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The African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) is a U.S. trade law that provides
eligible sub-Saharan African countries with duty-free access to the U.S. market
for nearly 7,000 products. AGOA eligibility is reviewed annually to ensure all
beneficiary countries comply with market-based economy, rule-of-law, labor
rights, and human rights standards. When AGOA was passed in 2000, lawmakers
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intended the framework to promote broader, export-led growth across
sub-Saharan Africa and support broader development, health, and governance
goals. While oil and gas are still the dominant exports for many beneficiary
countries, AGOA contributed to significant growth in key industries such as
apparel, agriculture, and processed food. While U.S. imports under AGOA in
2025-$5.04 billion USD-accounted for only .7 percent of total U.S. trade, the
agreement provides the United States with a mechanism to deepen its economic
engagement in the burgeoning African market and supports many of the 450,000
U.S. jobs tied to trade with Africa’.

In September 2026, Congress and President Trump extended AGOA through
December 31, 2028, providing additional certainty for U.S. businesses and
African exporters while giving policymakers a window to consider reforms to the
program. The extension preserves AGOA’s preferential market access while
policymakers debate how to make the program more effective at expanding U.S.
exports, encouraging investment, strengthening supply chains, and advancing
U.S. economic and strategic interests in Africa. The Trump Administration has
indicated that it would like to see AGOA amended to more closely align with the
President’s “America First” trade policy, provide greater benefits to American
workers and businesses, reduce barriers to U.S. exports, and strengthen
reciprocity. These changes could take many forms, including stricter eligibility
requirements for AGOA countries and specific exemptions for critical minerals.
Additionally, the U.S. business community has advocated for reforms to
beneficiary eligibility standards and reduced export barriers that U.S. businesses
identify as obstacles to expanding their market share in Africa.

This Basic will examine what AGOA has accomplished since its inception over 25
years ago and opportunities for reforms over the next two years.

AGOA’s Track Record: Successes and Gaps

Trade under AGOA has supported thousands of jobs in both the United States and
Africa, with more than 450,000 American jobs linked to U.S.-Africa trade under
the program. U.S. industry has also gained greater access to African markets.
Since AGOA’s inception in 2000, U.S. exports to AGOA partner countries
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Key Definitions:

The Belt and Road
Initiative: massive global
infrastructure, economic
development, and trade
strategy launched by China
in 2013 to connect Asia,
Europe, and Africa

Side Letter: separate,
legally binding document
signed alongside a main
trade deal that addresses
unique, sector-specific
issues without changing the
main trade agreement

Upstream Production: the
initial stages of the supply
chain focused on the
exploration, sourcing, and
extraction of raw materials

Rules of Origin: criteria
needed to determine the
national source of a product,
in turn determining product
eligibility for reduced duties

have increased by nearly 300%. However, U.S. exports under AGOA have fluctuated significantly in recent years, rising from
$6.8 billion in 2021 to $9.7 billion in 2023 before falling to just over $5 billion in 2025. This can be attributed to several factors,

including energy and crude oil price volatility and changes in U.S. tariff policy.
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AGOA has expanded trade in certain countries and sectors, although utilization has varied considerably across beneficiary
countries and industries. Factors such as limited institutional capacity, inadequate infrastructure, regulatory barriers, and
insufficient U.S. industry investment can deter countries and businesses from fully taking advantage of AGOA preferences.
Studies have found that countries that coordinate closely with U.S. partners and develop targeted investment and trade
strategies to utilize AGOA have generally experienced greater economic benefits than countries without clear implementation
strategies. These differences suggest that AGOA’s results reflect not only the framework itself, but also the broader investment
and trade environment in which it operates.

Trade under AGOA has grown significantly in several sectors-including apparel, automobiles, copper, and
agriculture-demonstrating that the program can help African producers integrate into global supply chains and expand their
exports. However, African exports to the United States remain concentrated in a relatively small number of products,
particularly fossil fuels. Critics argue that AGOA has therefore not done enough to diversify African economies or build resilient
export sectors. Supporters counter that this gap represents an opportunity to build on AGOA’s successes rather than abandon
the framework. With greater technical assistance, infrastructure development, private-sector investment, and predictable
market access, AGOA could help expand successful models into emerging industries and create new opportunities for shared
economic growth between the United States and Africa.

The Debate Over AGOA Reform

Africa is the fastest-growing region globally, yet the U.S. share of African trade has declined relative to competitors. When
AGOA was enacted in 2000, U.S. trade with Africa was three times that of China. Since then, China-Africa trade has grown from
$11 billion to $295 billion, while U.S. goods trade with sub-Saharan Africa totaled $56.4 billion in 2025. Africa’s growing
economies and the expansion of Chinese trade and investment across the continent have increased the strategic importance of
U.S. economic engagement. Extending AGOA through 2028 gives policymakers a window to address the program’s
longstanding limitations while preserving the market access that has supported U.S.-Africa commercial ties. Reform could
expand opportunities for U.S. exporters, encourage African production in strategic sectors, reduce market-access barriers, and
strengthen supply-chain relationships that benefit both U.S. and African businesses.

Supporters of modernization argue that without changes to AGOA, the gap between U.S. and Chinese commercial engagement
could continue to widen. Others caution against viewing AGOA primarily through the lens of U.S.-China competition, arguing
that the program's development and trade objectives should remain central to decisions about its future. China offers duty-free
access to its market to all but one African country, alongside more than a decade of Belt and Road investments in
infrastructure across the continent. This combination of market access and investment has strengthened China’s position as an
economic partner in Africa. One study found that African countries that received Belt and Road investments import
approximately 26% less from the United States than countries without significant Chinese investment. Additionally, since the
Trump Administration’s “Liberation Day” tariffs, AGOA countries have increased exports to China by 15 percent. To reflect
China’s growing economic role in the region, AGOA reform could make U.S. trade and investment more competitive by pairing
preferential market access with stronger incentives for reciprocal trade, strategic investment, supply-chain development, and
greater engagement by American businesses. Modernizing AGOA could therefore provide an opportunity to move beyond
simply preserving existing preferences and toward a more durable U.S.-Africa commercial relationship that creates
opportunities for American exporters while strengthening economic ties with a rapidly growing region.

Potential Reforms to AGOA

Members of both parties, business groups, development organizations, and trade experts have proposed changes to AGOA,
although they differ over the program's priorities and the appropriate balance among U.S. commercial interests, African
economic development, strategic competition, and eligibility standards. Some suggest that reimagining the agreement to
reflect a whole-of-government approach could help stakeholders in the private and public sectors across the U.S. and AGOA
countries better coordinate and prioritize industries strategic to economic growth and security.

Eligibility and Reauthorization Reform

Some private sector stakeholders have expressed concern over the recent pattern of short-term agreement authorizations
and AGOA'’s longstanding practice of annual country eligibility reviews, arguing that increased uncertainty discourages
investment. Along with a push for longer-term agreement extensions, many stakeholders advocate for reforming country
eligibility criteria. Many stakeholders support retaining core eligibility criteria-this includes requirements that AGOA
countries do not undermine U.S. national security interests and have a market economy, political pluralism, anti-corruption
mechanisms, the rule of law, and workers' rights. Critics allege that the criteria are inconsistently enforced, and that the
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all-or-nothing approach to inclusion or suspension creates significant economic consequences without addressing the issues
at hand. Some suggest tiered levels of U.S. economic engagement tied to countries’ adherence to AGOA criteria, which could
give the U.S. greater negotiating leverage to advance broader democratic and human rights goals while maintaining economic
stability and supporting local workers.

Prioritization of Strategic Sectors

Some point to recent U.S. engagement with AGOA countries on critical minerals as a success that could be replicated in a
modernized AGOA that prioritizes targeted sectors. This could be implemented through multiple strategies: dedicated
resources to expand supply chains currently dominated by China, U.S.-Africa coordination to bolster manufacturing
capabilities aligned with raw material assets, public-private partnerships for industries important to national security, or
combinations of these approaches. Side letters specific to strategic industries could also ensure regulatory coordination and
better align AGOA provisions with those of the African Continental Free Trade Area. However, some experts warn that a
narrower agreement focused on specific energy and security sectors could limit growth in major employer industries,
hindering AGOA’s broader development aims.

Incentivizing Upstream Capability Development

While manufacturing is rapidly expanding in many AGOA countries, supply chains remain heavily reliant on countries outside
Africa, particularly China. Many African countries have significant deposits of raw materials that could shift more of the
supply chain within Africa, but boosting upstream production will require major investment. AGOA countries’ large textile
and apparel manufacturing sectors, for example, rely heavily on inputs imported from China. Some experts suggest tying
AGOA eligibility to countries’ budget-backed plans for investments in upstream capabilities. Others propose the U.S. taking a
larger role in providing concessional financing for the infrastructure needed to onshore supply chains. AGOA’s rules of origin
could also be made stricter to incentivize intra-African upstream production and limit preferential treatment for products
that rely heavily on inputs sourced outside Africa, but stricter rules of origin enforcement could be labor-intensive and
costly.

Integrated Foreign Assistance

Some experts argue that the Trump Administration’s emphasis on trade over traditional foreign assistance has eliminated
some of the support that helps trade agreements like AGOA succeed. The dissolution of USAID shut down regional trade and
investment hubs that not only provided technical assistance to AGOA countries’ partner agencies but also served as an
on-the-ground point of contact for American private sector partners looking to capitalize on AGOA trade preferences.
Rebuilding these programs under the Department of State could better position American companies to compete in Africa
and help equip African government partners to utilize AGOA for economic growth.

Look Ahead

The enactment of the 2026 AGOA extension provides policymakers with a defined period to evaluate and implement reforms
before the program’s reauthorization deadline at the end of 2028. The central policy question is no longer whether to extend
AGOA in the immediate term, but how to modernize the program to deliver greater benefits for U.S. businesses, workers, and
consumers while supporting sustainable economic growth in sub-Saharan Africa. Potential reforms range from strengthening
eligibility requirements and increasing reciprocal market access to prioritizing strategic sectors, encouraging greater U.S.
investment, and improving the infrastructure and technical assistance needed to use AGOA preferences effectively.
Policymakers will also need to weigh the potential benefits of more targeted conditions against the risk that overly restrictive
requirements could reduce program utilization. The 2028 expiration date provides an opportunity to test these reforms and
assess whether they are producing greater two-way trade and investment. As policymakers consider AGOA's future, the debate
will center on balancing preferential market access, reciprocal trade, U.S. commercial and strategic interests, and African
economic development while determining which reforms, if any, would make the program more effective.

Link to Additional Resources

e (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace: The Strategic Stakes of AGOA Reform and Renewal

e C(Center for Global Development: Tariff Whiplash in Africa: What Happened and What's to Come

e Milken Institute: From Unilateral Trade Preferences to Supply Chain Partnership: Reimagining AGOA
e Office of the United States Trade Representative: Sub-Saharan Africa
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https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/05/agoa-africa-trade-tariffs-reform-united-states-trump
https://www.cgdev.org/publication/tariff-whiplash-africa-what-happened-and-whats-come
https://milkeninstitute.org/content-hub/insights/unilateral-trade-preferences-supply-chain-partnership-reimagining-agoa
https://ustr.gov/countries-regions/africa

e The ONE Campaign: The African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA)
e The ONE Campaign: US-Africa Trade: An Unfinished Story
e United Nations Trade and Development: AGOA expiry impact on African export diversification
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