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   Industrialization is central to Africa’s development 
prospects, whereas the region is the least 
industrialized in the world with a narrow industrial 
base. Within the continent, South Africa is the only 
country categorized as industrialized,1  and 45 out 
of the 54 countries depend on exports of 
agricultural (16 countries), mining (17 countries), and 
extractive industries - mainly fuels (12 countries).2  

   The above indicates an urgent need for economic 
diversification by promoting scientific and 
technological innovations, including through 
intellectual property (IP) rights protection. The 
advancement of science, technology, and 
innovation (STI) leads to industrialization because 
industrial development can be defined as “a 
process of accumulating technological capabilities 
as the primary determinant of structural change.”3

 Comparing African countries' rankings of 
international and regional indexes on 
industrialization and innovation, namely UNIDO’s 
Competitive Industrial Index (CIP)4  2024,  WIPO’s 
Global Innovation Index (GII) 2024,5  and African 
Development Bank’s African Industrialization Index  

(AII),6 a close relationship is visible between 
industrialization and scientific and technological 
innovation.   
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   As indicated in the table (left), Southern African 
countries, including Mauritius and Northern African 
countries, dominate the top rankings on 
industrialization and innovation in Africa.  

   According to a common measurement framework, 
STI comprises indicators organized along five 
dimensions: Research and Development (R&D), 
human resources, patents, innovation, and the 
technology balance of payments.8 

   IP rights protection is closely linked to promoting 
scientific and technological innovations and, thus, 
is highly relevant for industrial development in 
various aspects. Among different varieties of IP 
rights, patents (chemicals, drugs, plastics, engines, 
and electronics), industrial designs (clothing, 
automobiles, electronics, furniture, etc.), and utility 
models or petty patents (mechanical industry) are 
likely to be the most relevant modalities in relation 
to industrial policies.9 

International and regional indexes on industrialization and innovation7 

Application design count and the number of patent applications (2023)

However even the leading African country on the 
Competitive Industrial Index (South Africa, 0.048) 
remains below the global average score of 0.059.

  Further, it is crucial for countries willing to 
advance in their industrialization process to 
explore how to design their patent regimes to 
expand the opportunities for access to and 
diffusion of technology.10 

      In 2023, Africa accounted for only 0.6 per cent of 
the world’s patent applications, compared to 68.7 
per cent for Asia, 17.8 per cent for North America 
and 10.3 per cent in Europe.11  Furthermore, the 
number of applications from residents constituted 
only 19.5 per cent,12   indicating that most of the 
applications were submitted by non-residents 
and/or residents did not use patents to protect 
their innovations.  Hence, there is huge untapped 
potential for African countries to leverage their 
patent regimes to promote industrialization.  

  Leverage IP rights to advance innovation for further industrialization
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   As for industrial design, Africa only accounted for 
1.1 per cent of the world’s industrial design 
applications in 2023, compared to 69 per cent in 
Asia, 23.5 per cent in Europe, and 4.5 per cent in 
North America. Among industrial design 
applications, while 64.8 per cent were lodged by 
African residents, this remains below the world 
average residential share of 85 per cent.13 

 Further examining the number of patent and 
industrial design applications in relation to 
industrialization within the African continent, 
similar countries, such as Egypt,  Morocco and 
South Africa position high in the ranking in Africa, 
indicating a close relation between these IPs, 
particularly patents, and industrialization progress 
and vice-versa.   

  Utility models or petty patents,14 and design 
patents15 have a greater potential for Least 
Developed Countries (LDCs) to encourage local 

African countries should explore how to design their IP ecosystems, particularly patent regimes, to 
expand the opportunities for access to and diffusion of technology to promote industrialization. 
African LDCs that do not provide utility models or petty patent protection should consider adopting 
relevant legislation to protect minor inventions effectively.  
African countries should urgently promote economic diversification by advancing scientific and 
technological innovations through leveraging IP protection.  
African countries should strengthen the capacities of their IP offices to promote STI information 
sharing and provide effective IP protections. They should also strategically utilize the AfCFTA IP 
protocol and its annexes, once fully adopted and ratified, to take advantage of IP policy space 
opportunities.   

Africa's top 5 applicant countries on patents and industrial  design (2023)16

technological  activity than the implementation of 
the provisions of  the Trade Related Aspects of 
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS).17 The absence 
of protection for minor inventions through utility 
models or petty patents could affect LDCs' ability to 
convert knowledge and new ideas into economic 
benefit, but 14 of the 33 African LDCs do not have 
legislation on utility models or petty patents.18   

   Once ratified, the IP protocol of the African 
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) will also help 
promote a harmonized approach to the existing 
complex regional and sub-regional IP frameworks. 
The protocol incorporates the principles of national 
treatment and Most Favoured Nation (MFN) 
treatment19  that would avoid discrimination of 
other member states. It also provides a 
comprehensive framework for IP protection, 
including those not covered by existing 
international IP agreements, such as emerging 
technologies and other emerging issues.20  
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