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Context

What is digital trade?

Beauty is in the eye of the 
beholder….



Context

First we need to understand “Digitalization” 

• transformation of economic activities through the application of the digital 

technologies of the so-called “fourth industrial revolution”

– concept incorporates the cross-border commercial implications of a 

digitalizing world. 



Context

“Digital trade” is a broad concept…

• Encompasses effects that emerging digital technologies have on the global 
economy, includes technologies such as e.g.

– three-dimensional (3D) printing (or additive manufacturing)

– “e-commerce” production, distribution, marketing, sale or delivery of goods 
and services by electronic means (WTO)

– includes labour-saving technological developments (robots, AI, automation, 
drones etc.)

– big data (computational analysis of extremely large datasets revealing 
valuable patterns, trends and associations)



Context for Africa

Digital economy in Africa*

• In relative terms - growth of the digital economy in Africa has been limited

– e.g. population using the Internet in Africa in 2016 was only 22%,  
compared  with a world average of 45.8%

– fewer than 0.3 of every 100 inhabitants in Africa have fixed broadband 
subscriptions

– only 6 African countries were among the top 100 world countries in terms 
of information and communications technology (ICT) development

– imports of ICT goods accounted for only 5% of merchandise
imports in Africa in 2015, compared with a global average of 13%

–UNCTAD Business-to-Consumer (B2C) E-commerce Index 2018 regional 
average index for Africa was 30, compared to world average of 55

* Sommer and Macleod, 2019. Digital trade in Africa. Implications for inclusion of human rights. United Nations Economic Commission for 

Africa, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights and Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung



Context for Africa

Some food for thought … emerging trends 

• The Rise of Digital Platforms in Africa

Source: https://i2ifacility.org/system/documents/files/000/000/133/original/Africas_digital_platforms_trends_report.pdf?1587129896



Context for Africa
Towards increasing intra-Africa trade – increase connectivity…
Beyond tariffs, distance appears to be a greater barrier to intra-regional trade in 
Africa than in other regions of the world (IMF)

Logistics time, costs and productivity – example Rwanda

Infrastructure

Logistics

Access to Credit

Jumping lower, 

more force with 

most gains (distance)

Most effect if ‘and’…

lower tariffs, harmonised regulations and standards

+ and expanded and improved infrastructure

+ and more cost effective, harmonised logistics 

+ and access to credit

= increased commercial and logistics connectivity…

Tariffs
Jumping high but not far 

= small gains (distance)

Gains in trade



Context for Africa
The real world of international trade - distance, time and market 

access matters

Logistics – some examples - Rwanda

‘Geodesic’ versus ‘real world’
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Context for Africa

Value of exports

Source: Calculated from SARS, Department of Customs and Excise, Trade Statistics (Sep 2021)

Value of exports by air – Africa geographic regions

South Africa and African trade context – focus on air transport



Exporters - key question

I want to export product X ...

Where in the world should I focus 
my efforts to maximise my exports?



Food for thought…

Note:  SMEs are defined as firms with < 250 employees. Survey responses of 418 SMEs and 103 large 
firms to the question: What are the 3 factors in which you would most value improvements?

Source: OECD and WTO (2015) based on ITC Monitoring Survey (2015).

Access to information about export opportunities 
- key factor in which globally exporting firms 

value improvements most (OECD, WTO and ITC)



Identifying export opportunities
A big data approach

Combining Product Space & TRADE-DSM approach

Supply side Demand side

Linking 

Supply and Demand

Infrastructure /

Corridors /

Logistics /

Time value of 

Trade Facilitation

TRADE-DSM

+

Product space approach

HS440799:

Wood: sawn or chipped 

lengthwise, sliced or peeled, 

whether or not planed, sanded or 

end-jointed, thicker than 6mm, 

n.e.c. in heading no. 4407

Next ‘adjacent possible’?

HS940340:

Furniture: wooden, for kitchen use

?



Approach applied
Overview of approach

Combining Product Space & TRADE-DSM approach



Opportunities

South Africa to East Africa in context
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Opportunities

South Africa to East Africa in context



Conclusion

Digitalization offers new opportunities for trade and industrial 

‘leapfrogging’

However, physical trade facilitation infrastructure (roads, rail, air, martime

connectivity, last mile delivery etc.) remains the Achilles heel to unlock this 

potential on any large enough scale to make a significant difference in the 

‘bigger’ scheme of Africa 

However, Africa (and East Africa), as demonstrated has significant latent potential 

that can be tapped (from South Africa’s perspective) …

* Sommer and Macleod, 2019. Digital trade in Africa. Implications for inclusion of human rights. United Nations Economic Commission for 

Africa, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights and Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung
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