F'rom schoolchildren to digital nomads
our cross-border trade is even more lit

export of healthcare services, Yet,if a German tour-
lsé:ltl_xes INo Nairobi for a dental procedure, we
'; b(l’ \I.lttril:.cmcal tourism and write glowing reports
b0r take the bride in South Sudan’s capital, Ju-

a, who decides that the tailors in the big Konyo
Konyo market aren’t up 1o scratch, while those in
Eastleigh, Nairobi, are more“happening” She sends
measurements via WhatsApp to an Eastleigh tailor
per Cousin uses, pays via mobile money,and a cous-

In brings the gown across on a bus, tucked inside a

Sultcase with a smelly mitumba sweater on top to

mask t}'le scent of luxury. The gown is a high-val-

ue textile export, and the tailoring is a professional
service. To the border guard,it’s just a suitcase with

*‘ or years, Africa has been told a poor
story about itself: that it barely trades
with its own neighbours. Official figures
have long put intra-African trade at
between 15 and 17 per cent of the conti-

nent’s total commerce, reinforcing the idea of frag-
mented markels and outward dependence.

But that story is badly incomplete. Fresh re-
search from the Organisation for Economic Co-op-
eration and Development (OECD), reported in The
Economist, finds that about $10 billion in food is
traded each year informally in West Africa alone.
Why is that striking? Because it is up to six times
higher than the officially recorded figure. Similar
cross-border flows exist across East, Central and

Southern Africa, quietly sustaining livelihoods and stinky clothes t
es that once belonged to some Ameri-

food systems. CHARLES ONYANGO-0BBO can. And in the region’s gross domestic product, it

once these informal exchanges are factored is invisible E i
in, intra-African trade is likely to rise to between We also h i igi

, € : . s0 have what you might call the “ 2 -
17 and 20 per cent ?xf total trade. This conclusion We have spent oo mads of the Bush’tinihebox%ler tcwnse olf)\ﬁgt‘.:}?‘\-
was also reached in “Borderless Africa: A Sceptic’s long fecusing on lhe c¢a, young people often sit in“grey zones™where the

Guide to the Continental Free Trade Area”by Fran- Fhacrr 1 G si . > .
cis Mangeni and Andrew Mold (a good East Afri- -“!l““}( HIII'. formal :r m?gg%‘g?ﬁ;ﬁﬂg%&?ﬁ:?ﬁ S;rg\r;gt'_
can and a friend of East Africa, respectively), pub-  [ailures in African lrade  pegses or manage social media fgr c\ients acr;s‘%

li_shed g:; gpljﬂ é%b'f::é l;i?;lus:kthey affh no&(mf:ll:s- and missing the small, the border while perched on a jerrycan in their
rity economis eakers without so informal victories. It is own country, They are exporting digital services,

and tweed jackets with leather elbow patches, their ., k et the only thing the taxm : :
book barely registered in African media. lime we started counting Z smartphoyl‘{e whgo suepposed?‘? rieeg(sis‘sagr‘:gfjcﬁh

Even when we talk about informal trade,itstil  1he children in yellow Why does this matter? Firstly, it gives the African

doesn’t capture everything left out of the official uniforms. and wod(lingl anﬁn(fig'tliiﬂty}?e Tr'ctldﬁe Area (@f(i.}l:TAng}luctgneed.
ed credibility. If you tell a sceptic that Africa doesmt

numbers. There are other exchanges right under

our noses, wrapped in cultural habits, that we over- dresses tucked at the trade with itself, they will dismiss the AfCFTA as a

look. Take the Busia or Malaba Kenya-Uganda bor- bottom ol suiteases. vanity project for suit-wearing bureaucrats. ’
But if you show them that the trade is already

der. Each morning, thousands of children walk
across to study in Kenya, and thousands move the happening, it attracts serious money. investors are
other way to study in Uganda. Because of unique like vultures; they circle where they see a carcass
border cultures, they are viewed as “children of the of profit. If a warehouse developer sees official da-
village”, part of the border furniture. No one pays ta indicating that only 10 trucks cross a border, he
much attention to them if they are not sickly, and stays home. But if the “real” data shows 1,500 mo-
there is no deeper interrogation of what they rep- torcycles carrying small loads a day, he realises
resent. 3 there could be a market for mini storage and logis-
- The value of education services, tics.
which is technically exported by And a president is more likely to sign off on a
both countries to each modern shipping vessel on Lake Vic-
other, is absent from ! toria if he knows he isn't building
~ both official and infor- : _ abridge to nowhere, but rath-
mal data. That is because er a pipeline for the millions
_ for both sets of numbers, .- of dollars already flowing
we count only what we ~under his nose on rickety
can “see with our naked boats.
eyes”and touch - a bag ‘We have spent too long
_ of flour, suggled fu- focusing on the signifi-
el in a jerrycan, soap, cant, formal failures in
and food. But we miss African trade and miss-
the human capital be- ing the small, infor-
ing ferried across the mal victories. It is fime
line in small yellow uni- we started counting
forms and scuffed shoes. the children in yellow
Then there are the “horder uniforms, and wed-
patients” In places like Na- ding dresses tudged at
‘manga or Taveta, a moth- the bottom of suitcas-
er might wake up in Tan- es. We might find that
zania with a nagging fever the integrated Africa
‘and decide that the clinic we have been dream-
two kilometres away in Ken ing of mﬁt'gfum des-
ya has better, more reliable , Unat\fm—‘“ s a reali-
pills. She crosses over, pays ty we've been ignoring
her few shilling, receives a while waiting f(g the
diagnosis and a blister pack paperwork to catch up.
of malaria tablets, and walks
back home to cook dinner.
In the East African Com-
nunity ledger, this transac-
ion does not appear.Itisaghost
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