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Introduction

Togo, a slender nation in West Africa bordered by Ghana, Benin, Burkina Faso, and the
Gulf of Guinea, is rapidly emerging as an investment and entrepreneurial hub of the
region. Its dynamic port city of Lomé, ongoing government reforms, and a strategic
vision toward private-sector growth have positioned Togo at the crossroads of
opportunity for local and foreign business builders alike. The nation’s blend of
resources, location, and policy momentum make it increasingly relevant for anyone
considering business expansion or start-up ventures within sub-Saharan Africa.

This book, "Doing Business in Togo: A Comprehensive Guide For Prospective
Entrepreneurs," is designed for those who are committed to understanding the specific
realities of launching and growing a business in Togo. Rather than recounting general
tropes about African business environments, this guide dives deeply into the unique
economic, legal, regulatory, and cultural contours of Togo itself. It shines light on both
the visible opportunities and the less obvious, practical challenges that come with
entering this dynamic yet nuanced marketplace.

The Togolese government’s commitment to reforms, encapsulated in national plans
targeting infrastructure modernization, agricultural expansion, and economic
diversification, is central to the country’s recent advancements. Major legislative
changes—including clear incentives for both foreign and domestic investors—have
made Togo a compelling case for those seeking new frontiers. Additionally,
digitalization efforts, special economic zones, and trade preferences established with
both European and American partners have helped propel Togo onto the radar of
global entrepreneurs.

Yet, navigating Togo's market presents its share of realities. Prospective
entrepreneurs must grapple with a distinctive legal architecture shaped by French civil
law, the nuances of the OHADA regime, and a regulatory landscape in flux. Issues of
transparency, limited domestic consumer markets, access to finance, and
infrastructural gaps require careful consideration. Building local relationships,
understanding social and business customs, and anticipating challenges related to
labor and security are vital for sustainable success.

Throughout this guide, readers will find authoritative, practical information on
everything from business registration, taxation, and labor regulations, to the specifics
of operating in sectors such as agriculture, mining, manufacturing, energy, and
technology. Special attention is also paid to the evolving digital economy, the logistics
sector pivoting around Lomé’s port, and the changing culture of entrepreneurship
across urban and rural landscapes.
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In an era marked by both risk and reward for emerging market investors, Togo stands
out as both a land of great promise and prudent caution. Armed with knowledge,
strategic foresight, and a willingness to adapt, entrepreneurs can seize the substantial
opportunities Togo presents. This book is your trusted companion—setting out the
pathways to achievement and helping you avoid common pitfalls as you embark on
your Togolese business journey.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Togo’s Economic
Landscape

Welcome to Togo, a nation whose slender profile on the map belies its growing
economic ambition. Tucked between Ghana to the west, Benin to the east, Burkina
Faso to the north, and facing the Atlantic’s Gulf of Guinea to the south, Togo occupies
a geographically strategic position in West Africa. This location, particularly its deep-
water port in the capital city, Lomé, forms a crucial foundation for its economic activity
and aspirations. For the prospective entrepreneur, understanding the contours of this
economic landscape - its history, its current drivers, its structure, and its inherent
challenges - is the essential first step before diving into the specifics of setting up
shop.

Togo's economic story, like many in the region, has been heavily influenced by its
natural endowments and historical trajectory. For decades, the economy leaned
heavily on two main pillars: agriculture and phosphate mining. Agriculture, particularly
the cultivation of cash crops like cotton, cocoa, and coffee, has traditionally employed
the vast majority of the population, shaping rural life and contributing significantly,
though often vulnerably, to national income. Simultaneously, Togo emerged as one of
the world's leading producers of phosphate rock, a mineral vital for fertilizers. This
resource generated substantial export revenue, but also exposed the economy to the
volatile swings of global commodity prices.

Political instability during certain periods of its post-independence history inevitably
cast a shadow over economic development, hindering investment and slowing
progress. However, the past fifteen years or so have witnessed a concerted effort
towards stabilization and reform. The government has explicitly signalled a shift,
articulating a vision where the private sector, rather than the state, becomes the
primary engine of growth. This change in philosophy underpins many of the recent
macroeconomic trends and policy initiatives that define Togo's current economic
environment.

Agriculture remains the bedrock of the Togolese economy, even as diversification
efforts gain traction. It's estimated that well over half the workforce finds its livelihood
in farming, much of it still characterized by smallholder plots and subsistence
methods. Key traditional exports like cotton, coffee, and cocoa continue to be
important foreign exchange earners. However, there's a growing recognition of the
potential in other crops such as soybeans, cashews, shea nuts, and various fruits and
vegetables. The government’s national development strategies explicitly target
modernizing agricultural practices, improving yields, and, crucially, developing
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downstream processing capabilities to add value locally rather than simply exporting
raw materials. This push towards agri-business presents tangible opportunities, which
we will explore in greater detail later in this guide.

The mining sector, while no longer the singular dominant force it once was, remains
significant. Phosphates are still king, extracted from large deposits near the coast.
Togo possesses substantial reserves, ensuring the sector's relevance for the
foreseeable future. Beyond phosphates, the country also has commercially viable
deposits of limestone and marble, primarily used in cement production (clinker),
contributing to the construction industry. Exploration for other minerals continues,
holding potential for future diversification within the extractive industries. The key
challenge, common to resource-rich nations, is managing this wealth effectively and
ensuring its benefits contribute broadly to sustainable development.

Perhaps the most dynamic element of Togo's evolving economic structure is the
logistics and trade sector, anchored by the Port of Lomé. Unlike many regional
competitors, Lomé boasts a natural deep-water harbour, allowing it to accommodate
large, modern container ships. This physical advantage has been leveraged through
significant investment in port infrastructure and management reforms, transforming
Lomé into a major transshipment hub for West Africa. Goods arriving here are often
destined for neighbouring landlocked countries like Burkina Faso, Mali, and Niger. This
burgeoning logistics activity fuels a significant part of the service economy and
creates related opportunities in warehousing, transport, and trade finance.

Manufacturing, while historically underdeveloped, is another area targeted for growth
under the government's economic blueprint. Current activity centres on light
manufacturing, including food processing (linked to the agricultural push), textiles
(leveraging local cotton production), and the production of construction materials like
cement and steel reinforcing bars. The establishment of special economic zones, such
as the Adétikopé Industrial Platform (PIA), is specifically designed to attract
investment in manufacturing by offering streamlined processes, dedicated
infrastructure, and attractive incentives. While still a relatively small contributor to
GDP compared to agriculture or services, the potential for expansion in manufacturing
is a key element of Togo's long-term economic diversification strategy.

The service sector, beyond logistics, encompasses banking, telecommunications, and
a nascent tourism industry. Financial services are evolving, with increased competition
and digitalization efforts aimed at improving financial inclusion. Telecommunications
have seen significant liberalization and investment, leading to wider mobile phone
penetration and improving internet access, which underpins the growth of the digital
economy. Tourism, capitalizing on Togo's coastline, cultural heritage, and natural
landscapes, holds considerable promise but requires further development in
infrastructure and marketing.
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Looking at the macroeconomic vital signs, Togo has demonstrated commendable
resilience and consistent growth over the past decade and a half. Barring the global
interruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the economy generally expanded at a
steady clip, averaging around 5% annually since the late 2000s. In the immediate post-
pandemic recovery phase (2021-2023), growth accelerated, nudged upwards by fiscal
stimulus measures, reaching an average of over 6%. However, as the government
pivots towards fiscal consolidation to ensure long-term debt sustainability, and facing
global economic headwinds, growth projections are moderating slightly, expected to
stabilize in the 5.3% to 5.5% range in the near term. The longer-term outlook remains
optimistic, contingent on sustained reform momentum, with growth potentially
returning towards 6% by the end of the decade.

Like much of the world, Togo has experienced inflationary pressures in recent years,
driven largely by global supply chain disruptions and rising energy and food prices. As
a member of the West African Economic and Monetary Union (WAEMU, or UEMOA in
French), Togo shares a common currency, the CFA Franc, which is pegged to the Euro.
Monetary policy is therefore managed regionally by the Central Bank of West African
States (BCEAO), headquartered in Dakar, Senegal. The BCEAO’s primary mandate is
maintaining price stability across the union, and it has implemented measures to curb
inflation, complementing national efforts by the Togolese government to mitigate the
impact on households and businesses, such as subsidies on essential goods.

On the fiscal front, the government relies on tax revenues (including corporate taxes,
VAT, and income taxes - discussed in Chapter 8) and customs duties collected at the
busy Port of Lomé. Public expenditure is guided by the national development plans,
prioritizing investment in infrastructure (roads, energy, digital networks), agriculture,
and social sectors like health and education. Managing public debt is a key focus,
especially after the stimulus spending during the pandemic. The move towards fiscal
consolidation involves balancing the need for continued investment with the
imperative of maintaining debt sustainability within the thresholds agreed upon within
the WAEMU zone. Prudent fiscal management is seen as crucial for maintaining
macroeconomic stability and investor confidence.

The engine driving Togo's economic ambitions is encapsulated in its national
development strategies. The earlier National Development Plan (PND 2018-2022) laid
the groundwork, and the current government roadmap for 2020-2025 builds upon this
foundation. These plans are not mere documents; they represent a clear policy
direction focused on several key pillars: transforming Togo into a first-rate logistics
and services hub leveraging the port; developing agricultural processing and
manufacturing poles; modernizing the country and strengthening social inclusion; and
boosting governance and state capacity. Critically, these plans explicitly identify the
private sector as the indispensable partner needed to achieve these ambitious goals.
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This embrace of private sector-led growth marks a significant ideological and practical
shift. The government actively courts both domestic and foreign investment through
various channels. Reforms aimed at improving the ease of doing business are central
to this strategy. Initiatives like the creation of the Center for Business Formalities
(CFE), a one-stop shop designed to drastically reduce the time and complexity of
registering a business, are tangible examples of this commitment. Furthermore,
significant effort is being put into digitalizing government services, from tax filing to
procurement processes, aiming to increase efficiency and transparency.

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) is seen as particularly crucial for bringing in capital,
technology, and expertise. While specific figures fluctuate annually, there has been a
generally positive trend in FDI inflows, particularly directed towards infrastructure
projects (like port expansion and energy), manufacturing within special economic
zones, and increasingly, the digital economy. The government promotes the 2019
Investment Code (which we will dissect in Chapter 5) as a key tool for attracting this
investment, offering guarantees and incentives. Key sources of FDI have traditionally
included European countries, but increasingly also China, India, and intra-African
investment.

Togo's trade profile reflects its economic structure and strategic location. Exports are
dominated by the traditional commodities - phosphates, cotton, coffee, and cocoa -
but refined petroleum products, largely stemming from re-export activities facilitated
by the port's storage facilities, have become a major component. Key export markets
include regional neighbours like Burkina Faso, Benin, and Mali (benefiting from the
port's transit role), as well as India and European nations. On the import side, Togo
brings in machinery, vehicles, food products, manufactured goods, and petroleum
products, primarily from Europe (especially France), China, India, and neighbouring
Ghana and Nigeria. The country benefits from preferential trade agreements, such as
the African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) with the United States and the
Everything But Arms (EBA) initiative with the European Union, offering duty-free
access for many Togolese products, a factor explored further when we discuss
incentives.

Summarizing Togo's economic strengths, several key assets stand out. Its strategic
location on the coast, coupled with the efficient deep-water Port of Lomé, provides an
undeniable competitive advantage in regional trade and logistics. The sustained
government commitment to economic reform and improving the business climate
sends a positive signal to investors. The country possesses significant untapped
potential in agriculture and agri-processing, alongside established mineral resources.
Furthermore, its membership in regional economic blocs like UEMOA and the broader
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) facilitates market access and
provides a degree of regulatory stability, notably through the OHADA legal framework
(Chapter 4).
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However, painting an overly rosy picture would be a disservice to the prospective
entrepreneur. Togo faces genuine economic challenges that require careful
navigation. The economy's continued reliance on a few primary commodities
(agriculture and phosphates) leaves it vulnerable to global price fluctuations and
climate change impacts, such as unpredictable rainfall patterns affecting harvests.
While the Port of Lomé is a major asset, infrastructure outside the main economic
corridors, particularly rural road networks and reliable energy access in some areas,
remains underdeveloped, potentially increasing operational costs. Bridging the skills
gap in the labor market is another hurdle; while the workforce is young and growing,
finding personnel with specific technical or managerial expertise can require
investment in training (Chapter 19).

The domestic market, while growing, is still relatively small in terms of purchasing
power for a large segment of the population living at subsistence levels. This means
businesses, particularly those in consumer goods or services, often need to factor in
regional export strategies from the outset. Access to affordable finance, although
improving through various government and banking initiatives, can still be a
constraint, especially for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (Chapter 10).
Finally, while official efforts to combat corruption are ongoing, it remains a perceived
challenge that can add complexity and uncertainty to business dealings (Chapter 24).
Entrepreneurs need to be aware of these realities and factor them into their risk
assessments and operational plans.

A discussion of Togo’s economic landscape would be incomplete without
acknowledging the significant role of the informal economy. Like in many developing
countries, a large proportion of economic activity, particularly in retail trade,
transportation, small-scale agriculture, and artisanal services, takes place outside the
formal regulatory and taxation systems. This sector provides livelihoods for a
substantial part of the population and demonstrates considerable entrepreneurial
dynamism. However, its prevalence also presents challenges for formal businesses
(unfair competition) and the government (reduced tax base). Understanding the
dynamics between the formal and informal sectors is crucial for navigating the market
effectively.

In essence, Togo presents an economic landscape characterized by strong potential,
driven by strategic assets and a clear government vision for private sector-led growth.
The momentum behind reforms is tangible, and successes, particularly in logistics and
attracting targeted investment, are evident. Yet, structural vulnerabilities,
infrastructure deficits, and bureaucratic hurdles persist. The journey for an
entrepreneur in Togo requires balancing the optimism generated by the opportunities
with a realistic appraisal of the operating challenges. The following chapters will delve
deeper into the specific legal, regulatory, sectoral, and cultural aspects you need to
master to successfully chart your course in this intriguing West African economy.
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