
 

May 2026 

 
  
  
  

Zambia’s Agricultural Trade in the AfCFTA 
Era: Practical Steps to Building 
Predictability and Market Confidence 
 
From Production Potential to Market Confidence 

Benny Kabwela, Maimbo Haboombe, Brian P. Mulenga, Stephen Kabwe, Musonda 

Chitah, Nalishebo Sendoi, Tinashe Kapuya, Tim Njagi & Antony Chapoto 

A convening aptly titled: Zambia’s Agricultural Trade in the AfCFTA Era: A 

Dialogue on Predictability and Market Confidence, was hosted by the Indaba 

Agricultural Policy Research Institute on 24 March 2026, to discuss how Zambia can 

convert agricultural production potential into reliable regional trade performance. The 

dialogue brought together government, research institutions, farmer organisations, 

grain traders, millers, financial institutions, development partners and regional trade 

actors to reflect on Zambia’s agricultural trade outlook, with particular emphasis on 

maize and soybean markets. The central proposition running through the report is that 

Zambia’s agricultural challenge is no longer simply about whether the country can 

produce more, but whether it can trade predictably, competitively and credibly within 

regional markets under the African Continental Free Trade Area framework (Indaba 

Agricultural Policy Research Institute [IAPRI], 2026). 

The workshop crystallised  Zambia’s ambition to become a regional food basket. 

Government targets of 10 million metric tonnes of maize, one million metric tonnes 

of wheat and one million metric tonnes of soybeans were presented as important but 

incomplete aspirations. The dialogue made clear that production targets will not 

automatically translate into farmer incomes, export earnings or regional food security 

unless they are supported by predictable policies, efficient markets, storage 

infrastructure, logistics systems, competitive pricing and private sector confidence. 

This is particularly important because the AfCFTA is designed to deepen continental 

integration, support regional value chains, improve agricultural development and food 

security, and remove barriers to intra-African trade (African Union, n.d.). 

 

Regional Opportunity: Strong Demand, Weak Trade Conversion 

SADC’s annual maize demand is estimated at US$400–800 million, rising close to 

US$1 billion in drought years, while COMESA’s maize demand may reach US$2.9 

billion annually. Soybean cake and edible oil demand is estimated at US$1.2–2 

billion. Yet, about 70% of this demand is reportedly supplied from outside Africa, 

including maize from Brazil and Argentina, soybeans from Canada and the United 

States, and edible oil from Turkey (IAPRI, 2026). 

This presents a strategic opportunity for Zambia. The country is geographically well 

positioned to serve the Democratic Republic of Congo, Malawi, Zimbabwe, Angola 

and other regional markets. The World Trade Organization’s recent trade policy 

review also notes that the DRC has become one of Zambia’s main trading partners 

and that trade relations with Angola have advanced, supported by the Lobito Corridor 

initiative (World Trade Organization [WTO], 2025). However, regional demand will 
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not wait for Zambia indefinitely. If Zambia cannot supply consistently, competitors 

such as South Africa and Tanzania may consolidate market relationships that Zambia 

could otherwise serve. 

The trade opportunity is therefore both commercial and strategic. Under the AfCFTA, 

Zambia can position maize, maize meal, soybean, soybean cake, edible oils and other 

agricultural products within regional value chains. But this requires moving from 

episodic surplus disposal to structured market development. In practical terms, 

Zambia needs to identify markets before production decisions are made, align 

production and storage decisions to expected demand, and ensure that policy settings 

do not disrupt contract-based trade. 

Trade Barrier One: Export Restrictions and Policy Unpredictability 

The most prominent trade barrier in Zambia is policy unpredictability, especially the 

use of export bans, export restrictions, delayed authorisations and sudden policy 

reversals. Traders and financiers are reluctant to commit to long-term contracts when 

export rules can change abruptly. A particularly striking example is where traders 

comply with export procedures, only for an export restriction to be introduced shortly 

afterwards, leading to commodity confiscation and legal consequences (IAPRI, 

2026). 

This type of experience creates a deep credibility problem. Trade in grains is based on 

forward planning, financing, logistics, contracts and buyer confidence. When policy 

can shift without notice, traders price in political risk, banks become reluctant to 

finance exporters, and regional buyers seek more reliable suppliers. The World Bank 

has similarly observed that Zambia has a long history of agricultural import and 

export restrictions, especially in maize, and that this has generated uncertainty in 

domestic grain marketing, contributed to the exit of multinational trading firms and 

reduced investment in large-scale maize production (World Bank, 2022). 

The practical solution is not to ignore food security concerns, but to manage them 

through transparent, rules-based instruments. Zambia should adopt an export 

management framework that defines in advance the conditions under which exports 

are allowed, restricted or temporarily suspended. This framework should be triggered 

by objective indicators such as national stock levels, projected consumption, FRA 

strategic reserve requirements, production forecasts and import parity/export parity 

prices. It should also include a clear notice period before any restriction takes effect, 

protection for already-approved export contracts, and a public register of export 

permits issued. 

Trade Barrier Two: Delayed Export Permits and Administrative 
Bottlenecks 

Closely linked to export restrictions are delays in export permits and border 

clearances. Such delays cause missed market opportunities and broken trade 

contracts. This is a practical but serious barrier. Agricultural markets are time-

sensitive: grain prices move quickly, trucks incur daily demurrage costs, and buyers 

in neighbouring countries may shift to alternative suppliers if deliveries are delayed 

(IAPRI, 2026). 

The solution is to streamline export approval procedures. Zambia should establish a 

digital export authorisation system with service standards, automatic escalation and 

time-bound approvals. For example, routine export permits could be processed within 
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48–72 hours, provided food security thresholds are met. Exporters should be able to 

track applications electronically, and all approving agencies should be integrated into 

a single window. This would reduce discretion, lower transaction costs and improve 

accountability. 

Zambia can also better use existing regional and continental instruments. The 

AfCFTA includes an operational mechanism for monitoring, reporting and 

eliminating non-tariff barriers, while the African Trade Observatory is intended to 

improve access to trade information (African Union, n.d.). At the COMESA level, 

Zambia already participates in regional trade facilitation arrangements, including the 

Simplified Trade Regime with Malawi and Zimbabwe and integration with the 

COMESA electronic certificate of origin system (WTO, 2025). These instruments 

should be actively linked to national export systems so that administrative barriers are 

resolved before they damage market relationships. 

Trade Barrier Three: State Dominance and Crowding Out of the 
Private Sector 

The role of state agencies, especially the Food Reserve Agency, is a major source of 

market distortion. Stakeholders argued that government agencies sometimes dominate 

grain marketing, leaving limited space for private traders to operate profitably. FRA 

pricing was also cited as a concern when it does not reflect market conditions, thereby 

making it difficult for private traders to compete (IAPRI, 2026). 

This matters because agricultural trade requires private sector intermediation. Traders 

aggregate grain, finance purchases, manage logistics, negotiate contracts, bear price 

risk and supply processors and export markets. If public procurement operates in 

ways that distort prices or absorbs excessive market volumes, the private sector 

reduces participation. The World Bank has similarly argued that FRA participation 

and inconsistent trade policies have contributed to disinvestment and job losses in the 

maize value chain (World Bank, 2022). 

The proposed solution is a clearer separation between government’s food security 

role and the private sector’s commercial marketing role. The FRA should focus on 

strategic reserves and emergency food security, not routine market dominance. 

Procurement volumes should be pre-announced and linked to storage capacity and 

reserve requirements. FRA buying should also avoid setting administratively high 

prices that undermine export competitiveness. Where government-to-government 

agreements are used, they should involve private traders and processors as 

implementing agents rather than displacing them. 

 

Trade Barrier Four: Pricing Distortions and Weak Price Discovery 

The pricing model is a core barrier. Zambia must align with regional prices, around 

US$210 per tonne in the discussion, to compete with South African maize. When 

domestic prices are elevated by public procurement, subsidies or administrative 

intervention, Zambia loses competitiveness. This is especially damaging in regional 

markets where buyers compare landed costs, including transport, handling, border 

charges and financing costs (IAPRI, 2026). 

A practical solution is to strengthen structured markets and transparent price 

discovery. ZAMACE was referenced in the dialogue, and its viability should be 

central to reform. A functioning commodity exchange or warehouse receipt-linked 
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trading platform can improve price transparency, reduce counterparty risk, and 

support financing. However, such systems require trust, sufficient volumes, reliable 

grading standards, enforceable contracts and supportive regulation. 

Zambia should therefore accelerate implementation of the Agriculture Credit and 

Warehouse Receipt Bill, 2025, and link it to broader market reforms. Warehousing 

should not be treated only as storage infrastructure; it should be a trade-enabling 

institution. Certified warehouses, negotiable warehouse receipts, grading standards 

and digital price reporting can allow farmers to store rather than distress-sell, enable 

banks to lend against inventory, and help traders source quality-assured grain. 

Trade Barrier Five: Storage, Logistics and Infrastructure 
Constraints 

Storage capacity is a major constraint, especially when government purchases exceed 

available storage. This creates post-harvest management problems and may force 

inefficient policy choices. Storage constraints also interact with export restrictions: 

when the country has surplus grain but cannot export quickly, stocks accumulate, 

quality deteriorates and public costs rise (IAPRI, 2026). 

Transport and logistics are equally important. Stakeholders identified high transport 

costs and weak road connectivity, especially toward Angola, as barriers to regional 

trade. Poor logistics reduce Zambia’s ability to serve high-demand markets even 

when production is adequate. For bulky commodities such as maize, transport costs 

can determine whether exports are viable. 

The solution requires both short-term and medium-term interventions. In the short 

term, Zambia can create storage space by exporting processed products such as maize 

meal, which also supports domestic milling and value addition. The USDA reported 

that Zambia lifted its corn export ban in August 2025 and introduced a corn and corn 

meal export programme, with DRC and Malawi identified as key markets; it also 

noted that disruption of corn meal supplies affected southern DRC provinces that rely 

heavily on Zambian corn meal (United States Department of Agriculture, Foreign 

Agricultural Service [USDA FAS], 2025). In the medium term, Zambia should invest 

in decentralised storage systems close to production zones, improve feeder roads, and 

align corridor investments with export market priorities. 

Trade Barrier Six: Weak Market Intelligence and Reactive Planning 

Zambia often produces before markets are fully identified. Stakeholders argued that 

current planning is seasonal and reactive, while agricultural marketing strategies 

should be developed several years ahead. Farmers also require better information on 

regional demand, quality requirements, prices and buyer preferences (IAPRI, 2026). 

This is a fundamental trade planning weakness. Under AfCFTA, market access is not 

just about tariffs; it is also about information, standards, logistics, buyer relationships 

and policy credibility. Zambia should establish an agricultural market intelligence 

platform that provides regular information on regional supply-demand balances, 

import requirements, prices, border conditions, exchange rates, sanitary and 

phytosanitary requirements, and buyer specifications. 

This platform should serve three users. Farmers need planting and marketing signals. 

Traders need intelligence on demand, prices, routes and regulatory requirements. 

Zambia should 
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Government needs evidence to manage food security without undermining trade. The 

African Trade Observatory and AfCFTA NTB mechanism provide continental 

instruments that Zambia can connect to national systems (African Union, n.d.). 

 

Trade Barrier Seven: Financing Constraints and Risk Perception 

Limited export financing and high risk perception are critical barriers to grain trade. 

Banks are reluctant to finance exporters when policy can change abruptly, contracts 

can be disrupted and collateral systems are weak. This creates a vicious cycle: weak 

financing limits trader participation; weak trader participation reduces market depth; 

shallow markets increase volatility; volatility reinforces bank caution (IAPRI, 2026). 

Practical solutions include export credit guarantees, warehouse receipt financing, 

receivables financing and contract-backed lending. A government-backed but 

commercially managed risk-sharing facility could encourage banks to finance grain 

aggregation and exports. However, such a facility will only work if policy risks are 

reduced. No financing instrument can fully compensate for arbitrary export bans or 

sudden restrictions. 

Zambia should also explore regional payment and settlement tools. The AfCFTA’s 

Pan-African Payments and Settlement System is intended to support intra-African 

payments and formalise some unrecorded trade (African Union, n.d.). This could 

reduce payment frictions in regional agricultural trade, especially where currency 

convertibility and settlement delays affect cross-border transactions. 

Fertiliser Supply Risks and Input Trade Vulnerability 

The fertiliser trade risks linked to Middle East geopolitical tensions are emerging as a 

critical risk, with disruptions in shipping routes and fertiliser prices set to increase 

production costs, strain FISP and reduce farmer purchasing power (IAPRI, 2026). 

This expands the trade barriers discussion beyond output markets to input markets. 

Zambia’s export competitiveness depends on affordable fertiliser, seed, energy and 

logistics. If input costs rise sharply, maize and soybean exports become less 

competitive. 

The solution is proactive input trade risk management. Zambia should diversify 

fertiliser import sources, improve early procurement planning, strengthen regional 

fertiliser supply partnerships, support local blending capacity, and improve soil 

testing to reduce inefficient fertiliser use. FISP should also be made more adaptive, 

with contingency mechanisms for global price shocks. In the longer term, 

productivity growth must reduce dependence on area expansion and inefficient input 

use. 

Policy Package: Practical Steps to Resolve Trade Barriers 

Recommendations can be consolidated into a practical reform package consisting of 

eight interventions, and these are as follows: 

First, Zambia should adopt a rules-based agricultural trade policy framework. This 

should specify export thresholds, strategic reserve requirements, approval procedures, 

and emergency safeguards. Export restrictions should be exceptional, time-bound, 

publicly justified and contract-sensitive. 
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Second, export permits should be digitised and time-bound. A single-window 

platform should integrate agriculture, trade, customs, standards and border agencies. 

This would reduce administrative discretion and improve predictability. 

Third, FRA’s role should be recalibrated. FRA procurement should be limited to 

strategic reserve needs, publicly announced, and aligned with storage capacity. 

Government should avoid crowding out private traders and should allow commercial 

actors to lead exports. 

Fourth, Zambia should strengthen structured markets. Warehouse receipts, certified 

storage, grading systems, ZAMACE-linked trading, and transparent price reporting 

can improve price discovery and financing. 

Fifth, Zambia should invest in logistics and storage. Priority should be given to 

decentralised storage, feeder roads, border infrastructure, and corridors serving DRC, 

Malawi, Zimbabwe and Angola. 

Sixth, Zambia should build a regional market intelligence system. This should 

provide forward-looking information on demand, prices, standards, buyer 

requirements, transport routes and policy changes. 

Seventh, Zambia should deploy export finance instruments. Credit guarantees, 

warehouse receipt finance and contract-backed lending can help traders and 

processors scale up exports, provided policy risk is reduced. 

Eighth, Zambia should use AfCFTA and COMESA mechanisms more actively. NTB 

reporting systems, electronic certificates of origin, the Simplified Trade Regime and 

regional corridor initiatives should be treated as practical implementation tools, not 

merely diplomatic commitments. 

Toward a Predictable, Private Sector-Led Trade System 

The workshop’s most important contribution is that it reframes Zambia’s agricultural 

transformation challenge. The issue is not simply how to produce more maize or 

soybeans, but how to build a predictable, competitive and market-led trade system. 

Regional demand is strong, and the AfCFTA creates a broader framework for 

continental market integration. However, Zambia’s ability to benefit will depend on 

resolving domestic trade barriers that undermine confidence: export restrictions, 

permit delays, FRA-related market distortions, weak price discovery, inadequate 

storage, high logistics costs, limited finance, poor market intelligence and reactive 

planning. 

A credible reform agenda must therefore balance food security and trade openness. 

Government has a legitimate role in maintaining strategic reserves and protecting 

consumers during shocks. But this role should be exercised through transparent, 

rules-based mechanisms that do not destroy private sector confidence. If Zambia can 

establish predictable export rules, strengthen market institutions, invest in storage and 

logistics, and empower private traders and processors, it can convert production 

potential into durable regional market leadership. 

The dialogue report therefore points toward a clear policy direction: Zambia’s 

agricultural trade future depends less on announcing ambitious production targets and 

more on building the institutional reliability required for farmers, traders, processors, 

financiers and regional buyers to trust the market. 
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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 

EXPORT RESTRICTIONS 
AND POLICY 
UNPREDICTABILITY 

Establish a rules-based 
agricultural trade policy 
framework that balances food 
security with market 
confidence. 

Define objective export-trigger indicators based on production 
forecasts, national consumption, FRA reserve requirements, 
carryover stocks and price conditions. Publish export rules 
before the marketing season. Provide notice periods before 
restrictions are introduced. Protect already-approved export 
contracts. Create a public register of export permits and policy 
decisions. 

Ministry of Agriculture; 
Ministry of Commerce, 
Trade and Industry; 
Cabinet Office 

IAPRI; ANAPRI; GTAZ; MAZ; 
ZNFU; COMESA; AfCFTA 
Secretariat; development 
partners 

DELAYED EXPORT 
PERMITS AND BORDER 
CLEARANCES 

Streamline and digitise export 
permit and clearance 
processes. 

Establish an electronic single-window platform for agricultural 
export permits. Set service standards for approvals, such as 48–
72 hours for routine permits. Integrate agriculture, trade, 
customs, standards and phytosanitary agencies. Introduce 
automatic escalation where approvals exceed the service 
standard. 

Ministry of Commerce, 
Trade and Industry; 
Zambia Revenue 
Authority; Ministry of 
Agriculture 

Zambia Compulsory Standards 
Agency; Plant Quarantine and 
Phytosanitary Service; 
COMESA; border agencies; 
private sector associations 

LOSS OF REGIONAL 
MARKETS DUE TO 
UNRELIABLE SUPPLY 

Shift from episodic surplus 
disposal to long-term regional 
market development. 

Identify priority markets such as DRC, Malawi, Zimbabwe and 
Angola. Negotiate predictable supply arrangements. Develop 
market-entry plans by commodity. Establish buyer-supplier 
forums. Track regional demand, prices and quality 
requirements. 

Ministry of Commerce, 
Trade and Industry; 
Ministry of Agriculture 

GTAZ; MAZ; ZAMACE; 
COMESA; AfCFTA Secretariat; 
Zambia missions abroad; IAPRI 

FRA MARKET 
DOMINANCE AND 
CROWDING OUT OF 
PRIVATE TRADERS 

Recalibrate FRA’s role toward 
strategic reserves and 
emergency food security, while 
allowing the private sector to 
lead commercial trade. 

Pre-announce FRA procurement volumes and prices. Link FRA 
purchases to defined strategic reserve needs and available 
storage capacity. Avoid administratively high prices that 
undermine export competitiveness. Use private traders and 
processors as implementing agents in G-to-G trade where 
appropriate. 

Food Reserve Agency; 
Ministry of Agriculture; 
Ministry of Finance and 
National Planning 

GTAZ; MAZ; ZNFU; grain 
traders; millers; Parliament; 
IAPRI 

PRICING DISTORTIONS 
AND WEAK PRICE 
DISCOVERY 

Strengthen structured markets 
and transparent price 
discovery. 

Support ZAMACE trading volumes. Operationalise warehouse 
receipt systems. Publish regular reference prices. Develop 
grades and standards for maize and soybeans. Link certified 
warehouses to trading platforms and bank financing. 

ZAMACE; Ministry of 
Agriculture; Ministry of 
Commerce, Trade and 
Industry 

Bank of Zambia; commercial 
banks; FRA; GTAZ; MAZ; farmer 
organisations; standards 
agencies 
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KEY POLICY ISSUE 
PROPOSED 
RECOMMENDATION 

ACTIONS AND IMPLEMENTATION ACTIVITIES LEAD INSTITUTIONS 
SUPPORT AND 
COORDINATION ACTORS 

STORAGE CAPACITY 
CONSTRAINTS 

Expand decentralised storage 
and align public procurement 
with storage capacity. 

Map current storage capacity by district and commodity. 
Prioritise warehouse investments near surplus-producing areas. 
Promote certified private warehouses. Use processed exports, 
such as maize meal, to create space during surplus periods. 
Avoid public purchases that exceed safe storage capacity. 

Food Reserve Agency; 
Ministry of Agriculture 

Private warehouse operators; 
ZAMACE; MAZ; GTAZ; 
development finance 
institutions; local authorities 

LOGISTICS AND 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
BOTTLENECKS 

Improve transport corridors, 
feeder roads and border 
logistics serving priority export 
markets. 

Prioritise road and corridor investments into DRC, Angola, 
Malawi and Zimbabwe. Reduce truck turnaround times at 
borders. Improve border post coordination. Promote corridor-
based export planning. Support rail and multimodal options 
where viable. 

Ministry of Transport 
and Logistics; Road 
Development Agency; 
Zambia Revenue 
Authority 

COMESA; SADC; corridor 
authorities; private logistics 
firms; World Bank; African 
Development Bank 

LIMITED EXPORT 
FINANCING AND HIGH 
RISK PERCEPTION 

Develop agricultural export 
finance and risk-sharing 
instruments. 

Create export credit guarantees for qualified grain traders and 
processors. Expand warehouse receipt financing. Develop 
contract-backed lending products. Use policy predictability 
reforms to reduce lender risk. Promote insurance and hedging 
instruments where feasible. 

Ministry of Finance and 
National Planning; Bank 
of Zambia; commercial 
banks 

Development finance 
institutions; ZAMACE; GTAZ; 
MAZ; farmer organisations; 
insurance providers 

WEAK MARKET 
INTELLIGENCE AND 
REACTIVE PLANNING 

Establish a national and 
regional agricultural market 
intelligence platform. 

Produce regular market bulletins on regional demand, prices, 
stock levels, standards, border conditions and logistics costs. 
Link the system to AfCFTA and COMESA trade information 
platforms. Provide planting and marketing signals to farmers 
before the season. 

Ministry of Agriculture; 
Ministry of Commerce, 
Trade and Industry 

IAPRI; ANAPRI; COMESA; 
AfCFTA Secretariat; ZNFU; 
GTAZ; MAZ; universities; 
development partners 

SKILLS GAP IN 
AGRICULTURAL 
MARKETING 

Reorient extension services to 
include marketing, trade and 
quality standards. 

Develop training modules on market requirements, contract 
farming, aggregation, quality standards, storage, grading and 
price negotiation. Train extension officers and farmer 
organisations. Link farmers to buyers and structured markets. 

Ministry of Agriculture; 
extension services 

ZNFU; NASFA; ZAMACE; NGOs; 
agribusinesses; IAPRI; 
development partners 

FERTILISER SUPPLY 
RISKS AND INPUT 
TRADE VULNERABILITY 

Shift from reactive input 
procurement to proactive 
fertiliser supply risk 
management. 

Diversify fertiliser import sources. Strengthen early 
procurement planning. Support local blending capacity. 
Monitor global fertiliser prices and shipping risks. Introduce 
FISP contingency planning for input price shocks. Promote soil 
testing and efficient fertiliser use. 

Ministry of Agriculture; 
Ministry of Finance and 
National Planning 

AFAP; fertiliser importers; 
private input suppliers; ZARI; 
development partners; farmer 
organisations 
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KEY POLICY ISSUE 
PROPOSED 
RECOMMENDATION 

ACTIONS AND IMPLEMENTATION ACTIVITIES LEAD INSTITUTIONS 
SUPPORT AND 
COORDINATION ACTORS 

PRODUCTIVITY VERSUS 
AREA EXPANSION 

Shift production strategy from 
area expansion to productivity-
led commercialisation. 

Target medium-scale and commercially oriented smallholder 
farmers with productivity packages. Promote yield-enhancing 
technologies, irrigation, mechanisation and extension. Link 
productivity support to market access and buyer requirements. 

Ministry of Agriculture; 
ZARI 

Seed companies; input 
suppliers; ZNFU; NASFA; IAPRI; 
private aggregators; 
development partners 

WEAK 
IMPLEMENTATION 
COORDINATION 

Create a trade reform 
coordination platform with 
clear accountability. 

Establish a Zambia Agricultural Trade Reform Task Team. Assign 
reform owners, timelines and reporting indicators. Convene 
quarterly public-private progress reviews. Develop a two-page 
advisory note and implementation tracker. 

Ministry of Agriculture; 
Ministry of Commerce, 
Trade and Industry 

IAPRI; ANAPRI; GTAZ; MAZ; 
ZAMACE; COMESA; AGRA; 
World Bank; FCDO; FAO 

 

 


