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Ghana'’s food
trade is regional
in practice, but
policy still treats
it as fragmented,
informal and
secondary.
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The Institute of Statistical, Social and Economic Research (ISSER), University of
Ghana, convened a workshop titled: Agricultural Commodities Trade, Cross-Border
Trade Governance and Financing. The purpose of the convening was to reflect on
trade barriers affecting Ghana’s agricultural trade, with the purpose of identifying
practical steps to unlock the sector’s potential to fully benefit from the African
Continental Free Trade Area.

Ghana effectively operates two different agricultural trade systems. The first is a
structured export system centred on cocoa, cashew and other globally traded
commodities. This system is relatively formalized, regulated and integrated into
global markets. The second is a fragmented food trade system centred on maize,
livestock, horticulture and other regionally traded food commodities. This second
system is weakly coordinated, often informal, and shaped more by traders, price
arbitrage, exchange rates, seasonality and corridor networks than by formal policy
architecture (Dzanku, 2026).

This distinction is important. Ghana’s export economy is often understood through its
structured commodities, especially gold, cocoa beans, cocoa paste, cocoa butter,
crude petroleum and other formal export products. Yet Ghana’s food economy is
highly regional in practice. Food commodities move across borders through northern
corridors into Burkina Faso and Niger, and through coastal corridors involving Togo
and Cote d’Ivoire. Ghana’s cross-border food trade is dominated by cereals,
especially maize, livestock imports from Burkina Faso and Niger, and high-value
perishable horticultural products. This is not a marginal phenomenon,; it is central to
how Ghana’s food markets function (Dzanku, 2026).

The central policy tension is that Ghana’s formal trade policy and regulatory systems
are not fully aligned with the actual geography and organization of food markets.
Ghana’s food markets operate regionally, but many policy interventions still treat
food trade as a domestic issue or as an extension of formal export management. This
creates a gap between the real market and the regulated market. The questions then
beg: Are policymakers regulating the real market? Should reform start at borders or in
domestic markets? Can AfCFTA succeed without fixing domestic frictions? (Dzanku,
2026).



Food security
measures must be
rules-based;
otherwise they
undermine the
markets needed for
food security.

Ghana’s Agricultural Trade Opportunity: Regional Food Markets
as a Strategic Asset

Ghana exports a relatively narrow set of structured commodities while importing a
broader, consumption-driven basket of goods. On the export side, Ghana’s trade is
dominated by gold, crude petroleum, cocoa beans, cocoa paste, manganese ore, cocoa
butter and other structured commodities. On the import side, the basket is broader and
includes refined petroleum, vehicles, raw sugar, rice, wheat, tea, coated flat-rolled
iron, machinery, poultry meat and other consumption and production-related goods
(Dzanku, 2026).

This trade structure creates a strategic challenge. Ghana earns foreign exchange from
a few structured sectors but imports a wide range of consumer and intermediate
goods. In agriculture, this means Ghana’s formal export success in cocoa has not
translated into equally strong regional food trade systems. Food commodities - maize,
rice, livestock, horticulture and other staples - remain central to domestic welfare and
regional market integration, but they are less organized than cocoa and cashew.

At the same time, regional trade is a major opportunity. Ghana’s cross-border trade is
concentrated along a few key corridors. Cote d’Ivoire and Togo remain important
coastal partners, while Burkina Faso has become increasingly important in recent
cross-border trade patterns. The share of cross-border imports from Burkina Faso rose
significantly between the earlier period of 2005-2012 and the more recent period of
2017-2024, while Burkina Faso also increased its share in Ghana’s cross-border
exports. Ghana’s food system is therefore not simply national; it is integrated into
Sahelian and coastal market systems (Dzanku, 2026).

This insight is consistent with wider evidence from West Africa. Intra-regional food
trade plays a significant role in food and nutrition security, with OECD/SWAC
estimating that up to 68 trillion kilocalories are traded regionally each year—enough
to meet the annual energy requirements of roughly 80 million people, or nearly one
quarter of the region’s population (OECD/SWAC, 2025). Yet this trade is often
undercounted, poorly reflected in official statistics and insufficiently integrated into
food security policy.

For Ghana, the opportunity is to treat regional food trade as a strategic food security
and market development instrument. Instead of viewing cross-border flows mainly as
leakage, informality or regulatory failure, Ghana can use them to stabilize food
supply, create markets for surplus-producing zones, lower price volatility and
strengthen its role within ECOWAS and AfCFTA food systems.

Trade Barrier One: Policy Inconsistencies and Ad Hoc
Restrictions

The most important policy barrier is policy inconsistency. Cross-border trade is
inefficient because of ad hoc restrictions, weak ECOWAS alignment and the absence
of a coherent framework for managing food trade across borders. These
inconsistencies raise uncertainty for traders, limit formalization, discourage
aggregation and reduce spatial market integration (Dzanku, 2026).

Ad hoc restrictions are particularly damaging in food markets because traders operate
on thin margins and short time horizons. Maize, livestock and horticulture trade are
shaped by seasonality, price differentials and rapid movement between surplus and



deficit areas. When policy changes suddenly, traders shift to smaller transactions,
informal routes or risk-minimizing strategies. This reduces the ability of formal
systems to aggregate, finance and standardize trade at scale.

Ghana has previously used restrictions on grain exports during periods of food
security concern. For example, USDA FAS reported that Ghana extended temporary
restrictions on corn and soybean exports in 2022 and added rice to the restricted
commodities amid concerns linked to the Ukraine war and a poor harvest season
(USDA FAS, 2022). These measures may be politically understandable in periods of
supply stress, but they can weaken regional trust and reduce incentives for
commercial production if they are not rules-based, transparent and time-bound.

The practical solution is to establish a predictable food trade policy framework.
Ghana should define clear criteria for temporary export restrictions, including verified
stock levels, production forecasts, price thresholds, food balance assessments and
early warning signals. Restrictions should be temporary, publicly justified, notified to
ECOWAS partners and reviewed regularly. Most importantly, Ghana should
distinguish between emergency food security management and routine trade
governance. Emergency measures should not become a substitute for long-term
market development.

Trade Barrier Two: Weak ECOWAS Alignment and Regional Trade
Governance

Weak ECOWAS alignment is a key cause of inefficient cross-border trade. This is
significant because Ghana’s food corridors are deeply regional. Maize moves
northward into Sahelian markets, livestock flows into Ghana from Burkina Faso and
Niger, and horticulture moves through regional high-value networks. These markets
cannot function efficiently if domestic policy is disconnected from ECOWAS trade
rules and regional dispute resolution systems (Dzanku, 2026).

ECOWAS has formal instruments intended to support regional trade. The ECOWAS
Trade Liberalisation Scheme is designed to remove customs duties, taxes of
equivalent effect and non-tariff barriers that hamper trade between member states,
while reducing red tape and paperwork at borders (World Bank, 2025). However,
implementation remains uneven. The 2024 Africa Agriculture Trade Monitor chapter
on ECOWAS agricultural trade integration notes that agricultural trade costs in
ECOWAS continue to be shaped by tariffs, non-tariff measures, logistics
performance and currency diversity, while informal cross-border trade represents a
large share of intra-regional flows (Bouét et al., 2024).

For Ghana, ECOWAS alignment should be treated as an operational trade facilitation
agenda, not merely a diplomatic commitment. This means harmonizing
documentation, border procedures, SPS requirements, trader registration, simplified
trade regimes and small trader support systems with neighbours. Ghana should also
make greater use of ECOWAS dispute resolution and mediation mechanisms when
trade restrictions arise. OECD/SWAC notes that ECOWAS could strengthen
compliance through mediation and peer pressure, including through the ECOWAS
Trade Liberalisation Scheme Task Force, which has been used to mediate trade
disputes such as the 2024 Benin-Niger maize export restriction dispute
(OECD/SWAC, 2025).



Border delays
do not only slow
trade; they raise
food prices and
deepen regional
price gaps.

Trade Barrier Three: Border Frictions, Delays and Informal
Payments

Border frictions are a major constraint in Ghana’s cross-border food trade. Delays and
informal payments are key sources of inefficiency. These frictions increase
transaction costs and encourage traders to remain small, informal and corridor-
specific rather than scaling into more structured, financeable regional trade operations
(Dzanku, 2026).

Border frictions are particularly damaging for perishable commodities such as
horticulture and livestock products. Delays reduce freshness, increase spoilage, raise
working capital costs and undermine buyer confidence. For cereals such as maize,
delays and informal payments reduce margins and widen price gaps between regions.
There are large differences between local and regional price in 2025, with prices
ranging from about GHS 5.1 in the Northern East region to GHS 11.8 in Greater
Accra. Such gaps signal weak spatial integration and unrealized trade (Dzanku,
2026).

These price gaps are not only about distance. They reflect transport costs, aggregation
failures, information asymmetries, financing gaps, road conditions, border delays and
weak market coordination. Where spatial integration is weak, surplus areas do not
efficiently supply deficit areas, and consumers face higher prices than necessary.

The practical solution is to reduce border and corridor transaction costs. Ghana
should establish joint border coordination mechanisms with Céte d’Ivoire, Togo and
Burkina Faso, focusing on agricultural goods. Border posts should have clear official
fee schedules, complaint mechanisms, digital documentation systems and trader
information desks. Informal payments should be monitored through trader surveys
and corridor observatories. For perishables, clearance should be risk-based and time-
bound.

Trade Barrier Four: Weak Aggregation and Limited Trade Finance

Weak aggregation and limited trade finance are major constraints. This is central to
understanding why food trade remains small-scale and informal. Traders may respond
efficiently to price differentials, exchange rates and seasonal demand, but without
aggregation and finance they cannot easily move larger volumes, meet quality
specifications or formalize relationships with institutional buyers (Dzanku, 2026).

Weak aggregation prevents scale. Small traders often buy from dispersed farmers and
move limited volumes through trusted networks. This allows flexibility but limits
standardization, storage, grading and formal contracting. Limited trade finance
reinforces this pattern. Without working capital, traders cannot aggregate larger
volumes, invest in storage, absorb delays or meet documentation costs. As a result,
high transaction costs lead to small-scale transactions, informal trade channels and
limited market integration (Dzanku, 2026).

This pattern aligns with broader evidence on informal cross-border trade in Africa.
Bouét, Ciss¢ and Traoré (2020) argue that enhancing intra-African agricultural trade
is a priority for food security and self-reliance, but much of this trade remains
informal because formal systems are costly, complex or poorly adapted to small-scale
traders. Similarly, FAO work on informal trade formalization highlights weak access
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to finance, complex rules, high transport costs, bribery and weak market linkages as
key barriers to formalization (FAO, 2017).

The solution is not to suppress informal trade, but to create pathways for progressive
formalization. Ghana should expand trader aggregation models, warehouse receipt
systems, inventory finance, receivables finance and small-trader credit products.
Producer organizations and trader associations should be linked to larger buyers,
processors and regional market platforms. The goal should be to move from
fragmented trader networks to structured but inclusive corridor-based trade systems.

Trade Barrier Five: Fragmented Food Systems versus Structured
Export Systems

The sharp difference between structured export commodities and fragmented food
commodities markets are an important observation. For instance, cocoa and cashew
operate through more organized export systems, while maize, livestock and
horticulture operate in fragmented food markets with weaker coordination. Export
systems are formal, regulated and linked to global markets; food systems are
regionally traded but weakly structured (Dzanku, 2026).

This creates an institutional imbalance. Ghana has stronger policy, regulatory and
marketing architecture for global export crops than for regional food commodities.
Yet regional food trade is critical for food security, rural incomes and price stability.
If policy attention remains concentrated on structured export commodities, Ghana
will underinvest in the market institutions needed to integrate food markets.

The solution is to build food trade institutions that mirror the seriousness given to
cocoa and cashew, while avoiding overregulation. Ghana should develop commodity-
specific trade platforms for maize, livestock and horticulture. These platforms should
integrate market information, aggregation, quality standards, storage, trade finance
and corridor facilitation. The objective should not be to impose rigid control but to
provide enabling infrastructure for private trade.

Trade Barrier Six: Rice Dependence and Import-Production
Tensions

Rice is a key case where domestic production has increased but imports still play a
major role. The slide on rice shows production rising over time, but imports remain
an important source of supply. This reflects a wider policy challenge: domestic
production growth does not automatically eliminate import dependence, especially
where demand is rising, quality preferences are changing and domestic value chains
face cost and competitiveness constraints (Dzanku, 2026).

USDA FAS reported that Ghana’s MY2024/2025 domestic rice production forecast
was revised down to 750,000 metric tons following prolonged drought in eight of
Ghana’s 16 regions, while rice imports were forecast at 950,000 metric tons, up 20
percent over the previous estimate (USDA FAS, 2024). This illustrates the
vulnerability of import substitution strategies to climate shocks and supply variability.

The policy implication is that Ghana should not treat rice imports and domestic
production as mutually exclusive. Imports help stabilize supply and prices, while
domestic production policies should focus on productivity, irrigation, milling quality,
branding, aggregation and consumer preferences. Restricting imports without



improving domestic competitiveness risks raising consumer prices and encouraging
informal trade.

Trade Barrier Seven: Poor Data on Informal and Regional Food
Trade

Ghana’s food markets operate regionally in practice, but cross-border trade includes
both formal and informal flows. Informal trade is often undercounted, even though it
may be central to seasonal food availability, market integration and price stabilization
(Dzanku, 2026).

OECD/SWAC emphasizes that intra-regional food trade is often overlooked because
many flows are unrecorded and poorly captured by national statistics. This under-
reporting distorts policy and crisis response, while weak data systems limit
governments’ ability to design interventions that lower food costs, improve
distribution and strengthen early warning systems (OECD/SWAC, 2025).

For Ghana, better data are essential. Without reliable information on volumes, routes,
traders, prices and informal flows, policy will continue to regulate only part of the
market. Ghana should establish a cross-border food trade observatory covering
northern and eastern corridors. This should combine customs data, trader surveys,
market price monitoring, transport cost data, livestock movement records and
informal flow estimates. The system should inform food security planning, trade
policy and ECOWAS engagement.

Policy Package: Practical Steps to Resolve Ghana’s Trade
Barriers

The Ghana’s agricultural trade barriers point to a need for a practical reform package.

First, Ghana should establish a predictable food trade policy framework. Export
restrictions and emergency measures should be based on published food balance
sheets, price thresholds, stock levels and early warning indicators. Measures should
be time-bound, proportionate and regionally notified.

Second, Ghana should strengthen ECOWAS alignment. Cross-border food trade with
Burkina Faso, Niger, Togo and Cote d’Ivoire should be supported through
harmonized procedures, simplified documentation and stronger use of ECOWAS
mechanisms.

Third, Ghana should reduce border frictions. Border delays and informal payments
should be addressed through digital documentation, trader helpdesks, joint
inspections, official fee transparency and corridor monitoring.

Fourth, Ghana should invest in domestic market integration. Large maize price gaps
suggest weak spatial integration. Storage, feeder roads, aggregation, market
information and transport services should be strengthened to reduce price dispersion.

Fifth, Ghana should strengthen trade finance and aggregation. Trader associations,
cooperatives and aggregators should have access to working capital, inventory
finance and warehouse receipt systems.



Sixth, Ghana should develop structured regional food trade platforms for maize,
livestock and horticulture. These platforms should connect farmers, aggregators,
transporters, traders, processors, financiers and border agencies.

Seventh, Ghana should improve rice competitiveness while maintaining pragmatic
import management. Irrigation, milling quality, branding, aggregation and climate
resilience should be prioritized over blunt import restrictions.

Finally, Ghana should build a cross-border food trade data system. Informal and
formal flows should be monitored together to support more realistic food security and
trade policy decisions.

Toward a Real-Market Approach to Ghana’s Agricultural Trade

Ghana’s food markets are regional in practice, but policy and formal institutions do
not yet fully reflect this reality. Ghana has structured systems for global export
commodities such as cocoa and cashew, but food trade in maize, livestock and
horticulture remains fragmented, weakly coordinated and heavily dependent on trader
networks. This creates inefficiencies, high transaction costs, informal trade, limited
market integration and large regional price gaps.

The most important reform direction is to regulate and support the real market rather
than the imagined market. Cross-border food trade is not an anomaly; it is a core part
of Ghana’s food system. Traders integrate markets through price differentials,
exchange rates, seasonality and networks. Policy should therefore reduce the costs of
this integration rather than disrupt it through ad hoc restrictions or weakly
coordinated border controls.

Ghana’s success under ECOWAS and AfCFTA will depend on whether it can fix
domestic and corridor-level frictions. Continental trade agreements cannot deliver
their full benefits if domestic market systems remain fragmented, border processes
remain costly, trade finance remains limited and informal flows remain invisible. If
Ghana can strengthen predictable food trade policy, improve border facilitation,
support aggregation and trade finance, reduce spatial price gaps and integrate
informal trade realities into policy, it can turn regional food trade into a stronger
instrument for food security, farmer incomes and agricultural transformation.

This policy brief draws on ISSER's substantive contributions in Ghana, whose work
in convening national dialogues and synthesising country-level evidence was
instrumental in elevating country-specific agricultural trade issues into a regional
policy agenda. It also draws extensively on discussions and contributions from the
ISSER-convened workshop titled Agricultural Commodities Trade, Cross-Border
Trade Governance and Financing. This convening is part of the broader efforts of the
Africa Network of Agricultural Policy Research Institutes (ANAPRI) to promote
evidence-informed policy dialogue to strengthen agricultural trade across Africa.
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Annex 1: Implementation Matrix: Policy Issues, Recommendations, Actions and Institutional Responsibilities

KEY POLICY ISSUE

PROPOSED RECOMMENDATION

ACTIONS AND IMPLEMENTATION ACTIVITIES

LEAD INSTITUTIONS

SUPPORT AND COORDINATION
ACTORS

POLICY INCONSISTENCIES
AND AD HOC RESTRICTIONS

WEAK ECOWAS
ALIGNMENT

BORDER DELAYS AND
INFORMAL PAYMENTS

WEAK DOMESTIC SPATIAL
MARKET INTEGRATION

LARGE MAIZE PRICE GAPS
AND UNREALIZED TRADE

FRAGMENTED FOOD TRADE
SYSTEM

Establish a predictable, rules-
based food trade policy
framework.

Align domestic food trade
measures with ECOWAS and
AfCFTA commitments.

Reduce border frictions on key
food trade corridors.

Strengthen internal food market
integration to reduce regional
price gaps.

Develop a maize market

integration and corridor strategy.

Build structured regional food
trade platforms for maize,
livestock and horticulture.

Define objective triggers for emergency export or
import measures using food balance sheets, stock
levels, price thresholds and early warning indicators.
Require public notification, time limits and periodic
review.

Notify ECOWAS partners before restrictions. Use

ECOWAS dispute resolution and mediation mechanisms.

Harmonize documentation and border procedures for
food commodities.

Establish joint inspections, trader helpdesks, official fee
schedules and complaint systems at border posts.
Digitize cross-border documentation. Monitor informal
payments through corridor surveys.

Invest in feeder roads, aggregation centres, storage,
market information systems and transport services
linking surplus and deficit regions. Monitor maize and
livestock price dispersion across regions.

Map surplus and deficit zones. Support aggregation and
storage in surplus areas. Improve transport links and
market information. Facilitate northbound maize trade
into Sahelian markets where appropriate.

Create commodity platforms that bring together
producers, aggregators, traders, processors,
transporters, financiers and regulators. Develop
commodity-specific standards, contracts and market
information tools.

Ministry of Food and
Agriculture; Ministry of
Trade and Industry

Ministry of Trade and
Industry; Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and Regional
Integration

Ghana Revenue Authority—
Customs Division; Ministry
of Trade and Industry

Ministry of Food and
Agriculture; Ministry of
Roads and Highways

Ministry of Food and
Agriculture

Ministry of Food and
Agriculture; Ministry of
Trade and Industry

ISSER; National Development Planning
Commission; Ghana Statistical Service;
farmer and trader associations;
development partners

ECOWAS Commission; AfCFTA
Secretariat; Ghana Export Promotion
Authority; border agencies; private
sector associations

Border management agencies; trader
associations; transport unions;
ECOWAS; local authorities

District assemblies; private
transporters; aggregators; farmer
organizations; Ghana Statistical
Service

Trader associations; warehouse
operators; ECOWAS; Burkina Faso and
Niger trade authorities; ISSER

ISSER; private sector associations;
farmer organizations; banks; logistics
firms



KEY POLICY ISSUE

PROPOSED RECOMMENDATION

ACTIONS AND IMPLEMENTATION ACTIVITIES

LEAD INSTITUTIONS

SUPPORT AND COORDINATION
ACTORS

WEAK AGGREGATION

LIMITED TRADE FINANCE

INFORMAL TRADE
CHANNELS

WEAK DATA ON INFORMAL
AND FORMAL REGIONAL
FOOD FLOWS

RICE IMPORT-PRODUCTION
TENSION

LIVESTOCK TRADE FROM
BURKINA FASO AND NIGER

HORTICULTURE
PERISHABILITY AND
BORDER DELAYS

WEAK MARKET
INFORMATION

Strengthen farmer and trader
aggregation systems.

Expand working capital and
inventory finance for regional
food traders.

Create pathways for progressive
formalization rather than punitive
enforcement.

Establish a Ghana cross-border
food trade observatory.

Improve domestic rice
competitiveness while
maintaining pragmatic import
management.

Formalize and facilitate Sahel-
Ghana livestock corridors.

Create fast-track systems for
perishable horticultural trade.

Strengthen real-time regional
market intelligence.

Support cooperatives, aggregator networks and
contract-based supply arrangements. Link aggregators
to storage, finance, processors and regional buyers.

Develop trader credit products, warehouse receipt
finance, receivables finance and partial credit
guarantees. Prioritize women and small-scale cross-
border traders.

Simplify documentation for small traders. Establish
small trader desks at border posts. Provide basic
registration, market information and simplified tax
options.

Combine customs data, market price data, trader
surveys, livestock movement records and informal trade
estimates. Publish quarterly corridor trade briefs.

Invest in irrigation, seed systems, mechanization, milling
quality, branding and aggregation. Avoid blunt import
restrictions where domestic supply cannot meet
demand.

Improve veterinary checks, livestock holding facilities,
market infrastructure and cross-border movement
documentation. Coordinate with Burkina Faso and Niger
authorities.

Introduce time-bound clearance, cold chain facilities,
packaging standards and risk-based inspections for
perishables.

Provide price, exchange rate, demand, transport cost
and border condition information to traders and
farmers. Use SMS, radio and digital platforms.

Ministry of Food and
Agriculture

Ministry of Finance; Bank of
Ghana

Ministry of Trade and
Industry; Ghana Revenue
Authority

Ghana Statistical Service;
Ministry of Food and
Agriculture

Ministry of Food and
Agriculture

Ministry of Food and
Agriculture—Veterinary
Services Directorate

Ministry of Food and
Agriculture; Ghana
Standards Authority

Ministry of Food and
Agriculture; Ghana
Statistical Service

Farmer-based organizations; trader
associations; NGOs; processors;
development finance institutions

Commercial banks; development
finance institutions; rural banks;
trader associations; ECOWAS trade
programmes

ECOWAS; trader associations; women
trader groups; border communities;
local governments

ISSER; ECOWAS; AfCFTA Secretariat;
universities; border agencies;
development partners

Ghana Irrigation Development
Authority; rice millers; farmer groups;
importers; research institutions

ECOWAS; livestock trader
associations; district assemblies;
border agencies

Horticulture associations; border
agencies; transporters; cold chain
providers

ISSER; trader associations; telecom
providers; ECOWAS market
information systems
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KEY POLICY ISSUE

PROPOSED RECOMMENDATION

ACTIONS AND IMPLEMENTATION ACTIVITIES

LEAD INSTITUTIONS

SUPPORT AND COORDINATION
ACTORS

OVEREMPHASIS ON
STRUCTURED EXPORT
COMMODITIES

WEAK IMPLEMENTATION
ACCOUNTABILITY

Extend policy attention from
cocoa/cashew exports to regional
food trade.

Create a Ghana Regional Food
Trade Reform Task Team.

Develop a national regional food trade strategy covering
maize, rice, livestock and horticulture. Include food
trade in agricultural transformation and food security
planning.

Assign reform owners, timelines and indicators for
border reform, trade finance, data systems, aggregation
and ECOWAS alignment. Convene quarterly public-
private progress reviews.

Ministry of Food and
Agriculture; Ministry of
Trade and Industry

Office of the President;
Ministry of Food and
Agriculture; Ministry of
Trade and Industry

COCOBOD lessons; GEPA; ISSER;
private sector; farmer organizations

ISSER; ECOWAS; AfCFTA Secretariat;
private sector associations;
development partners

11



