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ABSTRACT 

The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) represents a landmark initiative aimed at fostering 

regional economic integration across Africa. This paper examines the prospects and growth potential of 

the Nigerian economy within the framework of AfCFTA, contextualizing its implementation, challenges, 

and opportunities. Nigeria, Africa's largest economy, ratified the agreement in 2019, positioning itself 

strategically to benefit from enhanced intra-African trade, industrialization, and economic diversification. 

The study employs the theory of free trade, which posits that unrestricted exchange of goods and services 

promotes efficiency, specialization, and overall economic welfare. Utilizing secondary qualitative data, 

the research critically reviews existing literature, trade statistics, and policy reports to evaluate Nigeria's 

performance under AfCFTA. Findings indicate that while Nigeria has made progress, evidenced by a 

significant increase in intra-African trade from US$8.1 billion in 2023 to over US$18.4 billion in 2024 

(Vanguard, 2025), structural constraints persist. Challenges include inadequate infrastructure, non-tariff 

barriers, regulatory inefficiencies, and information asymmetries that limit the country's full participation 

in the continental market. Trade remains heavily concentrated in petroleum exports, with limited 

diversification into non-oil commodities, while imports are dominated by chemical fertilizers, 

manufactured goods, and food items. The paper concludes that the AfCFTA presents transformative 

opportunities for Nigeria to strengthen its regional economic position, enhance competitiveness, and 

stimulate industrial and employment growth. To fully realize these prospects, it recommends targeted 

policy interventions, infrastructure development, institutional strengthening, and systematic reduction of 

non-tariff barriers. Strategic engagement with both continental frameworks and domestic reforms is 

essential for Nigeria to leverage the AfCFTA effectively, achieve sustainable economic growth, and 

consolidate its role as a pivotal actor in Africa's economic integration. 

Keywords: African Continental Free Trade Area, economic and monetary integration 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In June 2015, Egypt ratified the Tripartite Free Trade Area (TFTA) Agreement, marking a significant 

indication of Africa's commitment to regional economic integration. The agreement encompasses 26 

nations, collectively comprising a population of 720 million and a GDP of US$1.3 trillion (Juma & 

Mangeni, 2018:3). For numerous years, African Heads of Government have articulated a goal for a 

singular, cohesive African market devoid of trade constraints for goods and services. They sought a 

singular market akin to the European Union's integrated market. Following numerous unsuccessful 

endeavors stemming from conflicting economic and political interests, African leaders at the 18th 

ordinary session of the African Union's Assembly of Heads of State and Government in Addis Ababa, 

Ethiopia, in January 2012, ultimately resolved to establish a Continental Free Trade Area (CFTA), with a 

provisional commencement date of 2017.  
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The AfCFTA, when implemented fully, is intended to become the largest free trade area globally, 

involving around 55 nations. The implementation is expected to enhance the continent's long-term 

growth, elevate aggregate income, diminish severe poverty, augment manufactured exports, and improve 

employment rates and incomes for both skilled and unskilled laborers (World Bank, 2020).  

The World Bank asserts that the implementation of the AfCFTA will alleviate the adverse economic 

effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. The African Union (AU) anticipates a 60 percent rise in intra-African 

trade by 2022. Fofack et al. (2021) presented empirical evidence indicating that the AfCFTA may enhance 

intra-African trade by 24.0% in the near term and 25.3% in the long term. Expected advantages of 

implementing the AfCFTA, as noted by NOTN (2018), UNCTAD (2019), and Songwe (2019), encompass 

self-sufficient collaboration among member states, increased intra-African trade, economic 

diversification, export diversification, export sophistication, industrialization, sustainable development, 

augmented investment and innovation, enhanced competitiveness of the manufacturing sector, improved 

food security, and structural transformation. Kimenyi et al. (2016) assert that enhancing intra-African 

trade could bolster industrial competitiveness via economies of scale, eliminate less efficient producers, 

augment the appeal of African nations for foreign direct investment (FDI), promote technology and 

knowledge transfers, and stimulate infrastructural development, all of which are crucial for accelerated 

economic growth.  

It is against this background that this paper looks at the African continental free Trade Agreement 

(AfCFTA) and the economic prospect and growth of Nigeria. 

Purpose of the Study 

The objective of the study is to examine the prospects and growth potentials of the Nigerian economy 

based on the implementation and involvement in the African continental free Trade Agreement 

(AfCFTA). 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The study relies on secondary qualitative sources of data. The secondary sources of data requires that 

existing studies on similar subject matter be reviewed and the inter-subjectivity of ideas is developed and 

elaborated for better comprehension. This study reviewed existing literatures on the AfCFTA and drawn 

from academic databases. The inclusion criteria were basically based on the studies that specifically 

discussed the AfCFTA and economic potentials of Nigeria. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

The study employs the theory of free trade as its theoretical framework to analyze the work. Free trade 

refers to the unimpeded exchange of commodities and services across national borders (Longley 2018:2). 

Conventional theory, encompassing both classical and neo-classical perspectives, posits that free trade in 

goods among various regions invariably benefits each trading nation, thus representing the optimal 

arrangement for the welfare of the global trading community as well as for individual regions (Kaldor, 

1980:87). The theoretical justification for free trade is grounded in Adam Smith’s assertion that the 

division of labor among nations fosters specialization, enhances efficiency, and increases overall 

production. Since the mid-20th century, nations have progressively diminished tariff barriers, currency 

restrictions, and other impediments that may obstruct the efficient exchange of goods and services. 

Classical Political Economy and Neo-classical theory advocate for free trade. It asserts that free trade is 

beneficial as it enables countries to specialize in production that necessitates relatively fewer factor inputs 

(Exploring – Economics Team, 2016:1). Notable proponents of free trade theory include David Ricardo, 

Adam Smith, David Hume (1971), John Maynard Keynes (1936), Paul Krugman (1987), Mancur Olson 

(1982), and Robert Mundell (1991), among others. The connection between the theory and the study is 

that Nigeria and other African Union member states necessitate free trade, the unrestricted movement of 

goods and services, and an open market among African nations. The AFCFTA will serve as a venue to 

enhance economic and monetary integration with Nigeria and other nations. Nonetheless, it possesses 

inherent shortcomings, such as the criticism of free trade agreements as mechanisms that undermine local 

or national environmental protection laws. Additionally, states may enhance their green economies not by 
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modifying production and consumption patterns, but by outsourcing environmentally detrimental 

production to other regions and subsequently importing goods whose production generates waste. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Nigeria and the AfCFTA; Assessing the progress so far 

Nigeria ratified the Agreement to join the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) on July 7, 2019. 

Before this period, Nigeria's economy experienced sluggish development, especially from 2015 to 2019. 

The sluggish growth was mostly attributable to the decline in crude oil prices from 2014 to 2016, 

alongside a reduction in the nation's oil production and many structural economic impediments. The 

yearly real GDP growth rate, which averaged 7.0 percent from 2000 to 2014, plummeted to 2.7 percent in 

2015. The nation entered a slump the subsequent year, registering a growth rate of -1.6 percent. It 

increased to 0.8 percent in 2017, escalated to 1.9 percent in 2018, and subsequently reached 2.2 percent in 

2019 (Tralac, 2018; World Bank, 2022). 

In July 2025, the Federal Government of Nigeria announced the completion of its inaugural 5-Year 

Implementation Assessment of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), pursuant to Article 28 

of the Agreement. The evaluation revealed substantial prospects for expedited advancement via improved 

coordination, capacity development, and more business sector involvement. The results aim to direct the 

AfCFTA Country Coordinating Committee (CCC) work programme, define institutional performance 

standards, and enhance Nigeria’s national implementation strategy. This is anticipated to propel changes, 

guarantee accountability, and realize the complete advantages of AfCFTA for Nigeria's sustainable 

development. 

The nation's intra-African commerce has been comparatively low relative to trade with nations beyond 

the continent. In 2017 and 2018, Nigeria's imports from African nations constituted 4.0 percent and 3.3 

percent of overall imports, while exports to African nations represented 12.0 percent and 13.2 percent of 

total exports during the same time. In 2017, Nigeria's exports to the African region predominantly 

consisted of petroleum oil, which constituted approximately 83.0 percent of its total exports to countries 

on the continent. Her principal imports comprised chemical fertilizers, petroleum (excluding crude oil), 

propylene polymers, and frozen seafood. South Africa is the country's principal trading partner for exports 

and imports on the continent (Tralac, 2018). The AfCFTA aims to enhance intra-African trade, anticipated 

to improve macroeconomic circumstances such as economic growth, job creation, investment, and 

poverty alleviation in Nigeria and other nations on the continent.  

Nigeria, akin to other nations, was profoundly impacted by the coronavirus epidemic (OECD, 2020). The 

lockdown implemented throughout much of 2020 to mitigate the transmission of the lethal virus 

adversely impacted enterprises, particularly the manufacturing industry. Challenges in obtaining raw 

materials and accessing both new and old markets for finished goods impeded production and forced West 

African countries to explore alternate options, resulting in significant losses for manufacturers and 

investors. There was concern that the government lacked adequate medical infrastructure to manage the 

situation at its borders, including insufficient test kits, ventilators, protective gloves and gowns, 

facemasks, and facilities suited to accommodate suspected or confirmed cases. Nigeria ratified the 

AfCFTA Agreement in December 2020 but closed its land borders, specifically at Idiroko in Ogun State, 

Jibiya in Katsina State, Kambai in Kebbi State, and Ikom in Akwa Ibom State, for the entirety of 2021. 

These borders were reopened on April 22, 2022, following a directive from former President 

Mohammadu Buhari, who posited that the AfCFTA could enable Africa to double its intra-African trade 

by 2030, diminish reliance on imports, and consequently enhance job creation across the continent. The 

closure at that era negatively impacted Nigeria's import-export activities with other African nations and 

failed to resolve the issues that had prompted the closure, including the prevention of smuggling, 

particularly of rice into the country. According to the AfCFTA Agreement, there must be unrestricted 

movement of individuals, the freedom to reside, and the right to establish oneself, enabling African 

citizens to travel and work across Africa without limitations. Regrettably, the absence of a formal 

agreement hinders the movement of individuals and products among the participant states, especially 

affecting Nigerians (The Guardian, 2022: January 13). Moreover, it has been noted that the Federal 
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Government of Nigeria has not demonstrated adequate political will for the complete implementation of 

the AfCFTA. Notwithstanding the AfCFTA agreement, Nigeria's trade with other African nations 

diminished. Nigeria's trade balance with the continent decreased by 33.8%, from Naira 2.8 trillion in 2019 

to Naira 1.86 trillion in 2021. The decrease is evident in the proportion of Nigeria's trade with Africa 

relative to global commerce, which fell from 13.91% in 2019 to 7.45% in 2021. Private sector operators 

attributed the deterioration of Nigeria’s trade balance with Africa to supply chain disruptions and a 

shortage of foreign exchange necessary for importing essential production inputs, resulting in elevated 

production costs and rendering the country's exports uncompetitive.  

Moreover, Nigeria engages in trade with Asia and Europe more than any other nation. Data from the 

World’s Top Exporters (Workman, 2022) indicates that Nigeria shipped items valued at US$47.6 billion 

globally in 2021. The figure indicates a 16% rise since 2017 and a 42.6% advancement from 2020 to 

2021. Nigeria's principal commercial partners include India, Spain, and France, which collectively 

accounted for nearly one-third (34.5%) of all Nigerian exports in 2021, measured in dollars. Overall, 

39.8% of Nigeria's exports by value were sent to European nations, whereas 34% were sold to Asian 

buyers. Significant trading partners comprise the Netherlands at $2.9 billion [6%] in imports, Canada at 

$2.2 billion [4.5%], the United States at $2 billion [4.4%], Italy at $1.91 billion [4%], Indonesia at $1.87 

billion [3.9%], and China at $1.86 billion [3.9%]. Regrettably, trade with African nations remains 

minimal, except for Côte d'Ivoire, whose imports reached $1.3 billion [2.8%] (Workman, 2022). 

Negotiations about the Rules of Origin (RoO), essential for enhancing domestic production, are 

approximately 87.65% finalized, with the outstanding 10% pertaining to textiles and 2% to autos. The 

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) emphasized that the complete 

elimination of tariffs under the AfCFTA could enhance the gross domestic product (GDP) of each African 

nation by 3%, and furthermore, a well-defined regime of rules of origin (RoO) could significantly 

influence intra-African trade (UNCTAD, 2022).  

Despite the aforementioned hurdles, Nigeria is progressing towards the implementation of the AfCFTA 

within its borders. During a Presidential Policy Dialogue convened by the Lagos State Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry [LCCI] (Ekanem, 2020), Vice President Prof. Yemi Osinbajo affirmed that a 

degree of progress had been achieved. The National Action Committee on AfCFTA has been established 

to oversee the implementation process. The Committee has formulated a national implementation strategy 

with specific interventions to advance the mission and strategic objectives of AfCFTA.  

From 2023 to 2025, Nigeria's economic interactions with other African nations under the AfCFTA 

framework shown substantial advancement, evidenced by a marked increase in intra-African trade. Data 

from Afreximbank and national trade records indicate that Nigeria's trade with African partners rose from 

approximately US$8.1 billion in 2023 to over US$18.4 billion in 2024, reflecting a rise of over 120% 

(Vanguard, 2025). Intra-African commerce increased from ₦985.17 billion in the second quarter of 2023 

to ₦2.91 trillion in the same quarter of 2024, representing an almost 195% rise (Vanguard, 2024). By 

2024, Africa surpassed Europe and Asia as Nigeria's primary export destination, with shipments to the 

continent amounting to ₦8.74 trillion, representing around 15% of overall exports (Nairametrics, 2025). 

In late 2024, petroleum products constituted over 80% of exports to Africa, while there was a little 

increase in non-oil commodities, including agricultural products and manufactured goods (African 

Newspage, 2025).  

Notwithstanding these advancements, Nigeria's performance under AfCFTA continues to reveal structural 

constraints. Intra-African commerce was approximately 9% of Nigeria's total international trade in 2024, 

indicating that the nation has not completely capitalized on the potential of the continental market 

(Vanguard, 2024). In 2023, Nigeria was recognized as the fourth largest intra-African trading nation, 

following South Africa, Côte d’Ivoire, and Egypt (Voice of Naija, 2024); nonetheless, its trade profile 

continues to be predominantly focused on oil exports and restricted collaborations with a select number of 

African nations. Obstacles such as inadequate infrastructure, non-tariff obstacles, and insufficient 

diversification persist in hindering further integration and competitiveness. Consequently, although the 

increase in trade values signifies that AfCFTA is commencing to transform Nigeria's regional economic 

linkages, the overall scenario implies a transitional phase: Nigeria is solidifying its status as a significant 
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commercial center in West Africa; yet, its economic interactions under the AfCFTA are not fully 

maximized, necessitating structural reforms and investment in non-oil industries to realize sustained 

advantages. 

Harnessing the Potentials of AfCFTA for the Nigerian Economy; Assessing the Challenges 

Nigeria, as the continent's largest economy, plays a crucial role in AfCFTA, essential for both its own 

growth and the initiative's overall success. Nonetheless, despite its prospective advantages, Nigeria 

encounters considerable obstacles in effectively leveraging AfCFTA. The country's capacity to fully use 

the benefits of the free trade agreement is jeopardized by infrastructural deficiencies, regulatory 

impediments, and insufficient trade facilitation measures, necessitating immediate reforms (Egole, 2024). 

Infrastructural Challenges 

A significant obstacle to Nigeria's effective engagement in AfCFTA is its inadequate infrastructure, 

especially in critical areas like transportation, logistics, and energy. The World Bank reports that Nigeria 

is ranked 168th out of 190 nations in terms of ease of cross-border trade, highlighting the significant 

challenges businesses encounter in the efficient movement of products and services throughout the nation 

(Egole, 2024). Nigeria's transportation networks are disjointed, and insufficient road, rail, and port 

infrastructure lead to delays and elevated business expenses. A 2020 report by the Nigerian Ports 

Authority indicates that over 50 percent of containers in the country encounter considerable delays owing 

to logistical bottlenecks. The deficiency of contemporary, well-maintained transportation infrastructure 

not only escalates trade costs domestically but also constrains connectivity to other African markets 

(Egole, 2024). Intra-regional trade under the AfCFTA necessitates seamless and effective cross-border 

transportation connections; however, Nigeria's rail and road infrastructure is predominantly inadequate. 

These shortcomings are exacerbated by the elevated prices of electricity, another essential factor for trade 

facilitation. Absent immediate improvements in these domains, Nigeria jeopardizes the opportunity to 

capitalize on the advantages of AfCFTA while other African nations enhance their infrastructure.  

The constraints of physical infrastructure exacerbate Africa's commercial issues. Inadequate 

transportation infrastructure, restricted rail connectivity, and suboptimal port operations elevate logistics 

expenses to 40-60% of total product costs, in contrast to merely 6-8% in developed markets, with 

Nigerian enterprises frequently incurring higher expenditures on transportation and border delays than on 

manufacturing processes (Okeke & Okundaye, 2025). 

Non-Tariff Barriers in Africa 

Non-tariff barriers in Africa present a diverse assortment of legislative, administrative, and physical 

impediments that collectively hinder cross-border trade. Administrative obstacles encompass onerous 

documentation mandates, where a single transaction may necessitate the submission of over 40 distinct 

documents to several governmental entities, with paper-based procedures susceptible to delays and 

corruption. Regulatory fragmentation exacerbates these issues, as items compliant with standards in one 

nation necessitate costly re-testing to access adjacent markets, with testing expenses frequently surpassing 

5% of the product's worth. The regulatory challenges are intensified by technical barriers, including 

varying labeling requirements and inconsistent inspection protocols at border crossings, resulting in 

unpredictable delays that disproportionately affect small and medium enterprises with limited resources to 

manage multiple compliance frameworks (Okeke & Okundaye, 2025).  

Notwithstanding the extensive framework created by the AfCFTA, the execution of non-tariff barrier 

reduction initiatives encounters considerable obstacles. Institutional capacity limitations present a 

significant barrier, since numerous member states, including Nigeria, lack the necessary technical skills, 

financial resources, and strong institutional structures to implement intricate regulatory reforms and trade 

facilitation efforts. These deficiencies impede their capacity to successfully convert AfCFTA 

commitments into tangible, real-world modifications that would advantage merchants (Okeke & 

Okundaye, 2025). 

Information Challenges 

Simultaneously, information asymmetries hinder traders from obtaining dependable data regarding market 

entry prerequisites, while linguistic variety among Anglophone, Francophone, Lusophone, and 

Arabophone regions exacerbates communication difficulties. The amalgamation of these barriers results 
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in a disjointed continental market, wherein intra-African trade constitutes roughly 15% of the continent's 

overall trade, in stark contrast to intra-regional trade rates of 67% in Europe and 61% in Asia, thereby 

highlighting the significant unexploited potential that the AfCFTA seeks to harness by prioritizing the 

eradication of non-tariff barriers (Okeke & Okundaye, 2025). 

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The AFCFTA gives a significant potential for Nigeria and, by extension, African nations to enhance intra-

African trade diversification, so structurally transforming the continent's economy and advancing crucial 

human rights and anti-poverty objectives. It signifies a pathway for Nigeria and African member states to 

collaborate for reciprocal advantages and development. Nigeria would exhibit robust leadership in the 

execution of AFCFTA, as it has for prior continental undertakings. An analysis of Nigeria's political 

economy dynamics can elucidate the interests, incentives, and agency involved, offering a clearer 

perspective on the potential for maneuvering over AFCFTA implementation in these situations.  

To fully leverage the potential of the AfCFTA for the advancement of the Nigerian economy, the 

following measures are proposed: 

i. To ensure the agreement's efficacy, the AU must endeavor to effectively implement other critical 

initiatives outlined in the blueprint, such as the Single African Air Transport Market to 

enhance connectivity between Nigeria and other African cities, as well as address African 

passport issues to eliminate visa restrictions.  

ii. Nigeria must formulate tailored policies that tackle both continental obstacles and nation-specific 

limitations. The subsequent strategic priorities provide a framework for Nigeria to address 

these difficulties and convert challenges into opportunities for economic diversification and 

growth.  

iii. To enable Nigeria to fully leverage the prospects afforded by the AfCFTA, a systematic 

methodology for the eradication of non-tariff obstacles is needed. This strategy should 

commence with the fortification of institutional structures by establishing a specialized 

national committee on non-tariff barriers, inclusive of both public and commercial parties. 

This group will oversee, document, and address trade impediments impacting Nigerian 

enterprises, while formulating a prioritized action plan to eradicate the most detrimental 

obstacles. Collaboration with the AfCFTA Secretariat would guarantee the effective 

representation of Nigeria's interests at the continental level and facilitate the resolution of 

cross-border issues that cannot be addressed unilaterally.  
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