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Introduction

Across Africa, a quiet but powerful economic engine is emerging: social businesses
rooted in Base of the Pyramid (BoP) communities. This paper explores their untapped
potential as drivers of inclusive growth, wealth creation, and sustainable export
revenue. In an era when the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) is gradually
dismantling frade barriers and new instruments like the Pan-African Payment and
Settlement System (PAPSS) are transforming cross-border transactions, the time has
come to mainstream BoP-focused social enterprises into intra-African and global trade.

With over 300 million Africans living on less than $2.50 per day (World Bank, 2023), the
BoP represents not just a development challenge but a SMART market for innovation
and co-creation. As Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, Director-General of the World Trade
Organization (WTO), has noted, Africa’s true economic transformation will come when
its poorest communities are integrated into local and regional value chains as
producers, suppliers, and exporters, not merely consumers.

The time has come to position BoP-focused social businesses not at the margins
but at the heart of Africa’s intra-continental frade agenda.

Problem Statement

Despite the enormous potential of Africa’s Base of the Pyramid market valued
at over $5 trillion globally the continent continues to struggle with persistent
poverty, limited local wealth creation, and a deep trade finance gap estimated
at $100 billion annually. Social businesses rooted in BoP communities lack
access to affordable capital, quality assurance systems, and cross-border trade
infrastructure. As a result, they remain locked out of formal trade flows, limiting
Africa’s capacity to achieve inclusive economic growth through the AfCFTA.

Analysis of Options
To unlock the BoP market’s export potential, policymakers can take different
approaches:

e Option 1: Status Quo — Maintain current trade and SME finance systems,
which will likely keep social businesses informal, underfinanced, and
unable to scale.
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e Option 2: Top-Down Export Growth — Focus on large corporates and
industrial-scale exporters alone, missing out on local co-creation and job
creation at the community level.

e Option 3: Inclusive Trade Model — Expand blended trade finance, invest
in quality assurance centres (AQACs), and use tools like PAPSS to make it
feasible for BoP social businesses to export under AfCFTA.

This paper argues that Option 3 offers the best pathway for widespread,
sustainable, and inclusive growth.

Understanding Social Businesses and the Base of the
Pyramid

Social businesses, as championed by Nobel laureate Muhammad Yunus, are enterprises
that tackle social or environmental issues through self-sustaining market solutions.
They reinvest profits into their mission rather than maximize shareholder returns. This
approach aligns with the Shared Value concept (Porter & Kramer, Harvard Business
School), which argues that businesses thrive when they address societal challenges.

The Base of the Pyramid (BoP) — a term made prominent by C.K. Prahalad and Stuart
Hart — reframes the poorest communities as co-creators and active market
participants rather than passive recipients of aid. Their collective purchasing power,
adaptability, and local knowledge create opportunities for inclusive businesses to
design products and services that genuinely fit.

Money Circulating in the BoP and Social Enterprise
Sector

Globally, the BoP market is estimated at over $5 trillion, with Africa contributing a
major share through sectors such as agriculture, renewable energy, and digital
services. In Nigeria alone, the BoP consumer goods market is expected to surpass $20
billion annually by 2026.

Social enterprises add another layer to this potential. According to the African
Development Bank (AfDB), social businesses generate billions of dollars in local
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economic activity, especially when linked to exportable products in agribusiness,
textiles, green energy, and the creative economy. Yet, despite this promise, there
remains a $100 billion intra-African trade finance gap every year (Afreximbank, 2024).
The recently concluded Afreximbank Annual Meetings in Abuja, Nigeria (June 2025),
made clear that bridging this gap is critical. The Bank disbursed over $17.5 billion in
trade finance last year and aims to expand its impact to $40 billion by 2026 to support
SMEs, social businesses, and export champions.

Why Prioritise Social Businesses and the BoP?

The rationale is straightforward: Social businesses deeply rooted in BoP communities
are uniquely positioned to raise household incomes, create stable jobs, and strengthen
local supply chains. If properly supported with trade finance, quality assurance
infrastructure, and export incentives, they can shift from local to regional trade players.

The AfCFTA, by eliminating ftariffs on 90% of goods and harmonizing standards,
reduces barriers that have historically discouraged small-scale exporters. A cocoa
farmer in Ghana or a craft cooperative in Kenya now has more straightforward access
to consumers in Senegal, Cote d’Ivoire, or South Africa. Additionally, PAPSS allows for
local currency settlements, removing conversion costs that once made micro-exports
impossible.

Theories Supporting Inclusive Trade

C.K. Prahalad’s “Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid” highlighted the “fortune” that
lies in treating the poor as co-creators. The BoP Protocol, developed by Stuart Hart and
Ted London, calls for businesses to collaborate with low-income communities to design
solutions that work for them, instead of simply selling to them.

At Harvard Business School, Porter and Kramer’s Shared Value Theory shows how
solving social problems can unlock new markets and create lasting competitiveness.
Recent insights from the World Economic Forum reinforce this: “Africa’s next growth
frontier will be built on integrating millions of small producers into formal trade flows.”
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Policy Recommendations

1. Integrate BoP social enterprises into national export development plans,
aligning them with AfCFTA implementation.

2. Scale blended trade finance, expanding FEDA and Green Banks to support
export-oriented social ventures.

3. Invest in quality infrastructure like AQACs to ensure BoP products meet
international standards.

4. Support co-creation and capacity building for producers to develop
export-ready products.

5. Track impact rigorously, measuring income growth, export volume, and
reinvestment in communities.

Conclusion

The clear takeaway is that Africa must trade more with itself to grow resiliently and
that means bringing its poorest communities along for the journey. Social businesses
grounded in the BoP are not charity; they are the next generation of Africa’s exporters,
innovators, and job creators. By lowering barriers, expanding financing, and nurturing
true partnerships, Africa can transform local resilience into continental prosperity. Let
us build an export system that flows cash for communities not just through them.

Africa’s vision of trading more with itself will remain incomplete if millions at the
base of the pyramid remain locked out of export markets. Social businesses
anchored in BoP communities can transform local resilience into continental
prosperity but only if we finance them properly, trust them with quality
standards, and connect them seamlessly through inclusive trade systems. Now is
the time to build an export system that flows cash for communities, not just
through them.
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