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Two African phenomena, one classification problem
Informal cross-border trade and digital marketplaces converge in Section G

Informal cross-border trade

30–40%
of intra-African trade is informal (UNECA / World Bank). 
Predominantly women traders crossing porous borders in 
ECOWAS, EAC, SADC, COMESA.

Largely invisible to customs and the SBR. Captured partially through 
household surveys.

Digital marketplaces & platforms

$180B+
estimated African digital economy by 2025 (IFC). Pan-African e-
commerce, ride-hailing, food-delivery, B2B inventory and 
content-distribution platforms — both marketplaces and 
intermediation services.

Visible — but classification is non-obvious because business models 
mix wholesale, retail and intermediation.
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Africa's platform landscape — distinct business models
Each model implies a different ISIC classification — what NSOs need to distinguish

Pan-African e-commerce 
marketplaces
Hybrid model

Operating across 5–15 African markets

Mix own-stock retail with third-party seller 

intermediation — split classification by share of 
value added

Ride-hailing platforms

Pure intermediation

Most major African capitals

Independent driver units; platform earns 

commission/take rate — passenger transport 
intermediation

Food & parcel delivery platforms

Intermediation

North & East Africa, urban hubs

Three-sided market: restaurants, riders, consumers 

— retail-sale intermediation

B2B inventory platforms

Wholesale (own inventory)

Serving small informal retailers

Take ownership of stock then wholesale to dukas / 
spaza shops — Section G wholesale class

Country-specific marketplaces

Mixed

Single-country or sub-regional focus

Same hybrid challenge as pan-African marketplaces 
— own + third-party in one platform

Streaming & content distribution

Content distribution

Pan-African and global

Music, video, downloadable content — Section J in 
Rev. 5, NOT Section G retail
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ISIC Rev. 5 classification rule for online platforms
The ownership question that determines a platform's ISIC class

Does the platform take ownership of the goods being traded?

YES — takes ownership

Wholesale or retail trader
— classify in Section G

B2B platforms taking ownership of inventory → 4690
E-commerce own-stock segments → goods-specific retail class (e.g. 4740 
ICT, 4711 FMCG)

NO — pure intermediation

Intermediation service activity
— classify in dedicated class

Ride-hailing intermediation platforms → 5232
Food / parcel delivery intermediation → 4790

If the platform engages in BOTH (own inventory + third-party intermediation) — apply the top-down method, classify by 
principal activity (highest share of value added).
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ISIC Rev. 5 — the new intermediation classes
Created exclusively for non-financial intermediation, regardless of digital or non-digital channel

Code Title Examples of activity in African markets

4790 Intermediation service activities for retail sale
Food and parcel delivery platforms; third-party seller activity on 
e-commerce platforms

5232
Intermediation service activities for passenger transportation 
(NEW)

Ride-hailing platforms operating across African capitals

5540 Intermediation service activities for accommodation (NEW)
Short-term accommodation booking platforms; travel-booking 
intermediaries

6120
Telecommunication reselling activities and intermediation services 
for telecommunication (re-used code, new content)

Mobile virtual network operators (MVNOs) and recharge-card 
platforms

6821
Intermediation service activities for real estate (NEW, split from 
former 6820)

Real-estate listing and property-search platforms

6310
Computing infrastructure, data processing, hosting & related 
(renumbered from 6311)

Cloud and hosting providers underpinning African platforms

6039
Social network sites & other content distribution (incl. 
downloadable products)

Music streaming and video-on-demand platforms — moved out of 
"retail" in Rev. 5

Rev. 5 introduction: "In most cases, ISIC Rev. 5 does not consider characteristics such as the nature of the platform (digital vs. non-digital), source of revenue 
(commission, fees, or sale of advertising space, etc.)."
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Worked case: a hybrid e-commerce platform
Mixed business model — top-down classification by value added

Sec. Div. Group Class Activity (illustrative for a hybrid e-commerce platform) % VA

G 47 474 4740
Retail sale of own-inventory information and communication equipment (smartphones, 
electronics)

42%

G 47 479 4790 Intermediation: third-party sellers on platform (commission) 31%

H 53 531 5310 Last-mile logistics for owned and third-party orders 14%

L 66 661 6619 Platform-affiliated payment service activities 8%

J 60 603 6039 Advertising space sales on platform 5%

Top-down result → Section G → Division 47 → Group 474 → Class 4740  (Retail sale of information and 
communication equipment)

Note: in Rev. 5 the Rev. 4 "Internet retail" class (4791) expired; own-inventory online retail is now classified by the goods sold (e.g. 4740 for ICT equipment, 4759 for 
household electrical, 4711 for FMCG). Group 479 is now reserved for retail intermediation (4790).
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National adaptations: where digital trade sits today
African NSO treatment of platforms and Informal Cross-Border Trade (ICBT) — and what Rev. 5 enables

Country Platform types covered today ICBT measurement Action enabled by Rev. 5

Kenya (KNBS)
Ride-hailing, e-commerce and B2B 
inventory platforms mostly tracked

ICBT survey via revenue authority + 
KNBS — among most advanced

Move ride-hailing to 5232; B2B inventory 
to 4690; food-delivery to 4790

Nigeria (NBS)
E-commerce, ride-hailing and food-
delivery — partial coverage

ICBT estimates from BoP residuals
Adopt 4790, 5232; capture FinTech-
platform overlaps

South Africa (StatsSA)
Domestic e-commerce, ride-hailing —
mature SBR coverage

Less ICBT-relevant (regional hub)
Refine SIC: split intermediation from retail 
trade

Senegal / WAEMU
Ride-hailing and regional e-commerce 
platforms

ICBT critical (ECOWAS borders)
AFRISTAT-led harmonised migration; 4790, 
5232 mandatory

Egypt (CAPMAS)
Ride-hailing, food-delivery and e-
commerce platforms

Mature trade statistics
Use Rev. 5 + 2025 SNA digital economy 
module

Rwanda (NISR)
Local ride-hailing, B2B inventory and 
mobility platforms

EAC-coordinated ICBT survey
Early adopter potential — directly to Rev. 
5
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Africa-specific considerations for Section G + intermediation
Five continental realities that shape how Rev. 5 should be applied

Informal cross-border trade is structurally large

30–40% of intra-African trade is informal — ICBT estimates need to map to specific 4-digit ISIC classes to be comparable across borders within 
Regional Economic Communities (RECs).

Many platforms are offshore-incorporated

Holding companies and revenue-recognition entities sit outside national jurisdictions; this complicates assignment of value added to the country 
of operation.

Mobile-money intersects with retail and intermediation

A platform's payment leg often sits in Section L while its trade or intermediation leg sits in Section G — coordination with Section L is essential.

Drivers, riders and dukas are independent units

Ride-hail drivers, delivery riders and small retailers served by B2B platforms are independent statistical units — not employees of the platform. 
Capture them separately.

Regional Economic Communities are natural coordination units

ECOWAS, EAC, SADC and COMESA already have ICBT and trade-statistics frameworks. Rev. 5 codes are the common spine on which to harmonise 
reporting.
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Implementation way forward
Rev. 5 is the most useful international classification update African NSOs have received in a decade

1
Adopt the new intermediation classes verbatim

4790, 5232, 5540, 6821, 6120 should appear in every African national classification migrating to Rev. 5.

2
Drop the online/in-store distinction in national classifications

Rev. 5 already does this; national classifications should follow. Informal social-media commerce and formal e-commerce platforms sit 
in the same class as bricks-and-mortar retail of the same goods.

3
Build an ICBT module aligned with Rev. 5 codes

ICBT estimates should attribute to specific 4-digit ISIC classes (4711 food, 4641 textiles, etc.) — making them comparable across 
borders within RECs.

4
Reconcile platform data with administrative sources

Tax registers, communications regulators, mobile money ledgers — Rev. 5's stable codes make this reconciliation feasible at 
continental scale.
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Resources & references

ISIC Rev. 5 — official text

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/classifications/Econ — see paragraphs on intermediation services

ISIC Rev. 5 explanatory notes

Authoritative scope statements for Section G and the new intermediation classes

AfCFTA Trade Statistics Strategy

AUC / AfCFTA Secretariat continental framework

UNECA — informal cross-border trade

Africa Regional Integration Index; Border-Information & Trade Programme

GSMA / IFC African digital economy reports

Annual mobile-economy and platform-economy assessments

EAC ICBT framework

Cross-border survey methodology — replicable across RECs

ISIC Rev. 5 Implementation for Africa
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