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Dr Michael Njume Ebong 

THE STRUGGLE FOR AFRICA’S ECONOMIC INTEGRATION 

1. Vision and Outcomes 

Continental picture: The Pan-African agenda pursued by Africa’s leadership since the 1950s 

can be described as a coin with political and economic sides.  A political union, well advanced 

with the establishment in 1963 of the Organization of African Unity (OAU), which subsequently 

morphed into the African Union (AU) in 2001, was considered, logically, as the pre-requisite for 

the economic integration of the continent. Political union and economic union were to reinforce 

each other. However, the empirical reality to date suggests that it is proving exceedingly more 

difficult to build granite pillars of economic integration across the continent than it was to 

establish the OAU and AU. For instance, it took close to two decades, following creation of the 

OAU, for African countries to agree on a common continental economic development blueprint, 

namely the 1980 Lagos Plan of Action, and one more decade for them to adopt the 1991 Abuja 

Treaty to serve as strategic roadmap for the creation of an African Economic Community (AEC). 

As envisioned by this Treaty, the AEC would be built over a period of 34 years (1994-2027 in 

six progressive implementation phases leading ultimately to a fully functioning economic union 

across the entire continent, with a common currency and a common market including the free 

movement of the factors of production such as capital, labour, goods and services. However, 

effective Treaty implementation was to be carried out at the level of the continent’s OAU- 

demarcated five regions, namely Central Africa; East Africa; North Africa; Southern Africa; and 

West Africa. Furthermore, the Treaty’s implementation action arms in these regions were to be 

the Regional Economic Communities (RECs) established or recognized by the OAU, namely: 

Arab Maghreb Union (AMU); Community of Sahel-Saharan States (CEN-SAD); Common 

Market for East and Southern Africa (COMESA); East African Community (EAC); Economic 

Community of Central African States (ECCAS); Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS);  Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD); and Southern African 

Development Community (SADC).   The major objectives of the Treaty included, for example, 

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

in order to increase economic self-reliance and promote endogenous and self-sustained 

development;  to establish, on a continental scale, a framework for the development, 
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mobilization and utilization of the human and material resources of Africa in order to achieve 

accelerated economic growth;  to promote co-operation in all fields of human endeavour in order 

to raise the standard of living of African peoples, and enhance economic stability, foster close 

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

economic integration of the Continent; and finally  to coordinate and harmonize policies among 

existing and future economic communities in order to foster the gradual establishment of the 

AEC. By this vision, the AEC would be established mainly through the co-ordination, 

harmonization and progressive consolidation of the activities of the RECs. At present the 

continent counts close to 40 inter-governmental regional organizations with overlapping 

memberships, eight of which already mentioned above have been established by the OAU/AU. 

About 15 of these focus squarely on economic integration; five are energy-based integration 

schemes such as the West African Power Pool (ECOWAPP) ; fifteen are river and lake-based 

organizations such as the Lake Chad Basin Commission; three are peace and security-focused, 

such as G5 Sahel; and only one, COMIFAC (Central African forests Commission) is focused on 

environmental protection issues. 

 

Outcomes to date: Although progress has been mixed so far, it must be stressed that the sheer 

persistent pursuit since the early 1960s, for over half a Century, of the goal of continental 

economic integration, notwithstanding internal and external barriers to the realization of that 

dream, has been no small feat by Africa’s political leadership. At a broader historical level, this 

dogged determination to achieve an integrated economic space across the continent should be 

seen as a conscious or subconscious attempt to reinstate and reinforce the numerous horizontal 

free trading patterns that had existed across pre-colonial Africa, but which the 19th Century 

European scramble for the continent had destroyed and replaced with vertical trading patterns 

harnessing the continent’s economies to the needs of European industry. Further, the ratification 

of the Abuja Treaty by practically all AU member states and the effective functioning of the 

RECs as the Treaty’s implementation action arms, notwithstanding their uneven progress 

towards the attainment of the Abuja Treaty objectives, should  also be counted as yet another 

economic integration milestone. More concretely, the New Partnership for Africa’s Development 

(NEPAD), which is a continental economic development initiative adopted by the OAU in 2001,   

has since evolved dynamically to become the AU’s key tool, in addition to the RECs,  for 
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hastening and organizing  the continental march towards an economic community similar to the 

European Union.  In this regard, NEPAD’s Programme for Infrastructure Development in Africa 

(PIDA) has been particularly active in some major sectors with potential for economic 

integration. For example, the PIDA priority action plan comprises 51   programmes and projects 

designed to address sector-specific priority infrastructure deficits in energy, transport, ICT and 

trans-boundary water. Additionally, although intra-African trade has hardly exceeded 10 per cent 

of Africa’s total trade volume in the past decade,  increasing progress has nonetheless been 

recorded in the establishment of effectively functioning customs unions the most prominent 

being the Southern African Customs Union (SACU).  Most RECs are implementing transport 

programmes that remove non-physical barriers to trade in order to strengthen transit facilitation, 

harmonize customs, and improve overall trade efficiency. COMESA, ECOWAS and SADC have 

introduced comprehensive transport facilitation programmes. Elsewhere, the RECs are using 

regional hydropower policy to share energy across countries and minimize costs. For example, in 

1995 SADC’s 12 members created the Southern African Power Pool (SAPP), and other RECs 

have since followed suit with trans-boundary integration of power grids  such as the Eastern 

African and West African Power Pools. The impetus towards economic integration is boosting  

inter-country connectivity in information technology and communication. Some RECs, such as 

the Arab Maghreb Union, COMESA, ECOWAS, and SADC, have made greatest progress in that 

respect. ECOWAS has introduced the ECOWAS Passport, a giant step towards eliminating 

barriers to the cross-border movement of citizens and indeed towards promoting a common 

identity among ECOWAS citizens. The East African Community has also introduced a common 

passport to facilitate cross-border movement of its members’ nationals within the community. 

But all of the foregoing snapshots of progress hardly answer the question as to whether Africa 

remains on course to attaining the goal of an African Economic Community by the year 2027. 

Are all the organs or action arms operating efficiently and effectively with the bold certainty 

writ-large in the Abuja Treaty? If not what are the challenges? This question is addressed in the 

next edition in part 2 of this article. 
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2. The Challenges 

 

Continental vision: The Pan-African agenda pursued by Africa’s leadership since the 1950s can 

be described as a coin with political and economic sides.  A political union, well advanced with 

the establishment in 1963 of the Organization of African Unity (OAU), which subsequently 

morphed into the African Union (AU) in 2001, was considered, logically, as the pre-requisite for 

the economic integration of the continent. Political union and economic union were to reinforce 

each other. However, the empirical reality to date suggests that it is proving exceedingly more 

difficult to build granite pillars of economic integration across the continent than it was to 

establish the OAU and AU. For instance, it took close to two decades, following creation of the 

OAU, for African countries to agree on a common continental economic development blueprint, 

namely the 1980 Lagos Plan of Action, and one more decade for them to adopt the 1991 Abuja 

Treaty to serve as strategic roadmap for the creation of an African Economic Community (AEC). 

As envisioned by this Treaty, the AEC would be built over a period of 34 years (1994-2027 in 

six progressive implementation phases leading ultimately to a fully functioning economic union 

across the entire continent, with a common currency and a common market including the free 

movement of the factors of production such as capital, labour, goods and services. However, 

effective Treaty implementation was to be carried out at the level of the continent’s OAU- 

demarcated five regions, namely Central Africa; East Africa; North Africa; Southern Africa; and 

West Africa. Furthermore, the Treaty’s implementation action arms in these regions were to be 

the Regional Economic Communities (RECs) established or recognized by the OAU, namely: 

Arab Maghreb Union (AMU); Community of Sahel-Saharan States (CEN-SAD); Common 

Market for East and Southern Africa (COMESA); East African Community (EAC); Economic 

Community of Central African States (ECCAS); Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS);  Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD); and Southern African 

Development Community (SADC).   The major objectives of the Treaty included, for example, 

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

in order to increase economic self-reliance and promote endogenous and self-sustained 

development;  to establish, on a continental scale, a framework for the development, 

mobilization and utilization of the human and material resources of Africa in order to achieve 

accelerated economic growth;  to promote co-operation in all fields of human endeavour in order 
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to raise the standard of living of African peoples, and enhance economic stability, foster close 

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

economic integration of the Continent; and finally  to coordinate and harmonize policies among 

existing and future economic communities in order to foster the gradual establishment of the 

AEC. By this vision, the AEC would be established mainly through the co-ordination, 

harmonization and progressive consolidation of the activities of the RECs. At present the 

continent counts close to 40 inter-governmental regional organizations with overlapping 

memberships, eight of which already mentioned above have been established by the OAU/AU. 

About 15 of these focus squarely on economic integration; five are energy-based integration 

schemes such as the West African Power Pool (ECOWAPP) ; fifteen are river and lake-based 

organizations such as the Lake Chad Basin Commission; three are peace and security-focused, 

such as G5 Sahel; and only one, COMIFAC (Central African forests Commission) is focused on 

environmental protection issues. 

 

Outcomes to date: Although progress has been mixed so far, it must be stressed that the sheer 

persistent pursuit since the early 1960s, for over half a Century, of the goal of continental 

economic integration, notwithstanding internal and external barriers to the realization of that 

dream, has been no small feat by Africa’s political leadership. At a broader historical level, this 

dogged determination to achieve an integrated economic space across the continent should be 

seen as a conscious or subconscious attempt to reinstate and reinforce the numerous horizontal 

free trading patterns that had existed across pre-colonial Africa, but which the 19th Century 

European scramble for the continent had destroyed and replaced with vertical trading patterns 

harnessing the continent’s economies to the needs of European industry. Further, the ratification 

of the Abuja Treaty by practically all AU member states and the effective functioning of the 

RECs as the Treaty’s implementation action arms, notwithstanding their uneven progress 

towards the attainment of the Abuja Treaty objectives, should  also be counted as yet another 

economic integration milestone. More concretely, the New Partnership for Africa’s Development 

(NEPAD), which is a continental economic development initiative adopted by the OAU in 2001,   

has since evolved dynamically to become the AU’s key tool, in addition to the RECs,  for 

hastening and organizing  the continental march towards an economic community similar to the 

European Union.  In this regard, NEPAD’s Programme for Infrastructure Development in Africa 
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(PIDA) has been particularly active in some major sectors with potential for economic 

integration. For example, the PIDA priority action plan comprises 51   programmes and projects 

designed to address sector-specific priority infrastructure deficits in energy, transport, ICT and 

trans-boundary water. Additionally, although intra-African trade has hardly exceeded 10 per cent 

of Africa’s total trade volume in the past decade,  increasing progress has nonetheless been 

recorded in the establishment of effectively functioning customs unions the most prominent 

being the Southern African Customs Union (SACU).  Most RECs are implementing transport 

programmes that remove non-physical barriers to trade in order to strengthen transit facilitation, 

harmonize customs, and improve overall trade efficiency. COMESA, ECOWAS and SADC have 

introduced comprehensive transport facilitation programmes. Elsewhere, the RECs are using 

regional hydropower policy to share energy across countries and minimize costs. For example, in 

1995 SADC’s 12 members created the Southern African Power Pool (SAPP), and other RECs 

have since followed suit with trans-boundary integration of power grids  such as the Eastern 

African and West African Power Pools. The impetus towards economic integration is boosting  

inter-country connectivity in information technology and communication. Some RECs, such as 

the Arab Maghreb Union, COMESA, ECOWAS, and SADC, have made greatest progress in that 

respect. ECOWAS has introduced the ECOWAS Passport, a giant step towards eliminating 

barriers to the cross-border movement of citizens and indeed towards promoting a common 

identity among ECOWAS citizens. The East African Community has also introduced a common 

passport to facilitate cross-border movement of its members’ nationals within the community. 

But all of the foregoing snapshots of progress hardly answer the question as to whether Africa 

remains on course to attaining the goal of an African Economic Community by the year 2027. 

Are all theRECs operating efficiently and effectively with the bold certainty writ-large in the 

Abuja Treaty? If not what are the challenges?  We single out below those constraints we consider 

to be high priority areas that should be addressed to pave the way forward, which include: 

 

1. Vast continental land mass: The first major problem is the continent’s vast surface area 

of more than 30 million km². A fact perhaps little known is that Africa is bigger than the land 

masses of the United States, China, India, Mexico, Peru, France, Germany, Spain, and the United 

Kingdom all combined.  Africa also has perhaps the largest desert system on earth (Sahara and 

Kalahari) and the second most important forest ecosystem (the Congo Forest Basin) in the world, 
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after the Amazon Rain Forest in Brazil. It’s easy to imagine, for example, the hurdles and costs 

of building integrative transport and communication networks on such a vast scale and through 

such sparsely populated and forbidding terrain as extensive and hostile desert territories or thick 

forests of the Congo Basin. Mostly struggling African countries cannot, alone on their own 

terms, tackle such an enormous obstacle to their physical integration. For example, the World 

Bank estimates that African countries need to spend about USD 93 billion annually between 

2017 and 2020 just to close their infrastructure deficits. The NEPAD Programme for 

Infrastructure Development in Africa (PIDA), already discussed in part 1 of this article, can be 

described as a renewed attempt by Africans themselves to lift a continental weight which had 

defied for 20 years the international community under the United Nations Transport and 

Communications Decades for Africa (UNTACDA 1 & II: 1980-1990 and 1991- 2000). 

UNTACDA sought to establish an integrated transport and communications system as a basis for 

the physical integration of Africa. However, its projects, which coincided with the long stretch of 

economic crises and structural adjustment programmes in Africa, failed to deliver for lack of 

funding.  In retrospect, UNTACDA would have justified a “Marshall Plan” for Africa, such as 

benefited Europe’s reconstruction after World War II. Accordingly, addressing Africa’s 

continental infrastructure challenges must be considered an imperative priority sector that would 

accelerate progress towards 2027. 

 

2. National economic integration as a pre-requisite: Continental economic integration 

would make little sense and surely cannot deliver its expected benefits if African national 

economies are not rationally integrated internally in the first place. Most of them still struggle to 

function as coherent national economic systems. Urban “economic growth poles” alternate with 

vast landlocked rural zones hardly equipped with farm-to-market roads and other basic 

infrastructure. The mobility of goods and people within the same country can be a nightmare in 

many cases due to poor transport and communication networks, numerous road checkpoints 

oiled by petty bribery, and as many supply-side bottlenecks. For example, a driver trucking 

goods from Douala to Bertoua should reckon with over 40 roadblocks. That is one reason the 

vast majority of African countries are almost always at the bottom of business environment 

rankings in the world, whether by the World Bank or the Economist Intelligence Unit. Therefore, 

for continental economic integration to succeed, African countries should first build national 
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economies that function rationally as a mirror image of what they are advocating at continental 

level.  That would be the desirable bottom-up approach to achieving the Abuja Treaty vision. 

 

3. The vertical pull:  Africa’s numerous relationships with the global realm (e.g. UN 

system including the Bretton Woods institutions and World Trade Organization (WTO);  special 

preferential trade regimes such as the African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) offered by 

the United States, or the Economic Partnership Agreements  (EPAs) offered by the European 

Union) as well as other economic globalization processes) exert on African governments and 

private sector  a powerful vertical pull which too often detracts from and sometimes collides with 

Africa’s regional integration goals and processes pushed on the horizontal South-South axis. One 

reason for this is the helpless dependence of most African countries on the outside world 

(vertical axis) for practically all it takes to survive as a country - UN peacekeeping and 

humanitarian operations; IMF’s macroeconomic management packages; World Bank’s 

programmes and projects;  official development assistance; etc. Another reason is Africa’s low 

level of industrialization and limited band of more or less similar commodities traded by many 

countries and for which the developed countries constitute the only viable market. Cameroon for 

instance cannot sell its oil, cocoa beans, or forest products to other CEMAC countries which 

produce the same and also produce at the same bottom of commodity value chains. That explains 

why the more industrialized African countries such as Egypt, Nigeria or South Africa also 

happen to be the continent’s foremost intra-regional traders and leaders. As such, the pace of 

industrialization provides a major pathway to realizing the Abuja Treaty dream. 

 

4. Overlapping memberships of the RECs pose yet another problem of efficiency and 

effectiveness.  As assessed by the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa 

(UNECA), overlapping memberships, mandates, objectives, protocols and functions create 

unhealthy multiplication and duplication of efforts and misuse of the continents’ scarce 

resources. This reality increases the cost of membership in the different groupings, creates 

rivalry for donor funds, and also limit the ability for the RECs to pursue coherent and 

effective integration programmes.  Further, policy and programmatic coordination across the 

RECs, as emphasized in the Abuja Treaty, is still work in progress.  Although some RECs have 

indeed concluded inter se memoranda of understanding which include periodic coordination 
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meetings, regular exchange of information, joint programming, joint review of programmes, 

and joint implementation committees, their regular use coordination  mechanisms is far from 

systematic. 

 

5. Inadequate national capacities: The human resources and institutions which are 

indispensable to properly and fully execute supranational Treaty obligations, are generally 

known to be uneven across African countries. Governments and their civil services without 

the technocratic capacity to implement domestic parliamentary Acts or legislations, including 

national constitutions in some cases, as well as their own development policies and 

programmes, cannot be expected to implement their external policy commitments. This is  

applicable to many African countries but is particularly the case for crisis states such as the 

Central African Republic, Somalia, or South Sudan. To that should also be added inadequate 

respect for the primacy and rule of law, national or supranational. The tradition of respect for 

legally binding obligations can take on different shades across African countries with 

different political cultures rooted in their colonial histories. Even the atavistic hold of the oral 

tradition of pre-colonial Africa may have its say. Tackling these challenges in priority should 

help translate Africa’s transcendent vision of economic integration into a bubbling 

continental reality. To their credit, African leaders have fashioned the vision. What remains 

is to sort out the right priorities and tactics to implement that vision. The year 2027 is still a 

full decade away within which to perform a miracle. 
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3. African Continental Free Trade Area: The Cart Before the Horse? 

 

AfCFTA and the Abuja Treaty: On 21 March 2018 in Kigali, Rwanda, African Union Member 

States massively signed a Treaty establishing an African Continental Free Trade Area 

(AfCFTA). This historic event, the details of which are posted on  www.au.africa, was hailed by  

African leaders as a dream come true in the realization of the “Africa We Want”.  President 

Kagame, Chair of the event, recalled correctly that AfCFTA was the culmination of a vision set 

forth nearly 40 years ago in the Lagos Plan of Action adopted by Heads of State in 1980, leading 

to the Abuja Treaty establishing the African Economic Community (AEC) in 1991. In his view, 

“AfCFTA will enhance the dignity and well-being of Africa’s farmers, workers, entrepreneurs, 

particularly women and youths, as it will create more jobs, bring more investments and 

prosperity for the continent with the view of prioritizing the production of value-added goods 

and services that are “Made in Africa”. However, notwithstanding the euphoria generated by this 

new milestone in the long march towards Africa’s economic integration, a controversial question 

arises: does AfCFTA add anything substantively new and important to the 1991 Abuja Treaty 

establishing the AEC, besides another costly layer of Treaty institutions on top of the existing 

and duplicative Treaties concerned with intra-African trade integration ?   This question is 

relevant because under the Abuja Treaty, the AEC would be built over a period of 34 years 

(1994-2027) in six progressive implementation phases leading ultimately to a fully functioning 

economic union across the entire continent, with a common currency and a common market 

including the free movement of the factors of production such as capital, labour, goods and 

services. Since these are more or less the same objectives brought forward and amplified in the 

AfCFTA, why not fully implement the Abuja Treaty in the first place before establishing yet 

another institutional architecture to achieve the same ends?. 

First things first:  A cursory review of the regional economic communities (RECs) established 

under the Abuja Treaty and subsequently to serve as the building blocks of the AEC reveals an 

uneven performance scorecard from one region to another (www.integrate-africa.org). The 

progress made thus far by the RECs in the East, South and West of the continent, where intra-

African trade averages over 10%, is in contrast with the lackluster performance of the RECs in 

other regions, notably the Central Africa region where ECCAS (Economic Community of 

Central African States), created in 1983, has not yet managed to boost its intra-African trade 
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figure beyond 1% and is still struggling just for name recognition after 36 years of existence - on 

paper. So why would the African Union not summon the RECs to finish the job of achieving 

regional economic integration and regional common markets as envisioned in the Abuja Treaty 

before adopting a new Treaty? Further, the over 50-year history of UDEAC/CEMAC, on paper 

as Treaties since 1964, equally provides a legendary case study of the wide gulf that can exist in 

Africa between integration Treaties on paper and Treaty achievements on the ground. Despite its 

status as one of the precursors of Africa’s integration movement going back to its 1964 UDEAC 

origins, CEMAC’s intra-community trade barely exceeds 2% at present in spite of its advantages 

of a common central bank, common currency and common official language. As such ECCAS 

and CEMAC examples should be a fitting warning for AfCFTA - to drive home the point that 

adopting integration Treaties cannot be a substitute for the enlightened governance and supreme 

hardwork needed to induce concrete development actions and outcomes that boost Africa’s 

development and integration. More fundamentally, African States would be best advised to give 

priority to developing, expanding and integrating their domestic markets as a logical prelude to 

their integration within broader regional and continental markets. That is because the effective 

market in many African countries is generally much smaller than their population since much of 

the rural population and the informal sector have rather weak and irregular linkages to the 

modern market system due to structural and other factors. Although most unwisely neglected in 

many African countries, the rural/village sector represents a vast potential for expanding, 

integrating and deepening domestic markets. If a farmer in Bangem cannot market his or her 

goods in Kumba, less than 100 km away, because of transportation difficulties, how could the 

same farmer trade beyond Cameroon? Conversely, fishermen on the Bakassi Peninsula bordering 

on Nigeria would rather sell their catch in Nigeria and not in Cameroon whose market is 

perceived to be less efficient and profitable than Nigeria’s. Accordingly, sustained efforts are 

needed to create efficient domestic markets and boost the private sector.  In this respect, the 

World Bank’s 2019 report on Doing Business ranks the performance of African countries as 

shown in the table below. It is notable that Mauritius, Africa’s top scorer ranked 20 in the world 

table, did better than Canada (22), Germany (24),  or Austria (26); while Rwanda, Africa’s 

second best ranked 29,  also outperformed  Spain (30), France (32), The Netherlands (36), 

Switzerland (38), and Japan (39). The lesson here is that an excellent development performance 

score is not fatalistically beyond the capacity of any African country driven by good governance 
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and gravity of purpose. Six other countries (Morocco, Kenya, Tunisia, South Africa, Botswana, 

and Zambia in descending order of merit) are classified as having easy or attractive business 

environments, 14 countries or 27% of those surveyed are ranked average, while the rest (29 in all 

or 57%) are ranked below average. By this tally, 84% of African countries had market-friendly 

environments which were either average or below average, the worst score of all continents. 

With so much still to do to develop and consolidate their home markets and build community 

common markets, why would African countries be rushing, prematurely, to embrace AfCFTA? 

 

WORLD BANK 2019 REPORT ON THE EASE OF DOING BUSINESS 

 

 

CATEGORY 

 

 

AFRICAN   COUNTRIES 

RANKING 

AFRICAN 

 

WORLD 

VERY EASY Mauritius 1 20 

Rwanda 2 29 

 

EASY 

Morocco 3 60 

Kenya 4 61 

Tunisia 5 80 

South Africa 6 82 

Botswana 7 86 

Zambia 8 87 

 

 

 

MEDIUM 

Djibouti 9 99 

Lesotho 10 106 

Namibia 11 107 

Malawi 12 111 

Ghana 13 114 

Swaziland 14 117 

Egypt 15 120 

Côte d’Ivoire 16 122 

Uganda 17 127 

Mozambique 18 135 

Senegal 19 141 
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BELOW 

AVERAGE 

Niger 20 143 

Tanzania 20 144 

Mali 21 145 

Nigeria 23 146 

The Gambia 24 148 

Mauritania 25 149 

Guinea 27 152 

Benin 26 153 

Togo 28 157 

Comoros 29 164 

Zimbabwe 30 155 

Sierra Leone 31 163 

Ethiopia 32 159 

Madagascar 33 161 

Cameroon 34 166 

Burundi 35 168 

Algeria 36 157 

Gabon 37 169 

Sao Tome e Principe 38 170 

Sudan 39 162 

Liberia 40 174 

Equatorial Guinea 41 177 

Angola 42 173 

Guinea Bissau 43 175 

Congo Republic 44 180 

Chad 45 181 

CAR 47 183 

DRC 46 184 

Libya 48 186 

South Sudan 49 185 

Eritrea 50 189 

Somalia 51 190 

Source: World Bank 2019 Report on Doing Business; CEMAC countries shown in bold by this author 
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THE U.S. AFRICAN GROWTH AND OPPORTUNITY ACT (AGOA) 

 

Origins and purpose of AGOA. 

For almost two straight decades spanning the period 1980-2000, most African countries experienced a 

serious economic crisis arising from a prolonged slump in world commodity prices, sluggish economic 

growth, erratic political and economic governance, deepening poverty rates and other regressive social 

indicators, especially in health and education.  The international community, spearheaded by the World 

Bank and the International Monetary Fund, came to Africa’s rescue with a more or less standard  package 

of pro-market economic reforms which prioritized privatization of much of the public and para-public 

economic sector and recommended export-based development strategies that appeared to have worked 

miracles elsewhere in driving economic growth and reducing endemic poverty. It is against this backdrop 

that AGOA came into being following close to 10 years of efforts by pro-African activist who lobbied for 

enhanced U.S. engagement with and investments in Africa. Thanks to their sustained advocacy, AGOA 

was adopted by the U.S. Congress in the year 2000 and signed into Law the same year by President Bill 

Clinton. It is a preferential trade agreement which unilaterally expands access to the U.S. market for some 

African goods, increase trade and investment between the U.S. and eligible African countries, reduce and 

eliminate tariffs for African exports of different products, and promote economic liberalization and 

human rights reforms in Africa. First set to expire in 2008, AGOA was later extended to 2015, and 

extended yet again in 2015 for another 10 years. Initially, 34 countries were included in the  list of 

beneficiaries, a list which changes with each annual review by the U.S. Administration of which countries 

should be eligible. 

 

Country and product eligibility: The AGOA portal (www.AGOA.info)  lists the conditions or criteria 

established (unilaterally) by the U.S. Administration for the countries and products covered by AGOA.. 

The criteria are heavy on political and economic governance values which the U.S. believes to be best 

attributes and practices for promoting democracy, human rights, rule of law, open-market economies, etc. 

Anyone familiar with the structural adjustment programmes (SAPs) of the 1980s will not fail to note 

some strong similarities between SAPs and the AGOA eligibility pact.  These criteria, which are reviewed 

unilaterally each year by the U.S., have hardly changed since the inception of AGOA, which leaves the 

impression  that African states have little or no leverage over the U.S. policy conduct of the programme. 

Indeed AGOA is somewhat unique in that it is a non-reciprocal, non-negotiated preferential trade 

arrangement, which may therefore qualify as a sort of humanitarian handout by the U.S. to Africa. As 

such the potential scope for negotiating an upgrade of AGOA to an even more effective trading scheme 

for boosting Africa’s economic growth might be lost under present arrangements. With respect to product 
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eligibility, AGOA preferences currently apply to about 6,500 U.S. tariff lines, including some 5,000 lines 

currently covered by the U.S. Generalized System of Preferences (GSP), plus tariff lines added by the 

AGOA legislation.  To summarise, four main sectors including oil and other energy-related products, 

textiles and apparel,  transportation equipment, and minerals and metals, account for over 90 % of African 

exports to the U.S. under AGOA. As can be noted, African countries have fairly limited comparative 

advantage in those four sectors covered by AGOA benefits, with the possible exception of oil and other 

energy-related products. Africa’s major agricultural products and raw materials are not covered (as yet) 

by AGOA treatment and benefits. Indeed much of the tariff reduction under is for nonagricultural 

commodities while agricultural goods imported from the eligible countries account for less than 2% of 

total U.S. agricultural imports according to data sourced from the World Trade Organization and the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture.  Yet, agriculture being  Africa’s economic mainstay, any trade arrangement 

that sidesteps the agriculture sector, as currently noted under AGOA, is bound to have little or no impact 

on promoting economic growth and industrialization, and reducing Africa’s poverty rates – which happen 

to be AGOA’s solemn goal. This issue should therefore qualify for consideration at annual AGOA 

Forums. 
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Africa’s trade performance under AGOA : Since 2000 when AGOA was enacted, Africa’s overall 

economic performance has been much better than in the previous two lost decades.  But that uptick in 

economic growth appears to have been due less to AGOA’s trade and development impact than to other 

factors at play within Africa itself but also at global level. Firstly, the virtual collapse of  communism in 

1990 as a dominant ideological force  led to the convergence of economic development theories around 

the supremacy of capitalism and  « the magic of the marketplace », to quote former U.S. President 

Reagan. So African countries as a whole had little choice but to embrace pro-market reforms partly 

encouraged by international debt-relief programmes. Secondly, Africa appeared to have been rewarded by 

the relative decline in the 1990s of violent conflicts on the continent, making the region increasingly 

attractive for foreign direct investment flows, notably in the petroleum exporting countries. Thirdly, the 

growing economic clout of some emerging economies, China more particularly with its vast appetite for 

Africa’s commodities, whipped up world commodity prices on a sustained basis, thus contributing 

significantly to boost the economic growth trajectory of Africa’s mostly commodity-dependent 

economies. Indeed, China’s ever increasing engagement with Africa since 2000 has been such that the 

volume of its trade with Africa has been growing by some estimates at 30% per annum; and China 
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overtook the U.S. in 2008 as Africa’s premier trading partner. These and other factors have been the main 

forces underlying Africa’s improving economic prospects since AGOA’s inception. 

But the foregoing analysis in no way belittles the significance of AGOA to African economies.  

Notwithstanding Africa’s surging trade with China, the U.S. remains Africa’s major trading partner 

whose imports from Africa have consistently outstripped in value and volume its exports to the continent 

since AGOA was enacted. U.S. imports from the region as a whole grew from   less than USD 25 billion 

in 2000 to upwards of USD 80 billion in 2008 before declining annually to their 2000 level or so, partly 

due to the adverse effects of the global financial crisis, as depicted in figure 2 above on aggregate trade 

flows between Africa and the U.S. from 2000 to 2016. But the share of AGOA ingredient (AGOA-

eligible imports)  in those figures has varied widely from one country to another, from almost 100% for 

Chad (oil exports) in 2016 to 11% for Cameroon, less than 1% for Ivory coast and Senegal, 70% for 

Kenya, and 83% for Nigeria for example. The U.S.- Africa trade pattern since the onset of AGOA and the 

overall weak performance of the region in utilizing the opportunities offered by AGOA would seem to 

suggest some serious structural weaknesses in African economies, particularly their limited industrial 

organization, infrastructure challenges, and unfriendly business environments, including corruption. 

These factors tend to inhibit their capacities to derive optimal benefits not only from AGOA but also from 

the global trading system more generally, including Africa-EU  Economic Partnership Agreements 

(EPAs). 

AGOA is fundamentally an OPPORTUNITY to be seized by eligible African countries to boost quota-

free and duty-free exports to the U.S. But that cannot happen without an industrial strategy to tap 

available opportunities and remove supply-side bottlenecks. Currently mostly the oil-exporting countries 

such as Nigeria, Chad or Angola seem to be reaping the most AGOA benefits because, as already noted,  

the AGOA-eligible product range is heavily skewed towards energy-related commodities. But other non-

oil-exporting countries such as South Africa, Kenya or Mauritius have equally benefited hugely from 

AGOA thanks to their articulated national AGOA strategies and policies. For example, according to a 

2014 publication by the Kenyan Ministry of Trade entitled « Kenya National AGOA Strategy » AGOA 

has played a critical role in spurring Kenya’s exports to the US. « This has been most dramatic in the case 

of the textiles and apparel sector, which grew at 44% a year in the few years after AGOA’s passage. In 

effect, AGOA has created an apparel industry in Kenya on a scale that the country would unlikely have 

achieved without preferential access to the US market ».  Overall, the volume of AGOA exports has 

increased 500 percent, from $8.15 billion in 2001 to $53.8 billion in 2011, and non-energy AGOA 

exports have increased 275 percent, from $1.2  billion to $4.5 billion. Notwithstanding  its  low  

utilization so far by many eligible countries such as Cameroon, AGOA is credited to have acted  as  a  

catalyst for increased trade with the US in the key sectors already mentioned,  as borne out by the trade 
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figures posted on AGOA.ifo portal.  The U.S. foreign direct investment in Africa would also appear to 

have increased by threefold under AGOA. And by the estimates of the  African  Coalition  on  Trade,  

AGOA-related  investment  has  resulted  in  the  creation  of  some  300,000  jobs  in    Africa  and  

almost  120,000  jobs  in  the  United States.  In the apparel sector alone, AGOA is estimated to have 

created as much as 350,000 jobs  in Africa since 2001 and some 100,000 jobs in the US economy, 

according to the African Development Bank. 

 

Cameroon AGOA performance: Cameroon’s exports to the U.S. under AGOA have not been 

spectacular. Since 2000 it has maintained a near-constant dismal trade performance with the U.S., not 

unlike many other AGOA-eligible African countries. For example, Cameroon’s exports declined from 

USD 23 million in 2014 to USD 17 million in 2016. The AGOA-ingredient of those exports also declined 

somewhat from  12.3% in 2014 to 11.0% in 2016. In a bid to boost the country’s export performance 

under AGOA, and in anticipation of the 2015 AGOA Forum that was to be hosted by Cameroon, the 

Prime Minister set up in 2012 an Inter-Ministerial AGOA committee (as per Decree No. 2012/0159/PM 

of 30 January 2012), which subsequently identified, with the technical assistance of a Consultant and the 

AGOA Resource Unit of the Cameroon Chamber of Commerce and Industry (CCIMA), three industry 

sectors to be supported by government. These sectors included (a) the food industry; (b) textiles and 

apparel; and (c) handicrafts and related items. Additionally, 26 local enterprises were selected on the basis 

of their existing and potential export capacities. The national AGOA Committee, whose technical 

secretariat is lodged in the PM’s office, was to provide full and systematic support to the selected 

enterprises so as to enable them to showcase Cameroon’s performance under AGOA and so lead the way 

for other local enterprises wishing to export to the U.S. To date, however, nothing has happened and the 

question is whether the PM’s national AGOA Committee has been administered to death. Also, the 

AGOA Ministerial Forum that was to be hosted in 2015 by Cameroon was finally hosted instead by 

Gabon. In conclusion, Cameroon’s private sector is still waiting on government to demonstrate its gravity 

of purpose by reviving the work of the AGOA Committee and coming up with a national AGOA strategy 

similar to strategies adopted by other countries with AGOA success stories, such as Kenya. 

 


