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Clean Economic Corridors in Africa: Integrating Energy, Industry, and 
Transport for Low Carbon Growth

Key Messages
1.	 The true potential of economic corridors is realized when they are designed and implemented as multi-functional 

integrated energy-industry-transport systems. Access to reliable, affordable, and clean energy plays a critical role in 
enabling economic corridors to function beyond mere channels for moving goods and to develop into higher-value 
industrial platforms, underpinning investment confidence.

2.	 Decarbonization is a source of strategic opportunity for long-term economic development across Africa. Aligning 
transport, infrastructure and industrial corridors with climate and energy transition goals can strengthen competi-
tiveness and resilience, while improving access to international finance.

3.	 Through strategic co-location of the cement, iron and steel, and minerals processing industries within these cor-
ridors, African nations can realize economies of scale, diminish logistical expenses, and expedite the transition of 
hard-to-abate sectors toward more sustainable production methods. 

4.	 The production of calcined clay presents an exceptional case in point. Substitution of clinker by calcined clay can 
reduce the CO2 intensity of cement by around 40 percent while supporting industrialization, enabling cleaner jobs, 
and lowering import dependence. 

Economic Corridors and the Role of Energy 

Economic corridors are integrated, geographically defined networks of infrastructure, including roads, railways, and 
ports, established to connect economic hubs, share strategic resources for mutual advantage, stimulate regional de-
velopment, and facilitate trade. They are integral to the timely and safe passage of people, goods, services, labor, and 
capital within countries and across borders. The presence of a vibrant economic corridor further supports the develop-
ment of areas in close proximity that may otherwise have little to no economic prospects of their own. To that extent, 
corridors support in-migration, access to public goods and other essential services, which in turn help sustain the social 
and economic vitality of rural/remote regions along the corridors. 

In this brief, ‘economic corridors’ refers to corridor‑scale systems that comprise transport infrastructure, energy and lo-
gistics services, and a suite of industrial activities. ‘Industrial hubs’ and ‘Special Economic Zones (SEZs)’ are considered 
instruments that can be located within and enabled by economic corridor systems.

Energy availability is a primary catalyst for value creation and economic development. Not only does access to reliable 
energy determine the location of industry sites, but it also influences the nature of trade and industrial activity broadly. 
In all major economic activities, such as regional transportation services, manufacturing, agro-processing, minerals 
beneficiation, and raw material processing, energy plays a critical enabling role. Inadequate or unreliable energy supply 
can thus hinder the full potential of Africa’s economic corridors, diminish investor confidence, and limit opportunities 
for sustainable and inclusive industrialization in Africa. 
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Reliable and affordable energy nodes, including power plants, transmission infrastructure, and emerging low-carbon 
modes of generation, help reduce operating costs and improve the overall performance and competitiveness of the cor-
ridor. This, in turn, improves the business environment, facilitates access to broader markets, and encourages integra-
tion, thereby supporting long-term economic development.  

Economic Corridors in Africa: Context

Africa already has several major economic corridors. In East and Southern Africa, the Central Corridor, which is connect-
ed by roads, railways, and waterways, facilitates trade across seven nations: Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC), Malawi, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zambia. The North-South Corridor, spanning 3,900 km, stretches from 
Durban, South Africa, to the copper belts of the DRC and Zambia, serving as a lifeline for landlocked countries. Other 
important initiatives include the Djibouti-Ethiopia-South Sudan-Uganda (DESSU) Corridor, intended to link Red Sea 
ports with the Greater Lakes region; the Lamu Port-South Sudan-Ethiopia-Transport (LAPSSET) Corridor; and the Nacala 
Corridor in Malawi and Mozambique, a US$ 2.7 billion rail and port project serving areas across Southern Africa.1

In West Africa, the Abidjan-Lagos Coastal Motorway Corridor is a critical trade route connecting Côte d’Ivoire to Nigeria 
via Ghana, Togo, and Benin. With its primary aim of enhancing connectivity in West Africa, it has already attracted up 
to US$ 15.6 billion in investment.2 The corridor connects some of the most dynamic cities, including Abidjan, Accra, 
Cotonou, Lagos, Lomé, Porto–Novo, and Takoradi. Regionally, the Trans-Sahara Highway is a major road corridor linking 
Algiers and Lagos. Its north-south backbone is about 4,500 km long, running through Algeria, Niger, and Nigeria, and it 
is complemented by roughly 4,600 km of linked highways to Tunisia, Mali, and Chad, for a combined network of about 
9,400 km.3

African economic corridors are crucial for boosting intra-African trade, enhancing regional integration, and promoting 
the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). Through the movement of goods, people, and services across borders 
and the investment in roads, railways, and ports, corridors offer multiple lifelines. They not only promote local econo-
mies and reduce transit times, but also support growth in specific sectors such as agriculture, industry, and mining by 
creating jobs, and advancing development opportunities in rural areas across the continent.  

Key Transport and Logistics Considerations for Corridor Development

Transport is core to shaping corridor performance, emissions, and industrial outcomes, and it plays a decisive role in 
maintaining corridor efficiency, inclusivity, and a low‑carbon footprint. While corridors are conventionally defined by 
the physical presence of roads, railways, and ports, their performance is increasingly recognized as dependent on the 
nature and scale of integration between transport and energy systems, supported further by aligned industrial activity, 
border processes, and logistics services. Weak integration can lead to long transit times, inefficiency in resource use 
leading to waste generation, unintended carbon lock‑ins, and missed opportunities for cost optimization. 

Across African corridors, transport investments have often been planned in isolation, mode by mode and project by 
project, rather than as integrated systems. As a result, improvements in physical infrastructure have been offset by 
cross-border bottlenecks at the regional or national levels, fragmented regulation, unreliable energy supply, or poorly 
connected logistics nodes. There is, therefore, a timely opportunity for decision makers across Africa to consider trans-
port as a powerful lever for aligning corridor development with climate and industrial goals. This may include concur-
rent objectives of scaling up renewable energy deployment, advancing green industrial activity, and promoting a safe, 
people-centered transition. 

A specific example is the case of electric mobility, which can play a growing role in decarbonizing corridor transport by 
providing stable, predictable demand for clean power. Its long-term viability, however, will depend on reliable electricity 
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supply, sufficient grid capacity, and access to charging infrastructure along the corridor. For long‑distance and heavy‑du-
ty transport, while full electrification may not yet be economically or emissions-efficient until grids are decarbonized, 
transitional solutions, such as hybrid systems and drop-in fuels, can reduce emissions while creating early markets for 
sustainable fuels and hydrogen‑based value chains. 

Industrial hubs generate the freight volumes that justify corridor investments in upgraded highways, ports, or rail links. 
To maximize value from such investments, a focus on first-mile/last-mile logistics is key. This will entail, for example, 
connecting farms to markets, mines to processing plants, and regional peripheries to metropolitan centers of economic 
activity. Poorly designed first- and last-mile connections can account for up to 50% of total logistics costs, more than the 
long-haul segment, thereby undermining competitiveness. Specifically, 

•	 First‑mile logistics (e.g., feeder roads, rural aggregation points, mine‑to‑rail interfaces, urban access to terminals) 
determine whether local producers, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), and communities can access corri-
dor markets.

•	 At the other end, last‑mile integration into industrial parks, border posts, ports, and distribution hubs determines 
whether trade goods move efficiently or become trapped in congestion or repetitive customs checks.

Designing these interfaces as multi-energy, multimodal, digitally managed nodes will enable complex border- and con-
tainer-management systems to turn corridors into functioning economic systems rather than a poorly coordinated set of 
fragmented infrastructure.

Ultimately, climate-related trade and emissions benefits will emerge from concurrent progress in power‑sector decar-
bonization, reliable energy access, multi-platform logistics, and low-carbon transportation design along the corridor. 
Transport choices along corridors often shape long‑term energy use and emissions as much as they affect system 
efficiency and cost. Strategically aligned transport, logistics, data, and energy systems can therefore reinforce mutual 
benefits, specifically for smaller businesses, women, and youth, through coordinated planning, systems thinking, and 
operational optimization. 

Decarbonizing Economic Corridors 

Decarbonizing economic corridors requires targeting the main sources of emissions across transport, logistics, power, 
and industry – while using corridor development to accelerate low-carbon manufacturing and trade. Decarbonization is 
not only a constraint on corridor development; it is also a strategic opportunity, as aligning corridors with climate and 
energy transition goals can strengthen competitiveness, resilience, and access to finance. 

Decarbonizing transportation entails prioritizing a shift to rail and waterways where viable, electrifying high‑traffic 
nodes (ports, terminals, logistics hubs), and pairing transport investments with power‑sector upgrades and renewable 
generation along the corridor. 

For industry, corridor decarbonization requires a focus on material and process shifts (e.g., clinker substitution in ce-
ment, low-carbon steel), clean energy substitution (renewables and, where appropriate, hydrogen), and shared infra-
structure such as common heat, grid connections, and (where viable) carbon management systems. Experience from 
other regions, including industrial parks in China (e.g. Tianjin Economic-Technological Development Area), suggests that 
industrial symbiosis that promotes solutions with shared energy, water, and land use can reduce emissions significant-
ly.4 

For Africa, an excellent opportunity exists to leapfrog into a future-oriented green economic development model cen-
tered on economic corridors. By building low-carbon, integrated industrial, logistics, energy, and transport hubs, African 
regions can create lasting, green-by-design industrial value chains that enhance these corridors and support an innova-
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tion-driven economy. Building in renewable energy generation to advance low‑carbon industry growth, alongside digital 
infrastructure to enable the design and implementation of green logistics, can lower operating costs, improve reliability 
and data accountability, and help African firms compete in emerging low‑carbon value chains.

High-Impact Industrial Opportunities for Corridor Development

Economic corridors can do more than move goods; they can anchor industrial development. The following section 
highlights sectors in which corridor-based planning can create value, strengthen regional supply chains, and support 
low-carbon growth.

Special Economic Zones (SEZs) and Industrial Hubs 

Special Economic Zones (SEZs) drive industrial growth in Africa by focusing on infrastructure, incentives, and targeted 
investment. They help boost manufacturing, attract foreign investment, and enhance regional value chains. In the con-
text of corridor development, transport infrastructure facilitates connectivity, while SEZs establish favorable conditions 
for productive activities by providing streamlined regulatory frameworks, dependable infrastructure, and investment 
incentives.

Throughout Africa, more than 200 SEZs are currently operational across more than 40 countries; many are strategical-
ly located along key transport routes, effectively linking industrial output with ports and regional markets. However, 
performance across SEZs has been uneven. While some SEZs generate strong export growth and employment, such as 
Morocco’s Tanger Med port complex or Ethiopia’s industrial parks, others remain capital-intensive and weakly integrated 
with domestic economies, operating as isolated enclaves with limited spillover effects to local firms and workers. 

Iron and Steel 

African economic corridors such as Maputo-Durban in Southern Africa, Abidjan-Lagos Coastal Motorway Corridor in West 
Africa, Lobito in Angola and the DRC, and Guinea-Liberia are driving investment in rail, ports, power, industrial parks, 
and urban infrastructure. This is creating demand for steel that is growing at about 4 to 6 percent annually.5 With up to 
70 percent of finished steel still imported, corridor-linked steel production offers opportunities for import substitution, 
forex savings, and logistics advantages, especially in gas-rich Nigeria and in iron-ore-producing parts of Southern Africa 
and Guinea.6

For policymakers, there is an opportunity to anchor steel production near mines and ports by combining pelletization, 
direct reduced iron (DRI), and electric arc furnaces (EAFs), with the ultimate goal of producing green steel powered 
by Africa’s solar, wind, and emerging hydrogen potential. Lessons from China’s port-led industrial zones, India’s corri-
dor-based industrial clusters, and the Middle East’s gas-based DRI hubs highlight the importance of reliable low-cost 
power, policy stability, and coordinated infrastructure in developing integrated mine-steel production-port systems. If 
planned well, integrated iron and steel hubs can support corridor construction needs while also building export-orient-
ed, low-carbon manufacturing capacity, in turn, generating jobs and a diversified economic base across the continent.

Cement and Concrete 

Cement is essential to the development of economic corridors. Roads, buildings, tunnels, and industrial facilities – all 
depend on it. As economic corridors expand, the demand for construction materials will also surge. Africa has a timely 
economic opportunity and the potential to take on a global leadership role in meeting this demand through low-carbon 
cement production that utilizes the continent’s abundant clay-bearing mineral deposits.  This is an important pathway 
to enhance domestic value-addition while building an innovative construction materials sector with a reduced carbon 
footprint. 
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Worldwide, cement production accounts for 8 percent of CO2 emissions, and in developing countries such as Ethiopia, 
this may be 25 percent of the country’s emissions.7 Conventionally, limestone accounts for about 80 percent of the 
raw materials used to produce clinker, the basis of cement. Due to the uneven distribution of limestone across Africa, 
countries are dependent on imported clinker. With rising industrial and residential demand for construction, Africa 
needs to plan carefully to strengthen its self-sufficiency while reducing construction-related emissions. In this context, 
the production of calcined clay presents an exceptional opportunity.  Substitution of clinker by calcined clay leads to 
large reductions of the CO2 intensity of cement (by around 40 percent).8 Deposits of suitable clays are widely available 
throughout Africa, and their structured use can support low-carbon industrialization, domestic value and job creation, 
and reduction of imports.  

Raw Materials 

Across Africa, raw materials offer an opportunity for economic corridors to support industrial development, extend-
ing their contribution beyond primary commodities in export flows. East Africa is particularly well placed to draw on 
its mineral wealth and strengthen the case for economic corridors that drive sustainable economic development and 
contribute directly to low-carbon growth. Corridor planning can shift mineral development away from a model centered 
on extraction and offshore value addition toward one that integrates processing, refining, and manufacturing within 
the region. This reframing allows corridors to move beyond their conventional conduit roles linking mines to ports, but 
serve as platforms for value creation and job generation to support resilience in regional economies. 

When mineral development is strategically aligned with existing corridors – such as the Kenya-Ethiopia port corridor and 
the Central Corridor in East Africa, it can reduce fragmentation across energy, transport, and industrial systems. Co-lo-
cating extraction, processing, and logistics along corridors helps optimize shared infrastructure for power, water, and 
transport, strengthens governance and regulatory oversight, and improves investor confidence.  Over time, this inte-
grated approach can foster industrial ecosystems that support stronger cross-border trade, regional cooperation, and 
linkages between large industrial projects and local suppliers, thereby supporting regional stability and security. 

Given the resource-intensive nature of mineral extraction, processing and refining, economic corridors that enable 
systems-level planning for land, energy, and water can deliver operational efficiency and multiple sustainability gains. 
Shared corridor infrastructure can reduce operating costs, strengthen environmental and social safeguards, and im-
prove access to reliable energy and water for surrounding communities. With global demand for minerals for the energy 
transition rising, Africa’s economic corridors have the opportunity to reposition themselves in the global clean energy 
value chains as low carbon, ESG aligned mineral hubs that create and retain more value locally.

Policy Recommendations

Reframe African economic corridors around energy, transport and logistics. Across Africa, economic corridors 
should no longer be planned mainly as transport routes. Approaching corridors as integrated energy, industry, logistics, 
and transport systems would help African countries use them not just to move goods, but to support local processing 
and manufacturing, thus enhancing regional value.

Build on existing infrastructure and address the weakest links. Several African corridors are unable to harness their 
full potential due to weak integration across systems, often leading to under-utilization of existing resources. Priority 
should therefore be given to upgrading and integrating existing roads, railways, ports, border posts, power networks, 
data systems and logistics facilities, while also fixing the missing links and bottlenecks that limit overall corridor perfor-
mance. 

Strengthen governance and coordination across corridors. Stronger governance is needed if African economic corri-
dors are to function as more than fragmented infrastructure projects. Clear regulatory systems that promote transpar-
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ency and accountability, better coordination across sectors and borders, and more consistent implementation will be 
essential to align transport, energy, industry, and trade objectives with the low-carbon growth model. 

Corridor development should invest in skills, workforce development, and benefit-sharing mechanisms to ensure 
that local communities and workers maximize economic gains. Several examples of high-impact industrial oppor-
tunities (such as calcined-clay cement, integrated steel production near mine and port locations, and regional mineral 
processing) suggest how corridors can build on existing material, technological and economic strengths to increase 
local value addition while reducing the overall emission footprint.  
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