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1.  What is AfCFTA

2.  Who are Member States 
and State Par�es under the 
AfCFTA?

The African Con�nental Free Trade Area 
(AfCFTA) is an important instrument in the 
realisa�on of Africa’s economic integra�on 
and economic development ambi�ons.         .

The AfCFTA agreement establishes a single 
con�nental market for goods and services 
and seeks to increase intra-African trade by 
reducing and eventually elimina�ng custom 
du�es and non-tariff barriers.               .

It is a framework agreement comprising of 
protocols on Trade in Goods and Services, 
Investment, Intellectual Property Rights and 
Compe��on Policy.                  .

These Protocols, as well as the Protocol on 
Dispute Se�lement, form an integral part of 
the Agreement.                     . 

It emphasizes the facilita�on of free 
movement of people and labour, right of 
residence, right of establishment, and right 
of investment.                                 .

In terms of numbers of par�cipa�ng 
countries, the AfCFTA will be the world’s 
largest free trade area since the forma�on of 
the World Trade Organiza�on in 1995.

Timelines in the establishment of AfCFTA:         
  African Unity (now African Union) was 1963 -
founded.                                   .

 Lagos Plan of Ac�on for the Economic 1980 -
Development of Africa, 1980–2000.           .

Treaty Establishing the African 1991 - 
Economic Community.              .

 Agreement Establishing the African 2018 -
Con�nental Free Trade Area originally signed 
by 43 countries in 2018, today signed by 54 
countries.                         .

 Agreement Establishing the African 2019 -
Con�nental Free Trade Area entered into 
force.                           .

 Trading under AfCFTA started with 37 2021 -
           

The AfCFTA Agreement refers to Member States 
and State Par�es. The “Member States” are the 
Member States of the AU. The “State Par�es” are 
the AU Member States that have ra�fied the 
AfCFTA Agreement or acceded to it, and for 
which the AfCFTA Agreement is in force. Only the 
State Par�es will have rights and obliga�ons 
under the AfCFTA Agreement.                 .

Create a single market for goods, services, 
facilitated by movement of persons in order to  
deepen the economic integra�on of the African 
con�nent and in accordance with the Pan 
African Vision of an “integrated, prosperous 
and peaceful Africa” enshrined in Agenda 2063;
Create a liberalised market for goods and 
services  through success ive rounds of 
nego�a�ons;                         .

Contribute to the movement of capital and 
persons and facilitate investments building on 
the ini�a�ves and developments in the State 
Par�es and Regional Economic Communi�es;
Lay the founda�on for the establishment of a 
Con�nental Customs Union at a later stage;         .

 

General Objec�ves of AfCFTA                .
The general objec�ve is to create a liberalised 
market for trade in goods and boost inter-African 
trade. The Objec�ves of the Agreement are 
reflected in Ar�cle 3 of the Framework 
Agreement as follows:                          . 

countries having ra�fied/acceded to the 
Agreement.                        .

3.  Why the AfCFTA?
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cooperate on investment, intellectual property 
rights and compe��on policy;                              .

Enhance the compe��veness of the economies 
of State Par�es within the con�nent and the 
global market;                        .

                        . 

Progressively eliminate tariffs and non-tariff 
barriers to trade in goods;                                     .

Increase intra-African trade which will boost 
revenues and livelihoods.                      . 

Establ ish and maintain an ins�tu�onal 
framework for the implementa�on and 
administra�on of AfCFTA.                         .

AfCFTA will help bring together a single and large 
market of more than 1.2 billion people, of goods 
and services with movement of people and 
investments. It will:                       .

Promote and a�ain sustainable and inclusive 
socio-economic development, gender equality 
and structural transforma�on of the State 
Par�es;                               .

Establish a mechanism for the se�lement of 
disputes; and                                            . 

Cooperate on all trade-related areas; cooperate 
on customs ma�ers and the implementa�on of 
trade facilita�on measures;                . 

Promote industrial development through 
diversifica�on and regional value chain 
development, agricultural development and 
food security; and                             .

Resolve the challenges of mul�ple and 
overlapping memberships and expedite the 
regional and con�nental integra�on processes.

Specific Objec�ves of AfCFTA                 . 
These are reflected in Ar�cle 4 of the Framework 
Agreement as follows:                     .

Progressively liberalise trade in services; 

Create be�er terms of trade which will enhance 
global export earnings.                      . 

Capture trade in services which will drive 
compe��veness.                      .

Lower prices for consumers because of increased 
compe��on.                           .

Create stronger partnerships between public 
and private actors which will enable trade 
expansion.                            .

Two groups are specifically men�oned in the 
Agreement: women and youth.                          .

Develop industry and create jobs.                     .

Bring greater choice of goods.                        .

The Preamble recognises the importance of 
interna�onal security, democracy, human rights,                                                                    
gender equality, and the rule of law for the 
development of interna�onal trade and 
economic coopera�on.                                         .

Ar�cle 3 (e) calls to promote and a�ain 
sustainable and inclusive socio-economic 
development, gender equality and structural 
transforma�on of the State Par�es.                   .

Result in more foreign exchange earnings 
through increased market access.                   .

Reduce general poverty.                 . 

4.  Benefits of AfCFTA to the 
African con�nent

5.  Women and Youth in 
AfCFTA
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Ar�cle 27 (2) (d) of the Protocol on Trade in 
Services mandates State Par�es to “improve   
the export capacity of both formal and informal 
service suppliers, with par�cular a�en�on to 
micro, small and medium size; women and 
youth service suppliers.”                   . 

Women play a significant role in trade in 
Zimbabwe and wil l  be essen�al to the 
con�nent’s success in leveraging the full 
poten�al of AfCFTA.                        .

Women comprise the vast majority of informal 
c r o s s - b o r d e r  t r a d e r s  i n  Z i m b a b w e .

Women will be affected differently, depending 
on characteris�cs l ike their  educa�on, 
experience, loca�on, and role in the economy. 
It is cri�cal to understand the gendered impact 
of intra-African trade liberalisa�on in order to 
ensuring equality of opportunity for women 
and men in AfCFTA.                                                 .

Women exporters of goods and services will be 
afforded an expanded market thereby spurring 
economic growth and boos�ng job crea�on.     .

Women in informal cross-border trade (WICBT) 
will have greater opportuni�es due to the tariff 
reduc�ons promised under the Protocol on 
Trade in Goods.                                                         .

Women in agriculture value chains will gain a 
compara�ve advantage by leveraging the 
AfCFTA’s Protocol on Rules of Origin which 
permits access to cheap raw materials.               .

As their par�cipa�on in public procurement at 
the na�onal level will increase, with the 
impetus of AfCFTA preferen�al regimes, women 
will realize increased revenue gains and be 
be�er posi�oned to play a larger role in AfCFTA 
intra-regional trade opportuni�es.                       .
                 .

Smallholder female farmers in par�cular could 
benefit from opportuni�es to integrate their 
ac�vi�es into regional agricultural value chains 
and higher value-added agro-processing 
ac�vi�es. At the same �me, however, female 
farmers in some African countries may be 
adversely affected by increased food imports 
from other AfCFTA member states.                      .

AfCFTA can promote women’s economic 
empowerment by providing them with 
expanded access to regional food markets and 
s�mula�ng demand for intra-African food 
imports.                                                                     .

An expanding services sector in Africa has 
created formal skill intensive jobs for some 
highly educated women.                                        .

Unfair and discriminatory treatment directed 
against women can be resolved through the 
Dispute Se�lement Mechanism.                                                   . 

AfCFTA would also help accelerate women’s 
empowerment in every area.                    .

  

Opportuni�es for intra-African trade will be 
expanded across all sectors which can promote 
entrepreneurship and economic opportuni�es 
fo r  wo m e n - ow n e d  s m a l l  a n d  m e d i u m 
enterprises (SMEs) and microenterprises in the 
formal and informal sector.                                    .
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6.  Why is AfCFTA important to 
women in Zimbabwe?

7.  How will AfCFTA benefit 
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High transac�on costs and delays.                       .
Traders face high costs and delays at the 
borders, these include high fees and du�es, 
unpredictable and complex regula�ons, 
extensive and centralized documenta�on 
requirements, as well as strict immigra�on laws.

Traders and border officials alike o�en have 
limited awareness of their respec�ve rights and 
obliga�ons.                                                               .

Corrup�on, Insecurity and Gender-Based 
Violence and Harassment.                                     .
Women are es�mated to account for around 70 
per cent of cross-border trade in Africa. When 
engaged in such informal ac�vity, they are 
par�cularly vulnerable to violence, confisca�on 
of goods and sexual violence and harassment. 

Poor basic infrastructure and facili�es.                .
There is a lack of basic infrastructure at most 
African borders to accommodate the needs of 
smal l - sca le  t raders ,  compounding  the 
constraints already resul�ng from their general 
lack of access to electricity, transport, storage 
and telecommunica�ons. Proper infrastructure 
– such as markets, storage/warehousing, health 
and sanitary facili�es (especially for women),

Lack of gender-disaggregated data on cross 
border trade flows.                                                                               .
.The lack of systema�c data collec�on and 
management on WICBT affects its proper 

 
  

a c co m m o d a� o n ,  s ec u r i t y  l i gh� n g  a n d 
pedestrian lanes – are o�en lacking at border 
areas, making these places chao�c and unsafe, 
especially for women.                                                          .

Weak trade associa�ons.                                                                     .
Cross-border trade associa�ons are either non-
existent or, where present, frequently ill-
equipped to deal with the challenges and 
typically have low levels of membership, are not 
formally registered and have li�le management 
capacity or financial resources.                                                  .
.

Limited knowledge of relevant ins�tu�ons 
providing Trade services.                                         .

Lack of adequate frameworks and  monitoring 
around trade facilita�on.                               .

Lack of inclusivity and  accommoda�ve supports 
for women and persons with disabili�es.              .

Limited access to credit  and collateral.                 .

Limited access to informa�on on trade related 
issues.                                           .

Limited resources for marke�ng, developing 
local trademarks, accessing intellectual property 
rights.                                           .

Limited access to online markets and e-
commerce.                                 .

monitoring and understanding by governments, 
trade associa�ons, regional organiza�ons and 
coopera�ng partners.                                                                      .
.
Lack of access to produc�ve resources such as 
land, finances and other assets.                                                  .
.
Digital divide between men and women, caused 
by lack of affordability and digital know-how.

8.  Challenges to women’s 
par�cipa�on in trade
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10.  Impact of COVID 19 on 
women in trade
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I m p r o v e  c o u n t r y  a n d  r e g i o n a l  t r a d e 
infrastructure;                                                                             .

Advocate for the review of legal and policy 
framework at the na�onal level; and                    .

Promote the use of ICT-based e-procurement 
systems.                                                                                                        . 

The following recommenda�ons are presented 
to address gaps and to inform policy discussions 
on gender and trade in the context of AfCFTA:

Mainstream gender in trade policies.                     .

Protect Indigenous knowledge systems and 
intellectual property rights.                                    .

Improve the availability of relevant gender 
disaggregated data;                                                                                . 
.
Conduct comprehensive gender analysis and 
studies to support evidence-based AfCFTA 
policymaking;                                                                                           .
.
Monitor AfCFTA processes in responding to
gender gaps in trade;                                                                                   . 
.
Conduct advocacy and awareness raising on 
gender and AfCFTA issues;                                                                                                           .    
. .                                                
Support capacity-building ini�a�ves for SMEs 
o n  i n t e r n a � o n a l  a n d  r e g i o n a l  t r a d e 
requirements;                              . 

Establish whistle blower protec�on so that 
women can report all corrupt border officials 
without the fear of vic�miza�on.                           .

Support capacity-building ini�a�ves on AfCFTA 
for the various sectors in Trade, such as  formal

Seek inclusive par�cipa�on of key stakeholders 
such as women in AfCFTA nego�a�on processes;

Women have faced a massive increase in 
household responsibili�es; and                             .

Women’s access to health services and medical 
establishments has been curtailed;                       .

Domes�c violence against women has risen due 
to lockdowns with their abusive family 
members.                                                                                                   .  
.

and informal Traders, border and customs 
personnel.                               .

Owing to the pandemic, women in formal and 
informal economies have lost their jobs;             .

Create a comprehensive database of Women in 
Trade so as to create an entry point for 
interven�ons and support to women Traders.     .

Women face barriers in accessing online 
educa�onal opportuni�es;                                     . 

Streamline and make considera�ons of the 
Informal Sector.                                  .

The COVID-19 pandemic is exacerba�ng the 
impact of pre-exis�ng barriers affec�ng women 
in trade;                                                                     .

Ensure Disability Inclusion so that informa�on is 
disseminated in accessible formats and plans 
and processes take into considera�on supports 
and  accommoda�ons  for  women wi th 
disabili�es.                              .
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opportuni�es under AfCFTA



Defini�ons
Gender equality: equal rights, responsibili�es and opportuni�es of women and men, and girls and 
boys. Equality does not mean that women and men will become the same but that women’s and 
men’s rights, responsibili�es and opportuni�es will not depend on whether they are born male or 
female. Gender equality implies that the interests, needs and priori�es of both women and men are 
taken into considera�on, recognizing the diversity of different groups of women and men. Gender 
equality is not a women’s issue and should concern and fully engage men as well as women. Equality 
between women and men is seen both as a human rights issue and as a precondi�on for, and 
indicator of, sustainable people-centred development.

Interna�onal Trade: the exchange of goods and services between countries

Member States: member states of the African Union.

Non-Tariff Barriers: barriers that impede trade through mechanisms other than the imposi�on of 
tariffs.

Protocol: an instrument a�ached to the Agreement, which forms an integral part of the Agreement.

State Party:  a state that has ra�fied or acceded to the Agreement and for which the Agreement is in 
force.

Tariff: a tax imposed by one country on the goods and services imported from another country.
 

Sources of Informa�on
1. Na�onal Consulta�ve virtual Mee�ng on Women in Trade in Zimbabwe held on 25th June 2021

2.  Agreement Establishing the African Con�nental Free Trade Area 
h�ps://au.int/en/trea�es/1161

3.  List of Countries Which Have Signed, Ra�fied/Acceded to the Agreement Establishing the African 
Con�nental Free Trade Area 
h�ps://au.int/sites/default/files/trea�es/36437-sl-AGREEMENT%20ESTABLISHING%20THE%20AFRICAN
%20CONTINENTAL%20FREE%20TRADE%20AREA.pdf 

4.  Status of AfCFTA Ra�fica�on 
h�ps://www.tralac.org/resources/infographic/13795-status-of-afc�a-ra�fica�on.html 

5.  Opportuni�es for Women Entrepreneurs in the Context of the African Con�nental Free Trade Area, 
UN Women, 
h�ps://africa.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publica�ons/2019/07/opportuni�es-for-women-in-the
-ac�a

6.  The Futures Report: Making the AfCFTA Work for Women and Youth: 
h�ps://www.africa.undp.org/content/rba/en/home/library/the-futures-report--making-the-afc�a-
work-for-women-and-youth.html
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For more informa�on contact:
UN Women 

Zimbabwe Office
 Arundel Office Park, Norfolk Road, Mt Pleasant 

P.O. Box 4775 
Harare, Zimbabwe 

Tel: +263 242 33 8831, +263 242 33 8844
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