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I. Introduction 
 
 In Africa, regional economic integration has quite a long history and, in some subregions, predates 
independence. Well before the establishment of the African Union, African leaders had recognized that 
economic cooperation and integration were an essential strategy for speeding up the process of 
sustainable development in Africa. Thus, in the early 1960s, several States decided to join together in 
regional economic communities that would culminate in an African union after passing through the 
classic stages of regional integration. 
 
 Africa’s determination to dismantle trade restrictions in order to create a common market has been 
demonstrated by a series of regional and subregional agreements, including the Lagos Plan of Action and 
the Final Act of Lagos, the Abuja Treaty, the treaties establishing the regional economic communities 
(RECs) and the Constitutive Act that marked the advent of  the African Union. 
 
 The integration of national markets and the development of intra-African trade are key objectives 
of the African RECs. These objectives must be achieved by abolishing tariff and non-tariff barriers, 
adopting common external tariffs and removing obstacles to the free movement of goods and services. 
The integration of small, isolated local markets into larger markets can be an appropriate strategy for the 
achievement of economies of scale. It encourages the development of trade and the promotion of 
investments among REC members and facilitates the use and spread of technology. Promoting trade 
within the RECs also stimulates the growth of the manufacturing sector and strengthens ties among the 
primary and production sectors of African economies, thus increasing productivity and economic 
development. 
 
 It should be emphasized that the African States and their RECs have attached particular 
importance to liberalization programmes as an economic tool for promoting intra-Community trade. For 
this reason, trade reforms have been undertaken at the national and subregional levels. At the national 
level, these countries carry out trade reforms involving the liberalization of imports and foreign exchange 
regulations and the reduction of tariff and non-tariff barriers within the framework of the structural 
adjustment programmes financed by the Bretton Woods institutions. 
 
 At the subregional level, the RECs have adopted their own trade liberalization programmes with 
measures aimed at abolishing tariff and non-tariff barriers and other trade restrictions and at allowing the 
free circulation of goods and services. The details, sequence and rate of implementation of trade 
liberalization programmes vary from one subregion to another but they have common elements such as 
provisions for the establishment of free trade areas, customs unions and common markets in each 
subregion within clear time frameworks. 
 
 The implementation of trade liberalization programmes, however, has varied from one subregion 
to another. While some RECs are still working at establishing their free trade areas, other subregions have 
successfully reached the stage of having a customs union with an operational common tariff. 
 
 The objective of this document is to outline the constraints that hinder cooperation and regional 
integration in Africa aimed at promoting intra-African trade, and to present means, measures and 
mechanisms to support the development of intra-regional trade, with a view to the achievement of the 
market integration objectives pursued by the African RECs. 
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II. Brief overview of obstacles to intra-regional trade  
 
 Despite the many institutional provisions adopted by the RECs (trade liberalization programmes, a 
common external tariff and a common trade policy), with a view to promoting intra-African trade within 
the framework of the various regional trade agreements which they have signed, it is clear that, at present, 
official trade between African countries represents only a small part of their total trade and is tending to 
remain at the same level, or even to decrease.  Furthermore, intra-African trade performance in other 
regions remains poor in comparison with other successful integration areas such as the European Union, 
whose intra-regional trade represents the largest part of its international trade. 
 
 Poor intra-African trade performance can be explained by several limiting factors.  Barriers to 
intra-Community trade development are numerous and are rooted in the economic structures of the 
countries in question; institutional, infrastructural and financial constraints; financing policies and 
mechanisms; and choices made during implementation of the regional cooperation agreements. 
 
2.1.  General reflections on intra-African trade 
  
 In general terms, poor intra-regional trade is the result of several constraints; let us recall some of 
them. First, national production profiles do not complement one another since African countries produce 
and export the same types of products. With the exception of a few countries which have reached a 
significant level of industrial development and are thus able to sell manufactured goods on the 
subregional markets, it is evident that a few agricultural and mining products dominate the exports 
structure of African countries. It is true that the low level of industrialization does not facilitate economic 
diversity, but there are significant intra-regional trade opportunities that can be exploited in areas vital to 
growth and sustainable development, such as energy and natural resources. 
 
 Second, poor intra-regional trade is also the result of a lack of harmonization between regional 
cooperation and integration initiatives, which contributes to or worsens the lack of complementarity 
among national production profiles. 
 
 Third, owing to the importance of the informal sector, some of the trade between neighbouring 
countries is not recorded, particularly in areas where frontiers are easily crossed.   As Aryeetey (2001) 
points out, unofficial trade accounts for 30 to 50 per cent of grain exports in many subregions. The 
importance of informal trade relations might reasonably suggest that strengthened cooperation and 
improved institutional arrangements could lead to increased intra-regional trade (see Aryeetey, 2001 and 
Meagher, 1997). 
 

Fourth, the fact that most of the currencies in the subregion cannot be converted has a negative 
impact on intra-regional trade development. 
 
2.2 Constraints linked to economic structures 
 

The economies of African countries are characteristically outward-looking.  One barrier to intra-
regional trade development is the fact that their exports are dominated by a small number of main 
agricultural and mining primary commodities. The economies of African countries are characterized by 
their dependence on a few primary commodities for export. Furthermore, the countries of a single region 
export similar products; this significantly reduces the potential for subregional trade on a large scale. As a 
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result, these countries are more oriented towards extra-regional trade, particularly to the countries of 
Europe, America and Asia which remain their primary trade partners. 
 
 Manufacturing production rema ins marginal and, in many cases, cannot meet the local demand. 
Furthermore, African countries tend to export identical products which are, to a large extent, aimed at the 
industrialized countries that are the main customers for such products.  Owing to a lack of appropriate 
industries, primary commodities are not processed in African countries, which import most manufactured 
products such as medicine, food products and cotton-based textiles. 
 
 The low capacity of the manufacturing sector and the lack of diversified production reduce the 
capacities of REC members in terms of the production of raw materials, capital goods and intermediary 
processes within their trading blocs; this forces them to depend on external sources. In addition, the 
untapped energy potential in some subregions makes it impossible to produce enough energy to support 
the manufacturing sector or businesses with a high added value. 
 
2.3. Constraints linked to the goods production structure 

 
One of the primary obstacles to the development of trade in Africa lies in the similar goods 

production structures of African countries; most of them supply virtually the same agricultural 
commodities, although their most pressing needs are for manufactured goods (which account, on average, 
for almost 73 per cent of their imports), an area in which the developed countries with market economies 
have an undeniable advantage. 

 
This situation reflects the lack of coordination and harmonization of production and marketing 

policies, as manifested by the insignificant potential for trade between countries of a given subregion. In 
addition, the low level of technology leads to quite high production costs, making local goods more 
expensive than imported goods. Problems also arise in relation to supply-side management  and to the lack 
of competency in the areas of production and marketing. 

 
2.4. Constraints linked to choices made during the implementation of cooperation agreements 

 
 Choices made during the implementation of cooperation agreements have, in many cases, 
hindered intra-regional trade. The experience of the European Union has shown that  production 
structures must be developed by means of sectoral policies (such as industrial, agricultural, transport and 
telecommunications policies) while, above all, simultaneously implementing a customs union since there 
can be no real trade without production. 
 
 Analysis of the regional integration experience in Africa shows that almost all regional trade 
agreements have privileged integration using rules aimed at unifying national markets “decommissioning” 
customs. This approach has, generally speaking, taken precedence over sectoral policies. Thus, even with 
the greater opening of borders, there has not really been an increase in intra-regional trade. Liberalization 
is, of course, important, but it must be based on an efficient production system (strengthened production 
capacities, increased supply and an enhanced business culture). 
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2.5.  Constraints linked to infrastructures 
 
 Transport and communications infrastructures are powerful catalysts for the economic integration 
process because they can greatly facilitate the movement of persons, goods and services.  However, 
despite the efforts undertaken in recent years, it is clear that the various States of the subregions have few 
viable communications channels at either the national or the international level. Intra-African trade is thus 
hindered by a lack of infrastructure, particularly in the area of transport and communications. The road 
network consists mainly of unpaved roads which are unusable for part of the year. 
 
 African entrepreneurs are, therefore, severely handicapped by inadequate physical infrastructures 
(transport and storage), and by a lack of modern telecommunications. Furthermore, Governments 
themselves have made transport problems worse by instituting costly trade procedures that require the 
processing of customs documents. 

 
2.6.  Constraints linked to the institutional framework 
 

(a) Failure to apply laws aimed at expanding intra-African trade 
  

Comparison of the application of the various agreements and acts aimed at strengthening 
economic and trade integration in the subregion shows discrepancies in this area.  The absence of 
regulatory or punitive measures for cases of the non-application of Community law may account for the 
failure to apply the provisions of that law which relate to intra-African trade development. In almost all 
subregions, there is little willingness on the part of government officials to follow up on the commitments 
made within the framework of treaties and agreements by making real changes in their national policies, 
legislation, rules and regulations.  Some governments have not hesitated to request more time in which to 
implement an act, thereby postponing compliance with the liberalization deadlines or schedules which 
they have adopted. 

 
Another argument often put forward to justify some governments’ reluctance to apply Community 

agreements or protocols is the excessive importance attached to national sovereignty, as manifested by 
some States’ unwillingness to sacrifice immediate national political and economic interests to long-term 
regional objectives; there are no follow-up or application mechanisms to ensure respect for agreed 
Community timetables on issues such as reductions in tariff and non-tariff barriers and the achievement of 
more difficult objectives, such as macroeconomic stabilization. 

 
With regard to the application of agreements and acts aimed at strengthening the regional 

integration programme, and particularly in the case of WAEMU, some evaluation studies have identified  
various flaws in their implementation, including the following: 

 
• The tariff and statistical nomenclature for product classification is applied correctly only by 

Senegal, the Niger and Guinea-Bissau.  It has yet to be adopted fully by other States; 
 

• The same is true of categorization, and this carries the risk that products may be taxed at rates 
other than those established by the Union; 
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• There are inconsistencies in the classification system in force in Benin, Côte d’Ivoire and 
Togo; 
 

• Guinea-Bissau is the only State that does not apply taxes other than those recommended by the 
Union; 
 

• Only three States – Senegal, Burkina Faso and Togo – apply the regulations concerning the 
customs valuation of merchandise.  Five – the Niger, Mali, Benin, Côte d’Ivoire and Guinea-
Bissau – do not do so; and 

 
• With the exception of Côte d’Ivoire, the codification of customs regulations and statistics is 

improperly applied in a manner inconsistent with the Commission’s regulations. 
 
Thus, it is urgent that the Union should adopt measures to correct such attitudes, which may 

discourage the States that apply the Union’s provisions in full and on schedule. 
 

 (b) Non-tariff barriers 
 

In light of the poor condition of inter-State transport routes, it should be stressed that many 
African States still apply a number of protectionist measures which pose obstacles to the promotion of 
intra-Community trade.  These measures include numerous roadblocks and customs posts between 
countries, despite the resolutions adopted with a view to ensuring the free movement of goods and 
persons. 

 
The existence of these checkpoints, and harassment at border points, hinder the normal course of 

transactions and, in particular, the cross-border transport of goods.  Restrictions on the free movement of 
persons and  inputs, restrictions on cross-border investments and poor bank and other financial lending 
also have an impact on trade and productivity. 
 

Other barriers are posed by complicated import and export procedures, protectionist measures for 
local industries, enacted in order to compensate for the loss of customs revenue for all imported products, 
and the lack of measures to support intra-regional trade. 

 
In conclusion, the persistence of non-tariff barriers which some States attempt to justify may slow 

the development of intra-Community trade.  This situation, which is contrary to the customs union and 
common market spirit, should be remedied. 

 
(c) Payment and insurance problems 
 
Problems related to payment and the inter-convertibility of national currencies are among the 

principal problems faced by African exporters.  Unless exporters are assured of being paid promptly for 
the goods and services that they provide, there can be no real basis for trade within the subregion.  The 
causes of payment problems include the weaknesses of national financial sectors and the absence of 
export credit facilities and adequate export insurance systems.  At the subregional level, it is unfortunate 
that monetary policies are not harmonized and that compensation mechanisms are ineffective. 

 



E/ECA/CRCI.4/3 
Page 6 
  

 

 

African countries’ economies have no real foreign-trade financing mechanisms adapted to the 
needs of the exporting firms.  Even traditional financing mechanisms based primarily on bank financing, 
have major limitations in this area, and there is virtually no insurance for export-related activities. 

 
Traditionally, commercial banks provide a partial basis for the financing of international trade, to 

which they contribute through three principal instruments:  documentary credit, supplier’s credit and 
buyer’s credit.  Of these three types of financial product, documentary credit is the form of payment most 
commonly used by exporters; the others are seldom employed. 

 
Furthermore, most bank loans are short-term and their interest rates are considered high by 

businesses.  Since the withdrawal of so-called “seasonal” credits to farmers following redefinition of  the 
central banks’ missions in some countries of the region, it has been difficult to find credit designated 
specifically for export operations. 

 
It is also important to stress that each African country has many insurance companies.  However, 

these companies offer limited services, most of them relating to (i) transport, fire, automobile and 
miscellaneous risk insurance and (ii) life insurance (sickness, old age and retirement); there is a gap in the 
area of products and services, other than marine insurance, offered to exporters.  This means that 
insurance companies are interested only in products such as credit insurance or exchange guarantees, 
which are support measures for exporters. 

 
2.7.  Other institutional constraints 

 
Institutional weaknesses also include a number of flaws in the legal and regulatory environment 

for trade promotion, including the form of legislation, the functioning of trade law and administrative and 
contractual procedures. 

 
Furthermore, the social and political tensions in which several subregions have been mired for 

decades have also affected the performance and prospects of the countries concerned and  of the economic 
integration area.  These events have resulted in widespread destruction of production facilities, breakdown 
of national administrations, urban unemployment and capital flight.  Social and economic unrest also 
tends to discourage investment and, generally speaking, creates an unviable macroeconomic framework 
by encouraging foreign investors’ fear that it will spread to neighbouring countries. 

 
III. Measures and mechanisms in support of trade in Africa 
 

In order to promote trade liberalization and expand intra-regional trade, it is important that, in 
tandem with the implementation of trade liberalization programmes by the RECs, greater attention should 
be paid to some of the major issues that could be addressed with a view to more rapid achievement of the 
goal of market integration for each REC.  These include creation of an enabling political and economic 
climate for private investment within each REC, private sector participation in the integration process, 
and linking the member States of each REC to adequate transport and communication infrastructures. 
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3.1 Measures designed to boost the competitiveness of local products 

 
3.1.1   A stable macroeconomic environment 

 
The primary goal of governments should be to promote sustained economic growth and improved 

living standards by creating a stable economic environment for entrepreneurs, who need stability in order 
to plan their production, marketing and investment strategies.  Sudden policy changes go against these 
objectives because entrepreneurs are more likely to invest when they are able, for example, to count on a 
steady rise in demand.  Managing inflation is an equally important goal since inflation distorts prices and 
pushes up interest rates;  in most cases, this makes local products less competitive than imported ones.  
High inflation also leads entrepreneurs to opt for short-term gains at the expense of long-term profits and 
to shun production sectors, which means shunning the production of local goods. 

 
No less essential is government commitment to maintaining public finance stability, without 

which uncertainty and production costs will rise in tandem with taxes and will have a negative impact on 
production and on the competitiveness of locally produced goods. 

 
3.1.2 Support for production 

 
It goes without saying that what is traded must first be produced.  This means that before seeking 

to promote trade, we need to ensure the production of goods and services in quantitative and qualitative 
terms.  As a first step towards boosting production, we must therefore boost trade so that the product is 
made available within the economic area concerned.  This may be done in a number of ways:  through the 
production process itself or through other inputs such as financial resources, human resources, and 
technical resources which businesses can acquire. 

 
Assistance to producers may focus on optimizing the quantitative, qualitative, regularity and sales-

price dimensions of the supply of goods or services or on improving or increasing production  in response 
to demand in one or more areas in need of infusions of capital.  

 
Support may also be provided by offering the beneficiaries such facilities as credit on concessional 

guarantee, interest and repayment terms.  Clearly, such forbearance entails the intervention of the State or 
of specialized agencies such as the African Guarantee and Economic Cooperation Fund (FAGACE) or 
other subregional guarantee funds. 

 
3.1.3 The importance of diversification and specialization 
 
Apart from the production aspect, trade promotion also entails the need for African States to focus 

on increasing the level of production of a range of goods and services; this applies especially to exports.  
In terms of specific goods and services, tradability is the determining factor in the African context. 

 
For African countries, the goal of intra-Community trade facilitation can best be achieved through 

a commitment to the effective structural diversification of production and exports by encouraging the 
production of non-traditional export commodities with a competitive advantage on regional and global 
markets.  In addition, each country should specialize in products which offer comparative advantages over 
other countries of the subregion.  This will serve to open up trade opportunities between them. 
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In endeavouring to diversify, and thereby to promote local production, governments might 

consider shifting the focus of their industrial development policies and strategies from import-
substitution-driven orientations towards industrialization-driven approaches based on the processing of 
local raw materials and on local innovation. 

 
3.1.4 Assistance and support in the areas of quality control and standards information 

 
Since quality must be seen as a tool for export promotion, an awareness-raising campaign will 

seek to inculcate a “culture of quality” among producers.  In addition, the objective of opening up markets 
within each subregional space will require adaptation of any existing national standards to international 
standards.  This can be achieved through training workshops, technical publications on specific sectors, 
and manuals on foreign market standards. 
 

3.1.5 Strengthening the trade information system 
 

The lack of relevant, timely information on products, markets and trade conditions is one of the 
factors that hinder trade at the regional level.  This calls for a set of mechanisms that can provide 
information on the tradable goods and services produced, exported and/or imported by individual 
countries within each subregional space and on the attendant terms of trade. 

 
3.1.6 Product conservation and packaging 

 
Packaging has become a key factor – no longer a mere accessory, but a very specialized area – 

because of its primary purpose, which is to protect the product and conserve its quality.  Often enough, 
one comes across products which, despite their undoubted intrinsic value, fail to capture external markets 
because the packaging cannot guarantee conservation or safe carriage.  Thus, in the context of support 
measures, due attention will have to be given to the need to put in place subregional mechanisms designed 
to promote quality and packaging for export. 

 
3.2 Market access 

 
In line with the principle of open markets, governments have a role to play in making their 

national businesses more competitive by adopting free-trade policies, encouraging exports, and 
optimizing the investment climate for the production sectors of their economies.  It is also important to 
facilitate product access to the various subregional markets by bringing production costs to a level that 
can guarantee competitive prices and by endeavouring to reduce  non-tariff trade barriers. 

 
To this end, African countries should enact specific measures with a view to the harmonization  

and implementation of  trade liberalization plans and to the adoption of common standards as a means of 
eliminating the many obstacles to the development of intra-regional trade.  Accordingly, administrative 
and customs procedures will have to be simplified and the many hindrances to road transport and the 
carriage of goods removed. 
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3.3. Rationalization of the institutional framework 
 

One of the stages in improving the export business environment is to rationalize and upgrade 
existing national mechanisms.  Since policy formulation emanates from governmental decisions, this 
dimension should be limited to establishing an implementation framework in cooperation with private-
sector and institutional partners.  The government will no longer need to intervene directly in business 
activities but will trans fer responsibility to more competent structures with the necessary technical, human 
and financial technical abilities. 
 
 3.4 Human resource promotion 

 
Promoting human resources is crucial to developing the capacities needed in the implementation 

of trade liberalization for local products and to ensuring the assertive promotion which, over and above 
mere liberalization measures, is essential to the promotion of local products.  African States should 
therefore seek to improve their economies’ competencies in these areas.  In particular, they stand to 
benefit from training programmes in modern marketing and distribution methods and in the efficient use 
of the mechanisms set forth in the protocols governing tariff concessions and the removal of non-tariff 
measures in each of the African subregions. 

 
3.5 Improvement of physical infrastructures at the subregional level 
 
Since intra-regional trade is mainly carried out by road or rail, governments should promote the 

development and modernization of these sectors by encouraging privatization and the establishment of 
effective and efficient partnerships between transport companies, and especially road transport 
companies, operating in each subregion. 

 
Even though Africa lags far behind other developing areas in terms of transport and 

communication infrastructure, it is noteworthy that at the regional level, the RECs are now including 
development programmes for the transport sector in their agendas in order to strengthen socio-economic 
development and physical integration within their respective regions. 

 
In that regard, the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), the Economic 

Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and the Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) countries have even concluded agreements and protocols that are binding in nature.  The 
ECOWAS and East African Community (EAC) countries have harmonized freight insurance, transport 
costs, axle-load limits, waybills, and customs procedures and documentation while the Central African 
Economic and Monetary Community (CAEMC) countries have harmonized axle- load limits, freight 
insurance tariffs and highway codes. 

 
Rail transport integration in the EAC and COMESA areas could easily be achieved since their 

member States all have the same railway gauge.  The ECOWAS countries, for their part, have decided to 
fully integrate their maritime transport system with seven seaports serving four landlocked countries.  In 
the civil aviation subsector, integration is based on a sound coordination of the airspace, which is 
decentralized at the national level in most regions (except those covered by CAEMC and ECOWAS, 
where most of the member States have regional agencies managing the airspace). 
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Coordination of national policies is another dimension of regional cooperation in the transport 
sector.  The Yamoussoukro Decision set the stage for African countries to develop a framework for the 
gradual liberalization of air transport services and the abolition of restrictions on traffic rights.  This 
should facilitate the establishment of new routes, thus increasing the number of intra- and inter-regional 
links.  However, that Decision has not been fully implemented  because of a lack of political will and of 
the protectionist measures which governments continue to adopt in order to support their respective 
national airlines. 

 
In the area of communication, progress has been made through the implementation of several 

treaties and protocols adopted by the regional economic communities.  In the main, African countries 
have sought to establish regional telecommunications systems in order to expand their routing options and 
to reduce the degree of dependence of intra-African communications on foreign carriers.  For some time, 
they have also been considering the problem of the harmonization of tariffs and regulatory frameworks.  
Significant progress has been made, particularly as regards links to the telephone networks and 
information and communication technologies.  Thanks to liberalizing policies and the expansion of 
infrastructures and services, the number of fixed- line telephones has increased in most of the RECs.  The 
ECOWAS and WAEMU areas have the highest connectivity figures, with the Southern African Customs 
Union leading the pack in terms of wireless connectivity.  The rate of internet connectivity is also 
increasing rapidly. 

 
Although considerable progress has been made in improving the various infrastructures, much 

remains to be done in order to facilitate trade and labour mobility, integrate markets and reduce the cost of 
trade transactions.  These infrastructures must be safe, reliable, efficient and capable of meeting demand 
as well as providing high-quality services.  They must also be able to boost the competitiveness of 
landlocked African countries in regional and international markets.  To address these imperatives, 
governments must focus their efforts on policies and regulations, scale down their involvement in the 
actual running of infrastructures, and design adequate regulatory frameworks focused on performance 
monitoring and liberalization of access to the infrastructure-management arena. 

 
3.6 Investment promotion and facilitation of payment systems 
 
Governments should focus on foreign direct investment, which can provide their economies with  

a solid technological base for product competitiveness.  To that end, they might encourage partnerships 
between national entrepreneurs and the foreign investment community with a view to improving their 
supply and marketing advantages. 

 
Not enough attention is given to the export sector by banks and financial institutions.  Commercial 

banks are more inclined towards import financing, and in a rather conservative way.  There is room for 
improvement in terms of providing information on financial instruments to producers and exporters and 
backing the establishment of policies which favour both export financing and credit strategies that are 
compatible with the monetary and financial integration policies adopted by the African RECs. 

 
3.7 The free movement of goods and persons 
 
All the RECs have the free movement of people and goods enshrined in their treaties.  However, it 

must be said that there has been considerable divergence in the application of this key policy, which has 
an undeniable impact on the development of intra-regional trade.  Indeed, while the movement of persons 
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is a clear reality in a subregion such as West Africa, where the nationals of ECOWAS countries are 
exempt from visa requirements within the subregion, this is not the case in other subregions such as 
central Africa, where even people from the subregion still need visas to enter any CAEMC country.  The 
CAEMC subregion is still the most difficult of access for West Africans.  It is becoming imperative to put 
into practice the principle of the free movement of goods and persons; customs documents suffice for 
trade goods, but the owners of those goods also need to be able to move freely within the various RECs. 

 
Conclusions and recommendations  

 
In general terms, African countries are faced with numerous obstacles in their trade liberalization 

agenda.  Among these are factors such as membership in more than one regional body, follow-up to 
regional decisions, production structures, the fear of losing income or compensatory benefits, non-tariff 
barriers, security concerns and lack of commitment to the ideals of regional integration. 

 
Multiple membership and overlapping can pose problems when coordinating or harmonizing 

policies and programmes.  For the RECs to succeed in their trade liberalization processes, a process of 
institutional rationalization must be undertaken so that they can manage various instruments and 
programmes without exerting themselves at cross-purposes. 

 
There is also a need to strengthen the RECs by providing them with the mechanisms to oversee the 

implementation of joint decisions and impose sanctions for non-compliance.  Trade liberalization 
processes are hindered by the dependency of African economies on a narrow range of exports with limited 
scope for diversification.  Consequently, African countries must not only establish an attractive climate 
for local and foreign investors, but also take account of the subregional and regional dimensions of their 
diversification strategies in order to avoid instances of identical production. 

 
The prospect of depreciation of customs revenue has been a major setback to the successful 

implementation of trade liberalization programmes within the RECs.  One approach towards exorcising 
this fear of losing income (whether or not it is justified)  is to encourage effective participation in a trade 
liberalization programme.  A system of compensation that is effective, sustainable and properly funded 
can address issues arising from trade liberalization, such as loss of income, injustice and disparities.  Such 
a mechanism would induce States to respect subregional and regional programmes. 

 
Non-tariff barriers appear to hinder the success of trade liberalization programmes in almost all the 

RECs.  In this respect, the systematic identification and immediate removal of these obstacles is crucial to 
the successful implementation of trade liberalization programmes and the expansion of intra-regional 
trade.  This process poses a major challenge to the RECs and to their  member States.  It calls for more 
rapid harmonization of the many, and often overlapping,  trade liberalization regimes in order to establish 
subregional markets and thereby to provide additional economic benefits to the multinational corporations 
operating within the RECs and to attract major investments. 

 
Peace and security are a key factor in implementing trade liberalization measures.  Peace, security 

and conflict resolution must therefore receive due attention at all levels if there is to be an enabling 
environment for the RECs.  It is essential to ensure a conflict- free environment and macroeconomic 
stability for effective trade liberalization and for the manufacturing sector as a means of strengthening 
investor confidence.  The RECs could support conflict resolution efforts by developing early-warning 
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systems to enable countries to respond adequately to early signs of trouble at the national and regional 
levels, including preventive measures and actions to stem the escalation of conflicts. 

 
Thus, there are various types of obstacles to regional integration in Africa.  There are physical 

obstacles caused by the low level of development of transport networks, coupled with impediments to the 
full implementation of inter-State transport facilitation agreements.  In the area of trade, countless non-
tariff barriers constitute a handicap which cancels out the limited progress in abolishing tariff 
protectionism.  The mobility of inputs such as labour and capital is also subject to restrictions which slow 
the integration process. 

 
In recent years, however, measures have been taken to lesson the impact of these obstacles.  Most 

notable among these are perhaps the efforts by many of the economic groupings to harmonize the 
macroeconomic policies of their member States.  This new approach to integration has its weaknesses, but 
a common denominator of the lack of will to make the economic groups into more homogeneous wholes 
is reflected in regional economic performance.  The fact that some progress, however modest, shows that 
these efforts are not made in vain and should be pursued.   However, much remains to be done, 
particularly given the fact that most of the economic groups have yet to put in place comprehensive 
multisectoral integration programmes. 

 
In fact, most sectoral programmes are conducted in parallel although,  as we have seen, the 

harmonization of macroeconomic policies has brought about some degree of coherence.  The end result of 
this new approach, if it is effectively maintained, should be a set of credible common policies which are 
the keystone to the emergence of homogeneous regional economic groupings. 

 
Adopting intra-regional trade promotion measures or boosting competitiveness will not bear fruit 

for African countries unless they adopt the core framework that such a programme of trade expansion 
demands.  Two dimensions that are indispensable to such a framework are macroeconomic stability and 
private-sector promotion.  African countries will also have to commit themselves to defining a set of 
strategic objectives leading towards a development programme for their trade sector.  These objectives 
will, of course, be determined by each country, taking into account its resource potential. 

 
Implementing the range of trade promotion measures and mechanisms set out above will 

necessitate large-scale resource mobilization which may be beyond the means of African countries.  In 
view of this constraint, the goal of intra-African trade expansion must be approached in stages.  In that 
regard, African countries and their respective RECs will doubtless need to set priorities.  These may 
include: 

 
(1) Establishing a framework for trade promotion and investing in trade facilitation.  Trade policy 
measures must first be formulated on the basis of supply and demand in the subregional trade arena and of 
adequate planning of human and financial resource utilization, with a focus on investment in 
infrastructures.  This study of supply and demand should  provide a realistic basis for the promotion of 
trade in the subregion.  Governments should also seriously consider removing all barriers and other 
hindrances to trade while encouraging private enterprise by promoting access to credit and to trade 
information; 
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(2) Adopting trade promotion measures with an emphasis on the provision of  trade support and 
promotion services in areas such as training in financial management planning and the publication and 
dissemination of information on market trends; 

 
(3) Putting in place a coherent system of standards and harmonization with a view to eliminating 
artificial obstacles to the expansion of intra-regional trade; 

 
(4) Improving subregional payment systems, particularly within the framework of ECOWAS, by 
reviewing the functioning of compensation mechanisms and introducing measures to minimize currency 
fluctuations, as well as looking into alternatives financing mechanisms for intra-regional trade; and 
 
(5)  Encouraging foreign direct investment in the high-tech industries; governments should utilize the 
potential of foreign direct investment in the technological development of their societies by allowing 
foreign businesses to establish research-and-development units and to develop links between those units 
and local businesses. 

 




