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In 2019, the Department for Africa and the Middle East of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs 
of Finland commissioned two reports related to Finnish development policy. This is the 
first publication, which deals with political and economic integration in Africa. The second  
publication discusses megatrends in Africa.

The reports are not academic research as such. The authors are academically qualified  
researchers, however, and they base their findings on academic studies. The Ministry for  
Foreign Affairs chooses authors through an open selection scheme.

Researcher Eva Nilsson from the Hanken School of Economics was chosen as the author of 
the report: “Political and Economic Integration in Africa – and How Finland Can Support It”.

The research report examines the trends of political and economic integration in Africa.  
Political integration is discussed through the themes of governance, peace and security, and 
institutional development. This includes the African Union, as well as regional organizations.  
Economic integration is discussed in the context of the African Continental Free Trade  
Agreement and different forms of regional economic integration.

The report is meant to support and strengthen Finland’s Africa policy, which is why it includes 
suggestions on how Finland can support further integration in Africa.

The Department for Africa and the Middle East organized a presentation and discussion for 
the report at the Ministry for Foreign Affairs on 18 June 2019.

These types of reports support the daily work of civil servants when they compile back-
ground memos, for example. They have an important role in strengthening evidence-based  
decision-making. As the reports on Africa sparked a lot of interest in the wider public as 
well, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs decided to publish them online. The publication can be  
downloaded in Finnish and English.

On behalf of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, I would like to thank Eva Nilsson for an excellent 
report and commendable cooperation. I hope that this publication on economic and political 
integration in Africa finds its way into the hands of an interested readership that can put it to 
good use.

At the Ministry for Foreign Affairs on 21 October 2019

Martti Eirola

Senior Adviser on Africa Policy

Preface
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Recommendations for Finland:
l Finland should support work for democracy and human  

rights in countries that are increasingly authoritarian.  
This is a foundational necessity for deeper political  
integration on the continent and can have substantial  
transformative effects on human rights.

 
l Finland should consider supporting the African Governance 

Architecture in order to improve work around democracy  
and human rights on continental level. 

l Finland should support regional small-scale trading  
initiatives and the building of regional trading capacity  
in order to increase intra-African trade overall and to support 
food trading, a women-led sector.

l Finland should support initiatives to find solutions for  
increasing the AU’s self-financing, e.g. through taxes.

l Finland should support the African Union Commission  
on developing better leadership and work culture. 

l Finland should support the implementation process  
of the AfCFTA.

l Finland should prepare an alignment about its support for  
African integration. This could increase its strategic impact. 
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Political and economic 
integration of Africa, 

and how Finland  
can support it?

Eva Nilsson

Summary
This briefing discusses the current 
state and the future of political 
and economic integration in Afri-
ca. It looks at political integration 
through the themes of govern-
ance and peace and security and 
addresses institutional challeng-
es and solutions in the relevant 
continental and regional organi-
sations. Economic integration is 
addressed in light of the recent 
launch of the African Continental 
Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) and 
ongoing integration in the conti-
nent’s regions.

Several divides overshadow 
integration in Africa. First, a di-
vide between formal and informal 
politics is characteristic to the 
continent. There is a gap between 
formal policies and rhetoric and 
informal forms of integration. 
For example, a lot of informal 
intra-African trade, often done 
by women, is not part of official 

statistics about trade on the con-
tinent. Second, a deepening gap 
between democratic and author-
itarian/anocratic regimes is di-
viding the continent. This makes 
continental integration difficult 
both politically and economi-
cally, at least in the short term. 
Therefore, supporting democratic 
development and integration on 
sub-regional and national levels is 
crucial as it forms building blocks 
for continental integration. The 
growing number of urban youth 
is likely to be a game changer for 
political development. However, 
in the short-run they might cause 
political instability. 

Continental integration is to-
day motivated strongly through 
Pan-Africanist ideology and find-
ing “African solutions for African 
problems”. This motivation is 
hampered by the heavy dependen-
cy on external financing. The Af-
rican Union (AU) has done work 

to find its own financing sources. 
More work in this direction is 
needed. The institutions of the AU 
remain weak in terms of resources 
and staff. 

The following scenarios can 
be drawn out from the analysis of 
recent academic and institutional 
works: 
 
Scenario 1: The continent is and 
becomes increasingly polarised 
between political and economic 
extremes and in terms of inte-
gration, it seems unlikely that the 
continent will converge on a com-
mon ground in the near future.

Scenario 2: Small-scale or mi-
nor armed conflicts increase and 
persist across the continent, usu-
ally in the peripheries of states. It 
is unlikely that continental peace 
will be reached in the short-term.

 

Scenario 3: All regions on the 
continent experience economic 
growth, except for North Africa.

Scenario 4: The launch of the  
African Continental Free Trade 
Area (AfCFTA) will increase the 
value of intra-African exports by 
15% in 2040 with the removal 
of tariffs on goods and 25% with  
further liberalisation measures. 
 
Scenario 5: A slight increase 
in economic welfare will occur 
thanks to the expansion of intra- 
African exports through the  
AfCFTA.
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Integration trends  
in Africa

A number of ambitious integra-
tion policies have been adopted 
in the past years on continental 
level. These policies have caught 
the interest of observers of African 
politics. The recent key policy doc-
uments for Africa’s political and 
economic integration adopted by 
the African Union Assembly are:
n Agenda 2063: The Future We 

Want for Africa that lays out 
the continent’s vision for the 
next 50 years. It was strongly 
promoted by the former head 
of the African Union Com-
mission, the South African 
Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma. The 
vision is accompanied by a first 
(10-year implementation plan 
2014-2023). This plan lists 
the most urging priorities for 
reaching the vision. (see Ap-
pendix 1 for a list of priorities).

n African Continental Free Trade 
Area (2018) that aims to create 
a single continental market 
for goods and services, with 
free movement of business, 
persons and investments. It 
would be the largest regional 
trade agreement in the world, 
including 52 signatories. The 
agreement is accompanies by 
an (Action Plan on Boosting 
Intra-Africa Trade, BIAT), that 
aims to build the trading ca-
pacity of the member states. 

n The Imperative to Strengthen 
Our Union (2017), that lays 
out a thorough institutional 
reform of the African Union. 
President Paul Kagame of 
Rwanda spearheaded the re-
port in collaboration with nine 
persons with backgrounds in 
various regional institutions 
and high political positions in 
different countries.

n Financing of the Union. For Af-
rica, by Africa (2016) that aims 
to increase the self-financing 
of the AU. It was adopted by 
Heads of State in a “Retreat on 
Financing of the Union” at an 
AU Summit held in Rwanda in 
2016. The decision directs all 
AU Members to implement a 
0.2% levy on eligible imports 
for to finance the AU. 

Unfortunately, history shows that 
regional integration in Africa has 
been filled with failures. (e.g. As-
ante, 1997 and Mistry, 2000.) 
Among the main challenges that 
the AU is currently facing are a 
lack of commitment and integrity 
among some of continent’s polit-
ical leaders despite their verbal 
or written commitments, institu-
tional weakness and the contin-
ued heavy dependence on foreign 
donors.1 Regarding the former, 
many African governments con-
tinue to seek national solutions 
or inward-looking state-centric 
solutions to problems that require 
regional and continental perspec-
tives. There is also a constant 
tension between rhetorically em-
braced Pan-Africanism and some 
political leaders who continue to 
pursue – in the worst case – their 
personal interests. Therefore, the 
AU has a complicated role as an 
international actor. It is facing 
difficulties in promoting consen-
sus among its member states and 
in maintaining consensus in the 
face of often-divergent national 
interests. Even though the AU is 
emerging as an increasingly influ-
ential international actor, it has 
not yet become effective at assert-
ing its will and projecting its pow-
er in order to efficiently represent 
the African continent’s collec-
tive interests. (Karbo & Murithi, 
2018.) One of the most explicit 
problems that the AU faces is Mo-
rocco’s recent re-entrance to the 
AU and tensions related to West-
ern Sahara. This has for example 
led to a slowdown in formulating 
and implementing common po-
sitions on UN policies. (Aybare, 
2018.) 

In addition to political com-
mitment, the AU faces institu-
tional challenges. There is a lack 
of coordination between its dif-
ferent work strands and decision- 
making. The AU Commission is a 
prime example. It has a very large 
range of priorities and functions 
but lacks proper funding, lead-
ership, qualified staff, systems of 
monitoring and accountability 
and it does not have a clear role. 
There is institutional competition 
between the AU Commission and 
other institutional and region-
al bodies and their roles are not 

clear even though the Commission 
should have a coordinating role. 
Due to an improper funding base, 
it has been blamed to be captured 
by donor interests. Furthermore, 
staff policies and performance 
culture is highly politicised, suita-
ble staff do not stay for long, there 
are no prices or sanctions related 
to good or bad performance and 
many Commissioners respond to 
the needs of their constituencies 
rather than the AU. (Rukato, 2018) 
Rather than technical, operational 
support, the Commission needs to 
develop value-based leadership, 
priorities and accountability.

The relationship between the 
AU and regional bodies is also not 
clear. There are currently about 19 
sub-regional organisations in Af-
rica, with substantial differences 
in the objectives, capacities, levels 
of functionality and overlapping 
memberships. In 2006, the AU 
decided to recognise only eight 
Regional Economic Communities 
(RECs) and placed a moratori-
um on the founding of new ones. 
These are ECOWAS, COMESA, 
EAC, ECCAS, SADC, IGAD, AMU, 
CEN-SAD. The AU should coordi-
nate and harmonise the policies 
between RECs and the AU. How-
ever, the relationships have been 
challenging, contributing to the 
slow pace of regional integration. 
The main challenge is a continued 
lack of definition of the subsidi-
arity principle and its recognition 
and implementation. This means 
that there is no clear understand-
ing of how power should be shared 
between the parties. (Nagar & 
Nganje 2018.) 

To understand integration in 
Africa, two notable characteristics 
have to be kept in mind. First, it is 
important to note that “informal” 
and “formal” politics exist hand-
in-hand. There are interesting 
forms of regionalisation beyond 
the formal regionalisation pro-
cesses that are state-driven. In a 
considerable number of spaces in 
Africa, borders either essentially 
do not exist in the formal sense 
that Europe knows them, because 
they are ignored by local popu-
lations and refugees or strategi-
cally used by political elites. They 
carry on as normal, while formal 
processes might seem to be in a 

standstill or failing. In Central and 
Western Africa, the lack of formal 
regionalism structures is most 
evident. In Southern Africa, on 
the other hand, formal structures 
are most evident. In this region, 
formal and informal regionalism 
are subsumed within each other.  
(Söderbaum ja Taylor, 2008.)

Second, regional integration 
in Africa links to Pan-Africanism 
as an ideology2 This ideology has 
recently become a stronger driver 
of formal integration in Africa in 
light of challenges that the “liberal 
order” is facing (Karbo & Murithi 
p. 4). In other words, regional in-
tegration has not been promoted 
as a means for economic prosper-
ity only, but also as a strategy for 
self-determination, decolonisa-
tion and for addressing Africa’s 
economic marginality in the glob-
al economy. 

Trends of political  
integration 
Political integration is likely to 
face challenges as Africa is be-
coming more and more polarised 
politically. The AU is committed 
to democratic values through 
its African Charter on Democ-
racy, Elections and Governance 
(2007). However, while the con-
tinent’s authoritarian states are 
becoming more repressive, the 
more democratic ones have seen 
relatively little change. The con-
tinent’s countries can be roughly 
divided into 50% authoritarian 
countries and 50% democracies 
of different scale. (Cheeseman, 
2018.) The Institute for Security 
Studies (ISS) categorises most of 
the countries in Sub-Saharan Af-
rica as anocracies, combining ele-
ments of both autocracy and de-
mocracy. These types of regimes 
are prone to political instability. 
(See Appendix 2 for a listing of 
countries by ISS.)

Since about 2015, democratic  
development on the African con-
tinent has on average been dete-
riorating. This recession has been 
characterized by the removal of 
presidential term-limits3, poor 
quality elections, and the intro-
duction of legislation that has  
enabled governments to exert 

1  The funding problems are intensified by the fact that many AU member states are not paying their financial obligations. In 2015, only 19 out of 54 members 
fully paid their fees to the AU. In the same year, Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Nigeria and South Africa financed 65% of member states’ contributions to the AU’s  
operational budget. Since then, funding from Libya and Egypt fell drastically due to the political turbulence of the Arab Spring. In total about 25% of the  
union’s funding is financed by members and 75% by external funders, mainly the EU and the US. (Karbo & Murithi, 2018.) 

https://au.int/en/documents/20141012/key-documents-agenda2063
https://au.int/en/documents/20141012/key-documents-agenda2063
https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/33126-doc-ten_year_implementation_book.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/33126-doc-ten_year_implementation_book.pdf
https://au.int/ti/cfta/about
https://au.int/ti/cfta/about
https://www.au.int/web/sites/default/files/newsevents/pressreleases/26498-pr-action_plan_for_boosting_intra-african_trade_f-english.pdf
https://www.au.int/web/sites/default/files/newsevents/pressreleases/26498-pr-action_plan_for_boosting_intra-african_trade_f-english.pdf
http://www.rci.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/78/News/FInal%20AU%20Reform%20Combined%20report_28012017.pdf
http://www.rci.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/78/News/FInal%20AU%20Reform%20Combined%20report_28012017.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/pages/31955-file-what20is20financing20of20the20union-1-2.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/pages/31955-file-what20is20financing20of20the20union-1-2.pdf
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greater control over social media 
and non-governmental organ-
izations. (Rakner, 2018.) One 
reason for this backlash could be 
that there are a few internation-
al incentives to change course. 
International donors that 
have traditionally promot-
ed democracy abroad do not 
seem to be increasing their 
support in the coming years. 
Meanwhile the number of author-
itarian-leaning external partners 
(Asian and Middle-Eastern states) 
continues to grow and offer Af-
rican states greater policy space 
than before to dilute any inter-
national pressure to democratise. 
(Cheeseman, 2018.) 

A look at the different sub-re-
gions of the continent shows that 
the variety is large. West and 
Southern Africa consistently per-
form better on democracy and 
governance than East, Central and 
North Africa. (ibid.) In terms of 
political instability, the pressure is 
relatively high in East Africa and 
the Horn. Most of West Africa is 
less exposed, as the levels of de-
mocracy are higher. Central Africa 
currently has the longest-serving 
and oldest African presidents and 
some kind of turnover, which 
might cause instability, is inevi-
table within the next 10–15 years. 
(Bello-Schünemann & Moyer, 
2018.) 

North African states rank 
poorly on governance. With the 
exception of Tunisia, all feature 
either weak or very weak govern-
ance. The North African expe-
rience has been distinctive, but 
the Arab Spring of 2011 has seen 
greater convergence between 
North and Sub-Saharan Africa. 
Instability and conflict have un-
dermined state capacity and eco-
nomic growth in Egypt and Libya, 
in similar ways as for example in 
the Central African Republic or 
Somalia. Furthermore, much like 
many post-conflict African states, 
one of the most serious challenges 
facing countries such as Egypt and 
Algeria is the continued presence 
of the military that threats civilian 
rule. (Cheeseman, 2018.)

Developments on sub-region-
al level are important because 
they might give rise to “neigh-
bourhood effects”. However, it is 

worth to note that when one looks 
at the level of individual countries,  
variety is equally wide. Southern  
Africa, for example, features 
Botswana (very good govern-
ance) and Malawi and South  
Africa (good), but also Angola and  
Mozambique (weak) and Zim-
babwe (very weak). West Africa 
is also split between a number 
of countries that are performing 
well, most notably Benin, Ghana,  
Liberia, and Senegal and those 
that are struggling, such as Mau-
ritania and Nigeria. (ibid.)

It is important to highlight 
the connection between democ-
racy and economic growth to un-
derstand trends of political and 
economic integration. Mainly 
because of impressive growth in 
Rwanda and Ethiopia in recent 
years, popularity and acceptance 
of “developmental authoritarian-
ism” has increased. At the same 
time some democratic states such 
as Ghana has faced considerable 
economic distress due to heavy 
indebtedness. Thus, democracy 
does not always lead to economic 
growth and transformation. How-
ever, recent research has found 
that on average Africa’s democ-
racies grow at a faster rate than 
its autocracies. This applies espe-
cially to long-term democracies. 
(Masaki & Walle, 2014). The qual-
ity of governance is an important 
explanatory factor. The majority 
of authoritarian states do not have 
good or very good governance, 
with Rwanda being an exception 
rather than a rule. This suggests 
that further authoritarian re-
trenchment will undermine 
economic transformation on 
the continent. The situation 
is worse because many African 
countries are currently getting 
heavily indebted and managing 
debt distress requires proper 
governance. (Cheeseman, 2018.) 
Another worrying trend in light of 
democracy is that several African 
countries have recently discov-
ered oil and natural gas reserves. 
So far, there is only one demo-
cratic petrostate in Africa, which 
is Ghana. Hence, there is a clear 
correlation between petrostate-
hood and authoritarian/anocratic 
regimes. (Cheeseman and Smith, 
2019.) 

In light of these obser-
vations the continent looks  
increasingly polarised be-
tween political and economic 
extremes and in terms of inte-
gration, it seems unlikely that 
the continent will converge 
on a common ground in the 
near future. On a more positive 
note, the increase of urban and 
younger voters is likely to chal-
lenge current ruling parties and 
to vote for alternatives. The urban 
electorate is projected to be high-
er than the total number of rural 
voters by 2050. The Ibrahim In-
dex of African Governance shows 
that democratic progress lags 
far behind citizens’ expectations. 
(Ibrahim Index, 2018.) The vast 
majority of Africans want to live 
in a democracy, but the propor-
tion who believe they actually do 
falls almost every year. In the long 
run, this can lead to democratic 
development. In the short run, it 
can lead to political instability.

The current and the future 
of peace on the continent does 
unfortunately not look bright ei-
ther, even though the continent 
has made important gains in 
peace and stability over the past 
two decades. Small-scale or 
minor armed conflicts have 
increased and persist across 
the continent, usually in the 
peripheries of states. This 
trend is unlikely to change 
significantly over the coming 
decades and means that the 
AU’s peace objectives will be 
difficult to reach. From 2014 
Sub-Saharan Africa experienced 
a significant increase in large- and 
small-scale organised violence, 
driven by wars in Nigeria, Soma-
lia, Sudan and South Sudan and 
smaller-scale armed conflicts in 
Burundi, Cameroon, the DRC, Re-
public of the Congo, Eritrea, Ethi-
opia, Kenya, Mali, Mozambique, 
Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, South 
Sudan and Uganda. The conti-
nent is most affected by non-state 
organised violence and has the 
highest level of one-sided violence 
(against civilians) in the world. 
Communal violence over access 
to land, water and other resources 
is a prominent form of non-state 
organised violence in Africa. Vio-
lence related to elections has also 

increased. Low-intensity political 
violence such as violent riots and 
demonstrations have risen sharp-
ly across Sub-Saharan Africa over 
the past decade. Non-violent pro-
tests have also become a much 
more prominent feature of African 
political dynamics, particularly in 
urban areas. (Bello-Schünemann 
& Moyer, 2018.)

Political integration,  
the African Union  
and RECs
The main work streams of the AU 
that relate to political integration 
are the African Governance Ar-
chitecture (AGA) and the African 
Peace and Security Architecture 
(APSA). The AGA pursues as-
piration 3 of Agenda 2063 that 
envisions an Africa of good gov-
ernance, democracy, respect for 
human rights, justice and he rule 
of law.

Democratisation was not a 
priority during the times of the 
Organisation of African Unity but 
have become so during the AU. 
The AGA was launched in 2011. 
At the 2011 Summit, the Assembly 
adopted a policy on Prevention of 
Unconstitutional Changes of Gov-
ernment and Strengthening the 
Capacity of the African Union to 
Manage Such Situations. It also 
called for all members to sign, 
ratify and implement the African 
Charter on Democracy, Govern-
ance and Elections originating 
from 2007. (Matlosa, 2018.) 

AGA’s work is based on four 
pillars. It is to promote democracy  
and participatory governance, 
it brings together relevant insti-
tutions (African Commission on 
Human and People’s Rights, Af-
rican Court on Human and Peo-
ple’s Rights, the Pan-African Par-
liament, the African Peer Review 
Mechanism (APRM), the Econom-
ic, Social and Cultural Council, the 
Peace and Security Council). It 
also hosts dialogues through the 
African Governance Platform and 
includes the African Governance 
Facility, which is a funding body. 
The AGA also deals with issues  
related to a visa-free continent.

A crucial part of the AGA is 
the African Peer Review Mech-

2  Pan-Africanism as an ideology refers to social solidarity as well as cultural, political and economic emancipation. It is an expression of 1) pride  
and achievement of Africans, 2) the idea of returning to Africa, 3) the liberation from colonialism and all forms of oppression 4) the promotion of  
African unity as a primary objective in the struggle for liberation from European colonialism (Kuruvilla, 2018 p. 16)

3  Since 2000, at least 30 African presidents have tried to extend their rule, and 18 of them have succeeded. In 2018 alone, four presidents  
made such attempts, in Burundi, Uganda, Sudan, and Togo. (Felter, 2019)
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anism (APRM), established in 
2003 by the AU in the framework 
of the implementation of the New 
Partnership for Africa’s Devel-
opment (NEPAD). It is Africa’s 
self-assessment method on good 
governance. It was highly praised 
initially as part of an African Re-
naissance and the “third wave of 
Pan-Africanism” when the AU 
was founded. However, despite its 
initial praise, the APRM has never 
really taken off well and its level of 
activity has been decreasing over 
the years. It has had a weak sec-
retariat, shrinking financial con-
tributions by participating coun-
tries and stagnant visibility on 
national and continental levels. In 
2016, 35 countries had voluntari-
ly signed up for it but only 18 had 
undergone a base review. No eval-
uations of the mechanism have 
been done. The APRM panel has 
been polarised by quarrels about 
practicalities such as seating. The 
main funders of the AU (Algeria, 
Egypt, Nigeria, and South Africa) 
have also been the main funders 
of the APRM and there has been 
no clear supporters for it on heads 
of state level. However, in the past 
years, APRM has been undergo-
ing restoration and revival and it 
has made some progress on e.g. 
impact assessments. (Sawyer and 
Jerome, 2018.) 

In the case of AGA, there 
seems to be more rhetoric than 
actual realisation of commit-
ments. National and regional pol-
itics matter more and democracy 
is not high on the agenda of many 
members. These constraints also 
hamper civil society organisations 
from engaging with the AU in 
promoting democratic values and 
principles.

The APSA, on the other 
hand, can be said to have been a 
bit more successful. The African 
Peace and Security Architecture 
was established in relation to the 
establishment of the Peace and 
Security Council (PSC) of the AU 
in 2002. The architecture includes 
the PSC, the Panel of the Wise, the 
Continental Early Warning Sys-
tem (CEWS), the African Standby 
Force and the Peace Fund. APSA’s 
agenda includes direct and struc-
tural conflict prevention, early 
warning and preventive diploma-
cy, peace making and peace build-
ing, the encouragement and pro-
motion of democratic practices, 
intervention, humanitarian action 
and disaster management.

The APSA has also faced insti-
tutional constraints. The AU Com-
mission’s peacekeeping missions 
have lacked staff and expertise 
and have suffered from a confus-
ing mix of donor capacity-build-
ing projects. The PSC’s weakness 
has been relatively little attention 
to the prevention of conflict that 
encourages bad governance and a 
limited connection to the Panel of 
the Wise. It has been reactive rath-
er than proactive. It has addressed 
many conflicts but some have not 
made it on the agenda at all (e.g. 
Niger Delta region or Ogaden of 
Ethiopia). There has also been low 
level of interaction between the 
PSC and its counterparts on REC’s 
level. This same lack of interaction 
persists between the continen-
tal Early Warning System and all 
regional Early Warning Systems. 
(Apuuli, 2018.) 

Another persistent criticism 
of the APSA has been the over-re-
liance on external donors. The Af-
rican Standby Force became oper-
ational only in 2006, mainly with 
the support of the EU, as has been 
the case generally in AU-origi-
nated peacekeeping and peace 
support missions. As a response 
to this donor dependency and the 
AU’s dependency in general, the 
heads of state took a decision in 
2016 to introduce a 0,2% levy on 
eligible imports. The levy was in-
stituted in 2017 and the aim is that 
the revenue will finance 100% of 
the AU’s operational budget, 75% 
of its program budget and 25% of 
the Peace Fund’s annual budget. 
(AU, 2016.) African leaders are 
also committed to take financial 
responsibility for 25% of its peace 
activities by 2020. 

Although the focus of the 
major RECs have been more on 
economic integration, they also 
play a role in peace and security. 
However, they often lack capacity 
and again, national interests of 
powerful member states often in-
terfere with regional peace efforts, 
for example because of historical 
rivalries between political elites 
in different countries. In 2008, 
the RECs and the AU Commission 
signed a MoU that included the 
principles of subsidiarity, com-
parative advantage and comple-
mentarity but these have not been 
clearly defined and institutional 
competition and tensions per-
sist between the actors. Regional 
actors do also not have an active 
voice in the decision-making 

processes of the PSC. (Nagar and 
Nganje, 2018.) 

Trends of economic 
integration
Formal statistics reveal that the 
amount of intra-African trade 
remains low. In 2017, intra-Afri-
can exports accounted for about 
17% of the total African exports. 
In 1995 the corresponding figure 
was 7%. Compared to other con-
tinents in the world, intra-African 
trade remains remarkably low, 
with Europe trading at 69%, Asia 
at 59% and North America at 31%. 
(Brookings 2018.) Three quar-
ters of intra-African exports are 
concentrated in just 13 countries. 
South Africa alone captures about 
45% of the total. It is also leading 
statistics on African imports from 
African countries. The sectors in 
which South Africa tops all other 
African countries on exports are 
machinery and transport, food 
items and ores and metals. Es-
watini (former Swaziland) leads 
in raw agricultural materials and 
Nigeria in fuels. (UNECA, 2019.) 
The powerful economies (Nigeria, 
Kenya, Egypt, Angola and South 
Africa) have affected Africa’s eco-
nomic integration through pro-
tectionist policies. For example, 
South Africa has stringent rules 
of origin that hamper trade in  
Southern Africa. (Nagar ja Nganje,  
2018.)

The UN Economic Commis-
sion for Africa estimates that Afri-
ca’s real GDP growth is projected 
to increase marginally from 3.2 in 
2018 to 3.4% in 2019 and the rise 
is expected to continue slowly in 
2020. This is a change to the pe-
riod 2015–2017 when growth was 
projected lower. All regions of 
the continent are expected to 
experience economic growth, 
except for North Africa. The 
highest growth will happen in East 
Africa, rising to 6.4% in 2019. East 
Africa grows mainly on increased 
private investment, growth in in-
dustry and services, higher pub-
lic investments in infrastructure, 
stronger private consumption, 
oil and gas explorations, foreign 
direct investments and diaspora 
remittances. The more moderate 
growth in West Africa (3.4% in 
2019) is largely based on high-
er oil prices and increased oil 
production, expanding services 
sectors, rising private consump-
tion and public investment in 

infrastructure. Because Nigeria 
covers nearly three quarters of 
West African GDP, its declining 
growth affects the whole region 
and shadows greater growth in 
Cote d’Ivoire, Senegal, Togo and 
Sierra Leone. Central Africa grows 
modestly at 2.7% in 2019 thanks 
to rising commodity prices, in-
creased production of oil and gas, 
agribusiness, mining, manufac-
turing and services. Southern 
Africa is the slowest grower with 
2.1% in 2019. Growth is spurred 
by rising commodity prices and 
increasing agricultural produc-
tion. Finally, North Africa is ex-
pected to decline. Despite growth 
in most sub-regions, all countries 
face risks because of tightening 
monetary policies and protection-
ist policies in OECD countries, 
weather-related shocks, threats 
of terrorism and conflict, political 
instability and high debt distress. 
(UNECA, 2019.)

Most intra-African trade oc-
curs between African countries 
that are members of the same 
regional grouping. Four of the 
eight major RECs have declared 
Free Trade Areas (FTAs). These 
are COMESA, EAC, ECOWAS 
and SADC. EAC and ECOWAS are 
the only customs unions among 
them. In 2008 COMESA, EAC 
and SADC formed a Tripartite Al-
liance FTA. So far, however, main-
ly COMESA members have signed 
it. ECCAS has the lowest share of 
intra-regional trade in terms of 
GDP of all the continent’s regions. 
Despite some form of FTA being 
in place, on average the region 
has reduced only 34% of tariffs 
to zero. The Arab Maghreb Un-
ion has also been negotiating an 
FTA but progress has been slow. 
(Nagar and Nganje, 2018.) In ad-
dition to the RECs recognised by 
the AU, the Pan-Arab FTA, the 
Central African Economic and 
Monetary Community (CEMAC) 
and the Southern African Cus-
toms Union (SACU) are imple-
menting their own liberalisation 
methods. In 2016 the African 
Development Bank, the AU Com-
mission and UNECA published 
an Africa Regional Integration 
Index. This useful index tracks 
country and regional progress 
on trade integration, regional in-
frastructure, productive integra-
tion, free movement of persons, 
and financial and macroeconom-
ic integration as well as gives 
an overall score based on these 
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different indicators. (UNECA,  
2017. See the index scores in  
Appendix 3.)

Finally and as already men-
tioned earlier in this paper, for-
mal information does not tell the 
whole truth about integration. 
Much trade between African 
countries is not recorded in of-
ficial statistics, because it is “in-
formal”. An example is Benin. Its 
informal trade with Nigeria is es-
timated to be 20% of its GDP. The 
lack of information on informal 
trade makes it difficult to evaluate 
the total impact of formal policies 
on the lives and livelihoods of in-
formal traders. They might have 
extensive gender impacts though, 
as women are known to make 
up 70% of informal cross-border 
traders. (UNECA, 2017.)

The African Continental 
Free Trade Area
Because of the low value of in-
tra-African trade, increasing in-
tra-African trade through new 
agreements can have substantial 
effects on economic growth on 
the continent. (Brookings, 2019). 
According to estimations by  
UNECA, the launch of an Af-
rican Continental Free Trade 
Area (AfCFTA) could increase 
the value of intra-African ex-
ports by 15% in 2040 with the 
removal of tariffs on goods 
and 25% with further liberal-
isation measures. At its best, 
implementing the AfCFTA 
could increase the value of 
trade by 40–50% between 
2020 and 2040. (UNECA 
2018a.) The overall effect of the 
AfCFTA is estimated by UNECA to 
be a slight increase in the eco-
nomic welfare of Africa due 
largely to the expansion of in-
tra-African exports. (UNECA, 
2019.) The agreement is expected 
to stimulate economic growth by 
1–6%. (UNCTAD, 2017.)

The greatest potential of in-
creasing intra-African trade lies 
in the fact that African countries 
trade considerably more man-
ufactured and processed goods 
with each other than with exter-
nal trade partners that usually 
export raw materials out of the 
continent. In 2014 nearly 42% 
of intra-African trade consist-
ed of manufactured goods while 
the corresponding figure of trade 
leaving the continent was only 

14.8%. In other words, increasing 
intra-African trade could have a 
positive effect on accelerating ex-
pert diversification and product 
sophistication. Between 1990 and 
2014, only East Africa had been 
able to diversify exports at a rapid 
pace. Other regions on the conti-
nent experienced a concentration 
of diversified production or even 
lost ground. (UNECA, 2018b.)

Because of the emphasis on 
manufactured and processed 
goods in intra-African trade, the 
AfCFTA can create opportunities 
to industrialise. Trade in indus-
trial products could, by 2040, in-
crease between 25–30% depend-
ing on the degree of liberalisation. 
Textile, apparel, leather, wood, 
paper, vehicle and transport 
equipment, electronics and met-
als would benefit the most. For 
agricultural products, especially 
sugar, vegetables, fruit, nuts, bev-
erages, tobacco, meat and dairy, 
the increase is estimated to range 
between 20–30% and for min-
ing and energy products 5–11%. 
(ibid.)

The AfCFTA was preceded by 
the BIAT Action Plan for Boosting 
Intra-African Trade (2012). BIAT 
has the aim of developing trade 
policies, trade facilitation, pro-
ductive capacity, trade-related in-
frastructure, trade finance, trade 
information, and factor market 
integration. These measures are 
crucial for example for reducing 
non-tariff barriers to trade and 
for developing productive capaci-
ties. These are among the greatest 
challenges of bringing the AfCFTA 
into operation. Currently Africa 
remains far behind the world on 
its border crossing efficiency in 
terms of document and other pro-
cessing requirements. (UNECA, 
2017.) To support the develop-
ment of trade-related infrastruc-
ture, the African Development 
Bank (AfDB) alongside the AU 
Commission, New Partnership 
for Africa’s Development Agency  
(NEPAD), UNECA and RECs 
have developed the Programme 
for Infrastructure Development 
in Africa (PIDA) in 2015. The 
aim of the programme is to build 
four longitudinal and six latitu-
dinal north-south and east-west 
continental railway networks to 
be implemented over a period of 
50 years. (African Development 
Bank, 2019.)

The AU Commissioner for 
Trade and Industry Albert M. 

Muchanga has pointed to the 
challenge of bringing win-win 
outcomes to all AfCFTA members 
given that the economies on the 
continent are so diverse, includ-
ing LDCs, land-locked countries, 
small-island states, lower and 
upper-middle countries and coun-
tries in conflict. (Muchanga in 
Brookings, 2018.) A concrete ex-
ample of the diversity among the 
members is that Djibouti, Ethio-
pia, Madagascar, Malawi, the Su-
dan, Zambia and Zimbabwe have 
formed a so-called group of seven, 
demanding for slower integration 
to the AfCFTA. The implementa-
tion requires considerable politi-
cal will and the question of wheth-
er there is enough of that still 
remains to be answered. In the 
beginning of 2019, the particu-
lar products to be excluded from 
liberalization under the AfCFTA 
have yet to be determined by each 
country. This process is expected 
to be finalised by July 2019. An 
additional factor that can become 
a challenge to the AfCFTA, is that 
it will have implications on tariff 
revenue. The UNECA has calcu-
lated a decrease of 6.5-9.9% of 
revenue in the long term. The fall 
in tax income could be balanced in 
the medium term if the potential 
benefits of increased intra-Afri-
can trade are realised and conse-
quentially tax bases are widened. 
Currently import duties are on av-
erage 15% of total tax revenue in 
Africa (ATAF, 2017.)

AfCFTA is expected to be in 
operation in 2019 and to be ful-
ly operational by 2035. By 2022, 
intra-African trade is expected 
to be doubled. By April 2019, 52 
countries have signed the AfCF-
TA and 22 countries have ratified 
it. When The Gambia ratified the 
agreement on April 2nd, it reached 
enough ratifications to come into 
force. Eritrea, Nigeria and Benin 
have not signed the agreement  
at all.

https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/32456-doc-boosting_iat_assembly_au_2_xviii_english.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/32456-doc-boosting_iat_assembly_au_2_xviii_english.pdf
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Generic-Documents/PIDA%20brief%20closing%20gap.pdf
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Generic-Documents/PIDA%20brief%20closing%20gap.pdf
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Generic-Documents/PIDA%20brief%20closing%20gap.pdf
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Appendix 1: The priority projects of Agenda 2063 during 2014–2023

• Integrated High Speed Train Network – aims to connect all African capitals and commercial centre to facilitate  
the movement of people, goods and services.

• Africa Virtual and E-University – Open Distance and eLearning (ODeL) resources to offer guaranteed access to  
the University from anywhere in the world and anytime

• African Commodity Strategy – aims to enable African countries to add value, extract higher rents from their  
commodities, integrate into global value chains, and promote vertical and horizontal diversification.

• Annual African Forum – aims to bring together annually African political leadership, the private sector, academia  
and civil society to discuss developments and constraints as well as measures to be taken to realize the Aspirations and  
goals of Agenda 2063

• Continental Free Trade Area – aims to double intra-Africa trade by 2022, strengthen Africa’s common voice and  
policy space in global trade negotiations and establish the following financial institutions within agreed upon timeframes:  
African Investment Bank and Pan African Stock Exchange (2016); the African Monetary Fund (2018); and the African  
Central Bank (2028/34).

• African Passport and free movement of people – aims to enhance free movement of African citizens in all African 
countries by 2018.

• Grand Inga Dam Project – a hydroelectric dam on the Congo River in the Democratic Republic of Congo. The dam  
has an expected generating capacity of 43,200 MW and would thus be the largest energy-generating body ever built.

• Pan African E-Network – a multistakeholder group that envisages and information revolution as the basis for service 
delivery in the bio and nanotechnology industries that will ultimately transform Africa into an e-Society.

• Silencing the Guns by 2020 – a vision that aims to end all wars, civil conflicts, gender based violence and violent conflicts 
and prevent genocide.

• African Outer Space Strategy – aims to strengthen Africa’s use of outer space to bolster its development.
• Single Air-Transport Network – aims at delivering a single African air transport market to facilitate air transportation  

in Africa.
• Continental Financial Institutions – aims to establish financial institutions to accelerate integration and socio-economic 

development. 

Source: African Union (2015). Agenda 2063. The Africa We Want. First Ten-Year Implementation Plan 2013-2023.

Appendix 2: Democracies, Anocracies and Autocracies in  
Africa according to Institute for Security Studies (2018)

Table 2.  Levels of democracy in sub-Saharan Africa (Polity IV); 2018 

Democracies Mauritius, Cape Verde, South Africa, Kenya, Comoros, Botswana, Lesotho, Ghana, Senegal, Zambia, Benin, 
Sierra Leone, Nigeria, Namibia, Guinea Bissau, Malawi

Anocracies*
Burkina Faso, Madagascar, Liberia, Niger, DRC, Mozambique, Mali, Somalia, Zimbabwe, Guinea Bissau, 
Ivory Coast, Gabon, Tanzania, Sao Tome and Principe, South Sudan, Burundi, Uganda, Central African  
Republic, Mauritania, Togo, Angola, Chad, Rwanda, Ethiopia, Cameroon, Sudan, Congo, Gambia

Autocracies Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Swaziland

Source: Bello-Schünemann, Julia and Jonathan D Moyer (2018). Structural pressures and political instability: trajectories for sub-Saharan Africa.  
Africa Report, Institute for Security Studies.
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