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Foreword
The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) represents a
transformative inflection point in Africa’s economic history. It is
a monumental undertaking aimed at creating a unified continental
market of 1.3 billion people, driving structural transformation,
and delivering shared prosperity through deepened regional
integration.

As GTI AfCFTA Coordinator, our institution views the
acceleration of AfCFTA implementation as a strategic
imperative. The primary challenge now shifts from negotiation to
operationalisation—ensuring that the business community and

\ policymakers have the necessary tools to translate treaty

obligations into tangible commercial opportunities. This

comprehensive analysis, which rigorously examines the core AfCFTA Protocols, is thus an

invaluable resource. It is designed to serve as a high-fidelity guide for navigating the

operational realities of the continental market, provide civil society, policymakers and
businesses with a better understanding of the

The findings contained within this report provide timely and detailed insights required
for the domestication and harmonisation of trade laws. By clarifying the mechanisms
around Rules of Origin, Customs Procedures, and Trade Facilitation, the report pinpoints areas
for regulatory enhancement and institutional capacity building, ensuring Cameroon's trading
ecosystem is fully compliant and optimized for AfCFTA benefits. For the Business
Community the relevance of this work lies in its practical utility. Shippers, manufacturers, and
logistics operators will find here a clear articulation of how the protocols directly impact their
supply chains, market access, and competitive positioning across the continent. This is essential
intelligence for seizing new opportunities and mitigating operational risks inherent in a newly
established free trade zone.

We urge all governmental and private sector stakeholders to engage with this analysis. It is
through the informed adoption of these principles—from the digital trade agenda to the
settlement of non-tariff barriers—that we can collectively guarantee that the AfCFTA delivers
its promise: a prosperous, integrated, and resilient African market. An integrated Africa
underpinned by fewer trade restrictions will be possible as we continue to harmonize rules,
cooperate on customs and intentionally set the foundations for trade-focused development that
is inclusive and representative of the Africa we Want. The African Union’s 2063 Agenda can
be achieved, and this report ensures that a cornerstone of this continental project becomes a
reality for Cameroon, the central Africa sub-region and Africa at large.

CHAM Etienne BAMA

Cameroon AfCFTA Coordinator, Guided Trade Initiative (GTI)
Regional Director, Cameroon, Gabon and Togo,
Commonwealth, Enterprise and Investment Council (CWEIC)
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Executive Summary

The AfCFTA represents a historic shift toward a unified market of 1.3 billion people with a
combined GDP of $2.5 trillion, aimed at driving structural transformation and lifting millions
out of extreme poverty. For Cameroon, the agreement is projected to boost GDP by 2-2.5%
and significantly diversify export earnings, which reached 379 billion FCFA from African
partners in 2023. The primary challenge has shifted from negotiation to operationalization,
requiring the harmonization of trade laws and the removal of infrastructure bottlenecks.

Protocol-Specific Overviews

Trade in Goods & Services: Aims to eliminate tariff and non-tariff barriers to boost intra-
African trade. While Cameroon's banking and tourism sectors are liberalized, the
telecommunications sector remains protected via national monopolies.

Digital Trade: Seeks to unlock Africa's digital future by establishing common rules for
electronic commerce and payments. It addresses the significant digital infrastructure deficit
that currently hinders implementation in Africa.

Investment: Aims to improve the investment climate through National Focal Points and a
Pan-African Trade and Investment Agency. It balances investor protections with state
regulatory rights, prioritizing local communities

Competition Policy: Establishes a transparent continental framework to prevent anti-
competitive practices like price-fixing and market abuse. It complements existing regional
CEMAC regulations to reduce transaction costs for businesses.

Dispute Settlement: Provides a WTO-inspired, three-tier legal framework (Dispute
Settlement Body, Panels, and Appellate Body) to ensure legal certainty for businesses.

Women and Youth in Trade: A flagship initiative under AU Agenda 2063 designed to
ensure inclusive growth, given that over 60% of Africa’s population is under 25. It focuses on
removing structural barriers for women and young entrepreneurs.

Intellectual Property Rights (IPR): Sets the foundation for a harmonized continental
regime to protect innovation, traditional knowledge, and creative works. It protects African
Innovation and creates a predictable framework for entrepreneurs and innovators.

To maximize AfCFTA benefits, Cameroon must overcome structural challenges by
diversifying its production base toward value-added manufactured goods and modernizing
digital and physical infrastructure. Successful implementation will ensure Cameroon remains
a competitive leader in the Central African sub-region but domestic policy reforms are
essential to ensure that free markets thrive in a context of African-focused free trade.

Cameroon Economic Policy Institute (CEPI) 8



Policy Recommendations

Protocol on Trade in Goods and Services

e Transition to value-added manufactured products, streamline administrative procedures
and sensitize civil society and businesses.
e Grade 500-1500 km of roads annually, including 300 km of regional links, to reduce

high logistics and export costs.
Protocol on Digital Trade

e Invest in digital infrastructure and human skill development to bridge the "digital divide'"
for SME:s.

o Harmonization: Align national and regional digital trade laws to facilitate seamless
cross-border e-commerce, electronic payments, and contracts.

Protocol on Investment

e Align national investment codes with the AfCFTA protocol to create a predictable
environment for investors.

Protocol on Competition Policy

o Officially accede to the competition protocol and share national competition laws with
AfCFTA partners for better coordination.

e Brief national competition authorities on the protocol and provide step-by-step guides for
businesses during implementation.

Protocol on Settlement of Disputes

e Provide specialized training for legal and trade personnel to ensure effective participation
in the formal dispute mechanism.

o Establish legal assistance mechanisms specifically for SMEs to help them identify and
resolve trade disputes.

Protocol on Women and Youth in Trade

o Financial Inclusion: Create targeted financial products and training programs addressing
structural barriers faced by young and female entrepreneurs.

e Formalization: Support the formalization of informal cross-border trade to provide better
protection and accurate data for these groups.

Protocol on Intellectual Property Rights (IPR)
o IP Harmonization: Align national IP laws with the continental protocol to protect local
innovations and traditional knowledge effectively.

o Capacity Building: Strengthen institutional capacity to enforce IP rights and provide
affordable registration processes for local creators.

Cameroon Economic Policy Institute (CEPI) 9



Chapter 1: A Primer on the AfCFTA Protocol on Goods and
Services

Henri Kouam
Founder & Executive Director

&

Hawaing Djamo

National Coordinator & Research Analyst
&
Elishammah Nyaba
Research Analyst

Introduction

The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), established in 2018 is a trade agreement
establishing a unified market across the continent. It will boost intra-African trade by
enabling the free movement of people, capital, goods and services with measures such as
liberalizing 90% of tariff lines within 5 years for non-least developed countries (LDCs), (10
years for LDCs). The AfCFTA has the potential to unite 1.3 billion people on the continent to
make Africa the largest free trade area with a $2.5 trillion economic bloc and lift about 30
million Africans out of extreme poverty. (FES AU, Banque Mondiale). This trade agreement
also has major ramifications for Cameroon. It will stimulate the local economy through
enhanced production and job creation, diversifying its exports and export earnings. (Kouam

etal, 2022).

To achieve its objectives, the AfCFTA has set down protocols which highlight what is
expected of member states to attain desired results. This chapter provides an overview of the
protocol on goods and services, illustrate how they align and diverge from local trade policies
and outlines how the protocol will impact trade between Cameroon and Africa. Finally, it
outlines the steps Cameroon has taken to implement the protocols and concludes with policy

recommendations to ensure a seamless and faster implementation of this protocol.
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Important Aspects Points in the Protocol for Goods and Services

Protocol in Goods

The Protocol for trade in goods aims to boost intra-African trade in goods by removing tariff
and non-tariff barriers, thereby improving cooperation between countries and developing
regional value chains. The protocol supports the creation of a liberalized market for trade in
goods in line with Article 3 of the AfCFTA. Upon implementation, it will make trading in
goods clear and transparent for the private sector. The protocol on goods and services seek to

foster intra-African trade by:

e Progressively eliminating non-tariff barriers.

e Improving efficiency of customs procedures, trade facilitation and transit.

e Accelerating cooperation in the areas of technical barriers to trade, sanitary and
phytosanitary measures.

e Developing and promoting regional and continental value chains.

e Creating an open, transparent, and interconnected service market to promote economic

growth and development in key sectors.

The Protocol on Trade in Goods is made up of nine annexures, of which the following
seven are complete and include:

* Customs Co-Operation and Mutual Administrative Assistance.

e Trade Facilitation.

* Non-Tariff Barriers.

® Technical Barriers to Trade.

e Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures.

* Transit.

e Trade Remedies.

The protocol that governs the trade in goods is necessary towards boosting intra-
African trade currently estimated at 16.6% of total exports in 2017, compared with 68.1%
in Europe, 59.4% in Asia, 55.0% in America and 7.0% in Oceania (UNCTAD., 2019). The

protocol in goods provides a framework to ensure that standards for goods are harmonized
and adhered while discouraging discriminatory practices from local governments. By itself,

the protocol is not enough as countries require infrastructure development, internet access,
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reducing administrative bottlenecks and burdensome procedures and using the right

incentives to promote local manufacturing.

ii. Protocol in Services Trade

The AfCFTA Protocol on Trade in Services aims to create a single liberalized market for
services across Africa, boosting intra-African trade and fostering economic development. The

protocol's objectives include; creating a single liberalized market by unifying the market for

services and ensuring competitiveness through economies of scale and reduced business
costs. It will progressively eliminate barriers to trade in services, promote equity, balance and
mutual benefit while fostering domestic and foreign investments in the service sector. There

are few important points to note from the protocol on services.

Article 4 mandates Most-Favoured-Nation (MFN) treatment, ensuring that service

suppliers receive no less favorable treatment than those from any third country.

e Article 5 emphasizes transparency by requiring the publication of all measures
affecting trade in services.

e Article 10 allows for mutual recognition of regulatory standards and certifications
among member states.

o Article 21 permits additional commitments regarding qualification, standards, or
licensing matters to ensure that the protocol is continually used to improve practices

across member states.

Figure 1: Summary of Trade and Goods Protocol

Elimination of duties and quantitative restrictions on
imports

Imports shall be treated no less favourably than
domestic products

Elimination of non-tariff barriers

Protocol on Trade =
Cooperation of customs authorities

inGoods Trade facilitation and transit
Trade remedies, protections for infant industries and
general exceptions
Cooperation over product standards and regulations
Agreement Technical assistance, capacity-building and cooperation
establishing - Transparency of service regulations
the African - Mutual recognition of standards, licensing and
Continental Free certification of services suppliers
Trade Area Frotacol onTrade Progressive liberalization of services sectors

in Services :
Service suppliers shall be treated no less favourably than

domestic suppliers in liberalized sectors
Provision for general and security exceptions

The protocol in services will make it easier for network providers, communication companies

and banks to operate seamlessly across the continent. It will equally provide the framework

Cameroon Economic Policy Institute (CEPI) 12
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of tourism, education and healthcare to drive better customer services, cheaper products and

improved outcomes for consumers across the continent.

iii. How do these Protocols align with Local Legislation?

There are several policies, laws and regulations designed to attract investment into the service

sector. The 2024 Finance Law allows firms investing in energy and ICT sectors to pay no

import duties and reduces social security contributions. However, the communications sector
is closed off to foreign investors and the national provider CAMTEL has a concession to
manage the infrastructure used by local communication services such as MTN and Orange.

The Cameroonian government granted Cameroon Telecommunications (CAMTEL) three

concession agreements in March 2020 allowing them to establish and run electronic
communications networks for fixed line, mobile, and transport services. However, the
banking, tourism and entertainment sectors are fairly liberalized, making it easier for
investors across the continent to come into these sectors. However, there are structural
barriers across the telecommunications sector, even as other service sectors are fairly
liberalized. This creates a unique opportunity for African and international investors in the
film, music, entertainment, retail, tourism and banking & finance sectors.

iv. What are the Gaps between the Protocol and the Laws in
Cameroon?

As outlined above, some services sectors are very protected to prevent the entry of foreign
firms. Cameroon telecommunications (CAMTEL) who provides services like phone, internet,

and mobile data to Cameroon also has monopoly over the network infrastructure.

1. CAMTEL manages the infrastructure for electronic communication services.

2. CAMTEL operates a national fiber optic network, which it leases to other operators.

3. CAMTEL operates three satellite-to-earth stations: Bepanda, Zamengoe, and Garoua

Progressively liberalizing the communications sector will attract more firms, increase the
quality of the service and lower prices of consumers. Policymakers bulk at requests for
liberalizing the communications sector as they want to create national champions, prevent
capital outflows and manage innovation — however misguided. The communications sector is
vital for Cameroon’s economic growth and inclusive economic development, especially as

the service sector contributes 51% of GDP.

Cameroon Economic Policy Institute (CEPI) 13
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The protocol provides guidance for Cameroonian policymakers to liberalize trade in the

service sector, attract new entrants and boost intra-African trade and investment.

V. Implications of the Protocol in Goods

In 2023, Cameroon's exports to African countries accounted for 12.7% of total export

earnings, or around 379 billion FCFA (INS, 2023). Imports from Africa accounted for 9.5%

of total import expenditure, with Cote d'Ivoire, Morocco and South Africa as the main

suppliers (INS, 2023). The implementation of the goods and services protocol could boost

these figures as it significantly improves conditions of access to the African market via lower
non-tariff barriers, reciprocity and customs cooperation as seen between Cameroon and
Nigeria. At the continental level, intra-African trade reached $192 billion in 2023,
representing 15% of the continent's total trade (BAD, 2023).

However, to take full advantage of the benefits offered by the protocol, Cameroon will have
to overcome several challenges. These include diversifying its production base to include
more value-added manufactured products, improving transport and logistics
infrastructure, and reducing non-tariff barriers to trade. In addition, the formalization of
informal cross-border trade, which often escapes official statistics, is essential to obtain an
accurate picture of trade, support implementation at grassroot levels and maximize the

benefits of the AfCFTA.

Vi. Implications of the Protocol in Services

The Protocol on Trade in Services of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA)
aims to progressively liberalize trade in services in Africa. The protocol is intended to reduce
tariff and non-tariff barriers and facilitate the free movement of service providers across the
continent. For Cameroon, it represents a significant opportunity to increase trade in services

with other African countries.

At present, the services sector is a major part of the Cameroonian economy, accounting for

around 51% of gross domestic product (GDP) in 2023. However, trade in services with the

rest of Africa remains limited, due to various regulatory and infrastructural barriers. The
Trade in Services Protocol provides a framework for Cameroon to diversify and increase its

services exports to the continent.

Cameroon Economic Policy Institute (CEPI) 14
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The development of regional and continental value chains could also offer opportunities for
local service providers, further integrating Cameroon into the African service delivery
network. According to a World Bank study, the AfCFTA has the potential to increase income
on the continent by 7% by 2035, mainly by boosting intra-African trade in manufactured
goods and services (World Bank, 2020) while boosting Cameroon’s GDP by 2-2.5% (Kouam
et al, 2024).

vii. Implementation of the Protocol so far

After signing the AfCFTA agreement in 2018, on 19th July 2019, the president of the
republic was authorized to ratify the agreement after a parliamentary approval granted in Law
No 2019/010. Based on this approval, Presidential Decree No. 2019/586, Issued on October
31, 2019, formally ratified Cameroon’s participation in the AfCFTA agreement.

To fast track and ensure the adequate implementation of the AfCFTA, Cameroon partnered
with the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) to design a national
strategy for implementing the AfCFTA. (ECA, 2021) This consisted of sensitization seminars
and consultations with public and private stakeholders. This was followed by a Prime
Ministerial Order No 039/PM of 29 March 2021 that created an Inter-Ministerial Committee
to follow-up and evaluate the implementation of the AfCFTA. Operating under the Minister
of Trade, this committee also serves as a consultative body tasked with conducting research,
developing ideas, and providing recommendations and proposals to the government regarding
matters related to the successful and efficient execution of the AfCFTA, encompassing its

protocols on trade in goods and services.

Policy Recommendations

- Cameroon should accelerate the diversification of its economy to include more
manufactured products, following the example of countries like Morocco, South
Africa, and Algeria, to name just a few.

- Improve logistics and transport infrastructures to reduce export costs. Grade at least
500 — 1500 km of roads every year and 300 km of regional roads linking it to other
countries.

- Strengthen regional recognition of professional qualifications.

- Simplify administrative procedures for service providers to improve their access to

the African market.
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- Make local companies aware of the opportunities offered by the AfCFTA and provide

them with support in complying with it.

Conclusion

The AfCFTA Protocol on Trade in Goods and Services has the potential to significantly
boost intra-African trade. It aims to progressively liberalize trade by improving customs
procedures and facilitating the mutual recognition of professional qualifications.
However, to fully maximize these benefits, Cameroon must address several structural
challenges, including the diversification of its production base, the modernization of its
logistics and transport infrastructure, and the reduction of non-tariff barriers. Political
commitments, supported by concrete measures such as the creation of the inter-
ministerial monitoring committee, will ensure the effective implementation of the
protocol. By fully leveraging the potential of trade in goods and services, Cameroon
could not only strengthen its economic competitiveness but also actively contribute to the

continent’s economic growth.
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Chapter 2: Economic Implications of the AfCFTA Digital
Trade Protocol: Unlocking Africa's Digital Future
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&
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Research Analyst

Introduction

Data from the Economic Commission for Africa reveal that intra-African trade represented
only a marginal portion of African trade operations, at 14.6% (ECA, 2024) from 16.6% in 2017

(UNCTAD. 2019). This imbalance is even more marked within the African regional economic

communities, where trade between member states is virtually non-existent, as in the Arab
Maghreb Union, where trade transactions between members account for just 5% (ECA, 2024).

The situation is much the same within the other Regional Economic Communities (RECs).

However, the need to strengthen intra-African relations has become more pressing with the
emergence of new challenges and issues (WTO, 2022). Among these new issues was the advent
of digital technology in national and international trade. The above-mentioned need was all the
more compelling because of the difficulties involved in including these new dimensions in
trade. In addition to the initial obstacles to intra-African trade, the introduction of digital
technology into economic activity will have to contend with a number of obstacles (Mua &

Kouam, 2025).

Through the AfCFTA protocol on digital trade, the African Union is laying the foundations for
the integration of digital technology into the various aspects of the continent's economy. To
this end, the protocol has set itself a number of objectives Given the ever-increasing importance
of digital technology in our daily lives, it goes without saying that the assimilation of this

technology is bound to have economic repercussions.
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This chapter provides an overview of the protocol and its objectives. We will then analyze its
economic implications, followed by the infrastructure challenges for its implementation.
Finally, recommendations will be offered to overcome these obstacles and optimize the benefits

of digital trade in Africa.

|.  Overview of the AfCFTA Digital Trade Protocol and its objectives

The protocol comprises eleven parts, with key market access provisions dealing with
rules of origin and ensuring non-discrimination of digital products. It also includes provisions
to facilitate digital exchanges through the use of digital tools such as electronic invoices, digital
payments and electronic contracts. In a world so dominated by data, the protection of personal
data is becoming a major concern. This protocol therefore includes provisions on data
governance. It also contains provisions on customer protection and online security, the

inclusion of digital trade, particularly for SMEs, and the need to build capacity for digital
business operations (Kugler, 2024).

The protocol aims to strengthen digital trade by reducing barriers to cross-border online
trade, facilitating innovation and enabling small businesses to access new markets. Intra-
African trade remains limited, between 12% and 18% (Mene, 2025). This is due to factors such
as high trade costs, delays and extreme waiting times. The continent has the highest waiting

times for imports, with an average of 8 days (World Bank, 2023).

The Digital Protocol therefore seeks to tackle these barriers to intra-African trade by
limiting trade costs and reducing trade delays through digital innovations that make trade faster
and more efficient. It will facilitate transactions and enable SME:s to sell their products easily

to new, distant markets via e-commerce, thereby expanding their reach and revenues.

il. Economic Implications

The digital trade protocol includes a number of provisions designed to make trade
between African states more efficient. Tools such as digital payments, identities, and contracts

will help reduce transaction costs. Digital interactions are also faster, reducing the costly delays

that characterize trade on the continent (Mua, Kouam & Kouam, 2025). This will greatly
contribute to the expansion of trade and growth. As far as cost reduction is concerned, it is

estimated that the digital trade protocol will reduce trade costs by around 25%.
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This could be achieved by improving digital payments, through the Pan-African payment and
Settlement System (PAPSS), and promoting greater regulatory harmonization (Lemma et al.,

2024).

Africa remains under-represented in the digital world. The development of digital
infrastructure and human skills will enable Africa to be a key player in the global digital
economy. While this protocol favors intra-African business operations, the infrastructures

developed will also promote digital business interactions with the rest of the world (Kouam

2023). This integration into the global digital economy will ensure that an SME on the
continent can always engage in timely and highly beneficial business transactions with a

partner anywhere in the world.

Africa is still lagging behind when it comes to digital skills. A study carried out in 2022 showed
that African countries scored between 1.8 and 5 on the digital skills deficit index, which is

below the global average of 6 (Dupoux et al., 2022). Due to this lack of digital skills, the

continent is not exploiting the growth potential linked to the integration of the digital economy.
The Digital Trade Protocol therefore offers an excellent opportunity to help Africans acquire
these digital skills and become a major source of job creation. Sectors such as e-commerce and
fintech are expected to experience greater growth, which in turn will create new jobs. In
addition, this protocol is specifically designed to include SMEs, helping them to improve their
operations. This will enable SMEs to expand across the continent, creating more jobs. For
example, the rise of digital commerce in Nigeria is expected to create around 2.7 million jobs

in the country by 2040 (Kugler, 2024).

iii. Issues Related to the Infrastructure Deficit in Digital Implementation
in Africa.
The AfCFTA protocol sets targets for the continent to catch up in terms of digital assimilation.

However, the implementation of this protocol faces a number of challenges that are essentially
linked to the continent's capacity to embrace digital technology as a driver of its development.
Among these infrastructural challenges, we can first highlight the problem of access and
availability of Internet networks on the continent. Internet access is unevenly distributed across
the continent and not all regional economic communities enjoy the same level of Internet
access. Within the regional communities with high levels of internet access, the Arab Maghreb

Union is the best placed, with nearly 66% of its population having access.
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By contrast, the Community of East African States has the lowest rate, with only 22% of its
population having access to the Internet (World Bank, 2023). Apart from this aspect, we can

also highlight the very high cost of Internet connection in Africa. The average cost of a gigabyte
in Africa, particularly in Central Africa, is $4 (compared with $1.05 for North Africa) (Douet,
2023). This price sometimes represents more than 6.5% of the annual income of certain
populations (ITU, 2022), hiking business costs and lowering the incentives to adopt digital
rules. It is also worth highlighting the problem of internet network quality in Africa, which is

a real issue for the continent's connectivity.

Conclusion

Today, digital technology is an essential lever for economic and social development on a global
scale. For Africa to take full advantage of this transformation, it is imperative that clear legal
and policy frameworks are put in place. The adoption of the AfCFTA Protocol on Digital Trade
is a step in this direction. Aware of the growing importance of digital technology in trade,
African decision-makers wanted to equip the continent with a legislative instrument capable of
facilitating digital integration, removing barriers to trade, and stimulating intra-African trade

as well as trade with the rest of the world.

This protocol represents a major step towards an integrated and dynamic digital economy, with
the potential to generate significant economic benefits for the continent as a whole. However,
its implementation faces persistent structural challenges, such as the energy deficit, insufficient

digital infrastructure and fragmented national policies.

To overcome these obstacles, it is essential to adopt concrete and coordinated measures,
combining harmonized legislation, strengthened institutional cooperation and massive
investment in digital infrastructures. Only then will Africa be able to take full advantage of the
opportunities offered by digital technology, and ensure that its development is both sustainable

and inclusive.

iv. Policy Recommendations
Education: It is important that African states modify their school curricula, prioritizing ICT

knowledge and other digital skills. Such changes, starting in elementary school, will help to
sustainably develop the human capital needed for the digital transformation of business.
Regulations: Countries should review and refine regulations that limit the integration of digital

solutions into business operations.
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For example, the reluctance of some countries towards Starlink could prevent companies and
individuals from fully embracing digital innovations in their transactions. Similarly,
regulations within the financial sector should be fine-tuned to better accommodate digital

banking and other fintech innovations.

Passporting rights should be accelerated in the financial and tech sector to facilitate
interoperability and allow African E-commerce and digital firms to trade freely across the

continent.
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Introduction

In its most recent Investment Report, UNCTAD highlights a significant rebound in foreign
direct investment (FDI) inflows to Africa. In 2024, foreign investments across the continent
rose dramatically by 75% to reach $97 billion, which represents 6% of the global FDI,
compared to 4% a year before (Figure 1). While the surge was driven by large international
urban development projects in Egypt, FDI still rose 12% to $62 billion, representing 4% of
global flows. Investment facilitation efforts, estimated as 36% of favorable measures, equally

explain this incase. However, Africa's infrastructure needs are estimated at $130-170 billion

annually, hence the need to unlock finance through the African Continental Free Trade Area

(AfCFTA).

In 2018, African countries signed the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) a
flagship project under the African Union’s 2063 agenda for a peaceful, integrated and
prosperous Africa. This AfCFTA will lower tariffs and non-tariff barriers making it easy for
businesses to trade their goods across the continent without and facilitating the free
movement of capital and people. More importantly, it will help plug Africa’s investment
shortfall. In February 2023, Africa policymakers adopted the AfCFTA Investment Protocol.
It is a pivotal framework designed to boost intra-African investment, promote sustainable
development, and harmonize investment policies across the 54 African Union (AU) member

states.
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This chapter will outline seven important aspects of the investment protocol summarized
under seven broad themes including; Administrative and Operational, Sustainable
Development, Dispute Settlement, Termination of Intra-African Bilateral Investment Treaties
(BITs), and other key areas. Each aspect is supported by relevant articles where available,

based on the Protocol.

Administrative and Operational: National Focal Points (Article 6)
Under Article 6, the investment Protocol establishes National Focal Points to streamline

investment processes and enhance coordination at the national level. Due to the multitude of
bilateral investment treaties and updates to national investment laws, National Focal Points
will serve as centralized hubs to provide information, facilitate interactions between the state
and investors, and promote investment opportunities. They are tasked with simplifying
administrative procedures, ensuring transparency, and supporting investors in navigating
regulatory frameworks. This is vital in a continent with eight regional economic communities
as it creates mechanism to reduce bureaucratic hurdles, fosters investor confidence, and
aligns with the AfCFTA’s goal of creating a seamless continental market. By decentralizing
operational support while maintaining a standardized approach, National Focal Points address
the diverse administrative landscapes across African states, making investment more

accessible and efficient.

Figure 2: Foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows to Africa by region, billions of dollars and
percentage

2024 2023

Africa, +75%
55

North Africa, +277% .
Waest Africa, -7%

Central Africa, +13%

East Africa, +12%

Southern Africa, +44%
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Source: UNCTAD (2024)
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2. Administrative and Operational Tool: Pan-African Trade and Investment Agency

(Article 7)
Article 7 introduces the Pan-African Trade and Investment Agency, a continental body

designed to coordinate investment promotion and facilitation across AfCFTA state parties.
This agency supports the implementation of the Protocol by providing technical assistance,
harmonizing investment policies, and promoting intra-African investment opportunities.

It will become a catalyst for regional integration by identifying strategic investment sectors,
supporting small and medium enterprises (SMEs), and fostering cross-border partnerships.
The agency’s role is critical in ensuring that investment aligns with the AfCFTA’s broader
objectives of economic diversification, industrialization and sustainable development,

making it a cornerstone of the Protocol’s operational framework.

Investor Obligations and Environmental Protection (Articles 18—21)
The Protocol places a strong emphasis on sustainable development, embedding investor

obligations to align with environmental, social, and governance standards. Unlike most
investment protocols, it does not favor investors at the expense of states. Articles 18 to 21
require investors to comply with environmental protection measures, respect human rights,
adhere to labor standards, and combat corruption. These provisions ensure that investments
contribute to sustainable economic growth rather than exploiting resources or communities.
For instance, investors must conduct environmental impact assessments and engage with
local communities, particularly in disadvantaged regions. This focus reflects Africa’s
commitment to balancing economic growth with social and environmental responsibility,
ensuring that investments support long-term development goals, such as poverty reduction

and climate resilience.

Prioritizing Disadvantaged Areas and Local Communities (Article 17)
Under Article 17, the Protocol encourages investments that benefit disadvantaged areas, local

communities, and underrepresented groups, such as women and youth. Governments are
urged to create specific incentives for investments in regions with lower economic activity,
promoting inclusive growth and reducing regional disparities. This aspect is crucial for
addressing Africa’s uneven economic development, ensuring that investment flows reach
underserved areas and contribute to job creation, skills development, and technology transfer.
By prioritizing inclusivity, the Protocol aligns with the African Union’s Agenda 2063, which

envisions equitable and sustainable development across the continent.
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Dispute Settlement: State-to-State and Investor-State Mechanisms (Articles 31-34)
Articles 31 to 34 establishes a robust dispute settlement framework emphasizing both state-

to-state and investor-state mechanisms. It prioritizes negotiation, mediation, and alternative
dispute resolution (ADR) to resolve conflicts amicably, reducing reliance on costly and
adversarial investor-state dispute settlement (ISDS). For investor-state disputes, the Protocol
allows limited recourse to arbitration but imposes strict conditions, such as exhausting local
remedies and adhering to time limits. The established under the Protocol, oversees dispute
resolution processes and facilitates the development of future annexes to refine these
mechanisms. This balanced approach protects state sovereignty while ensuring investors have

access to fair dispute resolution, fostering a stable investment climate.

Termination of Intra-African Bilateral Investment Treaties (BITs) (Article 38)
Article 38 mandates the termination of approximately 173 intra-African Bilateral Investment

Treaties (BITs) within five years of the Protocol’s entry into force. This provision addresses
the fragmentation caused by outdated BITs, which often favored investor protections over
state regulatory rights. By replacing these treaties with a unified framework, the Protocol
eliminates inconsistencies, reduces legal risks, and aligns intra-African investment with
modern standards. Notably, it excludes traditional fair and equitable treatment (FET)
standards, replacing them with administrative and judicial treatment (AJT) to prioritize
transparent and non-discriminatory regulatory processes. This aspect strengthens the

AfCFTA’s role as a cohesive legal framework for investment governance.

Investor Protections with Regulatory Balance (Articles 10—14)
The Protocol provides core investor protections, including national treatment (Article 10),

most-favored-nation treatment (Article 11), protection against unlawful expropriation
(Article 12), and the right to transfer funds (Article 14). However, there is a requirement in
Central Africa that states invest up to 20% of their retained earnings. However, these
protections are carefully crafted to balance investor rights with state regulatory authority. For
example, portfolio investments and government debt securities are excluded from the
Protocol’s scope, limiting speculative financial flows. Additionally, the Protocol allows states
to impose performance requirements and regulate in the public interest, ensuring that
investment policies align with national development priorities. This balanced approach
distinguishes the AfCFTA Investment Protocol from traditional investment agreements,

which often prioritized investor interests over state sovereignty.
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The Investment Protocol Matters
These seven aspects collectively create a forward-looking investment framework that

prioritizes intra-African economic integration, sustainability, and equitable development. One
of the forward-looking aspects of the Investment protocol are the establishment of the
National Focal Points and the Pan-African Trade and Investment Agency, will inevitably
address operational challenges while streamlining processes and fostering coordination.
Finally, the focus on sustainable development is necessary and indispensable for Africa
where resource exploration has come against the interest of communities. The investment
protocol is distinct from others as it ensures that investments contribute to environmental
protection, social inclusion, and economic equity, aligning with global trends toward

responsible investment.

The dispute settlement framework and the termination of intra-African BITs modernize
Africa’s investment landscape, reducing legal fragmentation and enhancing predictability.
We note it’s emphasis on sustainability and inclusivity responds to Africa’s unique
challenges, such as regional disparities and environmental vulnerabilities. By mandating
investor obligations and prioritizing disadvantaged areas, it seeks to maximize the
developmental impact of investments. The termination of BITs and the refined dispute
settlement mechanisms address criticisms of traditional investment agreements, which often

disadvantaged African states.

Conclusion

Together, these aspects position the AfCFTA Investment Protocol as a transformative tool for
fostering intra-African investment, supporting the continent’s ambition to create a single
market that drives economic growth and resilience. However, the Protocol’s success will
depend on effective coordination among state parties, robust institutional support, and
ongoing engagement with investors to ensure alignment with Africa’s development goals.
This will be a boon for the private sector, if we actively implement necessary changes to

existing laws and coordinate at a regional level.
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Introduction
The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) was signed in 2018 and came into force in 2019

and 48 countries have deposited their instruments of ratification representing over 89% of signatories

to the agreement (Tralac, 2024). The AfCFTA aims to reduce tariff and non-tariff barriers to trade and

enable the free movement of goods, services capital and people. World Bank research shows that the
AfCFTA could lift 50 million people out of extreme poverty by 2035 and expand incomes by US$
571 billion (World Bank, 2020).

The AfCFTA negotiations is taking place in phases. Phase 1 of negotiations will cover trade in goods
and services as well as dispute resolution. Phase II deals with investment, competition policy and
intellectual property rights while E-commerce will be adopted in phase III. In order to support the
negotiation process, the agreement establishes eight protocols to provide a framework for countries to

trade on.

i. The AfCFTA Protocols in Brief
o Tradein goods: A key protocol governing trade in goods

e Trade in services: A key protocol governing trade in services

e Investment: A protocol focusing on socioeconomic transformation for the public interest.
o Intellectual property rights: A protocol governing intellectual property rights

e Competition: A protocol governing socioeconomic transformation for the public interest

e Dispute settlement: A protocol that requires state parties to implement the recommendations and
rulings of the DSB

e Digital trade: A protocol covering areas such as market access, data governance, and digital
trade inclusion

e Women and youth in trade: A protocol that aims to achieve inclusion of women and youths

This chapter provides an overview of the competition protocol, national competition laws in
Cameroon and the economic implications of the AfCFTA protocol for Cameroonian companies. It

concludes with policy recommendations to accelerate the implementation of the protocol.
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ii. Brief Overview of the Competition Protocol
Objective of the Competition Protocol: To create an integrated competition regime for Africa,

enhance competition while protecting the gains from market liberalization. It also aims to give states
the capacity to deal with anti-competitive practices and promotes a platform for exchanges, capacity
building and economic integration. Countries still have control over competition laws and mergers,
but in the event that a case falls outside their jurisdiction, the AfCFTA will take precedence (Art. 3:2).
The protocol excludes labor-elated agreements such as collective bargaining (Art 4) and provides

against anti-competitive practices (Art 5).

Some practices that are prohibited under the protocol include;

o ‘horizontal’ business practices such as price-fixing agreements, restraints on trade, refusal to
purchase or supply among others (Article 6).

o ‘vertical’ practices such as minimum resale price maintenance, or any agreement that has the
effect of distorting, preventing or restricting competition in the Market (Article 7).

o abuse of a dominant market position (Article 9).

o abuse of economic dependence and other anti-competitive practices.

Merges and Acquisitions — an essential part of the protocol - are covered in Art. 10, that gives
member states the right to accept or reject any such merger if they substantially lessen, prevent,
restrict, or distort competition within the market especially with regards to issues like employment or
the competitiveness of small and medium-sized enterprises. Under the protocols, a threshold will be

set for deals to be scrutinized by national authorities.

iii. How will Competition be Managed at the African Level
A Competition Authority will be established comprised of a Board of 15 members, headed by a

Chairperson and an Investigative Body, headed by an Executive Director. The Board defines the
Authority’s policy and adjudicates any conduct that is prohibited by the protocol and/or approve and

deny applications of exemptions and mergers and acquisition (Art 14).

The Investigative Body is equally tasked with conducting market studies, examine exemption
applications, advise on ways to improve the protocol and support local competition authorities by
promoting their regimes and cooperating with relevant regulators (Art 15). Fines of up to 10% of an
entity’s turnover may be issued as financial penalties for breaking laws and norms (Art 17). The
competition committee established by the Council of Ministers will recommend regulations to ensure
the protocol is effectively implemented at all levels. The committee will equally be responsible for

monitoring and evaluating the protocol’s working (Art. 18).
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A. What happens if Parties Cannot come to an Agreement?
According to Article 24 of the competition protocol, there is an independent tribunal that will be

responsible for hearing appeals where businesses disagree with the decision of the authority elated to
a specific application. Disputes between state parties will be resolved in accordance with the Protocol

on Rules and Procedures on the Settlement of Disputes.

b. Implementation
Article 12 of the protocol states that all members of the AfCFTA must notify other state parties of

their laws, regulations and commitments under international agreements. States who do not have laws
or competition authorities must set them up once the protocol enters into force. Over 32 African
countries have competition laws and authorities, so countries like Cameroon have the infrastructure to

ensue effective competition between businesses under the AfCFTA and attract necessary investments.

c. Does any part of the protocol contradict Local laws?
There are still some concerns with regards to the overlapping roles and responsibilities of national

versus regional regulators. Issues such as capacity and poor infrastructure could weigh on seamless
implementation of the protocol. As trading activity grows, we can expect to see higher rates of

activity in terms of notifications and appeals.

In Cameroon, the regulatory regime is well developed and competition authority is present but
ceremonial, even as we expect this to change going forward. We expect the regional competition
authorities and committees to reinforce not contradict local competition authorities. However, we
must signal to regional and committees that while the competition authority may dictate merges and
acquisitions, all price-related matters are determined by the Ministry of Commerce. As such, while a
merger could incentivize monopolies, the Ministry of Commerce may be inclined to agree where

prices fall for consumers even where the competition authority may be wary of such deals.

While there remain concerns about the working of the Protocol, in particular, with regard to the
overlapping relationships among national and regional competition authorities, along with other
possible challenges such as capacity and poor infrastructure, the Protocol on Competition is a
welcome move in attaining the promise of the AfCFTA. As the continental trading regime grows and
develops, the Protocol will likely see enhanced activity in terms of notifications and appeals to the

Tribunal.
In accordance with Article 22 of the Competition Law, the NCC has the following powers:

* to examine and issue an opinion on competition policy in Cameroon in particular, including

legislative and regulatory texts likely to influence the exercise of competition in the internal market;
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* to research, control, prosecute and sanction the anti-competitive practices defined in this law, and

* to provide the expertise and assistance necessary for taking competition court decisions.

V. Cameroon Competition law

i Regional laws
* Regulation No. 06/19-UEAC-639-CM-33 of 7 April 2019 regulating competition in CEMAC. It

regulates against anti-competitive practices which could have a substantial impact on competition in
the Economic and Monetary Community of Central African States (commonly known by its French
acronym as CEMAC. The CEMAC sub-region is made up of six countries; Cameroon, Central Africa
Republic, Congo, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea, Chad) (“CEMAC Regulation™).

* Regulation No. 000350 outlines the rules regarding competition in the CEMAC region and sets out
the modalities for Regional Supervisory Bodies as well as the procedure for applying the Regulation
No 06/19-UEAC-639-CM-33 regulating competition in CEMAC.

* Directive No. 01/19-UEAC-639-CM-33 relates to the institutional organisation in member states for
the application of competition laws in CEMAC member states. This directive ensure that all actors

apply the CEMAC competition law in a uniform manner.

ii. National laws
* Law No. 98/013 of 14 July 1998 on Competition: Defines anti-competitive practices and provides

sanctions against them while setting out the modalities for entities to declare their intent for mergers
and acquisitions that may likely to affect fair competition in Cameroon. It equally established the
National Competition Commission which oversees and investigates anticompetitive practices across
the national territory (“Competition Law”).

* Decision No 03/MINCOMMERCE of 16 February 2010 lays out the thresholds, conditions and
modalities for declaration of mergers and acquisitions at the National Competition Commission
(“NCC”). This Law sets out the conditions for mandatory declaration of thresholds for mandatory

declarations for mergers and acquisitions in Cameroon.

V. Mergers and Acquisitions in Cameroon
A prominent example of a merger and acquisition in Cameroon is the acquisition of Guinness

Cameroon (owned by Diageo) by the Castel Group at an estimated €460 million and another deal is
the Cameroon government’s decision to acquire the electricity provider ENEO Cameroon from UK

firm ACTIS.

Banking and Finance
e The Cameroonian subsidiary of Standard Chartered Bank is being acquired by Nigerian banking

group Access Bank Plc for an undisclosed price, as part of a global acquisition deal between both
banks in five African countries, including Angola, the Gambia, Sierra Leone and Tanzania.

e Authorities of the Economic Community of Central African States(Communauté Economique des
Etats de I’ Afrique Centrale — CEEAC) announced a sale of an 81% stake of Commercial Bank
Cameroun (CBC) by the State of Cameroon.
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In this deal, 51% of the share capital was sold to qualified investors and another 30% listed on the
Economic and Monetary Community of Central Africa (CEMAC) Stock Market, the Bourse des
Valeurs Mobilieres d’Afrique Centrale (BVMAC). The State will retain 17% of the share capital.

Food and Beverage
e In 2022, British beverage company Diageo announced its intention to sell its Guinness Cameroon

subsidiary to France's Castel Group for an estimated EUR460 million price tag and would give

CASTEL Group 80% of the beverage market.

e The deal is approved by the National Competition Commission (Commission National de la
Concurrence) and was greenlit on 28 March 2023 by the CEMAC competition authorities —
namely the CEMAC Commission and its Community Competition Council (Conseil
Communautaire de la Concurrence).

e However, it should be noted that the Union Camerounaise des Brasseries Group (UCB), a fellow
competitor in the beverages sector is set to challenge the deal in the Community Court of Justice
in N'Djamena (Chad) due to a lack of transparency in the deal. UCB equally alleges that when it
learned of Diageo's intention to sell its Cameroonian subsidiary, it expressed an interest to acquire

Guinness but did not receive any feedback — which is a violation of CEMAC competition rules.

Energy
e The Cameroonian electricity sector is experiencing a major change as ENEO Cameroon, the

sole provider of electricity in the country, is being sold by the British Actis Group to the State

of Cameroon.

Insurance
In the African insurance sector, the merger between Sanlam and Allianz also has implications for

Cameroon. The two insurance groups' subsidiaries operate in the life and non-life insurance, leaving
them to control 32% and 14.32% of the life insurance and non-life insurance market. The merger
has already gotten approval from the Inter-African Conference of Insurance Markets (CIMA), the

regulator in Central and West Africa. They will have 42.32% of Cameroon’s insurance market.

However, the deal does not include reinsurer Continental-Ré, which is also present in Cameroon and
will still be controlled by Sanlam. Allianz will own 40% of the stake in the new entity with the
possibility of increasing the stake to 49% while the rest will be controlled by Sanlam.

How can the AfCFTA Impact such agreements
The only notable change concerns approvals to carry out commercial activity in Cameroon. Indeed,

companies in which more than 50% of the share capital is acquired by foreign individuals or
corporations are deemed foreign companies under Cameroon commercial law and must apply for an

authorisation to carry out a commercial activity, granted by order of the Minister of Commerce.

Cameroon Economic Policy Institute (CEPI) 31


https://practiceguides.chambers.com/practice-guides/corporate-ma-2024/cameroon/trends-and-developments#:~:text=1.1%20M%26A%20Market&text=There%20have%20been%20some%20major,by%20the%20State%20of%20Cameroon.
https://www.africabusinessplus.com/en/820027/cemac-judge-gives-green-light-for-castel-to-acquire-guinness-cameroon/#:~:text=On%2014%20July%202022%2C%20Britain's,million%20(%E2%82%AC458.9%20million).
https://theguardianpostcameroon.com/post/5209/fr/sanlam-allianz-merge-revolutionise-insurance-sector

Such application was previously free, but the 2024 Finance Law has introduced application fees of
XAF1 million (USD1,592) for public limited companies and simplified joint stock companies, and
XAF500,000 (USD796) for limited companies.

Vi Impact of the Competition Protocol on Cameroonian Firms
The AfCFTA competition protocol provides a guide and a framework for countries to ensure effective

competition that encourages innovation by ensuring that new firms can enter and compete effectively
in any market. Cameroon and the CEMAC region have a well-developed competition authority and
relevant legislation to accompany the process of mergers and acquisitions. As such, the AfCFTA
competition protocol will complement, rather than unsettle domestic and regional regulation and
institutions. However, in a situation where a firm seeks exemption at the African level, this could
render domestic and regional regulators null. However, the protocol equally states that states will have
the authority over agreements that occur or impact their economies — preventing any faceoff between

national and regional competition authorities and AfCFTA competition committee.

e As it stands, the competition protocol will improve coordination of relevant competition
issues between national authorities, enabling Cameroonian competition authorities to better
scrutinize deals and ensure they serve the interest of citizens. By communicating laws and
collaborating across the continent with their peers, Cameroon and the CEMAC sub-region will
benefit from a well-regulated market and mergers and acquisitions that serve the interest of the
broader population.

e This protocol provides clarity for the millions of businesses across the continent who may be
considering mergers and ensures that Africa can develop giants while maintaining a sane and
inclusive competitive environment for new entrants.

e It provides a legislative framework to ensure clarity and reduces the cost of doing business
for businesses looking to merge. This clarity reduces the cost of transactions as investors and
businesses are clear on the steps to apply for mergers and acquisitions and a basis for decisions

made by the relevant authorities.

Conclusion

The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) will create a single market for goods,
services, people and capital. Among its eight protocols, the protocol on competition provides
a clear, logical and transparent framework for both regulators and governments across the
Africa to develop and implement effective competition regimes, reduce price fixing and

abuse of dominant positions in local economies.
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Policy Recommendations

Cameron should share its competition laws and regulations with AfCFTA partners and
officially accede to the protocol on competition.

The National competition authority and relevant committees should be briefed on the
AfCFTA competition protocol and should provide a step-by-step guide to accompany

businesses on the implementation of the agreement.

e Effective communications channels between regulators, competition authorities and civil

society. All decisions made by the authority should be vulgarized to ensure civil society is

engaged on issues that will impact their standards of living.
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Chapter 5: How the AfCFTA Protocol on Dispute Settlement Will
Improve Business Across Africa

Mr. Hawaing Djamo

National Coordinator & Research Analyst

Introduction

The AfCFTA Agreement establishes the African Continental Free Trade Area and includes

eight protocols, among which is the Protocol on Rules and Procedures on the Settlement of

Disputes. Entered into force on May 30, 2019, this Protocol aims to strengthen the business
climate across Africa by defining the rules and procedures for settling disputes within the

AfCFTA framework.

The Dispute Settlement Protocol has established transparent, fair, and predictable mechanisms
for resolving trade disputes between Member States. It aims to provide the legal certainty
needed by businesses operating across the continent. Inspired by the World Trade Organization

(WTO) model, it seeks to safeguard the rights and obligations of State Parties while clarifying

the agreement’s provisions in accordance with international public law interpretation rules.

However, some experts argue that adopting the WTO model may not be entirely suited to the

African context (Daniel, 2021). They suggest that the AfCFTA dispute settlement mechanism

should reflect the unique socio-economic realities of African countries to effectively foster
economic integration. Regardless, the Protocol represents a major step forward in improving

Africa's business environment.

This chapter will first analyze the rationale and strategic objectives of the Protocol, then detail
its institutional structure. It will present the dispute settlement mechanisms provided and
highlight their potential impact on business development in Africa. Finally, it will identify
potential implementation challenges and propose recommendations to strengthen the Protocol's

effectiveness.
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i) Why a Dispute Settlement Protocol?

The AfCFTA Dispute Settlement Protocol (DSP) was introduced to ensure a predictable, fair,
and secure trade environment among Member States. It aims to prevent trade conflicts by
offering clear resolution mechanisms, thereby boosting the confidence of investors and
economic operators. Drawing on the WTO model, the DSP ensures that disputes are handled

transparently and in compliance with international rules.

However, experts stress the need to adapt this mechanism to African socio-economic realities

to avoid pitfalls experienced by other regional institutions. The DSP thus represents a

significant step toward harmonious African economic integration by establishing common

rules and facilitating the resolution of trade disputes.

ii) What is the Institutional Structure of the DSP?

The institutional structure of the AfCFTA Dispute Settlement Protocol relies on three key

bodies:

e The Dispute Settlement Body (DSB) (Article 5): This body implements the Protocol’s
provisions, notably by creating Panels and an Appellate Body, adopting their reports, and
overseeing compliance. Composed of representatives from State Parties, it makes decisions
by consensus, elects a chairperson, and defines procedural rules. The DSB informs the
AfCFTA Secretariat of any disputes related to the Agreement.

e Panels: Created by the DSB, these Panels examine disputes and issue decisions (Articles 9
and following).

o Appellate Body (AB): Handles appeals against Panel decisions (Article 20).

This structure is designed to provide amicable and mutually satisfactory solutions to disputes,
reinforcing consultation and ensuring that decisions respect State Parties’ rights and

obligations.

iii) Recommended Dispute Resolution Mechanisms

The AfCFTA Dispute Settlement Protocol provides a structured framework for resolving
commercial disputes between State Parties, ensuring a transparent, fair, and predictable

process.
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Summary of dispute resolution steps according to Article 6 (Procedures under the Dispute

Settlement Mechanism):

1. Amicable consultations: State Parties first attempt to resolve the dispute through
consultations.

2. Referral to the DSB: If consultations fail, a party may notify the DSB Chair and
request the establishment of a Panel.

3. Panel selection: The DSB adopts procedures to select impartial Panel members.

4. Formal procedure: The Panel initiates the formal dispute resolution process. Parties
must respect the Panel’s decisions in good faith.

5. DSB decision: The DSB issues a final and binding decision.

6. Arbitration: Parties may also choose arbitration as a first mechanism under Article 27.

Importantly, only State Parties have access to the AfCFTA dispute resolution mechanism.
However, they may file complaints on behalf of private actors if they can demonstrate a rights

violation.

This mechanism aims to enhance the security and predictability of the African trade system by

offering State Parties a robust legal framework for resolving trade disputes.

iv) Potential Impact of the DSP on Business in Africa

Inspired by the WTO system, the DSP is designed to strengthen legal security and
predictability for intra-African trade. For businesses operating across the continent, the

mechanism should reduce the risks associated with trade disputes, providing a more stable

environment for transactions. For example, in case of a dispute, businesses may rely on a

structured and recognized dispute resolution system, which should improve the overall
business climate. The transparency and fairness of the process are expected to boost investor

confidence and promote intra-African investment.

Admittedly, African countries have historically made limited use of dispute settlement

mechanisms (Simo, 2019). They have underutilized systems at the WTO or regional courts,

raising concerns about AfCFTA's system effectiveness. There are doubts about States’
willingness to invest in this mechanism, particularly in light of negative experiences in the
SADC, where regional courts lost influence after attempting to handle cases involving

individuals (Simo, 2019).
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Nonetheless, effective implementation of the DSP is an important step toward building a
robust regional trade system. It requires strong political will and close cooperation among
Member States. Challenges persist in adapting procedures to local realities and ensuring
institutions’ capacity to manage disputes. But full engagement by State Parties is essential to

ensure the mechanism meets the continent’s specific needs.

v) Potential Challenges

Accession to the Protocol is not enough. States must genuinely commit to complying with
decisions and implementing the necessary legal and institutional reforms. One major obstacle
lies in the complexity of rules of origin, which determine product eligibility for tariff
preferences. These rules, though necessary, are often poorly understood, especially by small

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), limiting their ability to benefit from the AfCFTA. A

UNCTAD study (2023) showed that the low uptake of intra-African trade preferences is partly

due to these complexities. For example, Uganda used about 92% of its QUAD preferences for

duty-free exports, compared to only 5.1% with COMESA countries.

In addition, institutional and legal disparities between Member States hinder the uniform
application of the DSP. The diversity of legal systems makes it difficult to interpret decisions
consistently, reducing legal predictability and business confidence. Historically, African States
have favored political or diplomatic negotiations over formal dispute resolution mechanisms

(Bokona, 2023). The AfCFTA DSP is criticized for being politicized, as it is composed of State

representatives and decisions are made by consensus. This structure can limit its effectiveness

and discourage businesses from using it.

The DSP Overlaps with other regional dispute mechanisms also complicate Africa’s legal
landscape. The coexistence of parallel mechanisms without coordination can lead to

jurisdictional conflicts, contradictory decisions, and legal uncertainty for businesses.

vi) Recommendations for Effective Implementation

e Educate economic operators—especially SMEs, chambers of commerce, and investors—
about the existence, goals, and procedures of the Protocol.
o Establish support mechanisms for SMEs, providing legal assistance in identifying

potential disputes.
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e Align national legal frameworks with the DSP to ensure uniform application despite
different legal systems.
e Provide training for legal and trade personnel in Member States for effective

participation in the DSP.

Conclusion

The AfCFTA Protocol on Dispute Settlement is a major advancement for improving the
business climate in Africa. It provides a transparent, fair, and predictable legal framework
for resolving trade disputes, enhancing investor confidence, and facilitating trade between

Member States.

Although modeled on the WTO system, its adaptation to Africa’s socio-economic context
remains a challenge. Effective implementation will require strong political will, harmonized
national legislation, and awareness-raising among economic actors, especially SMEs. If
these challenges are addressed, the Protocol could become a key lever for successful African
economic integration, thereby promoting intra-African trade and sustainable continental

development.
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Elishammah Nyaba
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&
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&
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Founder & Executive Director

Introduction

The AfCFTA, a flagship project under the African Union Project 2063, is a trade agreement
among African states that seeks to progressively eliminate trade barriers in Intra-African trade.
The AfCFTA will represent a market of about 1.2 billion people, representing a combined GDP
of US$2.5 trillion (Tralac, 2018,). By establishing a single market, the AfCFTA will facilitate

the movement of people, goods, and capital across Africa, boosting economic growth and

development.

To support the objectives of the AfCFTA, some protocols have been established. One of such
protocols is the Protocol on Women and Youth in Trade. This protocol seeks to achieve the
objectives of the AfCFTA by promoting the inclusion and equality of women and youth in

trade, to achieve inclusive and sustainable economic development (AfCFTA, 2018) .

This is important as women and youth play a pivotal role in driving Africa’s economic growth,

contributing majorly to trade, agriculture, and entrepreneurship. Africa has one of the youngest

populations in the world, with more than 60% of the population under 25 (El Habti, 2022). This
trend is no different from Cameroon. About 59% of the working force is aged between 15 and

35 (World Bank, 2022). Also, women are highly involved in the economy, producing about

80% of food in the country, which contributes majorly to the GDP (Wenda et al., 2024).

To achieve its objectives, it is thus important for Cameroon to support and strengthen this
demography to push economic production and trade in a bid to promote inclusive economic

growth.
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I.  Overview of the AfCFTA Protocol on Women and Youth in Trade

To promote the inclusion of women and youth in trade, the protocol takes a dual approach: It
requires state parties to take specific guided action such as removing tariff and non-tariff trade
barriers. They must also support women and youth to secure their Intellectual Property Rights

(IPR) by setting up the requisite institutional and capacity-building mechanisms for them.

The second approach involves a more advisory approach, urging state parties to help develop

the productive and export capacities of women and youth (Economic Commission for Africa,

2024) The protocol also highlights major challenges faced by women and youth regarding
economic activity in Africa and puts forth some measures that can be taken to tackle these. One
challenge mentioned is access to finance, and state parties are urged to set up measures that
facilitate access to affordable financial products to support women and youth in engaging more

in trade.

Access to timely business information and business intelligence has the potential to promote
trade significantly. The protocol encourages signatories to promote access to trade information,
especially in rural areas, to promote more inclusion of women and youth in trade. They must

also ensure that such information is readily available and easy to understand (AfCFTA, 2018)

ii. Current Status of Women and Youth in Cameroon

In Cameroon, the labor market is predominantly informal, with almost 90% of the workforce

working in the informal sector (Botea & Del Bono, 2022). Also, about 70% of women in the

country are involved in the informal sector and are more likely to be self-employed compared

to men (Business in Cameroon, 2025). Youth are also heavily involved in the informal sector,

with about 87% of young people engaged in informal activities. These numbers show the

involvement of this demographic in production in Cameroon, driving trade in the country.

Key sectors dominated by women and youth include agriculture and SMEs. Women produce
about 80% of agricultural output in Cameroon and own about 40% of SMEs in the country

(Trendsnafrica, 2025). Youth are also leading entrepreneurship in the country through

agribusiness and SMEs. Young people are also driving growth and innovation in the digital
space, pioneering major digital innovations. Given that agriculture and SMEs constitute a
major part of economic production and GDP in the country, it is clear that women and youth

form a central part of the economy and thus need to be supported to the fullest extent.
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Despite their contributions to economic growth, this demographic still faces major challenges

that hinder their productive capacities and thus involvement in trade.

Limited access to finance and credit: Women and youth are underrepresented when it comes
to formal finance in Cameroon. Only about 37% of women and 42% of youth in the country

have accounts with formal financial institutions (Meungwe, 2025). This limits their access to

necessary financial instruments like credit and savings, hindering their involvement in
production and consequently trade. This challenge is even more pronounced in rural areas,

which also lack the digital infrastructure to access other forms of fintech solutions.

Lack of skills and digital literacy: Many youths and women, especially in rural areas, lack
the necessary basic digital literacy skills. A study from the World Bank indicates that 25% of
youth in Cameroon have never used the internet. Also, only about 12% of women in the country

possess basic digital literacy skills (Meungwe, 2025). This gap limits the productive capacities

of women and youth, hindering their involvement in trade. This is even more important to
tackle, given the AfCFTA’s drive to involve more digital innovations like e-contracts and
invoices to facilitate trade. Filling this literacy gap will help women and youth fully utilize the

digital innovations the AfCFTA proposes to foster and facilitate trade.

iii. Implications of the Protocol for Cameroon

The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) Protocol on Women and Youth in Trade
represents a strategic opportunity for Cameroon to strengthen the economic inclusion of these

key demographic groups. This protocol aims to eliminate structural barriers hindering the

participation of women and youth in intra-African trade by promoting gender equality and

inclusivity.

In Cameroon, women and youth constitute a significant portion of the workforce, particularly
in the informal sectors such as agriculture and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).
However, they face major challenges, including limited access to financing, low digital
literacy, and regulatory barriers. The AfCFTA Protocol proposes measures to address these
challenges, such as facilitating access to credit, strengthening digital skills, and simplifying

trade procedures (ODI, 2024).
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Cameroon’s adoption of this protocol could have several positive implications:

Improved market access: By eliminating tariff and non-tariff barriers, Cameroonian women
and youth entrepreneurs could gain easier access to regional markets, thereby boosting

economic growth.

Capacity building: The protocol encourages the implementation of training and skills
development programs, enabling women and youth to better understand trade regulations and
enhance their competitiveness. At CEPI, we train 1000 businesses, SMEs and women every
year to ensure that they have the skills and tools to effectively contribute to economic

development.

Financial inclusion: By promoting policies that facilitate access to finance, the protocol aims

to reduce financial barriers faced by entrepreneurs, especially women and youth.

Promotion of female and youth entrepreneurship: The protocol supports the creation of an
enabling environment for entrepreneurship, with a focus on sectors where women and youth

are already active, such as agriculture and digital services.

iv. Policy Recommendations

Capacity building and trade-related training should focus on teaching youths and women
export/import procedures, AfCFTA tools such as the African Trade Observatory and the Pan
African payment and Settlement System that enables them to make payments using local

currencies.

Policymakers should accelerate reforms that improve the business environment such as “stating
a business online”, declaring and paying taxes etc. Furthermore, loan guarantees should be
accessible to women and youths. Policy makers could mandate that at least 25-35% of loan
guarantees are used to finance women and youths that are traditionally excluded from the

financial system or face challenges exercising their property rights.

Women and youth innovators should be prioritized in upcoming budgets. For example, rather
than reduce import duties that have limited impacts on these groups that are mostly employed
in the financial sector. For start-ups led by youths and women, expenses such as laptops,

furniture above FCFA 100,000 should be tax-deductible.
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More importantly, it should be easy for entrepreneurs to reclaim these funds to encourage

investments in their staff and scaling their operations.

Governments should commit to verifiable skills and technology transfers with partners across
the world. Emphasis should be laid on technology to ensure that ICT sectors and related sectors
can become the anchor for economic transformation in Cameroon. Curriculums and vocational
training should ensue students complete more practical courses and projects to make them more

job-market ready.

Conclusion

The Protocol on Women and Youth in Trade under the AfCFTA framework offers a unique
and timely opportunity for Cameroon to harness the full potential of its most dynamic
demographic groups. Women and youth are not only essential contributors to the country's
economy, particularly in agriculture, trade, and innovation, but also key drivers of inclusive

and sustainable development.

However, their contributions remain under-optimized due to persistent challenges such as
limited access to finance, digital illiteracy, and weak institutional support. By fully
implementing the Protocol, Cameroon can address these barriers through targeted policy
actions, improved access to regional markets, and capacity-building initiatives tailored to the

realities of women and youth.

The Protocol thus provides a comprehensive framework to promote equitable trade
participation and unlock new pathways for economic transformation. Its implementation, if
supported by strong national commitment and collaboration with private and civil society
actors, could position Cameroon as a regional leader in inclusive trade. As the country deepens
its engagement with the AfCFTA, prioritizing the empowerment of women and youth in trade
will not only drive national development but also contribute to Africa’s broader goals of

integration, prosperity, and shared growth.

Cameroon Economic Policy Institute (CEPI) 43



Chapter 7: The AfCFTA Protocol on Intellectual Property Rights lays
the foundations for Innovation across Africa.

Hawaing Djamo
National Coordinator & Research Analyst
&
Mr. Dang Attouh
Research Fellow
&
Mr. Tchoupe Fossi
Research Analyst

Introduction

The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) aims to stimulate intra-African trade and

economic development. One of its eight (8) key instruments is the Protocol on Intellectual

Property Rights (IPR), which plays a crucial role in promoting innovation and protecting

African creations. This protocol harmonizes Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) regimes across
the continent to create a favorable environment for research, inventions and creative industries.
It is a strategic lever to encourage entrepreneurs, researchers and companies to invest in

innovation by guaranteeing their rights.

This chapter analyses the background and objectives of this protocol, its key provisions, its
potential impact on innovation, and the challenges and recommendations for its effective

implementation.

|.  Background and Objectives of the IPR Protocol
Aware of the important place of the protection of intellectual property rights, African states

have ratified numerous international conventions on the subject (UN, 2016). The institution of

a protocol on the subject is therefore in line with this desire to provide better protection for
African innovations. The adoption of this instrument follows several issues that required an
African approach. First of all, the Covid-19 crisis is a relevant event in Africans' awareness of
the need to protect their innovations. Indeed, this crisis revealed the African pharmaceutical

sector's total dependence on foreign products, particularly in the case of vaccines. Yet it had
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been noted that most of the vaccines produced abroad could have been produced on the

continent (UN, 2016). Apart from this aspect, the COVID-19 crisis also highlighted the benefits

of traditional African medicine, which enabled African populations to resist the consequences
of COVID relatively well.

We can also raise the issue of the redistribution of wealth from the exploitation of resources
originating in a given country. The Nagoya Protocol obliges States Parties to redistribute such

wealth equitably. In most cases, however, this redistribution is marginal or non-existent. The

growing awareness of African countries of the issues involved (particularly in the new

technologies sector) has led to the development of innovative solutions that deserve to be
protected.

With this in mind, the protocol aims to promote African innovation and creativity, to support
and promote creative and cultural industries, to support the needs and priorities of States Parties
in the field of public health, and to contribute to the promotion of science, industrialization,
services, investment, digital trade, technology and technology transfer, as well as regional

value chains.

ii. Content and Key Provisions of the Protocol
The AfCFTA Protocol on Intellectual Property Rights is a body of regulations that recognizes

intellectual property, protects intellectual property rights, and harmonizes them within the
African Common Market. It addresses all aspects of intellectual property and covers all
categories, including the protection of new plant varieties, geographical indications,
trademarks, copyright and related rights, patents, utility models, industrial designs, undisclosed
information, integrated circuit topographies, emerging technologies, traditional knowledge,
traditional cultural expressions and folklore, genetic resources, public health emergencies, and

local production of pharmaceutical products (Articles 1,2, 4, etc.).

The protection of copyright and related rights is entrusted to the AfCFTA States Parties (Article
11, paragraph 1), who shall ensure diligence by all necessary means (Article 10, paragraph 2);
to this end, they shall guarantee holders of intellectual property rights access to legal
mechanisms enabling them to enforce said rights (Article 25). They are bound to cooperate in
the field of intellectual property rights to support intra-African trade, the regional value chain,
industrialization and economic growth (article 22). In addition, they are required to adopt a
legal framework enabling disputes to be settled by negotiation, mediation, arbitration or other

alternative dispute resolution mechanisms (article 26, paragraph 3).
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In view of the normative frameworks relating to intellectual property which predate this
agreement, any conflicts, inconsistencies or differences which may arise from the application
of this agreement will be assessed in accordance with Article 19 of the AfCFTA agreement and
also in accordance with the AfCFTA Protocol on Rules and Procedures for the Settlement of

Disputes (Article 36 and Article 37).

iii. How can this Protocol foster Innovation in Africa?
The IPR Protocol creates an attractive legal framework for inventors, entrepreneurs and

researchers. It guarantees effective protection of creations and inventions, which can encourage

economic players to invest more in research and development.

Some innovative companies and start-ups that could greatly benefit from this Protocol:

e Agus Drone : Founded by Cameroonian William Elong, this start-up specializes in the
manufacture of drones for civil and military use.

e Mara Phones: Based in Rwanda, Mara Phones is the first African company to produce

smartphones entirely manufactured on the continent.

e Africa's Gott Talent: This pan-African platform for streaming cultural and artistic content
aims to promote African talent.
e AFATEX: This Cameroonian SME exports products such as safous, dried pineapple and

ginger. In October 2022, AFATEX received one of the first certificates of origin issued by

Cameroon customs under the FTAA zone, facilitating its access to African markets.

e African start-ups in the agro-industrial, automotive, pharmaceutical, transport and logistics

sectors: the United Bank for Africa (UBA) banking group signed an agreement with the
ZLECAF Secretariat to offer CFAF 3.600 billion in financing to SMEs operating in these

sectors.

Patent and trademark protection via the AfCFTA Protocol would help companies preserve their
innovations and strengthen their competitiveness against international giants. These startups
and local companies can develop without fear of counterfeiting or spoliation of their ideas.
Sectors traditionally dominated by Western and Asian technology powers could benefit from

increased protection under the protocol.

The protocol recognizes the importance of African traditional knowledge and genetic

resources. It offers legal protection to these elements, and this can prevent their illegitimate
exploitation by foreign entities and ensure that local communities benefit from the economic

spin-offs of their use. By way of illustration, the global cosmetics industry is increasingly using
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African plant extracts in their products. Thanks to the protocol, the communities holding this

knowledge can obtain a fair share of the profits generated. The protocol strengthens
partnerships and cooperation between universities, research centers and the private sector,

facilitating technology transfer and the development of innovative solutions.
iv. Challenges in Implementing the Protocol
The adoption of the FTAA Protocol on Intellectual Property Rights marked a major turning

point in the promotion and protection of African innovation. However, this instrument still

faces a number of difficulties that hamper its effectiveness and efficiency.

In this respect, we can mention the problem of the coherence and coexistence of African

institutions and legislation for the protection of intellectual property rights (Fokam, 2021). We

mentioned earlier that African states have set up several means of protecting intellectual

property (Oriakhogba, 2019). However, with the entry into force of the Protocol, a sort of

conflict of jurisdiction could arise between the different instruments.

By way of illustration, we note the existence of a sub-regional legislative arsenal in Africa
within the OAPI framework. But also, the existence of several intellectual property protection
instruments within the framework of regional economic communities or non-OAPI member

states (UN, 2016). We can also highlight the difficulties associated with strengthening the

capacities of member states in implementing the provisions of the protocol. All the more so as,

most often, African states lack the resources to ensure the protection of innovation.

Another major challenge is the lack of resources and expertise to effectively implement the

Protocol's provisions, as well as the problem of monitoring and evaluating the Protocol's

implementation.

V. Policy Recommendations
¢ Eliminate differential treatment: Ensure harmonization of intellectual property regimes

between AfCFTA member states to avoid disparities with countries outside Africa due to
international treaties.

¢ Build on existing regional organizations: Strengthen and use existing intellectual
property systems, notably ARIPO and OAPI, to streamline policies across the continent.

e Streamlining policies on the exhaustion of rights: Standardize rules on the exhaustion of

intellectual property rights to foster the creation of a single continent-wide market.
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e Promotion of geographical indications (GIs): Encourage the recognition and protection
of GIs to promote local products and strengthen the economic development of rural
communities.

e Protection of traditional knowledge and genetic resources: Implement measures to
protect and commercialize traditional knowledge, plant varieties and the cultural
expressions of African communities.

e Setting harmonized minimum standards: Develop common protection standards to
secure intellectual property rights and promote economic opportunities linked to innovation
and traditional knowledge.

e Adoption of defensive protection: Give local communities control over the commercial
use of their traditional knowledge to ensure that they benefit from its exploitation.

¢ Creating an incentive framework for MSMEs: Ensure that the protocol facilitates access
to intellectual property protection for micro, small and medium-sized enterprises to

encourage their growth.

Conclusion

The AfCFTA Protocol on Intellectual Property Rights is designed to reassure authors and
creators of works, whatever their category or sector of activity. The aim is to guarantee them
protection with regard to the exploitation of their works in a continental context of free
movement of people, but also and above all free movement of goods and means of providing

services.

It is important to take great care to ensure that the implementation of the FTAA does not give
rise to any undesired perverse effects which, through their negative impact on producers'
forecasts and expectations, would destroy the motivation for research and innovation. Indeed,
it must be emphasized that all intellectual production entails various and varied costs, which

are borne in the expectation of a quid pro quo that must imperatively be protected.

Effective protection of intellectual property rights will not only encourage the emergence of
talent and the development of local innovations, but will also contribute to more egalitarian
and sustainable economic development. It will enable players of all sizes - including SMEs and

creators from rural areas - to profit from their creations in an integrated market.
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