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Introduction

The Cameroonian economy relies heavily on its informal sector, which contributes 50% of
GDP and employs nearly 90% of the active workforce (INS, 2023). Present in agriculture,
local trade, services, and crafts, this sector remains characterized by low productivity, a lack

of social protection, and limited integration into regional and international value chains.


https://www.ilo.org/fr/resource/article/le-bit-et-les-employeurs-ensemble-pour-la-formalisation-de-leconomie

: E THE ESSENCE OF CHANGE

Cameroon Economic Policy Institute

The implementation of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) will transform the
agricultural and agri-food sector, enabling it to access new markets, improve its
competitiveness, and strengthen its gradual formalization. According to our research at CEPI
and the World Bank, the AfCFTA should help reduce agricultural prices and, more broadly,
inflation. However, without appropriate policies, informal actors’ risk being left on the
sidelines of this continental dynamic. It should be noted that only agricultural products
integrated into the chemical industry could become truly competitive (corn used for the

production of methanol or other industrial inputs, etc.).
This Brief analyzes the role of the informal sector in the Cameroonian economy and how the

AfCFTA can become a lever for transformation, before making concrete policy

recommendations to unlock the full potential of this sector.

Section 1. Overview of the Informal Sector in Cameroon

The informal sector employs nearly 9 out of 10 workers, the majority of whom are young

people and women (1LO, 2021).

This informal economy plays a vital role in reducing unemployment and acting as a buffer
against poverty. It is also dynamic: the creation of informal activities is growing faster than
that of formal businesses (Djamo & Kouam, 2024). However, the sector is limited by several

constraints: low productivity, precarious incomes, poor access to bank credit, lack of training,

and absence of quality standards (Botea et al., 2022).

In the context of the AfCFTA, these weaknesses risk hindering regional integration if they are
not addressed. On the other hand, with targeted policies, the informal sector could become a
key player in the export of goods and services, particularly in agri-food, crafts, and cross-

border trade, areas where it is already dominant.


https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/%40africa/%40ro-abidjan/%40sro-yaounde/documents/publication/wcms_625014.pdf
https://camepi.org/agriculture-and-trade/the-economic-implications-of-the-african-continental-free-trade-area-afcfta-on-employment-in-cameroon/
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099459508222237076/pdf/IDU0bffaca0a0a7f3049dc091640235cf27cac07.pdf
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Section 2. Challenges for Cameroonian Informal Sector Enterprises in the
Context of the AfCFTA

e Formalization of informal sector enterprises
Current policies mainly target already formal enterprises, without addressing the specific
constraints of the informal sector. The cost of registration remains high and the digitization of
tax procedures remains insufficient, which discourages registration. However, these
businesses account for more than 50% of GDP (ILO, 2017). Reducing costs, simplifying and

digitizing procedures are essential to encourage their transition to formality.

e Increased competition in regional markets
The removal of certain tariff and non-tariff barriers under the AfCFTA will lead to
competition from foreign products, which are sometimes of a higher standard than ours in

areas such as manufacturing.

e Improvement of production and distribution capacities
Improving production capacities for businesses in the informal sector remains a challenge and
an ongoing objective. Performance requires the use of skilled labor, the availability of
financing, the modernization of production tools, and the construction of infrastructure

(transportation, energy, telecommunications, sanitation).

According to the World Bank's Logistics Performance Index (LP1 2023), Cameroon is ranked
138th out of 168 countries. This indicator, which assesses the performance of logistics
infrastructure, clearly shows the efforts that Cameroon needs to make to improve it. The lack
of better-quality infrastructure significantly increases logistics costs and directly affects

competitiveness.

Section 3. Opportunities Offered by the AfCFTA for the Informal Sector


https://lpi.worldbank.org/index.php/international/global
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The AfCFTA opens up major opportunities for Cameroon's informal sector, which accounts
for nearly 90% of employment and 60% of GDP (Kouam H. and Dang A., 2024).

Access to new markets is a key opportunity: while direct export remains difficult for most

small players, their integration into national and regional value chains will be strengthened by
the expected 53% increase in intra-African trade (IMF). This will boost craft, commercial,

and service activities.

In addition, protocols on investment and dispute settlement provide a framework of
transparency and legal certainty that can indirectly protect informal operators and promote
partnerships with formal businesses.

Section 4. How is the informal sector adapting to the implementation of the
AfCFTA in Cameroon?

Adaptation appears to be difficult for informal sector actors due to their difficulties in
formalizing their structures, accessing financing, obtaining certifications for their products,
and understanding the various regulations governing external markets. Nevertheless,
initiatives are being implemented by public actors such as the National Shippers' Council of
Cameroon, the Cameroon Economic Policy Institute (CEPI), and AFREXIMBANK, which
has been offering training and awareness seminars on the opportunities of the AfCFTA since
2023.

Section 5. How the State Supports the Informal Sector in the
Implementation of the AfCFTA

One-stop shops for business creation have been set up to simplify registration procedures,
while programs such as PIAASI (Integrated Support Program for Informal Sector Actors) aim

to improve access to financing and training.


https://camepi.org/monetary-and-fiscal-policy/overview-of-the-microfinance-sector-in-cameroon-regulation-and-prospects/
https://www.agenceecofin.com/finance/0905-108122-la-mise-en-place-de-la-zlecaf-pourrait-permettre-une-hausse-de-53-les-echanges-commerciaux-intra-africains-rapport
https://www.cncc.cm/fr/article/zlecaf-seminaire-de-formation-583
https://www.cncc.cm/fr/article/zlecaf-seminaire-de-formation-583
https://www.cncc.cm/fr/article/zlecaf-seminaire-de-formation-583
https://www.afreximbank.com/fr/afreximbank-annonce-une-formation-specialisee-sur-la-zlecaf-pour-renforcer-les-capacites-des-entreprises-africaines/
https://lirenligne.net/oeuvre-a-decouvrir/Li393ckBqN/yU/PIAASI.pdf
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On the fiscal front, incentives have been introduced, such as the flat tax regime, allowing

small traders to contribute without administrative burdens.

In addition, the government, with support from the African Development Bank and other
partners, is implementing microcredit and digital payment projects to reduce dependence on
cash and improve traceability (AfDB, 2025). This includes a high-level AFAWA mission to

strengthen existing initiatives. Another example is the CAP2E initiative, a skills development,

self-employment, and entrepreneurship project in the Far North, financed by a €136 million
loan approved in September 2025. However, efforts remain fragmented and sometimes ill-

suited to the realities on the ground. The lack of social protection mechanisms for informal

workers and the lack of awareness of the opportunities offered by the AfCFTA are hampering

the impact of these initiatives.

Section 6. Policy Recommendations

Access to inclusive finance: Develop appropriate microfinance mechanisms, with
preferential rates and public guarantees, to enable small producers and traders to invest in

quality and exports.

Strengthen skills and digitalization: Develop technical training, particularly for women and
young people, while facilitating access to quality certifications. At the same time, promote the
use of digital payment, trade, and logistics tools to reduce costs, secure transactions, and
improve access to regional markets.

Gradual integration: Create regulated cross-border trade zones where informal actors can
legally sell their products under a simplified tax regime with a card that allows them to cross
borders.

Institutional dialogue: Establish mechanisms for regular consultation between the state,

associations of informal actors, and technical partners in order to jointly develop appropriate

policies.

Conclusion


https://yaounde.eregulations.org/menu/18
https://afdb.africa-newsroom.com/press/la-banque-africaine-de-developpement-et-visa-officialisent-leur-collaboration-strategique-pour-elargir-lacces-au-numerique-et-les-solutions-didentification
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=602bc0460517bd79&cs=0&sxsrf=AE3TifMswnW2W92dbzZa7Pqt1I1aHcwNDA%3A1760722392223&q=CAP2E+Initiative&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjI1sCF4quQAxW-GbkGHTzuL64QxccNegQIDhAC&mstk=AUtExfB1SWBy_j5wbhlQJx34DkB_l30DUPKyyjwgEeouC166OSxKy7CBsao3sKBk5JH7UThDfLt8X1XgFBhMvVT4Mr9u4scFMYyoPBKBiAIy8zqGA7FaQ1_zTbOHUd2vgPETSJl4_q0Yjm0xoT2qcWtodu4s7uGSrvEyHoJfaCMN2IkVMWkVsD1aVdM0YmC3w5jKUxHFaKxBOkJbISzcMrLZ8329BV3E3Ib9RyUL35uwx8u1zzG5-nQLCHg5A-VhkGxtTQSKH4NmGS5QU45o_UcU0wuP&csui=3
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/14/15/9789
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No one can deny that the informal sector in Cameroon is very dynamic and remains a major
source of employment. However, it faces a multitude of endogenous constraints that prevent it
from fully exploiting its potential. Its strong presence in several areas, particularly trade,

services, agriculture, livestock, and agro-industry, offers interesting prospects.

The AfCFTA thus presents an opportunity to formalize businesses operating in the informal
sector and enable them to contribute significantly to the economy.

Free trade agreements are not only intended to facilitate imports of goods and services, but
also to accelerate structural transformation by improving competitiveness in order to face

competition in regional markets.
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