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Abstract

Ghana’s marketplaces, from Makola in Accra to Kejetia in Kumasi, have historically
adapted to external influences, absorbing new commodities, actors, and trading models.
Over the last two decades, Chinese immigrant traders have become a prominent force in
Ghana's retail economy, establishing wholesale depots, hybrid retail and wholesale
outlets, and niche category shops. Their presence has enhanced consumer choice and
reduced prices, but also generated tensions with Ghanaian traders, particularly due to
legal restrictions on foreign retail activity under the Ghana Investment Promotion Centre
(GIPC) Act. This article investigates the opportunities and tensions created by Chinese
traders in Ghana by analyzing trade data, field surveys, and policy documents. Findings
reveal both direct and indirect contributions to consumer welfare, employment, and tax
revenue, alongside conflicts arising from reserved retail spaces, quality disputes, and
compliance gaps. The article concludes by offering a policy playbook for aligning foreign
trader participation with Ghana’s development objectives.
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1. Main text

1. Introduction

From Makola and Okaishie in Accra to Kejetia and Suame in Kumasi, Ghana’s marketplaces remain elastic,
accommodating both indigenous trading traditions and foreign commercial entrants. In recent years,
Chinese immigrant traders have emerged as influential actors, importing mass-market commodities,
establishing hybrid outlets, and embedding themselves into Ghana’s informal and formal retail sectors.
While consumers benefit from lower prices and wider product assortments, Ghanaian traders and
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policymakers grapple with questions of legality, fairness, and sustainability. This study addresses three
guiding questions:
1.  What business models do Chinese traders deploy in Ghana?

2. How do these models impact consumer welfare, employment, and competition?

3. Where do tensions arise, and how might policies mitigate conflict while preserving economic
gains?

2. Methodology
2.1 Data Collection
e Trade statistics: Ghana Revenue Authority (GRA) customs data (2015-2024), Bank of Ghana
bilateral trade reports, and UN Comtrade datasets.

e Field surveys: Structured questionnaires administered in Accra and Kumasi (n = 529 traders, June—
July 2024).

e Key informant interviews: Leaders of the Ghana Union of Traders Association (GUTA), Chinese
Business Chamber Ghana, and municipal assemblies.

e Policy documents: Ghana Investment Promotion Centre Act (Act 865, 2013) and draft
parliamentary amendments (2025).

2.2 Data Analysis
e Quantitative analysis: Descriptive statistics (percentages, means) and chi-square tests were
applied to survey data to explore differences in trader perceptions.

e Qualitative analysis: Thematic coding of interviews and open-ended survey responses to identify
areas of cooperation and conflict.

e Triangulation: Combining trade flow data, field evidence, and legal texts to validate findings.

3. Why Ghana? The Commercial Logic
Two macro forces underpin the surge of Chinese traders:
1. Trade gravity. China is Ghana's largest goods partner. Bilateral trade exceeded USs$11.2 billion in
2023, with imports dominated by machinery, electronics, plastics, and tires (Bank of Ghana, 2024).

2. Policy and networks. Post-2006 Forum on China—Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) initiatives fostered
not only state-led infrastructure projects but also private entrepreneurial migration. Cities like
Yiwu and Guangzhou became sourcing hubs for Ghanaian and Chinese intermediaries (Li, 2022).

Graph 1: Bilateral trade flows between Ghana and China, 2005—2023 (US#$ billions).
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Graph 1: Ghana-China Bilateral Trade Flows (2005-2023)
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4. Business Models of Chinese Traders
Chinese commercial presence in Ghana typically operates within three overlapping models:
1. Wholesale hubs. Importers clearing containers through Tema port and supplying Ghanaian
retailers in bulk.

2. Hybrid wholesale-retail outlets. Examples include China Mall, which began operations in 2019
and expanded nationally, but faced VAT enforcement shutdowns in 2022.

3. Category specialists. Traders focusing on niches such as fashion accessories or hardware,
leveraging Chinese industrial cluster links for rapid product turnover.

Diagram 1: Typology of Chinese trading models in Ghana (wholesale, hybrid, specialist).
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Diagram 1: Typology of Chinese Trading Models in Ghana
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5. Impacts on Consumer Welfare and Employment

5.1 Prices and Choice

Survey data shows 74% of Ghanaian retailers in Accra credit Chinese imports with improving product
variety and affordability. Consumer studies further indicate Chinese-made goods dominate middle- and
low-income household expenditures (Mensah & Odoom, 2023).

5.2 Employment

e Direct employment: Limited within Chinese-owned shops due to lean staffing.

¢ Indirect employment: Significant in logistics (port handlers, trucking), warehousing, and Ghanaian
micro-retail.

e Policy link: GIPC Act requires US$1 million minimum investment and at least 20 skilled Ghanaian
employees for foreign trading enterprises (GIPC, 2013). Compliance, however, remains uneven.

Graph 2: Direct vs. indirect employment distribution from Chinese retail networks (estimated, 2024,).
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Graph 2: Employment Distribution from Chinese Retail Networks in Ghana (2024)
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6. Legal and Market Tensions

The GIPC Act reserves “petty trading” for Ghanaians, yet enforcement remains inconsistent. Flashpoints
include:

e Suame Magazine, Kumasi (2018): Protests over spare parts retail.
e Abossey Okai, Accra (2020): Closure of foreign shops, later reopened after negotiations.

Parliament (2025) is considering amendments to relax capital thresholds, but reserved retail remains a
baseline principle.

Diagram 2: Timeline of major enforcement flashpoints (2010-2025).

WwWw.ijrp.org



%, lIRP.ORG

sumal of Rescarch Publicatio
ISSN: 2708-3578 (Online)

Chris Narh, PhD / International Journal of Research Publications (IJRP.ORG)

Diagram 2: Timeline of Enforcement Flashpoints in Ghanaian Markets (2010-2025)
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7. Findings

e Consumer surplus: Households benefit from lower landed costs and expanded choice.
e Taxbase: High-volume imports expand VAT/customs collection when compliance improves.
e Competition stress: Ghanaian traders in reserved spaces face compressed margins.

e Relational frictions: Survey data shows Chinese retailers are 32% less likely to report “very good”
relations with Ghanaian counterparts, highlighting retail-level conflict.

8. Limitations
e Data on the total Chinese population in Ghana (10,000—30,000) is imprecise due to irregular entries
and overstays.

e Employment estimates rely heavily on indirect indicators (e.g., logistics throughput) rather than
firm-level payroll data.

e Field surveys were limited to Accra and Kumasi, which may not capture dynamics in secondary
cities like Tamale or Takoradi.

9. Recommendations
1. Clarify and codify retail rules. Publish simplified checklists for foreign entrants to reduce

ambiguity.

2. Digitize compliance. Integrate GRA, GIPC, and municipal licensing for transparent VAT and
customs processes.

3. Tie benefits to jobs. Fast-track permits for compliant firms employing Ghanaians and engaging in
local sourcing.

4. Market dispute-resolution desks. Establish mediation platforms with GUTA, municipal
assemblies, and migrant associations.
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5. Invest in regular surveys. Systematic market mapping can track employment, pricing, and
compliance trends.

10. Conclusion

Chinese traders are now integral to Ghana’s retail economy, lowering prices, expanding product variety,
and creating indirect employment opportunities. However, tensions persist when foreign enterprises drift
into reserved retail spaces or exploit compliance gaps. Ghana’s challenge is to strike a balance: protecting
domestic traders while harnessing the efficiency and variety offered by globalized supply chains. Future
policy must integrate legal clarity, digital enforcement, and stronger local linkages to turn tension into
opportunity.
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