
E-commerce regulation implications for SA and Africa 

 
South Africa has 18 export councils and 20% of its exports go to African countries.  Since there are very 
few malls in Africa, the potential for e-commerce is considered to be huge. However, there are many 
pitfalls, least of all the fact that South Africa is the third most popular target in the world for cyber-
crime.   
 
A one-day workshop to debate the future of e-commerce regulation and its implications for SA and 
Africa was recently held.  The intervention was part of the Global Economic Governance Africa II 
programme funded by the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development and was 
attended by Mariana Purnell of Agbiz Grain. The programme aims to assist South Africa and African 
countries to understand the impact of evolving international regulations on e-commerce, calibrate 
domestic regulatory responses, and assist them to influence those regulations in international 
economic governance forums such as the World Trade Organization. 
 
Vital to the success of e-commerce is the enabling environment – regulation, infrastructure and 
skills/knowledge. Some of the challenges are lack of e-customs, data privacy and tax on goods and 
services. The first step was to define e-commerce and scoping the evolving international regulatory 
terrain.  Jamie MacLeod, Trade Policy Fellow from the African Trade Policy Centre (ATPC) at the United 
Nations Economic Commission for Africa gave feedback on the view from Geneva [click to open 
attachment], and implications for Africa.  
  
One exciting concept is a database of trade policies called Digital Trade Estimates which covers 65 
countries world-wide. This database, which was developed by the European Centre for International 
Political Economy (ECIPE), provides a comparative analysis of the ease of e-commerce trade in the 
various countries.  
 
The information resorts under 13 categories that are grouped under:  
 i) Fiscal restrictions;  
ii) Establishment restrictions;  
iii) Restrictions on data and  
iv) Trading restrictions.  
 
SA is quite average on the DTE scale, but our BRICS partners, especially India and China, are very 
restrictive in e-commerce. 
 
Quick Facts: 

 The UK is the biggest e-commerce country in the world with 18% of all trade taking place over 
the internet.  In SA it is less than 1%. 

 Africa is the only continent with a mobile internet penetration rate lower than 20% while fixed 
broadband penetration is lower than 1%.  
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