AFRICAN TOURISM SURGE: BOOMING
REVENUES, BUT MISSING
INFRASTRUCTURE

81 million visitors arrived across African nations during 2025,
marking a noticeable jump compared to both the pre-COVID year of
2019 and the prior twelve months. Receipts tied to global travelers
had already hit around $43 billion one year earlier, forming nearly
two-fifths of all exported services on the continent - surpassing
every other world region in that measure, data from UN Tourism

shows.

Such income stood out as unusually influential within broader trade patterns. Future trends point
toward expansion, potentially reaching $350 billion by mid-century.

In 2025, tourism brought $228 billion into Africa - about 5% of the continent’s GDP - while
providing employment for 30.2 million people, an increase of 4.7% compared to the previous
year, according to the World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC). Despite such numbers, one key
issue remains hidden beneath: which groups truly benefit from the wealth this sector creates?

A Rapidly Expanding African Tourism Market Dominated by Foreign Platforms

Though more tourists arrive each year, much of Africa’s travel connectivity depends on foreign-
owned online systems. Based in places such as the Netherlands or the United States, firms like
Booking.com and Airbnb control how locations become visible. Search rankings often follow hidden
rules shaped by these platforms. Fees - ranging between 15% and 25% - are taken from bookings
made through their sites. A small inn in Korhogo might stay unseen if it does not meet algorithmic
demands. Even a remote lodge near Garoua could be left out unless it fits within digital criteria
decided elsewhere. Because of this setup, local businesses face uneven access to international
guests.

Value flows outward by design, as earnings from the region support companies based in places like
Amsterdam or San Francisco. Though local activity drives income, the benefits often move
elsewhere, reinforcing distant hubs where decision-making sits. Profits rise locally but settle
globally, shifting wealth toward urban centers far removed from where it originates.

North Africa: Maturity Without Full Sovereignty

Despite regional challenges, North Africa stands out across the continent for visitor numbers and
tech adoption in travel. In 2024, Morocco saw its international arrivals rise to 17.4 million - a 35
percent jump compared to 2019 levels. Meanwhile, Egypt reported 15.7 million tourists, reflecting a
modest increase of 6 percent. By 2025, nearly half - specifically 46.6 percent - of Moroccan hotel
bookings occurred through online platforms. Growth like this signals deeper shifts beneath surface
trends.

Emerging from Marrakech, Overnight Stay secured $48 million in late 2024 - its first major funding
round - to build backend tools linking hotels to financial apps. Because of this investment, banks now
integrate travel services more smoothly across North Africa. Yet despite rising interest in tech



solutions here, profits often flow abroad. One reason stands out: local firms depend heavily on
international platforms to reach customers.

Francophone West Africa: Rich Potential, Digital Invisibility

Across Francophone West Africa, the imbalance hits hardest. Though Senegal, Ivory Coast,
Cameroon, Mali, Benin, and Togo offer deep roots in history, rich food traditions, vibrant cultural
life, and natural appeal for eco-travelers, their presence fades when seen through the lens of leading
international travel sites.

Among West African nations, Cote d’Ivoire ranked 114th in the 2024 Travel and Tourism
Development Index - showing the sharpest regional rise - while Senegal came in at 107th, Cameroon
at 117th, with several neighbors close behind. Instead of structured platforms, numerous tourism
providers depend on messaging apps like WhatsApp, social networks, or personal referrals. To shift
away from foreign data solutions, WATO teamed up with Geotourist, rolling out locally adapted tools
across 19 countries to track tourist activity more independently.

What sets Senegal apart is its push during 2025 and 2026 to align digital reforms among
government departments - treating digitization as key to economic control. Though quiet, the move
signals intent through structure rather than slogans. Behind administrative shifts lies a view of
technology shaped by self-reliance. Not sudden change but steady integration defines the approach
taken so far. Because coordination matters more now, silos between offices are being eased. This
path reflects priority given to national leverage in digital systems.

Central Africa: The Weakest Link

Though small, tourist numbers in Francophone Central Africa - covering Cameroon, the Democratic
Republic of Congo, Congo-Brazzaville, and Gabon - struggle against deeper obstacles. Poor roads,
spotty internet, and instability in certain zones add friction. Yet what really holds back travel
interest lies beyond physical barriers. It is lack of exposure that keeps destinations overlooked. Even
compelling sites go unseen when they cannot plug into worldwide booking networks.

Eastern and Southern Africa: Lessons from Success

Despite challenges, progress stands clear across parts of East and Southern Africa. Over ten years,
countries like Kenya, Tanzania, South Africa, and Rwanda shaped more resilient digital frameworks
for tourism. By 2025, Tanzania saw its tourism income climb to $4.4 billion - growing 13% compared
to the prior year and rising 68% since 2019. In contrast, Rwanda focused on high-value experiences
such as gorilla trekking, pairing them with seamless online planning tools for visitors.

Backed by early moves in tech and transport networks, Nigerian and Kenyan users leaned heavier
into online booking tools last year - a jump of 39%. A shift seen across East Africa gains momentum,
where deals like Sabre’s upcoming push with agents in Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda are shaping
access patterns. Speaking English opened doors, but groundwork laid years ago is what truly let
homegrown firms ride the surge. Regional links grow tighter not through flash, but steady alignment
of skills, speech, and systems.

The Distribution Divide: A Systemic Challenge

Most French-speaking African countries face a challenge less about how good products are, more
about getting them into people's hands. Built originally for Western markets, global digital tools



expect steady internet access, widespread card payments, established laws, and structured housing
records. Yet life there runs differently - daily transactions rely on mobile wallets like Wave or MTN
MoMo instead of plastic cards. Connectivity gaps appear often, sometimes lasting hours. Informal
networks manage large parts of commerce without official oversight. What works overseas tends to
stumble when met with these ground-level conditions.

What works elsewhere often fails here - real solutions adapt. Built-in mobile payment links make
daily transactions smoother. Step-by-step paths into formal systems meet users where they are.
Tools that help manage returns stay within reach of smaller operators. Networks hold up, even when
connections flicker. Success hinges on design shaped by reality, not replication.

Converging Opportunities
Several trends are creating a pivotal moment:

e Intra-African tourism growth, fueled by the African Union's free movement initiatives, Single
African Air Transport Market (SAATM), and pan-African visa policies.

¢ A rising middle class (estimated at 313 million) with distinct digital preferences.

e Mature mobile money ecosystems in West Africa, offering a structural edge.

e Artificial intelligence, which lowers barriers for personalized recommendations, chatbots, and
yield management — enabling technological parity for agile local builders.

The Path Forward

Africa’s travel networks must grow from local realities - built in many languages, shaped around
phones, ready for spotty internet. These systems should respond clearly to different visitors:
tourists from Europe, neighbors traveling within the continent, people returning from
abroad. Design matters most when it begins where users are, not where experts assume they ought
to be.

Only local founders can achieve such deep contextual insight. This chance - and its pressing nature -
rests firmly with innovators across Africa. As travel spending may hit $350 billion by 2035, creating
homegrown digital systems becomes less about profit, more about strategy: securing returns at their
source. Openings still exist, especially within French-speaking regions, yet time for action shrinks
steadily.
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