Africa accelerates supply chain reforms but faces rising geopolitical shocks
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Africa’s supply chains have improved markedly since the pandemic, helped by fresh investment in ports, rail links and trade systems, but the current wave of geopolitical tension is exposing how much further the continent still has to go.
The African Development Bank said in May 2025 that it had committed a record $11bn in new operations during 2024, including $5.5bn for climate finance, underlining the scale of capital now flowing into infrastructure and resilience projects across the continent. That has been complemented by funding from Africa50 and by national upgrades at major gateways such as Nigeria’s Lekki Deep Sea Port and South Africa’s Cape Town and Ngqura ports.
The effect is visible in faster cargo handling, better port performance and a stronger push towards localisation in sectors such as manufacturing and healthcare. The African Continental Free Trade Area has also begun to move regional integration from aspiration to practice. According to Afreximbank’s African Trade Report 2025, intra-African trade rose 12.4% in 2024 to $220.3bn after a contraction the year before, with South Africa, Nigeria and Morocco among the main drivers.
Yet the AfCFTA remains a work in progress. Tariff schedules, digital trade rules, customs harmonisation and non-tariff barriers still need to be resolved before the bloc can offer anything like full protection against external shocks.
Those shocks are arriving quickly. The Red Sea disruption, now in its third year, has already redrawn shipping patterns between Asia, Europe and Africa. The worsening strain around the Strait of Hormuz has added a second pressure point to global trade flows, pushing up freight costs, lengthening delivery times and driving higher fuel and insurance bills.
For African economies, the consequences are immediate. Farmers face higher fertiliser costs, consumers face more expensive food and businesses need more working capital to hold extra inventory and manage uncertainty. The exposure is especially acute in agriculture, where a large share of fertiliser imports comes from Gulf producers and where East and Southern Africa are particularly dependent on those supply lines.
Trade finance is another weak point. When routes become unpredictable, companies build larger buffers. When costs rise, they need more cash. But banks remain cautious, and access to formal trade finance is still limited, particularly for smaller firms. The result is that resilience can become a privilege available mainly to the biggest players.
That is why the next phase of supply-chain strengthening in Africa will need more than ports, roads and policy statements. It will depend on visibility, speed and better decision-making across the system.
One encouraging development has been the spread of digital trade tools. Customs platforms, single-window systems, electronic cargo tracking and online trade portals are helping to reduce border friction. In markets where these systems have been introduced, clearance times have reportedly fallen by 30% to 50%.
The bigger shift, though, is organisational rather than purely technological. Companies are increasingly turning to AI-enabled forecasting, scenario modelling and end-to-end supply-chain visibility to anticipate disruption rather than simply react to it. The aim is to see suppliers, logistics providers, inventory levels and transport risks in one place, and to model the effects of rerouting, delays or price spikes before they hit operations.
An IDC survey in 2024 found that supply-chain leaders ranked advanced analytics and AI as their most important technology investment over the next three years, with expected gains in decision-making, supplier selection and inventory optimisation.
For African governments, logistics operators and businesses, the lesson is clear. The continent has made real progress in building the hardware of resilience. The challenge now is to connect those gains into systems capable of absorbing shocks in a world that is becoming more volatile, not less.
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