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1. INTRODUCTION

Africa Business Day 2021, organized by the
Swiss-African Business Circle, took place on 25th June. 
Following the success of last year’s online event in 
closing geographical gaps and continued restrictions 
around COVID-19, this year's Africa Business Day was 
held completely online.

The African Export-Import Bank (Afreximbank) hosted 
the event under the patronage of the State Secretariat 
for Economic Affairs (SECO). Nearly 300 participants 
attended from 27 countries including company 
representatives, African Ambassadors based 
in Switzerland, Swiss Ambassadors based in African 
countries as well as representatives of Swiss and African 
institutions.

This year, Africa Business Day focused on value chains 
on the African continent examining what African 
regional integration means and how regional value 
chains (RVCs) can be strengthened. 

Some of the questions addressed at the event included: 
- What does the strengthening of RVCs mean for companies

with a pan-African approach?
- What role are Swiss companies playing as the African

continent consolidates its position on the world stage?
- What developments need to be followed to make

successful business decisions?

2. OVERVIEW

African participation in global value chains (GVCs) 
has primarily been limited to the export of raw 
materials.  As a result, the African continent has not 
been able to benefit from its participation 
in international trade compared with other regions 
– a key figure illustrating this is that while the
African region is home to about
17% of the world’s population, it only accounts for
2.5% of global trade.

During this year’s Africa Business Day, the development 
of RVCs was highlighted as an important aspect 
for increasing economic prosperity on the African 
continent. By strengthening RVCs, more finished 
and semi-finished goods can be produced within African 
markets, further developing intra-African trade and 
ultimately having a positive side-effect for Africa’s 
contribution of value-add products to GVCs.  

Several themes were explored during the day including 
the role of regional integration in strengthening RVCs 
and enhancing African markets’ competitiveness, how 
Swiss companies contribute to RVCs and how they can 
continue to do so in view of the AfCFTA, what role 
localization plays in RVCs, the way in which RVCs 
stimulate economic growth and job creation, 
as well as the importance of skills 
and knowledge transfer. 

“Global value chains and regional 
value chains interact in a symbiotic 
and mutually reinforcing way. They 
have led to the expansion of global 
trade and catalyzed structural trans-
formation in developing countries, 
drawing people into more productive 
manufacturing and services.”

Dr. Hippolyte Fofack, 
Chief Economist and Director - 
Research and International Cooperation, 
African Export Import Bank (Afreximbank)



3. KEY TRENDS SHAPING THE

DEVELOPMENT OF RVCs IN AFRICA

Speakers highlighted several key trends that are driving RVCs on the African 
continent and therefore shaping the operating environment for companies 
in the region. Two main drivers of these trends include: a political drive on the 
African continent toward regional integration and the COVID-19 pandemic 
which, due to the associated supply chain shocks, has highlighted the 
importance of RVCs and nearshoring production capabilities. 

3.1. RVCs and the potential of the African Free 
Trade Agreement (AfCFTA)

Speakers shared their optimism regarding the African Free Trade Agreement (AfCFTA) 
which aims to create one continental market. Through its protocols and activities, the 
AfCFTA is projected to boost intra-African trade by between 40-70% by 2045.

The AfCFTA was also emphasized as an opportunity for RVC development in the 
following ways:

• The Rules of Origin, which govern the application of tariffs (or removal thereof), create
incentives for locally manufactured value added goods and finished products.

• Harmonized rules governing the continental market will facilitate trade and doing
business in African countries, both for African and international companies.

• Increasing regional trade would bring about structural transformation through export
diversification.

• The dismantling of internal trade barriers will result in a larger and more attractive
market for businesses and their products as well as services, while providing greater
choice and lower prices for consumers.

• Facilitating the movement of people and goods on the continent, including labor
market mobility, will increase the ease of doing business.

• Investment in infrastructure will be strengthened. Investments in energy, transport,
logistics, warehousing, and other infrastructure are essential to the implementation of
the AfCFTA.

• The protocols of the AfCFTA are designed to promote competitiveness
and innovation.



3.2. Localization

A key aspect of building RVCs discussed by speakers during the ABD21 was 
localization. There are three main angles to the localization of companies that 
were raised:

• Regulatory environment: The local content laws of a given country can govern how
much of a company needs to be locally owned, the proportion of local employees
and to what extent a product and its components need to be manufactured locally.
The applicable local content laws depend on country, although the AfCFTA will
harmonize certain aspects (e.g. Rules of Origin).

• Market driven localization: Some of the business cases highlighted by speakers
showed that the market is also a driver of localization. For instance, a B2B company
may build manufacturing capacity in a specific country due to demand from a client
company for a certain product.

• Skills training: An essential part of localization includes training local talent
and building up a local workforce.

“Local content
is all about 
local integration.”

Yoann Petit, 
Director Africa, 
IOTA Group

3.3. Special Economic 
Zones and the power 
of Regional Value 
Chain clusters

Special Economic Zones (SEZs) have 
become increasingly important 
in establishing clusters that accelerate industrialization by bringing together a mix of 
international and African stakeholders (e.g.  private and public sectors, investors, 
financial institutions, experts and partners). 

SEZs have significant potential to drive economic growth, foster trade integration and 
enhance competitiveness, promote industrial investment, as well as job creation. 

The following points were highlighted around the importance of SEZs in the 
development of RVCs:

• SEZs help countries create attractive conditions for foreign direct investment.

• By increasing the attractiveness for businesses to set up local manufacturing, SEZs
can contribute to the diversification of exports from African markets.

• SEZs lead to the development and maintenance of infrastructure, which are critical
to value chains e.g. power, warehousing, road infrastructure, and ports.

• Ultimately, by playing a critical role in enhancing Africa’s industrial performance, SEZs
can help to move African markets up the global value chain hierarchy by leading the
shift from simple to more complex activities.

• Companies setting up within SEZs has a large potential for job creation.



Key Figures: SEZs in African markets

47 of the 54 African countries have established SEZs.

There are 203 operational SEZs and 73 are in the pipeline.

Regional distribution of SEZs:  27% in North Africa; 
27% in Western Africa; 26% in Eastern Africa; 
14% in Southern Africa and 5% in Central Africa.

More than 146 000 hectares of land are currently dedicated to SEZs. 

Over 50% of the SEZs in West Africa are dedicated to agro-processing. 

Largest number of SEZs are in Nigeria and Morocco.

60 million jobs have been created in the last 5 years through SEZs. 

“Special Economic Zones have 
given a significant boost in terms 
of attracting Foreign Direct 
Investment, creating attractive 
investment conditions and job 
creation.”

Ahmed Bennis, Secretary General, 
African Economic Zones Organization 
(AEZO)

“Morocco has put into place 
dedicated sectorial strategies 
as well as the infrastructure to 
attract companies. The workforce 
is also being trained to take on 
roles within those companies.”

Abdelmajid Raoui, 
Managing Director, 
Valtronic Morocco 



3.4. Building regional Centers of Excellence 

Regional Centers of Excellence can strengthen value chains and transformation within 
a given sector by facilitating knowledge and technology transfer, increase the local 
offering of specialist skills training and provide a base for conducting local 
Research & Development. 

The following contribution of Centers of Excellence to the strengthening of RVCs 
in Africa were raised:

• Centers of Excellence can help to establish RVCs by introducing a bundle of services
and research capabilities.

• The establishment of Centers of Excellence can have a spillover effect within
a specific industry, creating demand for certain products, services, and equipment.

• The need for specialist skills within Centers of Excellence leads to job creation
in specialist areas.

• Regional Centers of Excellence create a base for Research & Development activities
that help to identify the needs of local consumers and therefore lead
to the development of products and services tailored to the region.

“Africa needs to be more 
intentional about building 
regional Centers of Excellence 
(CoEs) with a patient-focused 
approach, providing access 
to high quality healthcare and 
a wide array of treatment 
options. This is critical because 
Sub-Saharan Africa shoulders 
25% of the global disease 
burden and such CoEs can help 
propel healthcare forward in a 
sustainable and significant way.”

Emmanuel Akpakwu, 
Chief Commercial Officer SSA, 
Sub-Saharan Africa,
Novartis

“The solution to improving the 
healthcare sector in Africa is 
getting all the critical players – 
governments, donors, financial 
institutions and investors – to 
collaborate in leveraging the 
limited available resources in the 
public and private healthcare 
sector(s) and integrating them 
effectively to create robust health 
systems.”

Richard Wairegi, 
Manager – Export Development 
Finance, African Export-Import Bank 
(Afreximbank)



4. MOVING TOWARD VALUE-ADDED

PRODUCTS IN AFRICAN RVCs

Speakers highlighted several ways that companies can add value within African RVCs 
including tangible and intangible value-add:

• A company can act as the primary source of value-add to a value chain by providing 
a finished product or the main component for the good. It can also act as a secondary 
source by providing the technology for the completion of a product or a secondary 
component thereof.

• Companies can also add value in intangible ways. For instance, introducing 
sustainability into production and logistical processes adds value to the overall value 
chain and not only to a specific product.

• Nearshoring manufacturing capabilities so that they are closer to the markets is one 
way in which international companies work toward developing and strengthening 
RVCs.

• Companies need to be agile and respond to changes in their operating environment, 
as well as to customer needs to strengthen RVCs.

• Quality is an important factor in local as well as international companies’ contribution 
to RVCs and GVCs. This applies to both the finished product, as well as to the sourcing 
of the required technologies and secondary components/raw materials.

• Fully integrated ecosystems need to grow within sectors and around product offerings 
to enhance RVCs.

“From a Swiss perspective we can 
add value into the African market 
by making sure that our products 
are developed with sustainability 
and innovation at the core of our 
business and that this ethos 
trickles down our entire 
distribution value chain.”

Nicol Meyer, 
Head of Country, 
Clariant Southern Africa

“We had to find a network 
of people locally in Egypt to be 
able to start cultivating the 
highest standard of cotton.”

Benjamin Fuchs, 
CEO, alba Group



Case Studies:

SICPA: Strengthening national and regional value chains 
in Africa 

Tech platform helps governments combat illicit trade and improve tax compliance.

Since 2004, administrations in 17 countries have adopted SICPATRACE®, a sophisticated 
technology platform offering a flexible and modular traceability and monitoring system 
designed to reduce illicit trade, increase customs and duty revenues, and bolster local and 
regional value chains.

SICPA partnered with Morocco’s Customs & Indirect Tax Administration (ADII) in 
2011 to implement a customized product tracking system for locally manufactured and imported 
tobacco, alcohol, wine, beer, soft-drinks, and bottled water. Today SICPATRACE® monitors over 
3.4 billion excisable products in Morocco annually, managed by a local office employing 150 staff. 
The solution provides real-time information on products monitored and the ability to cross-check 
declared goods against the actual production of each manufacturer. Fiscal compliance for 
tobacco products increased by 20% following implementation, resulting in a significant increase 
in revenue for the ADII. 

A partnership with the Uganda Revenue Authority running since 2018 for excisable products like 
tobacco, wine, spirits, soft drinks, and water was expanded this year to cover products 
such as sugar and cement. Tax revenues have increased by more than a third, accompanied 
by a three-fold increase in the number of manufacturers on the register. Building on national 
success in Morocco and Uganda, the solution is being adopted regionally and is now also fully 
operational in Kenya, Tanzania, Togo, and the Democratic Republic of Congo.

As a Swiss company established in Morocco since 1989, Valtronic has always benefited 
from support from the Moroccan government to make its investments more profitable. 

The company has benefited from investment aid to the tune of 30% of the cost of the overall 
investment. Valtronic Morocco has also obtained support in terms of the search for qualified 
laborers by taking advantage of total support for the charges and taxes of newly recruited 
employees for two years at no additional cost. 

Valtronic operates in electronic manufacturing and more specifically for the manufacture 
of high added-value medical equipment. The qualification of Moroccan engineers, trained 
by Valtronic Morocco, is comparable to their Swiss counterparts.



5. A ROADMAP FOR SWISS-AFRICAN

PARTNERSHIP IN STRENGTHENING RVCS

Throughout the sessions, speakers highlighted how successful collaboration between 
the private and public sectors in African countries and Switzerland can strengthen 
RVCs on the African continent. 

• Companies need to have a solid understanding of their sector of interest
in a particular country (e.g. which tariff structures apply) to identify where
the opportunities exist to add value to RVCs.

• Exchange between companies and local industry sector bodies, as well as pan-African
institutions, provide a good source of local knowledge and a platform for sharing
experiences with players on the ground.

• Trade topics between African markets and Switzerland need to be understood within
a broader continental-market context in view of the AfCFTA.

• Partnership between Swiss organizations and local companies, experts, institutions,
and governments helps to understand where value can be added to RVCs.

• By actively engaging in RVCs on the African continent and increasing the value-add
within them, companies create the conditions for moving up the global value
chain hierarchy.

• The African public sector (National Governments, the AfCFTA Secretariat, and other
pan-African institutions) need to have a continuous engagement and information
exchange with African, as well as international companies.

• African institutions as well as governments can catalyze the development of RVC
ecosystems by partnering with the private sector.

• Investment in skills training and development from both the public and private
sectors (Swiss and African) is critical to structural transformation on the African
continent.



“There are very many sectors where 
foreign and African companies can be 
involved in the realization of the benefits 
of the AfCFTA. For instance, in the case 
of Switzerland and the pharmaceutical 
sector – by 2030 the health market 
in Africa will be worth an estimated 259 
billion USD. What better business case 
for Swiss companies at the forefront 
of Research & Development 
and pharmaceutical value chains?”

Dr. Stephen Karingi, Director - Regional 
Integration & Trade Division, United Nations 
Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA)

“AfCFTA and the continued collaboration 
with Swiss corporates ought to encourage 
growth in sectors that will lead African 
markets further along the value chain 
and to developing higher value products, 
thereby improving livelihoods across 
the African continent.”

Rolake Rosijii, CEO, Jobberman

6. CONCLUSION

The political will to further drive regional integration and achieve 
one unified continental market within Africa has never been stronger. 

This provides businesses active in African markets with the opportunity 
to benefit from the harmonized regulatory framework. While the benefits 
of regional integration are projected to be seen in the medium term (5-10 
years), companies can do their part to strengthen and develop the RVCs 
within which they participate. 

Early movers are already experiencing benefits and a number of companies 
are already in the process of increasing their strategic investments 
on the African continent so that they are ready to reap the tangible benefits 
in the medium to long-term. 
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