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Briefing Paper  
The Continental Free Trade Area: Enhancing 

Economic Development in Africa 

  

By Elodie Arnell 

Summary 

Africa is well endowed with a large share of the world’s natural resources as well as two thirds of unexploited 

arable land. Nonetheless, the continent remains a marginal player in global trade, a situation exacerbated by 

very low intra-African trade. As other regions conclude mega-regional free trade arrangements, and with 

negotiations at the multilateral level stalling, African countries risk being further marginalized in terms of trade.  

Accelerating work on the Continental Free Trade Area (CFTA) provides an opportunity for the region to mitigate 

these risks. This briefing paper discusses merits of the CFTA and its potential to enhance economic 

development in Africa.
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Background 

Regional integration: an African 

commitment  

1 agenda2063.au.int/en//vision   
2 http://www.au.int/en/ti/biat/about 
3 Arab Maghreb Union (AMU, 5 countries), Common Market for 
Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA, 19 countries), 
Community of Sahel-Saharan States (CEN-SAD, 28 countries), 
East African Community (EAC, 6 countries), Economic 

Figure 1 : The AU Continental 

Integration Agenda: the AEC’s 

establishing in 6 phases 

Source: Soininen, 2014

Community of Central African States (ECCAS, 11 countries), 
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS, 15 
countries), Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD, 
7 countries), Southern African Development Community 
(SADC, 14 countries) 

Phase 1 (5years): Strengthen existing RECs and 
create new RECs in regions where they do not exist

Phase 2  (8 years): Ensure consolidation 
within each REC, with a focus on liberalising 
tariffs and non-tariffs barriers etc.

Phase 3 (10 years): Set up in each REC 
a FTA and customs union (with a 
common external tariff and a single 
customs)

Phase 4  (2 years): Coordinate  and 
harmonize tariff and non-tariff systems 
among the RECs with a view to 
establishing a continental customs union

Phase 5  (4 years): Set up an African 
common market

Phase 6   (5 years): Establish the AEC, including 
an African Monetary Union and Pan-African 
Parliament
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State of play of the CFTA’s 

establishment  

4 http://unctad.org/meetings/en/Presentation/ditc-ted-09032016-
accra-paper-Fajana.pdf 
5 Assembly/AU/Dec.394 (XVIII) 

Figure 2 : Scope of the CFTA 

(1) Trade in goods 

 Tariff liberalisation, 

 NTBs, 

 Trade facilitation, 

 Transit & Transit facilities, 

 Trade remedies, 

 Safeguards, 

 Standards, 

 Technical barriers to trade,  

 Sanitary and phytosanitary, 

 Dispute settlement, 

 Institutional arrangements 

Trade in services 

 Transportation (Air, Maritime) 

  Financial Services (banking, insurance) 

 Tourims 

 Energy 

(2) Other issues 

 Competition policy 

 Intellectual Property Rights 

 Insvestment 

 Movement of business persons 

Source: Sebahizi, 2016 

6 Assembly/AU/Decl.1 (XVIII) 
7 http://www.au.int/en/ti/cfta/about 
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Africa’s Trade Scenarios  

8 http://www.agenceecofin.com/investissement/2810-33445-les-
investissements-chinois-en-afrique-ont-chute-de-84-durant-le-
1er-semestre-2015 

 

Figure 3 : FDI inflows, by region 

2012-2014 (USD Bn) 

Source: Data from UNCTAD, WIR, 2015 

Figure 4 : FDI inflows, African regions 

2012-2014 (USD Bn) 

Source: Data from UNCTAD, WIR, 2015
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CFTA Potential towards 

Economic Development 

9 http://www.cuts-
international.org/ARC/Accra/IVORI/pdf/Regional_Integration_in
_Africa.pdf 

Figure 5 : Obstacles and 

Opportunities to the CFTA 

establishment  

Source: Author’s own illustration 

 

Recurrent problems within African 

countries  

10http://www.worldenergyoutlook.org/resources/energydevelop
ment/  

OpportunitiesObstacles

CFTA 
establishment 
expected by 

2017

Barriers to the 
CFTA 

negotiations

Opportunities 
i.e. political 

will

Recurrent 
problems 

within African 
countries

Opportunities 
i.e. the CFTA

http://www.worldenergyoutlook.org/resources/energydevelopment/
http://www.worldenergyoutlook.org/resources/energydevelopment/
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Barriers to the CFTA negotiations  

11 http://theafricaneconomist.com/food-aid-does-not-help-africa-
it-is-the-problem/#.V16C49T5jQA  

12 http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-
regions/regions/sadc/ 

http://theafricaneconomist.com/food-aid-does-not-help-africa-it-is-the-problem/#.V16C49T5jQA
http://theafricaneconomist.com/food-aid-does-not-help-africa-it-is-the-problem/#.V16C49T5jQA
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CUTS International, Geneva 

●

PROMOTING AGRICULTURE, CLIMATE AND TRADE LINKAGES IN THE 
EAST AFRICAN COMMUNITY – PHASE 2 
The PACT EAC2 project builds capacities of East African stakeholders for 
climate-aware, trade-driven and food security-enhancing agro-processing in 
their region. Web: www.cuts-geneva.org/pacteac2

The PACT EAC2 project is undertaken with funding support 
from the Swedish International Development Cooperation 
Agency (Sida). 


