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Summary 
 



 

 

Recommendations 
 

 The Continental Free Trade Area (CFTA) should be the priority for African 

countries in terms of trade policy. In this regard, there should be a standstill on 

the Economic Partnership Agreements until the finalization of the CFTA process.  

 

 To initiate the process, the African Union (AU) and the European Union (EU) 

technical experts should constitute a working group to examine the modalities for 

the implementation of the standstill recommendation. The working group should 

report to the AU and the EU trade commissioners on a time frame to be agreed 

by the parties. 

 

 Going forward, African countries should work towards a more unified approach 

in the Africa-EU trade relationship. With the assistance of AU and the Economic 

Commission for Africa, countries could create a roadmap for the development 

and implementation of a continental free trade agreement with EU. 

 

 For the purposes of the upcoming fifth African Union-European Union Summit, 

African countries should develop and adopt a common position that makes the 

case for a comprehensive Africa-EU trade arrangement after CFTA is in place. 
 

Evidence 
 

At present, 17 African countries have access to the European Union market through an 

asymmetrical free trade agreement, of which 13 are Economic Partnership Agreements. Most 

of the remaining countries have relatively unrestricted market access through the EU’s 

Everything But Arms initiative for least developed countries (LDCs).  

 

The modelling work undertaken by the Economic Commission for Africa has shown 

that Economic Partnership Agreements result in trade gains for both EU and African countries. 

The gains, however, are larger for EU partners and the benefits to African countries focus on 

non-LDCs and a few non-industrial sectors.  

 

Economic Partnership Agreements would also have a negative effect on intra-African 

trade through trade diversion. Further research on the provisions of Economic Partnership 

Agreements has pointed to the incompatibility between the various cumulation provisions 

under the agreements’ rules of origin, which could serve to limit regional value chain 

development. 

 

The implementation of CFTA before the full implementation of Economic Partnership 

Agreements would, through enhanced intra-African trade, offset these losses. The majority of 

the gains would be experienced in industrial goods, supporting Africa’s industrialization 

objectives.  
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Strategic considerations 
 

To date, the Economic Partnership Agreements are still largely unimplemented, while 

the first stage of CFTA negotiations is close to conclusion. There is, therefore, a strong case 

for the strategic sequencing of these agreements and a standstill in the Economic Partnership 

Agreement process until the finalization of CFTA. The uncertainty created by the departure of 

the United Kingdom from EU (the Brexit process) further supports this approach.  

 

CFTA will also provide a common framework for the harmonization of the African 

Economic Partnership Agreement rules of origin cumulation networks, which will help to 

leverage the achievements under CFTA. 
 

While CFTA is an important part of Africa’s regional integration process, further 

continental harmonization of external commitments through a continental customs union may 

be required over time. A standstill on the Economic Partnership Agreement process would 

avoid creating legacy practices that could later complicate such harmonization efforts. In 

addition, once in place, CFTA will make African countries better positioned to move towards 

a harmonized relationship with EU, through a consolidated and coherent single Africa-EU free 

trade agreement. 

 


