
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AFRICA’S  
CONTINENTAL FREE TRADE AREA 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                                                  International Trade and Economics Series 

                          June 2016 

 



  DISCLAIMER 
 

 

We endeavour to report accurate information and as such, we use sources which are 

considered reliable and unbiased. The opinions or views expressed are those of the authors 

and do not necessarily reflect the opinions and recommendations of the publisher or editors. 
International Economics and the contributors of this Series shall not be held liable in any way 

for any inaccuracies, errors, omissions or defamatory statements therein or for any damage 

arising therefrom or occasioned thereby. 

 
International Economics Ltd and the authors own all rights (including copyright) related to this 

and previous reviews and the articles incorporated there. Materials may be quoted subject to 

the inclusion of the author and copyright ownership, and company web site address: 

www.tradeeconomics.com  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



International Trade and Economic Series 

2 

 

AFRICA’S CONTINENTAL FREE TRADE AREA 

Pablo QUILES1 

ABSTRACT 

The CFTA will create a single continental market for both goods and services, with free movement 

of business persons and investments, paving the way for the establishment of a Continental 

Customs Union and an African Economic Community. The CFTA is expected to expand intra-

African trade through better harmonisation and coordination of trade liberalisation and 

facilitation regimes and instruments, across RECs and across Africa in general.  

With the expectation of 54 contracting nations, the CFTA is expected to bring together a 

combined population of more than one billion people and a combined GDP of more than USD 

3.4 trillion. 

The creation of a single continental market for goods and services, with free movement of 

business people and investments, would help bring the Continental Customs Union and the 

African Common Market envisaged by the AEC Treaty closer, turning the 54 African economies 

into a more coherent and larger market. The larger, more viable economic space would allow 

African markets to function better and promote competition, as well as resolve the challenge of 

multiple and overlapping RECs. 

STEPS TOWARDS THE CFTA 

In June 2015, the African Heads of States, reunited at the 25th Summit of the African Union (AU), 

agreed to start negotiations for a Continental Free Trade Area (CFTA). The intention is to finalise 

negotiations on the liberalisation of trade in goods and services by 2017. As highlighted by 

UNCTAD (2015), this initiative presents major opportunities and challenges to boost intra-African 

trade: 

While strengthening the multilateral trading system remains vital, a parallel negotiation process to expeditiously 

launch the CFTA and monitor the implementation of the related agreement is also important. Also, in order to 

multiply the benefits of the CFTA and promote developmental regionalism in Africa, a comprehensive vision of 

trade and development needs to be in place. Expanded markets for African goods and services, unobstructed 

factor movements and the reallocation of resources should promote economic diversification, structural 

transformation, technological development and the enhancement of human capital.2 

The CFTA will create a single continental market for both goods and services, with free 

movement of business persons and investments, paving the way for the establishment of a 

Continental Customs Union and the African Economic Community (AEC). The CFTA expects to 

expand intra-African trade through better harmonisation and coordination of trade liberalisation 

and facilitation regimes and instruments across Regional Economic Communities (RECs) and 

across Africa in general.3 

                                                   
1 Pablo Quiles is Trade Analyst with International Economics Ltd. 
2 See UNCTAD (2015). The Continental Free Trade Area: Making it work for Africa, UNCTAD Policy Brief No. 

44, December. 
3 African Union: CFTA – Continental Free Trade Area. Available at: http://www.au.int/en/ti/cfta/about 
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With 54 Contracting Parties, the CFTA is expected to bring together a combined population of 

more than one billion people and a combined Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of more than USD 

3.4 trillion.4 

Figure 1 Timeline of Discussions  

Source: AU 

Although the objective of creating a regional economic community was foreseen in the Abuja 

Treaty, real discussions over the feasibility of establishing a CFTA started in 2010, at the 6th AU 

Conference of Trade Ministers, Ordinary Session. The idea of fast-tracking continental 

integration appeared as one of the recommendations. As highlighted during the discussions: 

“[the] vision of continental integration enshrined in the Abuja Treaty is far from being achieved […]. 
There is need to integrate African economies through creation of a more attractive business 

environment, harmonisation of trade policies, greater political will, and development of a public 

sector/private sector partnership culture.”5 

The issue was further developed in the following meeting of the AU’s Trade Ministers, held in 
Accra in 2011, in which the Action Plan on Boosting Intra-African Trade and the Framework for 

the Continental Free Trade Area, Road Map, Architecture and Monitoring and Evaluation 

Mechanism were adopted and recommended for endorsement by the Summit of the African 

Union.6 

The recommendation and the merits of creating a CFTA were discussed during the 18th AU 

Ordinary Session of Heads of State and Government (also known as the AU Summit) held in 

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, at the end of 2011. The major outcomes from the Summit were a 

Decision7 and a Declaration8 to fast-track the establishment of the CFTA. 

 

                                                   
4 Id. 
5 “Report of the Conference of Ministers of Trade”. AU Conference of Ministers of Trade, 6th Ordinary 

Session, 29 October – 02 November, 2010, Kigali, Rwanda. AU/TD/MIN/RPT/(V), p. 12.  
6 “Report of the Meeting of Ministers of Trade”. AU Conference of Ministers of Trade, 7th Ordinary Session, 

29 November – 03 December, 2011, Accra, Ghana. AU/MIN/TD//Rpt(VII), para. 30. 
7 Decision on Boosting Intra-African Trade and Fast Tracking The Continental Free Trade Area - Doc. 

EX.CL/700(XX), Assembly/AU/Dec.394(XVIII). 
8 Declaration on Boosting Intra-African Trade and the Establishment of a Continental Free Trade Area, 

Assembly/AU/Decl.1(XVIII). 
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As highlighted by Páez (2016): 

The Decision endorsed the documentation submitted through the Conference of Ministers in Accra, which became 

the basis for the conceptualisation of the CFTA. It also established that the operationalisation of the CFTA must 

follow the established milestones in the CFTA Framework and be completed by the indicative date of 2017.9 

A final decision was achieved in 2012, during the 19th AU Summit celebrated in Addis Ababa, 

through the adoption of the “Decision on Boosting Intra-African Trade and Fast Tracking the 

Continental Free Trade Area”.10 The 25th AU Summit, celebrated in 2015, officially launched 

“negotiations for the establishment of the Continental Free Trade Area aimed at integrating Africa’s 
markets in line with the objectives and principles enunciated in the Abuja Treaty Establishing the 

African Economic Community.” 11 

THE AFRICAN ECONOMIC COMMUNITY 

Prior to the creation of the AU, on June 3, 1991, 34 African leaders signed the Treaty Establishing 

the African Economic Community (AEC Treaty). The Treaty was designed to create a framework 

for the development, mobilisation, and utilisation of African human and material resources in an 

effort to achieve continental self-sufficiency. Also referred to as the "Abuja Treaty," it entered 

into force in May 1994. Currently, the Treaty counts 49 ratifications.12 

The AEC Treaty is the foundation of an attempt to create an economic community covering the 

whole of Africa, creating the largest economic integration organisation in the world in terms of 

membership. 

The objectives of the African Economic Community (AEC), as set out in the Treaty’s Article 4, are:  

1. to promote economic, social and cultural development and the integration of African 

economies in order to increase economic self-reliance and an indigenous and self-

sustained development; 

2. to establish, on a continental scale, a framework for the development, mobilisation and 

utilisation of the human and material resources of Africa in order to achieve a self-reliant 

development; 

3. to promote cooperation in all fields of human endeavour in order to raise the standard 

of living of African people, and maintain and enhance economic stability, foster close and 

peaceful relations among Member States and contribute to the profess, development 

and the economic integration of the continent; and  

                                                   
9 Páez, L. (2016). A Continental Free Trade Area: Imperatives for Realising a Pan-African Market, Journal of 

World Trade Vol. 50, no. 3, p. 538 
10 Decision on Boosting Intra-African Trade and Fast Tracking the Continental Free Trade Area. 19th Ordinary 

Session of the Assembly of Heads of State and Government, 15-16 July 2012, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 

Assembly/AU/Dec.426(XIX),. 
11 Decision on the Launch of Continental Free Trade Area Negotiations, Doc. Assembly/AU/1(XXV). 

Assembly/AU/Dec.569(XXV) 
12 Djibouti, Eritrea, Madagascar, Somalia, and South Sudan are the only African Union’s Member States that 
have not ratified the AEC Treaty. See African Union, List of Countries Which Have Signed, Ratified/Acceded 

to the Treaty establishing the African Economic Community (as at April. 01, 2016), available at 

http://www.au.int/en/sites/default/files/treaties/7775-sl-treaty_establishing_the_aec.pdf  
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4. to coordinate and harmonise policies among existing economic communities in order to 

foster the gradual establishment of the Community.  

 

Article 4.2 of AEC Treaty provides several ways through which the objectives of the treaty are to 

be achieved. Among them are the liberalisation of trade through the abolition of non-tariff 

barriers (NTBs) in order to establish a free trade area, the relaxation and eventual abolition of 

qualitative and administrative restrictions, and the gradual evolution of a common trade policy, 

and the gradual removal of obstacles to the free movement of persons, goods, services and 

capital and the right of residence and establishment amongst the Community’s Member States.13 

Additionally, Articles 30, 31, and 32 of the Treaty require Member States to take measures to 

eliminate customs duties, other restrictions or prohibitions, administrative, and any other NTBs. 

They also require adoption by Member States of a common external customs tariff. 

The major aim of the AEC Treaty, highlighted in its Article 6, is the creation of an African 

Economic Community within 34 years from the entry into force of the Treaty, i.e. 2028. Article 6.2 

foresees six different stages, leading to the eventual creation of the African Common Market. 

THE CONTINENTAL FREE TRADE AREA 

As highlighted by UNCTAD14, continental 

integration has been a priority on the African 

agenda ever since African countries gained 

political independence and started deliberations 

on a united Africa in all spheres of society. In fact, 

the idea of pan-African integration predates the 

creation of the continent’s independent states: it 

even predates the independence movements that 

galvanised those states. 

Whilst the AEC Treaty foresees, through six stages, 

the creation of an AEC by 2028; prior to that, 

stages three and four dictate that: 

Stage three: “At the level of each regional economic 

community and within a period not exceeding ten (10) 

years [i.e. 2017], establishment of a Free Trade Area 

through the observance of the time-table for the 

gradual removal of Tariff Barriers and Non-Tariff 

Barriers to intra-community trade and the establishment of a Customs Union by means of adopting a 

common external tariff.”15 

                                                   
13 See Ndulo, M. (1993). Harmonisation of Trade Laws in the African Economic Community, Cornell Law 

Faculty Publications, Paper 65. Available at: http://scholarship.law.cornell.edu/facpub/65  
14 See UNCTAD (2015). Building the African Continental Free Trade Area: Some Suggestions on the Way 

Forward, United Nations. 
15 AEC Treaty, Article 6.2(c) 

Figure 2 AEC Treaty: Stages 

Source: Mo Ibrahim (2014) 
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Stage four: “Within a period not exceeding two (2) years [i.e. 2019], coordination and harmonisation 

of tariff and non-tariff systems among the various regional economic communities with a view to 

establishing a Customs Union at the continental level by means of adopting a common external 

tariff.”16  

 

The CFTA is expected to be built on the basis of eight pre-existing and recognised RECs, although 

their formation has not been smooth and linear. Nevertheless, there have also been significant 

commitments taken lately aimed at accelerating the integration of African economies within the 

continent.  

In that respect, three RECs, namely, the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa 

(COMESA), the East African Community (EAC) and the Southern African Development Community 

(SADC), have decided to join efforts to set up a “Tripartite” Free Trade Area (TFTA).17 

STATUS OF REGIONAL INTEGRATION: THE ROLE OF THE TRIPARTITE 

In the last decade, the world has experienced a boom in regional integration, with more than 267 

regional trade agreements18 currently in place.19 Africa also currently counts itself party to 18 

different trade agreements. Of those 18, eight are recognised by the AU as a basis for the CFTA, 

namely: the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), the East African 

Community (EAC), the Southern African Development Community (SADC), the Intergovernmental 

Authority on Development (IGAD), the Economic Community Of West African States (ECOWAS), 

the Community of Sahel-Saharan States (CEN-SAD), the Economic Community of Central African 

States (ECCAS), and the Arab Maghreb Union (AMU).  

                                                   
16 AEC Treaty, Article 6.2(d) 
17 See Páez (2016). Id. at 8. 
18 The term to “regional trade agreement” makes reference to any kind of trade agreement by which a 
reciprocal trade preference is granted. This include free trade agreements and customs union. It excludes 

the unilateral trade preferences, i.e. Generalised Scheme of Preferences. 
19 See WTO – Regional Trade Agreements. Available at: 

https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/region_e/region_e.htm  

*The approach recommended above leaves room for the other RECs, should they wish to do so, to come together 

in a parallel arrangement similar to the EAC-COMESA-SADC Tripartite, prior to achieving the CFTA. However, the 

one stage approach also leaves enough scope for the RECs that do not wish to form a parallel arrangement 

similar to the EAC-COMESA-SADC Tripartite to join the CFTA directly. 

Source: UNECA - AU (2012) 

Figure 3 CFTA Roadmap 
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As shown on the map, there is considerable overlapping in REC membership across African 

countries: 38 countries are members of more than one of the eight main RECs. Specifically, 

Burundi, Congo (DR), Djibouti, Eritrea, Libya, Uganda, and Sudan are each members of three 

RECs, whilst Kenya holds membership of four. As mentioned above, these RECs were designated 

by the AEC Treaty as the basis of African integration. Nevertheless, problems abound from low 

compliance with REC obligations and divergent degrees of institutional development, to poor 

policy implementation. There is also a lack of regional management of practical problems that 

affect competitiveness, such as burdensome procedures for immigration, business licensing or 

professional equivalencies.20 Most RECs have 

been unable to meet their own deadlines for 

trade liberalisation. For example, North 

Africa’s AMU and ECCAS in Central Africa do 

not yet have functioning FTAs. 

Despite these challenges, the Member States 

of COMESA, EAC and SADC signed on June 

10, 2015, the Tripartite Free Trade 

Agreement (TFTA, or Tripartite). The 

Tripartite, formed by 26 countries, 

represents almost half of the AU 

Membership, 51 per cent of the continent’s 
GDP, and has a combined population of 632 

million. Overall, the agreement includes 

provisions on tariff liberalisation, disciplines 

on NTBs, rules of origin, trade remedies and 

provisions for dispute settlement, which all 

lie at the core of what was agreed. Other 

provisions include the elimination of 

quantitative restrictions, customs cooperation, trade facilitation, transit trade, infant industries, 

and balance of payments, among others.21 

Due to its scope and current membership, the Tripartite is meant to be the basis for the CFTA. As 

highlighted by Ajumbo and Birggs (2015), linking the CFTA to the TFTA seeks to build on 

successful negotiations in the Tripartite as it would mean that more than half of the continent’s 
economy is already in a free trade area. What would remain is to extend that coverage to the 

rest of the continent. Moreover, important lessons can be learnt from the process of negotiating 

the TFTA in terms of scope, coverage, negotiating modalities and other approaches to the 

negotiations.22 

                                                   
20 See UNCTAD (2015). Ib. at 15, pp. 5-6 
21 See Luke, D. and Mabuza, Z. (2015). The Tripartite Free Trade Area Agreement: A milestone for Africa’s 
regional integration process, ICTSD Bridges Africa, Volume 4, Number 6. Available at: 

http://www.ictsd.org/bridges-news/bridges-africa/news/the-tripartite-free-trade-area-agreement-a-

milestone-for-africa%E2%80%99s  
22 Ajumbo, G. and Briggs, I. (2015). Taking stock of the proposed Continental Free Trade Area, African 

Development Bank, January 12. Available at: http://www.afdb.org/en/blogs/integrating-africa/post/taking-

stock-of-the-proposed-continental-free-trade-area-13893/  

Figure 4 - Africa's Membership to RECs 

Source: Mo Ibrahim (2014) 
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ECONOMIC BENEFITS FROM A CFTA 

The creation of a single continental market 

for goods and services, with the free 

movement of business people and 

investments, would help bring closer the 

Continental Customs Union and the African 

Common Market envisaged by the AEC 

Treaty, turning the 54 African economies 

into a more coherent and larger market. 

The larger, more viable economic space would allow African markets to function better and 

promote competition, as well as resolve the challenge of multiple and overlapping RECs, helping 

thereby to boost inter-REC trade. Moreover, the sheer size of the single market would provide a 

more conducive environment for industrial diversification and regional complementarities, than 

what is currently viable under existing individual country approaches to development.23 

A paper drafted by UNECA in collaboration with the AU, “Boosting Intra-African Trade”, 
established that intra-Africa trade merely 

represents on average, 10-12 per cent of 

Africa’s total trade. The UNECA-AU paper 

argues that a CFTA “could contribute within 

a very short time to the doubling of the level 

of intra-African trade”.24  

Nevertheless, estimations by Mevel and 

Karing (2012)25, later confirmed by Cheong, 

Jansen and Peters (2013)26 show that, 

although the increase in trade is 

significant, it is insufficient in order to 

achieve the objective of doubling intra-

African trade between 2012 and 2022. 

According to the authors’ estimations, the 
establishment of a CFTA would increase 

Africa’s exports to the world by 4 per cent, 

or USD 25.3 billion. The agricultural and 

food sectors, mainly wheat, cereals, sugar, 

meat, raw milk and dairy products, would 

benefit the most from the CFTA’s 

                                                   
23 See Soininen, I. (2014). The Continental Free Trade Area: What’s going on? International Centre For Trade 
and Sustainable Development, Bridges Africa, Volume 3, Number 9. 
24 UNECA – AU (2012). Boosting Intra-African Trade: Issues Affecting Intra-African Trade, Proposed Action 

Plan for boosting Intra-African Trade and Framework for the fast tracking of a Continental Free Trade Area. 
25 Mevel, S., and Karingi, S. (2012). Deepening Regional Integration in Africa: A Computable General 

Equilibrium Assessment of the Establishment of a Continental Free Trade Area followed by a Continental 

Customs Union, 7th African Economic Conference, Kigali, Rwanda, 30 October – 2 November 2012. 
26 Cheong, Jansen and Peters (2013). Towards a Continental Free Trade Area in Africa: A CGE modelling 

assessment with a focus on agriculture, in Cheong, D., Jansen, M. and Peters, R (eds.). 2013. Shared 

Harvests: Agriculture, Trade, and Employment. International Labour Office and United Nations Conference 

on Trade and Development" 

The Continental Free Trade Agreement is expected 

to bring together 54 African Countries with a 

combined population of more than one billion 

people and a combined gross domestic product of 

more than USD 3.4 trillion. 

United Nations Economic Commission for Africa 

Key Actors 

The CFTA Negotiation Forum is formed by a group of 

officials in charge of establishing the parameters of 

the future CFTA agreement. It was created at the 

2012 AU Summit. Different Technical Working 

Groups are in charge of addressing the specific areas 

covered by the CFTA. 

No official mechanisms for civil society participation 

exist as yet; civil society representatives can lobby 

their national governments to be part of the 

delegations to the negotiations. Nevertheless, the 

CFTA intends to engage a range of stakeholders: civil 

society, parliamentarians, and the private sector. 

The CFTA process also includes the Continental Task 

Force, containing members from the eight different 

RECs. The Task Force manages negotiations and 

helps to prioritise, including since before the 

negotiations began. 

Also relevant to the CFTA is the High-Level African 

Trade Committee (HATC), made up of Heads of State 

Chairs of the RECs. HATC is intended to “provide [a] 

facilitating role and unblock blockages,” as well as to 
review the progress on the CFTA, and any other 

trade-related relevant matters. 

The Pan-African Parliament will also be involved in 

the negotiations. 

Source: Regions Refocus and Third World Network-Africa 

(2106). The Continental Free Trade Area (CFTA): Process 

and Political Significance. April. 
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implementation, whose exports would increase by 9.4 per cent, or USD 5 billion. Additionally, the 

CFTA would result in a 52.3 per cent, or USD 34.6 billion increase in intra-African trade; thanks to 

exchanges within the continent growing in three main sectors, namely: agriculture and food, 

industry and services. Therefore, “the establishment of a fully effective CFTA by 2017 would enhance 

intra-African trade by 51.7 per cent over a twelve year period, the share of intra-African trade passing 

from 10.2 per cent in 2010 to 15.5  per cent in 2022”.27 Only the adoption of further measures 

contributing to a deeper continental integration might enable the achievement of the 

aforementioned objective. In this sense, UNCTAD (2015) highlights that the adoption of 

enhanced trade facilitation measures would increase the share of intra-African trade to 21.9 per 

cent.28 

CONCLUSION: MAJOR CHALLENGES ON NEGOTIATIONS 

Negotiations over a CFTA were officially launched during the 25th Ordinary Session of the 

Assembly of Heads of State and Government of the AU, celebrated in Johannesburg, South 

Africa, in June 2015. The CFTA Negotiating Forum (CFTA-NF) held the first meeting over the 

constitution of the CFTA on February 22, 2016. The meeting served to establish the basis for 

future substantive negotiations, “considering the post launch preparatory issues and essential 

process issues and technical documents that will enable the efficient conduct of the negotiations”.29 A 

second meeting was held on May 20, 2016, addressing various issues related to the preparatory 

work and guiding documents for the CFTA negotiations, including the rules of procedure for the 

CFTA negotiating institutions, the guiding principles and the modalities for the CFTA negotiations, 

the work plan for the CFTA-NF, as well as the Terms of Reference for the technical working 

                                                   
27 Id. p. 18. 
28 See UNCTAD (2015). Id. at 22.  
29 See African Union: The 1st Meeting of the Continental Free Trade Area Negotiating Forum (CFTA-NF) kicks 

off in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. Available at: http://www.au.int/en/pressreleases/21051/1st-meeting-

continental-free-trade-area-negotiating-forum-cfta-nf-kicks-addis  

RECs heterogeneity 

The eight RECs are very heterogeneous groups. They range from 5 to 24 Members; 92 to 551 million 

people; 22 to 66 per cent of urban population; USD 98 to 974 billion in GDP; and 1.7 to 11.3 million km2 

in land area. Even inside the RECs, the specific membership shows very uneven characteristics: 

- In ECOWAS, the most populous country, Nigeria, is 341 times larger than the least populous 

country, Cape Verde. 

- In EAC, the income of a person living in Kenya, which has the highest GDP per capita, is 4 times 

greater than Burundi, which has the lowest GDP per capita.  

- In IGAD, the land area of the largest country, Ethiopia, is 43 times bigger than the smallest country, 

Djibouti. 

- In SADC, the income of a person living in Seychelles, which has the highest GDP per capita, is 49 

times greater than in Congo (DR), which has the lowest GDP per capita. 

Source: Mo Ibrahim (2014) 
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groups.30  

Substantial negotiations will be divided into two phases: Phase 1 will cover both trade in goods 

and trade in services. Phase 2 will focus on investment, intellectual property rights and 

competition policy. Negotiations on Phase 1 are expected to be concluded and the CFTA ready to 

be implemented by December 2017. 

Due to the strong interrelation between trade in goods and trade in services, conducting Phase 1 

negotiations in parallel track is likely to open opportunities for African services and services 

providers. Services such as transportation and storage, finance and insurance, and distribution 

services are necessary in order to facilitate the trade in goods. The impact of a continent-wide 

free trade area will only be meaningful for Africa if services are opened up in parallel with trade 

in goods.31 

Despite the initial enthusiasm, the path towards accelerated pan-African economic integration 

represents a formidable list of political, economic, and legal challenges. One of the main areas to 

address is the existence of conflicting disciplines amongst the RECs: as mentioned above, most 

African countries are parties to more than one REC. However, convergence between different 

communities, as agreed in the 2009 Minimum Integration Programme, should be made 

compatible with the goals and timelines set for the CFTA.32 As highlighted by Rodríguez Mendoza 

(2016), “consideration should be given to the fact that most RECs have missed the 2014 deadline to 

establish FTAs and this in itself calls for an adjustment in their calendar and plan of action, thus 

affecting the CFTA timeline itself.”33 

                                                   
30 See ICTSD (2016). African Countries hold second CFTA Negotiating Forum, Bridges Africa, June 2. Available 

at: http://www.ictsd.org/bridges-news/bridges-africa/news/african-countries-hold-second-cfta-negotiating-

forum  
31 See UNCTAD (2015), Economic Development in Africa: Unlocking the potential of Africa’s services trade 
for growth and development, UNCTAD/ALDC/AFRICA/2015, July, p. 119. 
32 See UNCTAD (2015), ib., p. 3. 
33 Rodríguez Mendoza, M. (2016). The CFTA: Moving towards and African “mega-regional” agreement? ICTSD 
– Bridges Africa, Volume 5, Issue 1 – February. 

CFTA Negotiations Principles 

 

1. Driven by AU Member States/RECs/ Customs 

Territories with the support of the AUC. 

2. RECs’ FTAs will serve as building blocks for the 
CFTA. 

3. Reservation of acquis (building on existing levels 

of integration, tariffs must be lowered beyond 

what has already been agreed through multilateral 

system or EPAs) 

4. Variable geometry (allowing for varying levels of 

7. Substantial liberalization (tariff rates should be 

at zero). 

8. Most Favoured Nation (MFN) Treatment – trade 

between African countries must be on terms 

better than offers made to third parties (e.g. the 

EU). 

9. National Treatment – forbids discrimination 

between domestic goods/services and those from 

other parties. 
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Moving decidedly towards the CFTA also requires harmonising the multitude of, and varied trade 

commitments undertaken by, practically all African countries at the multilateral, regional and 

bilateral levels. As highlighted by Páez (2016), this will be a challenging task because of the high 

discrepancies in the actual levels of liberalisation, the “spaghetti bowl” of RECs in Africa covering 
services trade with multiple memberships and with various types and levels of commitments, 

the diverging trade agendas of various African countries, and the diverging commitments in 

existing agreements, such as the Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) and the General 

Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS).  

 

Another challenge to overcome relates to the different existing levels of development amongst 

the AU Member States, which do not have the same capacity to benefit from a future CFTA. 

The emergence of mega-regional trade agreements, such as the EU-US negotiations over a 

Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), the Trans-Pacific Partnership, and the 

operationalisation of the Africa-EU EPAs, raises additional concerns, highlighting the importance 

of hastening Africa’s economic integration to mitigate the risk of preference erosion. 34 

Additionally, as highlighted by UNCTAD (2015) the solution to Africa’s challenges, including 
accelerated integration, is less economic than political in nature: “[a] ‘bottom-up’ approach would 
help to identify at the disaggregate level what is working now, has worked in the past or has worked 

somewhere else and could work in Africa without inordinate effort, with Governments helping to 

address the impediments”.35 

Another major challenge relates to the timeline: the CFTA negotiations are expected to be 

concluded by mid-2017, and the aim is to launch the CFTA by December 2017. Alternatives 

timelines should be considered, in the case that this deadline is not met. 

The experience of many RTAs has been that progress towards the formation of FTAs and 

                                                   
34 See Ajumbo, G. and Briggs, I. (2015).  
35 UNCTAD (2015). Id. at 22, p. 3. 

progression and speed in integration). 

5. Flexibility and Special and Differential 

Treatment. 

6. Transparency and disclosure of information. 

10. Reciprocity. 

11. Decisions to be taken by consensus. 

12. Adoption of best practices 

ABBREVIATIONS 

ACM African Common Market   GATS General Agreement on Trade in Services 

AEC African Economic Community  GDP Gross Domestic Product 

AMU Arab Maghreb Union   HATC High-Level African Trade Committee 

AU African Union    IGAD Intergovernmental Authority on Development 

AUC African Union Commission  MFN Most-Favoured Nation 

BIAT  Boosting Intra-African Trade  NTB Non-Tariff Barrier 

CEN-SAD Community of Sahel-Saharan REC Regional Economic Communities 

States    RTA Regional Trade Agreement 

CFTA Continental Free Trade Area  SADC Southern African Development Community 

NF Negotiating Forum   TFTA Tripartite Free Trade Agreement 

COMESA    Common Market for Eastern TTIP Transatlantic Trade and Investment  

and Southern Africa    Agreement 

EAC East African Community   UNCTAD   United Nations Conference on Trade  

ECCAS Economic Community of Central    and Development  

African States    UNECA United Nations Economic Commission  

ECOWAS Economic Community of West   for Africa 

African States   US United States 

EPA Economic Partnership Agreement  USD United States Dollars 

EU European Union  

FTA Free Trade Area 
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customs unions has not always being uniform. In the context of the CFTA, some consideration 

could be given to a variable geometry approach in which countries that are in a position to move 

forward should be allowed to do so, whilst those that need more time to comply should be 

afforded adequate flexibilities. Either way, a basic or core agreement that constitutes the CFTA 

should be striven for adoption come 2017. 

 



HOW CAN WE HELP? 

Support C-level executives and boards to prepare for different challenges 

International Economics can help facilitate internal discussions on strategy by providing technical insights, 

developing dashboards of key performance measurements, and giving advice to executive boards on building 

resilience to possible disruptions related to exogenous trade shocks, such as Brexit or Donald Trump’s 

Presidency. We work closely with our clients to brainstorm and identify challenges and opportunities based on 

our professional experience. 

Map market access 

In order to quantify the potential costs to your business in engaging in trade, including tariffs, standards, and 

customs procedures, among many others, we (i) undertake a mapping of which terms are most at risk of 

changing and by how much, depending on the type of agreements; and (ii) quantify and forecast the potential 

effect on your business using predictive analytics to generate insights into future outcomes. 

Navigate through trade and investment agreements 

With more than 400 trade agreements and 2,400 investment agreements already in place, International 

Economics’ team is able to navigate through them, guiding and identifying which specific agreement will better 

suit the interests of our client. Additionally, we have developed optimization techniques, through the use of 

sophisticated rules and algorithms, to analyse the Free Trade Agreements (FTAs), which are growing in space, 

depth and complexity, in order to offer insights into investment and trade decisions. With increasing 

fragmentation of global production networks and the need for careful evaluation of supply chain risks, the tools 

developed by International Economics offer a solid foundation for the adoption of critical decisions by 

businesses. 

Prepare briefings and strategic papers 

Our clients need to prepare strategic position papers to assess the issues and prepare responses, whether it 

be internal restructuring, supply chain re-engineering or addressing policy risks. We assist our clients with 

short, impactful, and relevant position papers, including setting out the possible impacts of risks at different 

business levels (policy, financial, structural, etc.) and provide the latest thinking on the issues to date, based on 

a holistic economic framework. 

Undertake a full economic and legal review of the trade and investment exposures 

to worldwide events 

We conduct independent and objective reviews of the impact of different worldwide events on your business 

and industry. We use deep learning tools, large multi-country macro models and the latest unstructured data 

to offer insights into the risks, exposure assessments and likelihood of disruptions to supply chain. These 

provide our clients with a competitive advantage as they prepare mitigation strategies and leverage identified 

opportunities. We work with our clients to develop the right strategies and make breakthrough decisions. 

Brexit: Help the private sector position itself during the UK’s trade negotiations    

Brexit will affect our clients’ business strategies, supply chains, funding, tax positions, regulations, growth and 

opportunities. International Economics works with public affairs companies and specialized firms to offer the 

full range of trade-related technical support and advice to help companies position themselves and ensure that 

their interests are addressed in the negotiations. 
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