
Africa's Next Development Frontier Is Not Production; it Is
Value Chain Competitiveness

Africa’s future growth depends less on increasing production
alone and more on building competitive value chains that add
and retain value through processing, quality assurance,
financing, logistics, and market access. Examples from
processed beef trade, export-support initiatives, and the rice
sector show that success in modern markets requires
integrated capabilities, strong institutions, and efficient
infrastructure. Policymakers and firms should therefore focus
on strengthening the entire ecosystem that enables products
to meet global standards and move efficiently through
regional and international value chains, as this is what will
drive sustainable industrialization, skilled employment, and
economic resilience across the continent..
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Battery Supply Chain Warning
(Afreximbank)

Africa risks remaining at the bottom of
the global battery value chain by
exporting raw critical minerals (lithium,
cobalt, etc.) and importing finished
batteries/EVs. The bank urges local
processing, component manufacturing,
and full battery production to capture
more value, jobs, and technology.
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Taken together, these examples reveal a broader
transformation in development thinking.
Industrialization is no longer determined solely by
production capacity. Competitive advantage
increasingly depends on firms' ability to process,
certify, finance, transport, package, market and
continuously improve their products. Countries that
capture these higher-value functions retain a
greater share of economic value, create more
skilled employment and become more resilient to
global economic change.

This also has important implications for
policymakers. Investment strategies should move
beyond expanding production towards
strengthening the institutions, infrastructure,
logistics systems, financial services, standards
bodies, innovation ecosystems and business
capabilities that enable value chains to function
efficiently. Likewise, firms should view regional
markets not as the limit of their ambitions, but as
platforms for building the capabilities needed to
compete globally.
The future of African development will not be
determined simply by how much the continent
produces. It will be determined by how much value
African firms can create, retain and continuously
upgrade within increasingly interconnected
regional and global value chains.

Across Africa, a series of seemingly unrelated
developments are revealing a profound
transformation in how economic development should
be understood. Uganda's first processed beef exports
to Ethiopia, new research on regional and global value
chains, Afreximbank's warning on battery
manufacturing, the International Trade Centre's
partnership with Equity Group, and the World Bank's
analysis of West Africa's rice sector all point to the
same strategic lesson: Africa's competitiveness will
increasingly depend on building stronger value chains
in whose products where it has a competitive
advantage. Uganda's first commercial shipment of
processed beef to Ethiopia offers an excellent
illustration. At first glance, the transaction appears
counterintuitive. Ethiopia possesses one of Africa's
largest livestock populations, so why would it import
processed beef from Uganda? The answer lies in the
nature of modern value chains. Commercial buyers do
not purchase only products. They purchase reliability,
food safety, processing quality, certification, product
consistency. 

The recently announced partnership between the
International Trade Centre (ITC) and Equity Group
highlights another critical dimension of
competitiveness. The initiative combines trade
finance with export readiness, market intelligence,
technical assistance and compliance support to help
firms in coffee, leather and creative industries reach
higher-value markets.

This integrated approach recognizes an important
reality. Access to finance is essential for firms to
invest, expand production, and scale their operations,
it is not sufficient on its own to create competitive
exporters. Firms must also become bankable, export-
ready and capable of meeting international quality,
sustainability and regulatory standards. Successful
participation in modern value chains requires skills,
logistics, market knowledge and institutional
capabilities working together. Agriculture illustrates
the same systemic challenge. West Africa imports
more than US$3.5 billion worth of rice annually despite
possessing substantial production potential.
According to the World Bank, the problem is not
simply insufficient production but weak investment
across the entire rice value chain: from improved
seeds and irrigation to processing, storage, logistics,
financing and market linkages.
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Uganda exports its first commercial
consignment of processed beef to Ethiopia,
but Ethiopia opens investigations:

At the beginning of July the news of Uganda
exporting its first commercial consignment of
processed beef to Ethiopia was on all newspapers.
This initiative appeared to mark an important
milestone in the emergence of regional agri-food
value chains under the AfCFTA. Ethiopia, despite
being one of Africa's largest livestock producers,
was not importing cattle but purchasing a
differentiated product: processed, certified beef
that met the quality, food safety, consistency, and
reliability requirements of a major hospitality
group. The transaction illustrated a fundamental
principle of modern value chains: countries
increasingly compete through capabilities,
standards, processing, logistics, and market
specialization rather than through raw resource
endowments alone.
However, a subsequent announcement by
Ethiopia's Ministry of Agriculture denying that any
import authorization had been issued (and
launching an investigation into how the products
entered the country), adds a crucial dimension to
the story. It demonstrates that building regional
value chains in Africa is not simply an economic
challenge but also an institutional and political
one. Even where commercial opportunities exist
and regional trade agreements promote market
integration, domestic regulatory concerns,
biosecurity requirements, and, at times, pressures
to protect domestic producers continue to shape
market access.
The episode illustrates one of the enduring tensions
facing African integration. Governments
simultaneously pursue two legitimate objectives
that can easily come into conflict: promoting
regional trade under the AfCFTA while protecting
domestic industries, food safety, and sensitive
agricultural sectors. As a result, market opening
often remains conditional, selective, and vulnerable
to regulatory intervention. Regional integration is a
continuous process of balancing economic
openness with domestic political and regulatory
priorities.

Key Takeaways:
The broader lesson extends well beyond the
livestock sector. Developing regional value chains
requires much more than competitive firms and
efficient logistics.

It requires predictable regulatory frameworks,
mutual recognition of standards, veterinary and
sanitary cooperation, trusted certification
systems, and institutional mechanisms capable
of resolving disputes before they become barriers
to trade. Without such governance arrangements,
even commercially successful transactions may
struggle to evolve into stable cross-border
production relationships.
More fundamentally, the episode reminds us that
the instinct to protect domestic markets has by
no means disappeared in Africa. Liberalization
under the AfCFTA has created new opportunities,
but it has not eliminated longstanding political
economy pressures favouring domestic
producers. These tensions are likely to persist as
African countries seek simultaneously to
industrialize, ensure food security, and deepen
regional integration.
Ultimately, the success of the AfCFTA will depend
not only on reducing tariffs but on creating the
institutional trust necessary for countries to
accept that regional specialization is not a threat
to national development but one of its principal
drivers. Regional value chains flourish when
governments trust one another's regulatory
systems as much as firms trust one another's
commercial relationships. Until that confidence is
firmly established, initiatives to build regional
production networks will continue to face periodic
setbacks as domestic protectionist reflexes re-
emerge, even in sectors where regional
specialization offers clear mutual benefits.

https://statehouse.go.ug/ugandas-ranchers-finest-ships-first-consignment-of-processed-beef-to-ethiopia/
https://statehouse.go.ug/ugandas-ranchers-finest-ships-first-consignment-of-processed-beef-to-ethiopia/
https://capitalethiopia.com/2026/07/09/no-legal-meat-imports-from-uganda-to-ethiopia-minister-announces-investigation/


Africa risks repeating a familiar pattern:
exporting the raw minerals that feed the global
battery supply chain while importing the
finished product, Afreximbank warns

As global demand for electric vehicles accelerates,
Africa possesses many of the critical minerals
(lithium, cobalt, graphite, manganese and copper)
that power the battery revolution. Yet, according to
the President of Afreximbank, the continent risks
remaining trapped at the lowest end of the value
chain by exporting raw minerals while importing
high-value batteries and electric vehicles.
Afreximbank is calling for a different strategy: finance
projects that process minerals locally, manufacture
battery components, and ultimately produce
batteries in Africa. The bank has made it clear that it
wants to support investors committed to local
beneficiation and industrialization rather than the
export of unprocessed minerals.

Key Takeaways:

The broader lesson is that participation in global
value chains should not be limited to supplying raw
materials. Africa's competitive advantage should
extend into higher-value activities such as mineral
processing, component manufacturing, battery
assembly, engineering services, and technical skills
development. Capturing these stages would generate
more employment, stimulate technology transfer,
strengthen industrial capabilities, and retain within
the continent a much larger share of the value
created from its large natural resources. 

In the emerging green economy, the question is no
longer whether Africa will participate in global
battery supply chains, but where it will participate.
Remaining a supplier of raw inputs will capture only a
fraction of the economic value. Moving into
processing and manufacturing offers the opportunity
to transform Africa from a source of minerals into an
active player in one of the world's fastest-growing
industrial value chains.
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Key Takeaways:

Regional value chains are a means, not an end.
Participation in both regional value chains (RVCs) and
global value chains (GVCs) is necessary for
sustainable industrialization of African firms.
Accordingly, African firms should pursue dual
integration strategies: rather than choosing between
regional and global value chains, they should
leverage regional integration to prepare for deeper
participation in international production networks.
These two types of value chains reinforce each other.
Strong regional production networks can enhance
firms' ability to integrate into GVCs, while exposure to
global markets brings technologies, skills, and
investments that strengthen regional industries.
The ultimate objective is systemic competitiveness.
Africa's industrialization strategy should focus on
building firms that can compete simultaneously in
regional and global markets, creating resilient
production systems capable of adapting to changes
in the international trading environment.
The AfCFTA can serve as a springboard to global
markets. By reducing tariff and non-tariff barriers, the
AfCFTA allows firms to build productive capabilities,
achieve economies of scale, and strengthen regional
supply networks before competing internationally.

This paper, published in the International Journal of
Technology, Health and Sustainability, argues that by
reducing both tariff and non-tariff barriers to trade
among African countries, the African Continental Free
Trade Area (AfCFTA) creates new opportunities to
strengthen production networks through deeper
integration into regional value chains. However,
limiting ambitions to regional value chains alone
would constrain Africa's long-term competitiveness.
Regional markets provide an important platform for
firms to build productive capacity, improve quality,
and achieve economies of scale. But integration into
global value chains remains essential for accessing
advanced technologies, attracting foreign
investment, acquiring managerial know-how, and
competing in higher-value segments of international
production.

The objective, therefore, should not be to choose
between regional and global markets. Rather, African
firms should use regional value chains as a
springboard for global integration. A food processor
supplying neighboring countries today can become a
supplier to global retailers tomorrow. An automotive
component manufacturer serving regional
assemblers can eventually integrate into
international production networks.

African businesses should view regional and
global value chains as complementary (not
competing) pathways to industrialization

https://african.business/2026/07/long-reads/batteries-payments-health-afreximbanks-new-playbook
https://african.business/2026/07/long-reads/batteries-payments-health-afreximbanks-new-playbook
https://ijths.com/2026/07/01/regional-value-chains-are-not-a-substitute-for-global-value-chains-strategies-for-african-industrialization/
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West Africa's rice challenge is not simply
about producing more rice, it is about
building a complete value chain:

Every year, West Africa spends more than US$3.5
billion importing rice despite possessing the land,
water resources, and agricultural tradition needed
to produce much more domestically. 
A recent World Bank blog argues that the real
constraint is not production potential but the lack
of investment across the entire rice value chain:
from improved seeds and irrigation to processing,
storage, transport, financing, and market linkages.
Today, regional rice demand significantly exceeds
domestic production, resulting in an average self-
sufficiency rate of about 61%. While countries such
as Mali, Nigeria and Sierra Leone have made
notable progress, the region as a whole remains
far from achieving rice self-sufficiency. 
To address this gap, the ECOWAS Regional Rice
Roadmap 2025–2035 seeks to accelerate
investment in high-potential production zones
while strengthening every stage of the value chain.
The objective is not merely to increase yields, but
to ensure that farmers can access quality inputs,
processors receive a reliable supply of paddy,
traders can move rice efficiently, financial
institutions can support viable agribusinesses, and
consumers have confidence in locally milled rice.

Key Takeaways:

Agricultural transformation requires a systems
approach. Producing more rice is only one part of
the equation. Without efficient processing,
logistics, financing, quality standards, and market
connections, higher production alone will not
reduce import dependence or improve
competitiveness.
The article also illustrates a broader principle of
industrial development: value is created through
coordination across the entire production
ecosystem. Strong value chains connect farmers,
processors, transporters, financial institutions,
wholesalers, retailers, and consumers into an
integrated market system. This not only enhances
food security but also creates jobs, attracts private
investment, increases rural incomes, and
generates greater domestic value addition.
For policymakers, the key takeaway is that food
self-sufficiency cannot be achieved through farm-
level interventions alone. It requires coordinated
investments that strengthen every link in the value
chain, transforming agricultural production into a
competitive and resilient agri-food industry.

From Access to Finance to Access to
Markets: The ITC–Equity Approach
A partnership recently established between the
International Trade Centre (ITC) and Equity Group
represents an important shift in how export
competitiveness is being supported in East Africa.
The initiative combines trade financing with trade
intelligence, technical assistance, export
readiness, and market access to help small
businesses integrate into higher-value markets.
Inittially, three sectors with strong export potential
will be targeted: coffee, leather, and the creative
industries. In coffee, businesses will receive
training on export logistics, specialty coffee
processing, price risk management, and
compliance with international regulations such as
the EU Deforestation Regulation (EUDR). In leather,
the programme will support product design,
standards harmonization, e-commerce, and
implementation of the East African Community
(EAC) Leather Strategy. The creative industries will
benefit from business development support,
market intelligence, and access to financing.
The most important aspect of the partnership is its
integrated approach. ITC contributes global trade
expertise, market intelligence tools, export training,
and its SME Trade Academy, while Equity Group
provides the financial infrastructure needed to
help businesses invest, expand, and reach new
markets. Together, they are addressing two of the
biggest constraints facing African SMEs: becoming
bankable and becoming export-ready.

Key Takeaways:

The key implication is that successful participation
in regional and global value chains requires much
more than just finance. Firms need the capabilities
to meet international standards, manage logistics,
understand foreign markets, and develop
competitive products. By combining finance with
trade capacity building, the ITC–Equity partnership
seeks to enable East African enterprises not only to
export more, but also to move into higher-value
segments of international markets.

https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/voices/west-africas-rice-imperative-why-investing-in-the-value-chain-is-the-most-important-bet-we-can-make
https://riceforafrica.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Ag-6_1_EN_ECOWAS_GM10_final.pdf
https://bantugazette.com/trade-finance-initiative-targets-east-africas-coffee-leather-creative-sectors/
https://lin-eastafrica.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/The-East-African-Community-Leather-and-Leather-Products-Strategy-and-Implementation-Roadmap-20-30.pdf
https://lin-eastafrica.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/The-East-African-Community-Leather-and-Leather-Products-Strategy-and-Implementation-Roadmap-20-30.pdf


The Africa Supply Chain & Energy Bulletin, by Desiderio
Consultants and AISCR, offers key insights into Africa’s
evolving supply chains and energy sector and will continue
bringing fresh, actionable perspectives to help stakeholders
navigate challenges and seize opportunities.
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