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This paper discusses the challenges and oppor tunities of  connecting four key policy areas in relation to African food systems and 
an approach to addressing these to encourage investment on and around transboundary corridors. The paper is a joint product 
of  the African Union Development Agency-NEPAD (AUDA-NEPAD) and the European Centre for Development Policy Management 
(ECDPM) and is produced in suppor t of  AUDA-NEPAD’s continental mandate and policy anchoring to ensure alignment with the 
AU’s Agenda 2063.

The policy problem can be broadly captured as follows: 

Food insecurity in Africa is very high and agricultural productivity is low on average, contributing to a cycle of  low yields and 
scarce investments

Intra-African trade, necessary to overcome limited market sizes for both inputs and outputs, faces high transaction costs for trade 
within and between countries, thus limiting the commercial interest in productivity-enhancing investments

Infrastructure, which underpins this trade and market integration, whether along transpor t corridors or at borders, is needed to 
help lower the time and cost barriers to food-related trade within and between countries

Climate change affects all of  this, by inducing shifts in food production zones and population concentrations and worsening food 
insecurity, though potentially offering oppor tunities for “green” technological solutions and climate adaptation and mitigation 
co-benefits

Promoting policies and investments around transboundary corridors offers a means to address the coordination failures that 
perpetuate these challenges. By focusing public and private attention on connecting food systems, climate, trade and infrastructure 
policies and investments and linking input, ser vices and output markets along specific routes within and between countries, this 
public and private cooperation can contribute to improving food security and agro-industrial outcomes, both necessary in the 
context of  increasing climate change effects.
 
But to do so effectively requires better understanding the interests and incentives of  key actors operating in and around those 
corridors and in the policy areas of  food system, trade, infrastructure and climate. This paper offers a political economy analysis 
toolbox to better identify openings where different public and private investments can help achieve these better outcomes, in a 
way that is not only desirable but also politically feasible.
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INTRODUCTION
This framing paper is a key output for the joint AUDA-NEPAD 
and ECDPM initiative to assist African countries and regions 
in integrating climate and food policies and translating 
them into investment pipelines, with a specific focus on 
infrastructure and trade corridors – star ting with the 
Lobito, Nor thern and Abidjan-Lagos corridors. The overall 
framing is the need to link continental-level mechanisms 
for international cooperation, par tnerships and knowledge 
exchange with on-the-ground policy and investments.

The paper seeks to provide a framework for thinking about 
ways to strengthen and capitalise on the connections 
between food systems, climate resilience, infrastructure, 
investment and trade initiatives across the African continent. 
Its star ting point is the fragmented nature of  the policy and 
investment approach to operating in these areas, where 
long-standing interests in transboundary corridors offer a 
means to concentrate all of  these in practice. 

Despite continental frameworks such as the Comprehensive 
African Agricultural Development Plan (CAADP), the 
Programme for Infrastructure Development in Africa (PIDA), 
the AU Climate Change and Resilient Development Strategy 
and the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), there 
is limited coordination in terms of  the related policies and 
their implementation.

AUDA‑NEPAD’s role in this initiative therefore goes beyond 
policy framing, to positioning the agency as a continental 
broker that links African priorities to implementable, 
investment‑ready actions along strategic corridors. Building 
on its mandates under CAADP, PIDA and the AU Climate 
Change Strategy, AUDA‑NEPAD is uniquely placed to convene 
ministries, Regional Economic Communities (RECs), corridor 
authorities, financiers and private actors to align fragmented 
policy frameworks and translate them into coordinated 
investment pipelines.

In the context of  corridors such as the Nor thern, Lobito 
and Abidjan-Lagos Corridors, AUDA‑NEPAD’s comparative 
advantage lies in bridging continental frameworks 
with corridor‑specific political economy realities, while 
safeguarding African agency in engagements with external 
par tners and investors.

While understandable from an institutional perspective, where 
different sectoral needs and logics shape policies, failure to 
build on cross-sector linkages risks undermining the effor ts to 
improve food security, climate resilience and inclusive growth.
 
By way of  example, agricultural and food systems plans under 
CAADP are often not aligned with the Nationally Determined 
Contributions on climate change (and vice versa), while 
infrastructure projects rarely consider smallholder farmers’ 
and micro, small and medium enterprises’ inclusion or climate 
aspects. Similar ly, the AfCFTA’s potential to strengthen 
food security is undermined by barriers around trade 
policy implementation and non-tariff  barrier removal (Van 
Gass, 2025). Beyond policy fragmentation, there is also a 
disconnect between national, regional and continental strategy 
policy levels. This leads to a disjointed approach that cuts 
horizontally and ver tically, requiring innovative, bottom-up 
solutions.
 
The corridors approach, as discussed here, is a potential way 
to bridge both policy areas and levels in the practical design 
and implementation of  policies and investment projects.
 
This framing paper therefore seeks to lay out an approach 
to overcome the policy fragmentation and to improve their 
connections in policy and in practice to achieve investments 
that foster competitive trade by improving systems efficiency. 
This approach will help to reduce risk and increase returns for 
investors both private and public.

Africa is the continent that suffers most both from climate 
change and food insecurity. African agricultural productivity 
is 60% below the global average while approximately 65% 
of  the continent’s farmland is degraded. As a consequence, 
food impor ts are projected to cost the continent US$110-
billion annually by 2030. At the same time, Africa is home to 
around one-fifth of  the global agricultural workforce and is 
projected to have a population of  2.4-billion and be home to 
40% of  migrants displaced by climate shocks by 2050. This 
leads some to suggest that the agri-food systems in Africa are 
“[the] single sector [that] holds the key to closing half  of  the 
outstanding sustainable development gaps” (Lamy, Kalibata, 
Mayaki, 2025). 
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The fragmentation issue
The challenges are multiple and interconnected. Even if  agricultural production is rising, much of  it stems from land-use change 
contributing to deforestation, rather than productivity gains (Van Ittersum et al, 2025). The combination of  climate effects with 
population growth, as well as conflict and economic pressures, mean that access to nutritious meals will remain a challenge for 
large swaths of  the population.

“But one critical issue often gets over looked: how food moves. Weak transpor t and logistics systems delay deliveries, drive up 
costs and increase food waste” (Kunaka et al, 2025). As such, there is a need to sustainably increase production and processing 
but also be able to move the food smoothly between and within countries to reach markets. But increasing productivity, processing 
and trade requires both public and private investment. Measures to incentivise investment and trade in agricultural and food inputs 
and outputs within Africa would help stabilise food supply chains against disruptions caused by pandemics, conflicts and climate 
shocks, raise incomes and food security, and help to rehabilitate the continent’s farmland. Indeed, there may be oppor tunities 
for climate change adaptation and mitigation co-benefits from investing in the production of  green nitrogen fer tiliser. At the same 
time, one cannot ignore the crucial impor tance of  urbanisation, proximity to cities and the way enterprises cluster spatially, thus 
connecting to the idea of  corridors that can help cluster investments around key transpor t and market connectors.
 
As former Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) president Agnes Kalibata puts it: “Food systems transformation and 
the private sector’s role in it calls for a good understanding of  the relationships within the sector – ranging from input suppliers 
to retail and food ser vice providers – and their significant contributions to the domestic, regional and global markets (italics 
added)(AGRA, 2023). That calls for an approach that offers ways of  understanding and working with different actors, interests 
and incentives.
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Past policy responses
The problem of  disjointed approaches to food systems, climate mitigation and adaptation, infrastructure and trade integration is 
not new. But its persistence suggests there is a need for new solutions. Or, at least, new approaches to putting known approaches 
into practice.
 
In 2012, on the 10th anniversary of  the launch of  CAADP, NEPAD (now AUDA-NEPAD) already pointed to the oppor tunities of  
connecting food policies with those of  trade and infrastructure through regional transpor t corridors:

This policy fragmentation was also recognised in 2010 by the Busan High-Level Forum outcome document, the G8 New Alliance 
for Food Security, the G20 and the Wor ld Economic Forum, as well as through initiatives such as Grow Africa and Aid for Trade. As 
one repor t put it, “The challenge is how to invest in agriculture, both from a national and international perspective, in ways that 
not only boost production, but also secure food and livelihoods, create jobs and reduce pover ty, recognise the rights of  local men 
and women and at the same time take care of  environmental issues” (Kaarhus et al, 2010). 

“There is very significant potential to gain from extending transboundary markets – both potential for growth and to 
increase security and stability. Africa will be more resilient to cope with external and internal shocks if  it provides a 
consolidated continental market. The development of  regional markets can be a building block … Countries need more 
suppor t to identify oppor tunities and devise realistic strategies, including through investigating the potential for positive 
spill-overs from collaborative ventures …. The new energy for devising infrastructure ‘corridors’ needs to incorporate 
agricultural oppor tunities and seek synergies. CAADP is also better placed to explore linkages and complementarities 
with the Programme for African Infrastructure Development in the areas of  rural energy, ICT and road networks.”1
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Already at that point, transboundary corridors were offered as a solution. At the Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) Heads of  State Summit in Maputo in 2012, incoming chairperson President Armando Guebuza highlighted corridors as 
“vehicles for SADC regional integration that need to be harnessed due to the role they play in consolidating social dimensions 
of  development and the regional integration process” (Byiers & Vanheukelom, 2013). This thinking has underpinned initiatives 
such as the Southern Agricultural Growth Corridor of  Tanzania (SAGCOT) (Byiers & Rampa, 2013) and the Beira Agricultural 
Growth Corridor in Mozambique (Kaarhus, 2018). The AUDA-NEPAD PIDA Integrated Corridor Approach, launched in 2020, picks 
up on aspects of  this, emphasising infrastructure projects that maximise job creation and climate friendliness, while improving 
connectivity between urban and rural areas (AUDA-NEPAD, 2020). The AfCFTA Secretariat more recently designated five primary 
corridors for the implementation of  the continental free trade agreement:

• Abidjan-Lagos Corridor, linking Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Togo, Benin and Nigeria
• Nor thern Corridor, connecting the por t of  Mombasa in Kenya to Goma in the Democratic Republic of  Congo (DRC), passing 
through Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, Ethiopia and South Sudan
• Central Corridor, linking Burundi, Uganda, Malawi, Zambia and par ts of  the Democratic Republic of  Congo
• Nor th-South Corridor, a multimodal transpor t network connecting eight SADC countries: Botswana, the DRC, Malawi, Mozambique, 
South Africa, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe
• Central Africa Corridor (also known as the Yaoundé-Brazzaville Corridor), connecting the por t of  Douala to Yaoundé in Cameroon, 
Libreville in Gabon and Brazzaville in the Republic of  the Congo

The first two of  these feature in the proposed approach of  this project. 

Renewed policy attempts?
More recently, following the UAE Leaders Declaration on Sustainable Agriculture, Resilient Food Systems and Climate Action at 
COP28 and as par t of  the G7 Apulia Food Systems Initiative, the Italian G7 Presidency in 2024 committed to promoting coherent 
policy and investment approaches at the intersection of  climate and food systems, especially in climate-vulnerable developing 
regions.2 This aligns with Italy and the G7’s suppor t for the emerging AU Action Plan on Building Sustainable and Resilient Food 
Systems in Africa, led by Dr Ibrahim Mayaki, AU Special Envoy for Food Systems. The Action Plan seeks to create synergies between 
three major African policy frameworks – the CAADP Strategy and Action Plan, PIDA (with a focus on agriculture-led infrastructure) 
and the AfCFTA – to attract coordinated public and private investment in sustainable food systems, green infrastructure and 
climate resilience over the next decade.
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The EU’s Global Gateway strategy in Africa also focuses attention on promoting public and private investment around 12 “strategic 
corridors”. These were selected from 54 existing PIDA corridors, selected according to three criteria:
 
1. Capacity to facilitate Africa-Europe and intra-African trade 
2. Capacity to improve sustainable, efficient, safe and secure connectivity between the two continents 
3. Scope to develop diversified value chains in Africa that can benefit both African and European industries (Baranzelli et al, 
2022).3

Source: Kavalov et al, 2025

Figure 1. EU Global Gateway strategic corridors
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Building on these, the current initiative seeks to help inform multi-stakeholder dialogues to suppor t the channelling of  new 
investments to connect the different areas – equipping actors to identify and then transform systemic barriers into oppor tunities 
for coherent, inclusive development. As will be discussed below, the proposed initiative will look in par ticular at the Nor thern 
Corridor in East Africa, the Abidjan-Lagos Corridor in West Africa and the Lobito Corridor in Southern Africa, all three of  which are 
designated priority corridors by the relevant African governments and their international par tners. 

The remainder of  this paper is as follows: section 2 delves into the interconnected nature of  the problems facing food systems 
and thus the need for more connected approaches. Section 3 describes a model for thinking about coordinating policies and 
investments around corridors, and Section 4 lays out how the remainder of  the project will proceed. 

INTERCONNECTED PROBLEMS AND
OPPORTUNITIES

Overview
The above interconnected problems facing the agricultural and food sector are broadly recognised.
 
A caricatured version of  the narrative connects the four policy areas as follows:

• Food insecurity in Africa is very high and agricultural productivity is low on average, leading to limited production and 
processing of  agricultural outputs
• Intra-African trade, necessary to overcome limited market sizes for both inputs and outputs, faces high transaction costs for 
trade both within and between countries, thus limiting the commercial interest in productivity-enhancing investments
• Infrastructure, which underpins this trade and market integration, whether along transpor t corridors or at borders, is needed 
to help lower the physical time and cost barriers to food-related trade within and between countries
• Climate change affects all of  this, worsening food insecurity and inducing shifts in production zones and population concentrations, 
though potentially offering oppor tunities for “green” technological solutions, and thus climate adaptation and mitigation co-
benefits
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The interconnections outlined above are not abstract policy challenges but concrete coordination failures that might be addressed 
by adopting a corridors approach. Along strategic transpor t routes such as the Nor thern, Lagos-Abidjan and Lobito Corridors, 
food systems, trade, infrastructure and climate policies intersect spatially but are rarely planned or financed together. As a 
result, investments that could generate multiple development and resilience benefits instead deliver narrow sectoral outcomes, 
such as transpor t infrastructure that primarily ser ves extractive expor ts, or agricultural investments that remain disconnected 
from markets and logistics systems. Recognising corridors as points of  convergence makes these interdependencies visible, and 
creates oppor tunities for more integrated policy and investment responses.

Delving deeper, one key productivity challenge in Africa stems from the limited use of  fer tilisers. As Dekeyser and Medinilla 
(2024) discuss, African fer tiliser use averages 32.4kg/ha, with consumption per unit area increasing by 8.5% since the 2006 
Abuja Declaration. Countries driving this growth include Ethiopia, Kenya, Nigeria and Mali, where investment in production and 
blending facilities have seen surges in demand over the past two decades (ibid). This has contributed to the doubling of  fer tiliser 
use in Africa over the past decade (Jayne and Sanchez, 2021, cited in Dekeyser and Medinilla, 2024) thus offering the co-benefits 
of  raising productivity in a context of  climate adaptation, and minimising the need for deforestation and land-use change. At the 
same time, green fer tiliser production itself  offers oppor tunities for investment and employment.

As a recent UNECA (2025) paper on the AfCFTA highlights, in many par ts of  Africa, “conflict, political violence, climate change 
and food insecurity are converging to forcibly displace more people than ever”, leading them to examine trade, and in par ticular 
the AfCFTA, as a catalyst for human development and peace. Their recommendations are familiar : “raising the productivity of  
agriculture, diversifying products and markets, developing skills and human resources, modernising technology and infrastructure, 
re-engineering business processes, creating incentives for small and medium-sized enterprises to expand and move up the 
technological ladder, improving the investment climate, spurring innovation, and attracting foreign direct investment to complement 
domestic resources” (UNECA, 2024). Indeed, one of  the under lying logics for the AfCFTA is to overcome fragmented input and 
output markets, across 97% of  tariff  lines, with a view to encouraging investment to take advantage of  larger markets, thus 
boosting African production capabilities and industrialisation. The rationale behind this is to revise the African economic model, 
“driving structural economic diversification, shifting economies away from commodity expor ts towards manufacturing and value-
added industries” (Mene, 2025). This also includes a move away from high impor t dependency from outside the continent.

Beyond input production, food markets are also evolving. According to estimates, Africa’s population grew from 580-million in 
1990 to 1.42-billion in 2022, while the urban population more than tripled from 145-million in 1990 to 508-million in 2023 
(AGRA, 2023), implying rising urban demand for food. Consequently, “by far the largest food market facing the African private 
sector and farmers is the African urban market, which is far larger than the expor t market”. The urban market food consumption 
share (in tonnes, not value) in Africa repor tedly grew from 28% in 1990 to 43% in 2023 compared with expor ts, which grew from 
3.5% in 1990 to 5%t in 2023, making the African urban market eight times larger than the expor t market in 1990 and nine times 
larger in 2023 (ibid). The question is how to link those markets to production areas, within and between countries.
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Growing urban density and markets create agglomeration effects, reducing the unit cost of  transpor tation and communications, 
making agricultural and manufactured products more widely available and contributing to foster innovation (OECD, 2019). This 
has knock-on effects for employment and livelihoods. Along with this, one sees a rise in the consumption of  processed foods and 
non-grain products, combined with growth of  firms engaged in food processing, wholesale and logistics, and crop inputs and 
animal feed, where the domestic demand and supply of  these hor ticulture and animal products for the African market has grown 
faster than in Asia or Latin America in the past two decades (Reardon et al. 2024, cited in AGRA, 2023).

In addition to farmers and consumers, who are central to food systems, three main private sector segments need to be taken 
into account:

1. Upstream from farmers: farm input wholesalers and retailers (agrodealers) and emerging outsource agricultural ser vice firms
2. Downstream from farmers: agricultural output value chain segments (wholesalers and processors) and downstream segments 
(retailers and food ser vices/restaurants)
3. Horizontal with farmers: supply logistics, packaging and equipment/repair ser vices, and inputs to all segments 

Within every value chain there is a wide ar ray of  firm types, which then need to connect within and between the above segments 
and markets. Upper-tier medium and large enterprises represent some estimated 15% of  the agri-food value chain volume in 
Africa, processing for and marketing to domestic as well as expor t markets, including multinational firms such as Cargill or COFCO, 
but also African firms. 

One aspect of  economies of  scale comes from clustering such value-chain components. This can occur through “spontaneous” 
clusters that emerge with little government inter vention - including fruit and vegetable clusters in Ethiopia, Nigeria, Tanzania and 
Zambia (Reardon et al, 2024) - while initiatives such as “agroparks” being promoted by the AU seek to reproduce their benefits 
through deliberate inter vention (AGRA, 2023).

All of  the above raises issues around coordination and transaction costs. High transpor t and logistics costs within and between 
counties, whether due to poor infrastructure, trade barriers or uncompetitive markets all undermine the potential of  connecting 
rising and shifting production and productivity to evolving urban and expanding regional markets. Luke (2025) cites work showing 
that improving rural road infrastructure leads to higher agricultural production and, as a result, higher incomes, while studies 
have found a positive correlation between improved distribution ser vices and increased food security.

Evidence from African corridors reinforces that food insecurity is not only a production problem, but also a market access and 
logistics problem. High transpor t costs, weak logistics ser vices and fragmented border procedures along corridors raise food 
prices, increase post‑har vest losses and discourage private investment in both inputs and processing. Along corridors, these 
constraints limit the ability of  surplus‑producing areas to supply deficit regions, while they also constrain the emergence of  
regional food markets beyond mineral expor ts. Addressing these bottlenecks therefore represents a critical entry point for 
simultaneously improving food security, trade integration and climate resilience.

As discussed above, continental policies have been in place for many years to address these challenges: through CAADP for 
agriculture; PIDA for infrastructure, the AfCFTA (and regional free trade agreements) for trade and trade facilitation, with climate 
strategies now also emerging at the AU and regional levels. The issue remains that of  fragmentation, which in turn can create 
other barriers. 
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One of  the main conclusions from analyses of  the AfCFTA is that tariff  liberalisation is only a small par t of  the measures required 
to boost intra-African trade, while most gains will come from addressing non-tariff  barriers (NTBs) (Byiers et al, 2020). For 
instance, while sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) requirements are crucial to ensure public health and safety, when not sufficiently 
harmonised they can make the flow of  food between countries unnecessarily difficult, while other NTBs refer to non-standard 
practices that hinder trade flows across borders.
 
The need for progress is highlighted by Luke (2025): intra-African suppliers meet only 28% of  impor t demand for agricultural 
inputs, 18% for agricultural raw materials and 16% for food, the remainder coming from outside the continent. Nonetheless, as he 
also highlights, African countries trade more among themselves in agricultural goods than in other products, meaning significant 
potential for intra-African trade gains in foods.4 

Climate change fur ther amplifies the need for integrated corridor‑based approaches. Shifting rainfall patterns, rising temperatures 
and more frequent extreme weather events are altering production zones and increasing volatility in food supply. Without 
coordinated investments in climate‑resilient agriculture, and storage, processing and transpor t along corridors, these shocks 
translate into higher food prices, increased impor t dependency and greater vulnerability for urban consumers. Corridors can 
then be seen as practical platforms for aligning climate adaptation investments with trade facilitation and infrastructure planning, 
enabling scale effects that individual national or sectoral inter ventions cannot achieve on their own.

Together, these different aspects all under line the impor tance of  finding approaches that can turn inter linked challenges into 
inter linked oppor tunities, where corridors appear to offer a potential way forward. 

A corridors approach would help overcome many of  the challenges above by offering a narrower geographical scope to focus 
policy effor ts and investment promotion. Value-chain integration is not only about promoting international and regional integration 
but also market integration between rural producers, communities, villages, districts and provincial towns, where a corridors 
approach can connect all of  the different segments and actors within and between countries.
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Overall, this implies making connections between actors operating at various junctures:
 
• Between public and private investments
• Between sectors
• Between and within states

Doing so through corridors arguably represents the greatest oppor tunity for overcoming the policy fragmentation above that 
undermines food production and trade outcomes. 

One corridor initiative stands out in par ticular as an attempt to coordinate policies and private and public investments for 
agricultural production, processing and market integration. Even if  progress has been slower than initially hoped at its launch 
at the Wor ld Economic Forum in 2010, the Southern Agricultural Growth Corridor of  Tanzania (SAGCOT) sought to provide an 
investment blueprint around the existing TAZARA/Uhuru transpor t corridor, linking major international companies operating in 
input markets (impor ted fer tiliser in par ticular) with farmers, investments in post-har vest storage and cold chains, processing 
and last-mile infrastructure around pre-identified production clusters, as illustrated in Figure 1 (Kilimo Kwanza, 2011). The 
SAGCOT blueprint also foresaw public finance for a catalytic fund of  US$50-million for star t-up agribusinesses incorporating 
smallholders; “patient capital” to finance the cost of  “last mile infrastructures” such as farm roads and ir rigation connections; 
and loan guarantees and currency risk instruments to leverage capital from the banking sector (ibid). 

SAGCOT: lessons from a public-private approach

Figure 2. SAGCOT agricultural growth corridor and clusters
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Some suggest that the SAGCOT initiative failed to meet its objective of  attracting new large-scale enterprises, building instead on 
pre-existing firms (Pauline et al, 2023). At the same time, others repor t that large-scale investments have restricted access to 
land for existing smallholders who have either no knowledge or interest in engaging with the initiative due to past bad experiences 
with large-scale investments (Fiechter et al, 2024; pp230-254). But even if  the conclusions from the SAGCOT experience are 
mixed, the thinking behind it offers interesting perspectives for other corridors around Africa with similar broad ambitions.  
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The political economy aspects are crucial for going forward. For instance, in the case SAGCOT, Byiers and Rampa (2013) show 
how despite the close coordination with the private sector, the initiative was perceived to over ly depend on a single political figure 
– President Jakaya Kikwete – rather than a broader coalition of  champions. Upon his depar ture from office, despite the capacity-
building effor ts suppor ted by development par tners, the implementation of  the blueprint slowed and even stalled.

For such endeavours, operating with multiple actors across sectors and levels, there is a fundamental need to understand actors 
and interests, and the under lying structures and institutional frameworks shaping those. The SAGCOT Corridor was par tly driven 
by powerful international agri-businesses and presidential buy-in, but struggled to make linkages with small-scale businesses and 
farmers on the ground.

The major question then is how to promote and ensure widespread dialogue and investment to coordinate between sectors and 
countries, to reap the developmental benefits that should come from combining food, infrastructural, trade and climate policies. 

Green industrialisation is a top priority for many African governments that seek to leverage renewable energy, to attract investment 
in green industries such as hydrogen, iron and steel. Meanwhile, climate adaptation remains critically underfunded, despite 
estimates that inaction could cost the continent up to US$50-billion annually by 2050. A key challenge lies in making adaptation, 
especially in Africa’s climate-vulnerable agrifood systems, a compelling, shor t-term investment case.

At the same time, the stalled agricultural productivity growth discussed above itself  drives three challenges: high emissions and 
biodiversity loss from carbon-intensive land-use change; growing food impor t dependency; and low resilience to climate shocks. 
Addressing this through green industrialisation and agricultural adaptation would mean taking these as two sides of  the same 
coin, with progress in one accelerating gains in the other.

Within that context, this initiative, through analysis and dialogue facilitation, will map relevant policies and processes, consult key 
actors and par tners, and broker proposals for investments and policy packages along the Nor thern Corridor. These will seek to 
simultaneously target enhanced food security, climate resilience and intra-regional trade.

For instance, we will illustrate the potential joint gains through the example of  low-carbon fer tiliser production and trade around 
the Nor thern Corridor in East Africa. The Nor thern Corridor connects the por t of  Mombasa in Kenya to the hinter land countries 
of  Uganda, Rwanda and the DRC. Not only does it connect key countries within the East African Community (EAC) customs union, 
but for several years reflected a “coalition of  the willing” among political leaders (e.g. AfDB, 2015). 

This initiative builds on the above thinking, to look at ways of  synergising the fragmented food-trade-infrastructure-climate policy 
and investment plans and initiatives for three corridors in Africa, with one study at the continental level. In each case we look for 
“low-hanging fruit”, where the corridor approach might help catalyse investments targeting at once agricultural development, 
food security and climate resilience.

EXPLORING NEW CORRIDOR
OPPORTUNITIES

4.1 East Africa: from (extra-regional) import and export of food
inputs and outputs to intra-regional food trade and climate action 
along the Northern Corridor
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While the Nor thern Corridor forms a par t of  regional corridor competition between Kenya and Tanzania to ser ve hinter land 
countries and regions (via respectively the por t of  Mombasa and the Dar es Salaam por t for the Central Corridor), it also 
offers oppor tunities to combine sustainable agricultural development with green industrialisation, and food security resilience 
with intra-African trade. For instance, investing in green ammonia production can reduce fer tiliser costs by lowering transpor t 
costs, enabling agricultural modernisation that boosts yields, improves food security and builds climate resilience by helping 
safeguard forests and other critical ecosystems. At the same time, this can create impor tant lead markets for Africa’s emerging 
green industries, turning the adaptation challenge into a driver for green industrialisation. The regional dimension through the 
Nor thern Corridor offers the possibility of  achieving the scale necessary for industrial investments and climate resilience through 
inter linkages and lower transpor t costs for drought-prone regions. Kenya, for instance, is considered to have the potential to 
become a green hydrogen centre, supplying clean fuel to neighbouring countries and beyond, consistent with the Vision 2030 
trade aims but also regional energy frameworks such as the EAC’s energy masterplan+ (KIPPRA, 2025).

Overall and given investment planning for green ammonia has also star ted in Uganda, the Nor thern Corridor has the potential 
to stimulate investment in green hydrogen for fer tiliser, in the medium term raising agricultural yields and lowering land use 
pressure. That offers an oppor tunity to jointly address climate mitigation and adaptation. By combining policies and investments 
around the Nor thern Corridor, a positive outcome for this would imply more investment in processing, less impor t dependency, 
smoother, lower-emissions trade, lower trade transactions costs, more productive employment and well-ser ved (urban) food 
markets. 

16

4.2 Southern Africa: from mineral extraction to food security and 
cliate resilience along the Lobito Corridor
As par t of  their green industrialisation ambitions, many African countries are developing initiatives to exploit their minerals and 
maximise value addition. In this context, the Lobito Corridor connecting Angola to the DRC and Zambia is seen as a key initiative, 
albeit with heavy external interests, including from the EU (see Karkare & Byiers, 2025). But it also has the potential to go 
beyond mineral extraction to suppor t sustainable investments in climate-resilient agrifood value chains. This entails exploring 
investment oppor tunities and policy reforms to connect existing and planned corridor infrastructure with the wider agrifood, trade 
and climate agendas.

However, although there is a political commitment to broaden the Lobito Corridor’s use-case beyond minerals to agriculture, 
resilient food systems, energy and other sectors, the Lobito Atlantic Railway consor tium, operating the existing brownfield railway, 
is primarily focused on mineral transpor t, so that for agricultural investments there would need to be a commercial case to be 
made. As different studies under line, (e.g. Karkare & Byiers, 2025) the main interest in foreign agricultural investment around 
the Lobito Corridor is primarily in Angola, with international investors primarily interested in producing for expor t outside Africa.  
 
This raises a dilemma: value chains that foreign investors see as profitable, such as avocadoes, are not the priorities to enhance 
food security in the region, nor suitable for regional trade due to bad connectivity and limited purchasing power. At the same time, 
those value chains that have scope for regional expansion, and would strengthen both food and nutrition security and climate 
resilience, such as beans, are of  limited interest to foreign investors. The challenge then will be to better link the perceptions 
and interests of  foreign par tners with those of  local public and private investors; and see how different policies and investments 
connecting agri-food and trade can be combined, taking par ticular account of  the Lobito Corridor backbone investment and 
shifting production and market zones due to climate change. 

As par t of  their green industrialisation ambitions, many African countries are developing initiatives to exploit their minerals and 
maximise value addition. In this context, the Lobito Corridor connecting Angola to the DRC and Zambia is seen as a key initiative, 
albeit with heavy external interests, including from the EU (see Karkare & Byiers, 2025). But it also has the potential to go 
beyond mineral extraction to suppor t sustainable investments in climate-resilient agrifood value chains. This entails exploring 
investment oppor tunities and policy reforms to connect existing and planned corridor infrastructure with the wider agrifood, trade 
and climate agendas. 

https://kippra.or.ke/green-hydrogen-in-kenya-the-potential-to-unlocking-industrial-growth-and-climate-resilience/
https://ecdpm.org/work/lobito-corridor-between-european-geopolitics-and-african-agency
https://ecdpm.org/work/lobito-corridor-between-european-geopolitics-and-african-agency
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4.3 West Africa: resilient urbanisation and regional food markets 
around the Abidjan-Lagos Corridor

However, although there is a political commitment to broaden the Lobito Corridor’s use-case beyond minerals to agriculture, 
resilient food systems, energy and other sectors, the Lobito Atlantic Railway consor tium, operating the existing brownfield railway, 
is primarily focused on mineral transpor t, so that for agricultural investments there would need to be a commercial case to be 
made. As different studies under line, (e.g. Karkare & Byiers, 2025) the main interest in foreign agricultural investment around 
the Lobito Corridor is primarily in Angola, with international investors primarily interested in producing for expor t outside Africa.  
 
This raises a dilemma: value chains that foreign investors see as profitable, such as avocadoes, are not the priorities to enhance 
food security in the region, nor suitable for regional trade due to bad connectivity and limited purchasing power. At the same time, 
those value chains that have scope for regional expansion, and would strengthen both food and nutrition security and climate 
resilience, such as beans, are of  limited interest to foreign investors. The challenge then will be to better link the perceptions 
and interests of  foreign par tners with those of  local public and private investors; and see how different policies and investments 
connecting agri-food and trade can be combined, taking par ticular account of  the Lobito Corridor backbone investment and 
shifting production and market zones due to climate change.  

The West Africa case offers a vehicle to look at how the food-trade-infrastructure-climate nexus plays out in the context of  
connecting rapidly urbanising markets along and around cross-border corridors. Indeed, the EU’s Global Gateway Corridor repor t 
finds a “potential high-productivity cluster” in Western Africa, taking the combination of  the Abidjan-Lagos, Praia-Dakar-Abidjan 
and Abidjan-Ouagadougou corridors (Kavalov et al, 2025).5 It has by far the highest population density of  all the EU-designated 
corridors – more than double the next most densely populated corridor – thus underpinning a potentially large market for food 
products.

As a recent OECD repor t (OECD, 2025) highlights, urban areas are at the forefront of  intra-regional food trade in West Africa, 
with urban consumers spending 50% more on food than rural consumers and purchasing 90% of  their food consumption. That 
offers massive market oppor tunities if  the costs of  production and movement of  food can be brought down, even in the context 
of  climate change. 

Within this dynamic, there are moves towards investment in processing as regional demand shifts towards fresher, more perishable 
and also more processed foods. That then implies a need for parallel business ser vices such as warehousing, cold storage, food 
preser vation, processing, packaging and logistics, on and around corridors, also involving more intermediaries to allow foods, 
including fresh products, to travel longer distances across the region. According to the OECD repor t, Senegal, Ghana and Côte 
d’Ivoire account for a third of  regional trade with 58%, 48% and 39% of  their trade respectively, beyond immediate neighbours. 
As the OECD repor t remarks, food products that are widely produced, consumed and traded in the region, such as millet, sorghum, 
livestock, fish, cowpea and vegetables, have received little policy attention. Fur ther, the role of  the intra-regional corridors in 
suppor ting this trade merits fur ther attention for policy, but especially investment promotion.
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At the same time, West Africa is one of  the most vulnerable regions to climate change impacts, nationally but also transboundary. 
Mauritania, Guinea and Togo have been ranked among the top 15 countries wor ldwide for exposure to cross-border climate 
risks (Adaptation Without Borders, 2025). They propose the innovative application of  multilateral adaptation finance to suppor t 
strategic grain storage and other measures to build regional resilience to international food price shocks. 

Together these highlight the need to think more about how to coordinate food-related and climate-related investments around 
ongoing trade facilitation measures on and around the Abidjan-Lagos corridor. This component of  the project will therefore look 
at ways to strengthen climate resilience and food system sustainability along the Abidjan–Lagos corridor, including by using the 
cassava and other specific value chains as a lens to examine the climate-food-trade nexus, taking account of  transboundary 
climate risks and oppor tunities at the water-energy-food-ecosystems interface, while fostering multi-stakeholder dialogue to co-
create coherent policies that align trade, food and climate objectives. Despite strong domestic effor ts, for instance, the region 
produces only about 60% of  its rice needs, with demand rising 6% annually. Nigeria, Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, Benin and Togo all 
face different production challenges, with Côte d’Ivoire and Benin heavily reliant on impor ts.

The proposed analysis and dialogue will ser ve to identify a pipeline of  bankable investments that can help demonstrate how 
investing in solutions with co-benefits for water, energy, food and ecosystems at critical points in specific value chains, such as 
rice or cassava, creates a vir tuous cycle of  resilience and decarbonisation in a context of  regional insecurity, large-scale informal 
trade, displacement and rapid urbanisation. Cassava may represent a compelling entry point for corridor integration due to its 
climate resilience, role in food security and growing industrial demand for starch, ethanol and high-quality flour. Its industrial use, 
as well as niche uses, such as in gluten-free pasta, make it also an interesting expor t crop.
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4.4 Continental level
Finally, beyond the three corridor initiatives, the project looks at how to suppor t and enhance the benefits of  connecting food 
security, climate resilience, infrastructure, investment and trade actions across Africa through continental-level coordination. 
While the corridors represent “bottom-up” thinking about connecting the different policy agendas, there is nonetheless an 
oppor tunity to think about the continental level policies and processes.

For this, we will complement the above processes with a concise mapping of  AU continental policies, strategies, investment plans 
and key institutions involved in the flagship continental frameworks (CAADP, PIDA, AfCFTA and AU Climate Change Strategy), also 
based on existing literature and previous assessments. 

The aim is to analyse their policy ambitions and policy-to-practice gaps, as well as drivers and oppor tunities for their 
implementation, with a view to helping operationalise the food, trade, climate and infrastructure nexus. Because of  their potential 
role in stimulating investments around corridors, this includes preliminary analysis of  the Common African Agro-Parks Programme 
(CAAPs), focusing on bottlenecks and potential key critical enablers, as well as on how the continental frameworks can suppor t 
the implementation of  the corridor approach to suppor t agro-industrial development and trade. Finally, the repor t will develop 
context-specific recommendations to enhance policy integration, fostering a more coherent and effective approach to Africa’s 
transformative development.

By combining these continental level policy processes with regional corridor initiatives and real private sector dynamics on the 
ground, the aim is to find ways to adapt such continental frameworks to help underpin more investment-focused policies drawing 
lessons from the different corridor experiences. 

https://adaptationwithoutborders.org/knowledge-base/adaptation-without-borders/an-african-perspective-on-transboundary-and-cascading-climate-risks/
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Political economy analysis is not an academic exercise but a practical way to inform dialogue, sequencing and coalition‑building 
around corridor investments. Experience across African corridors shows that technically sound projects often stall when they 
over look power relations, distributional impacts and incentive structures that shape decision‑making by public authorities, 
corridor operators, financiers and private firms. Embedding political economy analysis within the AUDA‑NEPAD‑suppor ted dialogue 
processes allows these dynamics to be surfaced ear ly and addressed through adaptive policy design and investment packaging.

Political economy analysis is indeed concerned with the practical interaction of  political and economic processes in a society: the 
distribution of  power and wealth between different groups and individuals, and the processes that create, sustain and transform 
these relationships over time (OECD-DAC). This helps understand the reasons for resistance to change, as well as “what those 
with power want (or don’t want), and where positive change is emerging and why” (Nash et al, 2020). 

Structural factors are embedded in historic, geographical, demographic and economic characteristics, and are usually very hard 
or impossible to change; Institutional factors are the “rules of  the game”, including formal rules codified in laws, regulations, 
agreements, etc. and informal structures, which are beliefs, norms and practices (e.g. rent-seeking, informal state-business 
relations). These both shape the space and agency of  actors and the incentives they face to promote corridor-related policies, 
whether political, government, private sector or external actors. Among these, those who stand to lose may block reforms, while 
those who stand to win may suppor t – requiring that corridor initiatives navigate these. In addition, external factors have an 
impact, in the form of  exogenous forces that affect domestic dynamics and political economy, including long-term trends (e.g. 
climate change) and shocks (e.g. Covid-19). 

Finally, the way these play out along or around a corridor differ depending on sectoral factors that relate to their political salience, 
such as infrastructure construction, roads checkpoints, customs and One-Stop Border Posts.

This toolbox will be used to structure inclusive, corridor‑level dialogue among public institutions, corridor authorities, private 
investors, farmer organisations and development par tners. Rather than seeking consensus on abstract policy goals, these 
dialogues focus on identifying politically feasible investment and reform packages that align actor incentives while advancing 
food security, climate resilience and trade objectives. In practice, this means recognising where interests diverge, such as 
between mineral‑focused corridor operators and food system stakeholders in the Lobito Corridor, and designing complementary 
inter ventions that lower risks and clarify returns across sectors.

Through, and beyond, this project, this political economy and dialogue toolbox will be par t of  AUDA-NEPAD’s ongoing suppor t 
to Member States and RECs, using corridor initiatives as practical entry points for reform. In targeted corridors, previous 
assessments show that technically sound investments fail where actor incentives, power relations and distributional effects are not 
addressed. Embedding political economy analysis within AUDA‑NEPAD and ECDPM‑led dialogues helps ensure that corridor‑based 
food system investments are not only technically viable, but politically feasible and locally anchored.

The challenge of  overcoming policy siloes often relates to basic, administrative, coordination failures. But as highlighted, it 
also relates to the interests and incentives of  key actors who may benefit from the status quo, what some have refer red to as 
“profitable inefficiency” (Lamarque, 2019). As a series of  corridor studies have shown, the political economy dynamics within and 
between countries are often key in shaping the degree to which corridor ambitions are met.6 In order to make these more explicit, 
we propose a political economy analysis framework using five analytical lenses.7

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY ANALYSIS 
AND DIALOGUE TOOLBOX

19

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-modern-african-studies/article/abs/profitable-inefficiency-the-politics-of-port-infrastructure-in-mombasa-kenya/00EFA1B971EB4E527528A0A7BC02DE2E


Connecting policies.
Unlocking investments.
Building resilient and prosperous Africa.20

Figure 3. Five lenses for political economy analysis
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Figure 4. 5 As for designing future approaches

By looking at the interaction of  these different lenses, and asking the questions listed above, this helps to systematise information 
on what actors and factors shape corridor outcomes and how. This then allows a more structured way of  looking at future options, 
with the public and private sector actors who might be encouraged to engage in and around a specific corridor. For this we also 
propose the following “5 As”.

These political economy 5 Lenses and 5 As will guide the activities and other tools of  this project, in order to map relevant 
policies, investment plans and key actors/par tners along the Lobito, Nor thern and Abidjan-Lagos Corridors. Building on this, we 
will put forward a limited number of  politically feasible business cases in each corridor, for investments and policy packages to 
simultaneously target enhanced food security, climate resilience and intra-regional trade. 

21



Connecting policies.
Unlocking investments.
Building resilient and prosperous Africa.22



Connecting policies.
Unlocking investments.
Building resilient and prosperous Africa.

This Political Economy Analysis and Dialogue Toolbox will not only be applied to the CAADP, PIDA, ACFTA and AU’s Climate 
processes, but also to international cooperation and par tnership processes such as the EU Global Gateway. Star ting from the 
African policy frameworks and the investments proposed by African actors, we will thus suppor t the possible matching between 
these locally owned plans and the investment in those regions envisaged under such international par tnership processes.

The business cases identified in each corridor will be ar ticulated by putting forward, for each for them: 

A) (i) A politically savvy vision of  why investment should flow into the selected value chains or sub-sectors; and (ii) a cluster of  
concrete investment oppor tunities for relevant stakeholders 
B) A combination of  (i) policy reforms, (ii) (blended) finance mechanisms and (iii) multi-stakeholder platforms

In the final stages of  the project, this toolbox will be used to broker collaborations among interested par tners that will hopefully 
create the conditions for fur ther activities, such as tailored trade and investment missions and business forums, to facilitate 
connections between African and European businesses and investors, and contribute to the creation of  regional food markets 
that today aren’t there yet. 

As mentioned above, while public investors and international donors are in principle available to suppor t food security and climate 
action, a key challenge will be identifying international/European private investors willing to invest in food value chains focused 
on regional markets. This relates a lot to risk perceptions, relatively small volumes of  regional expor ts and the challenge of  
integrating markets. 

To respond to such a challenge, our initiative will also seek to clarify the related returns on investment and scaling readiness; and 
promote the exploration of  investment assessment approaches that could calculate risk-return-impact (RRI) taking into account 
all project goals in the four thematic areas. Therefore, not only shor t-term profit but also climate, ecosystem and food-nutrition-
security objectives, while contributing to increasing trade flows. In this way, the approach could ser ve as a software enhancement 
of  the hardware of  existing African infrastructure development plans. 

For instance, investing in the (smallholder-dominated) beans value chain along the Lobito Corridor may have lower financial 
return in the shor t term, or seem riskier (e.g. compared to expor ting avocado to the EU). However, it also reduces the risks 
of  soil degradation and climate disruptions, decreases emissions impacts, and has a positive effect on women’s income and 
nutritional outcomes. Moreover, if  combined with transpor t cost reduction of  corridors and given huge demand in African cities, 
this investment would also be (intra-regional) trade enhancing. Such improved RRI assessments could make the business cases 
and investment oppor tunities put forward through our project more attractive also for (innovative) international and European 
private investors.
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CONCLUSIONS
The corridor approach outlined in this paper provides a practical pathway to operationalising Africa’s major continental frameworks 
in contexts where policy fragmentation and investment risks remain high. Overall, while corridors offer an approach to overcoming 
a range of  coordination problems – in terms of  public and private initiatives and investments – in practice this is complex to 
carry out.
 
Collaboration and coordination among the many different actors are required to engage in value chain coordination, crossing 
borders and using road and rail connections all entail multiple actors and interests. This analysis underscores that corridors are 
most effective when treated as integrated development platforms rather than transpor t routes. Realising their transformative 
potential for food security and climate action requires politically informed coordination across sectors, borders and investment 
actors. By combining corridor‑level political economy analysis, multi‑stakeholder dialogue and investment facilitation, AUDA‑NEPAD 
and ECDPM can help ensure that Africa’s corridors become engines of  sustainable agri‑food transformation, climate resilience and 
intra‑African trade, anchored in African priorities and capable of  leveraging, rather than being shaped by, external par tnerships 
and investments. 

However, encouraging investors to inter vene where the wider business environment remains a challenge and where markets 
for inputs and outputs are product- and producer-specific, is a big ask. Access to improved agricultural suppor t ser vices 
and a suppor tive business environment remain a key necessity for domestic farmers, with the challenge of  engaging with 
smaller producers still very much present. Although a corridors approach may be able to help overcome this by providing a 
narrower geographical focus to policy effor ts and investments to address these aspects, it nonetheless requires consideration of  
mechanisms to benefit all public and private actors. 

Indeed, realising the full, transformative potential of  the corridors for food security and climate action will require a paradigm 
shift towards truly integrated and coherent policymaking and implementation, moving beyond sectoral siloed approaches and 
prioritising synergistic investments that link infrastructure development with agricultural modernisation, climate resilience, trade 
facilitation and local value addition; coordinated funding, especially blended finance, should specifically target climate action 
and regional food value chain development; and multi-stakeholder platforms should be associated to the corridors processes to 
guarantee inclusivity and monitoring of  actual impact. 

The conceptual framing, operational approach and methodological toolbox of  the project outlined in this paper will hopefully offer 
concrete contributions to these effor ts.
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FOOTNOTES
1 Established by the AU Assembly in 2003, CAADP’s commitments included a promise by all governments to increase public investment in agriculture to a 
minimum of  10% of  their national budgets and to target agricultural growth of  6% per year. This was to be based around four key pillars: (1) Sustainable 
Land and Water Management; (2) Market Access; (3) Food Supply and Hunger ; and (4) Agricultural Research. At the same time, the AU Joint Conference of  
African Ministers of  Agriculture and Ministers of  Trade, held in November 2012, was titled “Boosting Intra-African Trade: A key to Agricultural Transformation”.

2 As par t of  this, Italy pledged financial suppor t to the Technical Cooperation Collaborative (TCC), a multi-year initiative launched at COP28 and co-stewarded 
by the UAE, Wor ld Bank and FAO, which ser ves as one of  the primary mechanisms for implementing the UAE Declaration. The Declaration, endorsed by 159 
Heads of  State, calls for significantly scaled-up technical and financial assistance to align food and agriculture policies with national climate goals, reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions and enhance resilience, par ticular ly in low- and middle-income countries. The TCC is designed to: (i) provide technical assistance 
for integrating agriculture and food systems planning into national climate adaptation and mitigation strategies; and (ii) suppor t the development of  
prioritised investment pipelines based on these integrated plans. The TCC will operate across national, regional, continental and global levels.

3 A recent update fur ther ranks these in terms of  their ability to reduce carbon footprints and preser ve biodiversity; to digitalise transpor t; to improve access 
to public ser vices, linking also rural road networks, urban mobility, and connectivity in and between cities; and to unlock productive areas and suppor t value 
chain development in mining, agriculture, agribusiness and industry (Kavalov et al, 2025).

4 In broad terms: “The AfCFTA will have the greatest effect where it will be reducing high tariffs on intra-African trade, where there exists some intra-African 
trade to scale up and where there is ample external trade to substitute away from” (Luke, 2025), though this assumes that consumers see impor ts and 
African produce as substitutes. Most potential for the AfCFTA to boost intra-African trade is identified in fish and seafood, sugar, fruit, tobacco, preparations 
of  cereals, vegetables, vegetable oils, beverages and dairy, as well as expor ters of  agricultural machinery and fer tilisers.

5 Such areas have been identified by simultaneously looking for the highest number of  investments under the EU, Programme for Infrastructure Development 
in Africa (PIDA), Wor ld Bank, etc.; the highest prevalence of  productive areas, e.g. mineral extraction sites, cropland, that were under-connected in terms of  
under-developed network accessibility; fastest growing population; lowest number of  transpor t networks and network entry points of  all types (road, rail, air), 
where transpor t accessibility and performance were the lowest and drive times the highest; lowest natural (e.g. f loods) and man-related (e.g. conflicts) risks; 
highest greenhouse gas emissions – carbon dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4), nitrous oxide (N2O) – from all sectors (Kavalov, 2025).

6 The main takeaways and links to those studies are summarised here.

7 These draw on Byiers and Vanheukelom (2016).

https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC142789
https://press.lse.ac.uk/books/24/files/5ffa50ba-7596-458a-8178-d89693156366.pdf
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC142789
https://x.com/BruceByiers/status/1544246822851444736
https://ecdpm.org/application/files/1116/8085/3649/How-To-Note-PERIA-ECDPM-November-2016.pdf
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