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Action alert

Despite the establishment of both a customs union and a common market, the EAC 
member states are still represented individually in WTO negotiations. We argue that 
there is now a momentum for the EAC as a customs territory to become a member on 
its own and act on behalf of its five member states, which would substantially increase 
their bargaining power. An urgent must-do towards achieving this is the adoption at 
the national level of the 2007 East African Trade Negotiation Act.

Within the WTO system, customs territories like the East African Community (EAC) are allowed to 
be members in their own right and act on behalf of their membership, which requires member 
states to coordinate their positions in pursuing their interests.  With a single external trade policy, 
tariff schedule and customs union, the European Union (consisting of 27 states) is an example of a  
WTO member that speaks for 27 member states at the WTO. As a result, the EU is strengthened in 
numbers, representing one of the biggest markets in the world.

Why should the EAC become a WTO member ? 

Since the establishment of the  Common Market in 
2010, following that of the customs union with a 
Common External Tariff, the EAC has evolved into a 
unified regional market with a combined GDP worth 
USD 45 billion. This is a potentially powerful position to 
bring in WTO and other trade negotiations. 

Yet, EAC member states continue negotiating as 
individual countries which does not fully harness their 
potential as a bloc. The experience by the EU indicates 
that this is potentially an opportunity cost for them 
as, if represented as one, they would be significantly 
stronger in negotiations and may be able to secure 

beneficial outcomes on issues that are critical for the region. 

According to recent views expressed by EAC stakeholders under CUTS’ EAC Geneva Forum, issues of 
regional importance where increased bargaining power may make a difference include: subsidies to 
the clothing and textile industry in developed countries; Duty Free Quota Free (DFQF) market access 
for products from least developed countries to developed countries; and removal of protectionist 
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< QUICK FACTS
 »  Despite many common policies as a region, the EAC 

member states are not yet fully coordinating their 
positions in WTO negotiations.

 » An EAC “bloc” could be created to represent the 
interests of all member states on issues of regional 
importance (e.g. textile subsidies, DFQF, sensitive 
products)

 » The 2007 East African Trade Negotiation Act that 
provides for a Joint Trade Negotiations Commission 
has not yet been adopted at the national levels 
despite its passing into law at the regional level.
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Speaking as one voice would make EAC 
countries stronger in the WTO, especially at 
ministerial conferences.

Call for an “EAC Bloc” in WTO 
Negotiations

http://www.flickr.com/photos/world_trade_organization/4682313978/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/irinphotos/4173940768/
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measures against “sensitive” products in developed countries (e.g. 
sugar, rice, leather, fisheries, and cotton).

What would they need to do?

Negotiating as a region would only require the EAC member states 
to  invoke membership of their customs union at the WTO.  Besides 
already applying a CET to foreign goods, they also have regional 
policies on a number of trade-related issues dealt with at the WTO, 
already informally coordinate their trade positions, are already 
notified as a customs union at the WTO and even undergo joint Trade 
Policy Reviews.

Of course, they would need to align their trade policies to an even 
greater extent, establish functionning coordination mechanisms at 
the regional level before the positions go to the WTO. The benefits of 
this greatly outweigh the costs.

And there is momentum. At a time when some claim the Doha round 
is dead while the rise of plurilaterals leave developing and least 
developed countries in the fear of being isolated, the multilateral 
trading system is weakened and so are developing countries’ voices. 
After having benefitted somewhat from the relatively democratic 
multilateral trading system, they may again become the losers of 
global trade in the 21st Century. 

Then, what are they waiting for?

Despite the numerous advantages of the EAC becoming a member, 
significant action and planning needs to be undertaken downstream 
by its member states. Even if some progress has been achieved at the 
regional level, the movement towards negotiating as a bloc has thus 
far been half hearted at best mainly for reasons related to national 
sensitivities.

Since 2007, the East African Trade Negotiation act that was signed 
into law by the respective heads of state of the EAC already provides 
a framework for the region to act as one single bloc in bilateral and 
multilateral negotiations. Under this law, a joint Trade Negotiations 
Commission at the EAC Secretariat was tasked with developing an 
East African trade regime, harmonizing negotiating positions and 
conducting negotiations on behalf of the Partner States.  

Six years down the line, this critical mechanism has not yet become 
fully operational for reasons that pertain to “concerns over how to 
implement” the Bill as well as other concerns related to matters of 
sovereignty among the concerned member states.  Yet, continuing in 
this impasse would weaken individual states within the international 
trading system. As a result, it is the common man, rural or urban, that 

bears the brunt of poor policy co-ordination. 

What we call for

q   The East African Trade Negotiation Act should be adopted 
at the national level and implemented as swiftly as possible. A 
disjointed EAC negotiation stance will only hinder potential gains from 
international trade and weaken their positions.

w     Some states within the EAC lack sufficient resources and capacity 
to adequately participate in the various trade negotiations at the 
bilateral; regional and multilateral levels. As a consequence, they 
often miss out on opportunities to have their interests considered or 
included in negotiation outcomes. As such, it is apparent that pooling 
resources will improve the representation of less capable 
states. It will also allow the EAC bloc to have more bargaining clout in 
conducting trade negotiations. 

e     A united EAC at the top should be bolstered by a strong civil society 
base. In this light, the EAC should work towards jointly engaging in 
stakeholder capacity building, e.g in the form of joint workshops. 
Coalitions of stakeholders that share similar interests can form and 
begin to align their positions on different trade policy issues. 

USEFUL RESOURCES
EAC States Still to Negotiate Trade Pacts as one Despite 2008 Law (The 
East African)
The fate of a law aimed at enabling the East African Community partner states to 
negotiate external trade agreements as one unit hangs in the balance in the face 
of apparent reluctance on the part of the implementing authorities...   
        http://bit.ly/YNbveL

Second WTO Trade Policy Review as EAC Partner States
Finance minister to Tanzania (Hon Mwimwa) highlights on major projects in the 
East African region which include the construction of roads, initiatives underway in 
the energy sector, railways, ports, and ICT that will further ease the cost of doing 
business in the EAC...           http://bit.ly/10Vvg24

The EU and the WTO
The European Commission negotiates at the WTO on behalf of the EU. The 
Commission co-ordinates with the EU Member states through the Trade Policy 
Committee and conducts EU policy following guidelines set down by the Member 
States in the Council of Ministers...           http://bit.ly/ZiXke1
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