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Concept Note

Regional Conference on “Mobilizing Sustainable Financing for
transforming Central Africa: Productive capacities, Regional trade

and Blue Economy”
November 26t- 27t 2025
Yaoundé

Context and justification:

Central Africa operates in a global environment characterized by heightened uncertainty,
geopolitical tensions, climate change, and supply chain disruptions. The subregion’s structural
challenges, including a narrow productive base, heavy reliance on extractive exports, low
intra-regional trade, and limited connectivity, including infrastructure, make it sensitive to
global shocks. Extraction accounts for 26% of total output in Central Africa, compared to an
African average of 10%; meanwhile, manufacturing contributes only 14%, against an average
of 25% in other subregions®. Opportunities for long-term, inclusive growth lie in three
essential pillars: developing productive capacities, strengthening regional trade integration
(including SMEs and informal sector), and leveraging underexploited sectors such as the blue
economy.

Key Findings for Central Africa:

Narrow productive base presents opportunities for diversification: Central Africa scored 29.1
on the UNCTAD Productive Capacities Index (PCl) in 2022, below the African average of 31.9.
Productive capacities, including energy, transport, ICT, human capital, institutions, private
sector development, natural resources, and structural change, determine the region’s ability
to produce goods and services that drive sustainable growth. Agriculture’s share of GDP fell
from 21.7% in 2000 to 16.1% in 2023, but most diversification has occurred in low-productivity
sectors rather than manufacturing, limiting productivity gains and economic transformation.

Dependence on global markets and opportunities to foster regional trade: Central Africa’s
exports remain concentrated in extractive commaodities, with fuels representing 65% and
metals 26% of total exports in 2023. Trade data highlight exposure to global markets: total
exports reached $105.2 billion (41.9% of GDP), with intra-regional exports only $2.9 billion
(2.8% of total exports, 1.2% of GDP). Exports to the rest of the world were $102.3 billion, while
imports totaled $69.1 billion (27.5% of GDP), mostly manufactured goods and food products.
The trade balance was positive at $36.1 billion (14.4% of GDP), but the low number of products
traded and low regional trade underscores the need to strengthen regional market
integration.

TUNCTAD (2023). Production Transformation in Africa: Sectoral Patterns and Regional Gaps. Geneva : United
Nations.
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Infrastructure investments to strengthen regional trade: While intra-regional trade has
increased, reaching $2.9 billion in Central Africa, infrastructure and logistics bottlenecks, such
as high transport costs, regulatory complexity, and low connectivity, continue to constrain
regional trade networks, economic diversification, and competitiveness. Unlocking the full
potential of intra-African trade under the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) offers
transformative opportunities for market integration and value addition, especially if micro,
small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) — the backbone of African economies — are
better integrated, and coordinated regional strategies and targeted investment in transport,
logistics, and regulatory frameworks are implemented.

Informal trade: An invisible engine for growth: Informal cross-border trade (ICBT), which is
not captured in official statistics, plays a critical role in Central Africa’s economy. In Cameroon,
informal imports from neighboring countries reached $436 million and exports $306 million
in 2022—equivalent to 214% and 96% of formal regional trade, respectively. Informal trade
provides livelihoods for a substantial portion of the population, with estimates suggesting it
serves as a source of income for around 43% of Africa’s population. Despite its importance,
around 80% of informal traders are unaware of AfCFTA provisions, highlighting the need for
greater outreach, formalization, and trade facilitation. Strengthening informal trade links,
along with infrastructure and regulatory improvements, is key to unlocking the transformative
potential of AfCFTA and regional integration.

Blue Economy as a growth lever: The blue economy represents an underexploited
opportunity for diversification and resilience. In 2018, Africa’s blue economy was valued at
US$296 billion annually, supporting 49 million jobs, and projected to reach USS$576 billion and
78 million jobs by 2063. The African Union’s Blue Economy Strategy (2019) and Agenda 2063
(Goal 6) position the blue economy as a driver of accelerated growth.

ECA -CA is supporting Cameroon in conducting a feasibility study for the establishment of a
Regional Institute for Blue Economy. In parallel, ECA has advanced the development of regional
methodological tools for valuing blue assets (Blue Economy Valuation Toolkit). These initiatives
aim to contribute to strengthening climate resilience, developing sustainable maritime value
chains, and positioning the blue economy as a key pillar of Central Africa’s diversification
agenda.

Strengthening resilience and reduce sensitivity to global shocks: Central Africa remains
highly exposed to external crises, including COVID-19 and the Russia—Ukraine conflict. In 2020,
GDP growth contracted to -0.9%, reflecting the impact of collapsing global oil prices and
demonstrating the economy’s vulnerability to commodity price swings.

Strategic Insight: Strengthening productive capacities, deepening regional trade integration,
including both formal and informal trade, and developing the blue economy are essential for
Central Africa to achieve economic stability, reduce vulnerability to global shocks, and foster
resilient, sustainable growth. Productive capacities, trade facilitation, better inclusion of
MSMEs and strategic infrastructure investments form the backbone of a resilient economy.
Leveraging aquatic and maritime resources, formalizing and supporting informal trade, and
expanding regional value chains can transform structural exposure into long-term
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development opportunities, creating a foundation for inclusive and sustainable economic
transformation.

To address these challenges, the ECA Subregional Office for Central Africa (SRO-CA) is
contributing to strengthening ECA's position as a trusted partner on issues related to
economic diversification, industrialization, trade and regional integration. In this regard,
sustained support has been provided to member States in developing and implementing
AfCFTA strategies, National Development Plans in Central Africa. Additionally, in collaboration
with ECCAS and CEMAC Commissions, SRO-CA has also supported the development of national
and regional Industrial development and economic diversification strategies.

Alongside these regional initiatives, ECA has, supported, in2025, in partnership with UNCTAD
and DANIDA, member states in the region including Central African Republic (CAR) on MSMEs
and Regional Value Chains (RVCs), delivered study report, strengthened capacity of SMEs and
policymakers on competitiveness, value chain integration, and AfCFTA opportunities.

These efforts have laid the foundation for a Regional SME/RVC Competitiveness Program,
across ECCAS countries, designed to strengthen MSME regional value chains, facilitate AfCFTA-
driven trade, and support women and youth while fostering peace-positive growth in fragile
corridors such as Cameroon—Chad, Cameroon—CAR, and DRC—CAR.

The objective of this regional conference is to discuss sustainable financing for economic
diversification projects and to validate priority regional bankable projects.

The regional conference on sustainable financing for Economic Diversification in Central
Africa, scheduled for 26—27 November 2025, will seek to:

¢ Strengthen the capacity of policymakers to design and mobilize sustainable financing.

e Discuss and validate bankable projects developed with ECA support including the
regional SME/RVC Program and the regional training center on the Blue Economy.

e Secure endorsement from Member States and generate expressions of interest from
DFls to advance financing and implementation.

The conference aims to contribute to building inclusive and resilient value chains, fostering
cross-border cooperation, women’s and youth empowerment, and the creation of green
jobs. It will help catalyze sustainable financing for structural transformation that reinforces
both economic stability and climate resilience across the subregion.

Objective

Strengthen Central Africa’s capacity to mobilize sustainable financing for economic
diversification projects and validate regional bankable projects in central Africa.

Specific Objectives

1. Enhance the capacity of policy makers from ECCAS Member States to understand,
design and mobilize sustainable financing mechanisms (blended finance, green/blue
finance, DFIs instruments) for economic diversification.

3
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2. Discuss, validate, and secure endorsement from Member States for bankable
projects (including SME/RVC Program and Blue Economy Training Center).

3. Facilitate structured dialogue with DFIs (AfDB, World Bank, Afreximbank, BADEA,
others) to obtain expressions of interest for financing.

4. Strengthen regional ownership and political legitimacy of projects through the
adoption of a Conference Communiqué

Expected Outcomes

e At least 30 to 40 policy makers trained in mobilizing sustainable financing.

e At least Two regional projects validated as bankable priorities by ECCAS/CEMAC
Member States.

e Expressions of interest from DFls captured in the final Communiqué.

e Ajoint regional communiqué consolidating MS endorsement and DFIl engagement

Participants :

e 60 Participants

e Government representatives (Ministries of Finance, Economy, Trade, Industry, Blue
Economy, SMEs).

e Regional Economic Communities (CEEAC, CEMAC).

e Development Finance Institutions (AfDB, World Bank, Afreximbank, BADEA, AFC, EU).

e Private sector: SME associations, chambers of commerce, banks.

¢ Academia, think tanks,

UN system (UNECA, UNCTAD, UNDP, ...etc)

6. Duration and Format

e Two days : 26-27 November 2025.

e Day 1: Capacity building training.

o Day 2: High-level policy dialogue and project presentation.
e Format: In-person
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Note conceptuelle
Conférence régionale sur « Mobiliser le financement durable pour
transformer I’Afrique centrale : Capacités productives, Commerce

régional et Economie bleue »
26—27 novembre 2025
Yaoundé

Contexte et justification

L’Afrique centrale évolue dans un environnement mondial marqué par une incertitude accrue,
des tensions géopolitiques, le changement climatique et des perturbations des chaines
d’approvisionnement. Les défis structurels de la sous-région — base productive étroite, forte
dépendance aux exportations extractives, faible commerce intra-régional et connectivité
limitée, notamment en infrastructures — la rendent particulierement vulnérable aux chocs
externes. L'extraction représente 26 % du PIB de I’Afrique centrale, contre une moyenne
africaine de 10 %, tandis que la contribution de I'industrie manufacturiere n’est que de 14 %,
contre 25 % dans d’autres sous-régions.

Les perspectives de croissance inclusive a long terme reposent sur trois piliers essentiels :
développer les capacités productives, renforcer l'intégration commerciale régionale (y
compris les PME et le secteur informel), et tirer parti de secteurs encore sous-exploités tels
gue I"’économie bleue.

Constats clés pour I’Afrique centrale

e Base productive étroite et opportunités de diversification : L'Afrique centrale a
obtenu un score de 29,1 a I'indice des capacités productives (PCl) de la CNUCED en
2022, inférieur a la moyenne africaine de 31,9. Les capacités productives (énergie,
transports, TIC, capital humain, institutions, développement du secteur privé,
ressources naturelles, changement structurel) déterminent la capacité de la région a
produire les biens et services moteurs d’une croissance durable. La part de I'agriculture
dans le PIB est passée de 21,7 % en 2000 a 16,1 % en 2023, mais la diversification s’est
faite vers des secteurs a faible productivité plutét que vers la transformation
manufacturiére.

o Dépendance aux marchés mondiaux et opportunité d’approfondir le commerce
régional : Les exportations restent concentrées sur les produits extractifs (65 %
combustibles, 26 % métaux en 2023). Les exportations totales se sont élevées a 105,2
milliards USD (41,9 % du PIB), dont seulement 2,9 milliards en intra-régional (2,8 % du
total). Les importations, majoritairement de biens manufacturés et de denrées
alimentaires, ont atteint 69,1 milliards USD. Malgré un excédent commercial (36,1
milliards USD, soit 14,4 % du PIB), la faiblesse du commerce régional souligne I'urgence
d’intégrer davantage les marchés.

¢ Infrastructures et commerce régional : Les échanges intra-régionaux progressent mais
restent contraints par les co(ts élevés du transport, la complexité réglementaire et la
faible connectivité. Libérer le potentiel de la ZLECAf suppose de mieux intégrer les
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MPME et d’investir dans les infrastructures, la logistique et I’harmonisation
réglementaire.

¢ Commerce informel comme moteur invisible de la croissance:
Le commerce transfrontalier informel joue un roéle crucial. Au Cameroun, il
représentait en 2022 I'équivalent de 214 % des importations régionales formelles et
96 % des exportations formelles. Bien qu’il soutienne pres de 43 % de la population
africaine, 80 % des commercants informels ignorent les dispositions de la ZLECAf, d’ou
la nécessité d’une sensibilisation, d’'une formalisation et d’une facilitation commerciale
accrues.

o Economie bleue en tant que levier de croissance : En 2018, I'économie bleue africaine
valait 296 milliards USD/an, employant 49 millions de personnes, avec des projections
de 576 milliards USD et 78 millions d’emplois d’ici 2063. La Stratégie de I'UA sur
I’économie bleue (2019) et I’Agenda 2063 (Objectif 6) la positionnent comme moteur
de croissance. La CEA soutient le Cameroun dans I'étude de faisabilité d’un Institut
régional pour I’économie bleue et développe un Blue Economy Valuation Toolkit.

¢ Renforcer la résilience face aux chocs externes : La sous-région reste exposée aux
crises (COVID-19, guerre en Ukraine, volatilité pétroliere). En 2020, le PIB s’est
contracté de —0,9 %, illustrant la vulnérabilité aux fluctuations des matiéres premiéeres.

Analyse stratégique : Développer les capacités productives, renforcer lintégration
commerciale (formelle et informelle) et développer I'économie bleue sont des leviers
essentiels pour réduire la vulnérabilité, stabiliser et transformer durablement I'Afrique
centrale.

Initiatives de la CEA

Le Bureau sous-régional pour I’Afrique centrale (BSR-AC) de la CEA contribue a renforcer la
diversification économique, I'industrialisation et I'intégration régionale. En partenariat avecla
CEEAC et la CEMAC, il a appuyé l'élaboration de stratégies nationales et régionales de
développement industriel et de diversification économique. Avec la CNUCED et le
financement de la DANIDA, la CEA a en 2025 soutenu plusieurs Etats membres (dont la RCA)
dans l'intégration des PME aux chaines de valeur régionales, jetant les bases d’un Programme
régional de compétitivité PME/CVR.

Objectifs de la conférence

e Renforcer la capacité des décideurs a concevoir et mobiliser des financements
durables.

o Discuter et valider des projets bancables régionaux soutenus par la CEA (Programme
PME/CVR, Centre régional de formation sur I’économie bleue).

e Obtenir 'endossement des Etats membres et susciter I'intérét des IFD pour leur
financement.

e Contribuer a batir des chaines de valeur inclusives et résilientes, favoriser la
coopération transfrontaliére, I'autonomisation des femmes et des jeunes, et la
création d’emplois verts.
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Objectif global

Renforcer la capacité de I’Afrique centrale a mobiliser un financement durable pour des
projets de diversification économique et valider des projets régionaux bancables.

Objectifs spécifiques

1. Former les décideurs des Etats membres de la CEEAC a la conception et a la
mobilisation de mécanismes de financement durable (financement mixte, vert/bleu,
instruments des IFD).

2. Discuter, valider et obtenir 'endossement des Etats membres pour des projets
bancables (Programme PME/CVR, Centre de formation sur I’économie bleue).

3. Faciliter un dialogue structuré avec les IFD (BAD, Banque mondiale, Afreximbank,
BADEA, etc.) pour susciter des engagements de financement.

4. Renforcer |'appropriation régionale et la légitimité politique via I'adoption d’un
Communiqué de la Conférence.

Résultats attendus

e 30 a40 décideurs formés sur le financement durable.

e Au moins 2 projets régionaux validés comme prioritaires par les Etats membres de la
CEEAC/CEMAC.

e Engagements d’intérét des IFD reflétés dans le communiqué final.

e Adoption d’'un communiqué conjoint consolidant 'endossement des Etats membres
et 'engagement des IFD.

Participants
Environ 60 participants :

o Représentants des gouvernements (ministéres des Finances, Economie, Commerce,
Industrie, Economie bleue, PME).

¢ Communautés économiques régionales (CEEAC, CEMAC).

e Institutions financieres de développement (BAD, Banque mondiale, Afreximbank,
BADEA, AFC, UE).

e Secteur privé : associations de PME, chambres de commerce, banques.

e Monde académique et think tanks.

e Systeme des Nations Unies (CEA, CNUCED, PNUD, etc.).

Durée et format

e Deux jours: 26-27 novembre 2025.

e Jour 1: Atelier de renforcement des capacités.

¢ Jour 2 : Dialogue de haut niveau et présentation de projets.
e Format : Présentiel



