (number) 13 9 11 7 7 3

k Improvement over baseline h Deterioration

New container terminals, one-stop 
border posts, safer airports: Bank 
projects are moving people and 
goods faster and more securely

Figure 3 Africa is not deeply integrated

Source: African Development Bank. Africa Regional Integration Index Report 2019.
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In energy, Bank operations continue to promote cross-border 
power interconnections, enabling countries to trade electricity 
more efficiently. In 2021, Bank-supported operations constructed or 
rehabilitated 59 km of cross-border transmission lines, all of which 
were in low income (ADF) countries. Our assistance in 2021 included 
an emphasis on improving the regulation of regional energy markets, 
in the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), the 
Southern African Development Community (SADC), and the Economic 
Community of Central African States (ECCAS). We also supported an 
African Union Development Agency program that will contribute to 
the creation of a single electricity market in Africa. 

The Bank is also investing in knowledge products about regional energy 
infrastructure. Our 2021 report Building Regional Power Markets in 
Africa explores how to fast-track large-scale regional and subregional 
energy projects and attract private investment. Developed through 
extensive consultation, the report contains practical tools for prioritising 
investment in regional energy integration, preparing complex projects, 
and estimating the savings to be gained from cross-border cooperation.

As well as investing in infrastructure, the Bank employs a range 
of other methods to facilitate trade across the continent. An 
important source of trade finance, the Bank has supported more 
than 2600 transactions to date, involving 120 financial institutions 
in at least 30 countries, for a cumulative trade value in excess of 
$7.5 billion. Of this amount, $1.65 billion or 22% financed intra-
Africa trade. The Bank also facilitated trade on the Lobito Corridor 
by supporting the Jimbe one-stop border post between Zambia and 
Angola: this is expected to contribute to a 70% increase in trade 
between the two countries and open up more trade between Central 
and Southern Africa.

The Bank is committed to supporting Africa’s regional institutions as 
they lead the drive to integrate. We provided a grant of $11.5 million 
to strengthen the African Union Commission (AUC), supporting 
reforms initiated by the AUC in 2017 to improve its planning, 
coordination, and service delivery and realise Agenda 2063. 
The grant will also improve the AUC’s environmental and social 
safeguards and its gender focus. 

Table 8 Integrate Africa indicators (the Bank’s contribution to development)

INDICATOR
ALL AFRICAN COUNTRIES ADF COUNTRIES TRANSITION STATES

Baseline  
2015

Actual 
2021

Target  
2021

Baseline  
2015

Actual  
2021

Baseline  
2015

Actual  
2021

j Energy: Cross-border transmission lines constructed or rehabilitated (km) - 59 360 - 59 - -

h Transport: Cross-border roads constructed or rehabilitated (km) 380 262 983 380 262 - -

j Achieved less than 95% of 2021 target h Achieved less than the baseline

Box 9 Improving cross-border transport connectivity in the Central African Republic

This project will stimulate intra-regional trade in Central 
Africa by improving the services offered by the road and river 
transport logistics chain on the Pointe-Noire-Brazzaville-Bangui-
Ndjamena corridor. In doing so, it will raise the living standards 
of populations living and working along the corridor.

Approved in 2021, Phase 1 of the project involves road 
infrastructure and socioeconomic measures to maximise 
the project’s impact, reduce pockets of fragility, and correct 
gender imbalances. 

Phase 1 will also improve river navigation on the Brazzaville-
Bangui River route along the Congo and Oubangui rivers. In 
the Central African Republic, it will rehabilitate 108 km of 
roads between Bangui and Mbaiki, construct 122 km of roads 
between Mbaiki and Mongoumba, and upgrade the Port of 
Mongoumba.

Phase 2 of the project will build additional road sections 
beyond Bangui to Chad and make major port and river 
navigation developments in the Central African Republic, the 
Republic of Congo, and the Democratic Republic of Congo.
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