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The report uses the term regional economic community (REC) to refer to all regional 
groupings and inter-governmental organizations. It must be noted that the African 
Union only recognizes the following institutions as RECs: Arab Maghreb Union (UMA), 
Community of Sahel-Saharan States (CEN-SAD), Common Market for Eastern and 
Southern Africa (COMESA), East African Community (EAC), Economic Community 
of West African States (ECOWAS), Economic Community of Central African States 
(ECCAS), Inter-Governmental Authority on Development (IGAD), and Southern 
African Development Community (SADC).
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Foreword

Regional integration and the creation of the African common market has been the 
vision of African leaders since the early years of independence. Africa’s regional 

economic communities are making significant progress in its attempts to integrate. 
Improvements have been made in areas including trade, communications, macroeconomic 
polices, and transportation. Despite the gains, there are still a number of challenges facing 
the integration process. These challenges emerged from our  first joint publication on 
regional integration, titled: Assessing Regional Integration in Africa(ARIA 1). Among the 
key issues is the complex institutional setting under which regional integration schemes 
have been operating. This is why the African Union and the Economic Commission 
for Africa took the decision to follow the publication of ARIA1 with a series of ARIA 
publications, examining in  detail the key obstacles to integration. ARIA 2, therefore, 
takes a detailed look at Africa’s regional economic communities (RECs).

The Abuja Treaty designates Africa’s RECs as the building blocks for stronger integra-
tion and the eventual creation of an African Economic Community. However, these 
RECs need to be substantially strengthened and given clearer operational guidelines 
in order to fulfil this huge mandate. For example, even though the African Union only 
recognizes eight RECs, the continent currently has fourteen inter-governmental orga-
nizations (IGOs),  working on regional integration issues, with numerous treaties and 
protocols governing relations among them, and between them and the Member States. 
This proliferation of institutions and protocols means that out of the 53 Member States 
of the African Union (AU), 26 belong to two of the fourteen IGOs, , 20 belong to three 
of them,  and one country belongs to four. 

While countries may have rational explanations for belonging to more than one regional 
grouping, the numerous groups and memberships presents its own set of challenges. 
Overlapping memberships, mandates, objectives, protocols and functions create unhealthy 
multiplication and duplication of efforts and misuse of the continents’ scarce resources 
– making these regional groupings  very inefficient. This point was reinforced by many 
of the AU’s recognized RECs, IGOs and other stakeholders during widespread con-
sultations that took place in the preparation of this document.

The consultations also found that many of the RECs and IGOs had initiated processes 
of harmonizing their work programmes. At the continental level, both the Abuja Treaty 
and the Constitutive Act of the African Union have provisions calling for the coordina-
tion and harmonization of the policies of RECs. However, the experience so far shows 
that despite strong efforts, success has been limited.

ARIA II provides a comprehensive report assessing the current institutional setting for 
regional integration in Africa, with bold and realistic recommendations for rational-

xiii



ization. The report lists five options for rationalization. Each option has benefits, and 
costs, which are clearly stated. The recommendations were thoroughly discussed with 
key stakeholders on the continent, including the RECs themselves.  The report also 
shows that the cost of inaction is unacceptable.

The rationale for integration is clear and compelling. A common market combining 
Africa’s mostly small and fragmented economies will lead to economies of scale, making  
African countries more competitive. This is central to the continent’s quest for robust, 
self-sustaining economic growth and development. Regional integration will also lead 
to stronger political cooperation between countries, which is essential for dealing with 
regional public goods such as infrastructure development, and conflict resolution and 
management. The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) has 
successfully demonstrated  the latter point through its intervention in the conflicts of 
Sierra Leone and Liberia, bringing peace and hope to millions of people.

Moving forward on Africa’s integration agenda will require sustained effort from the 
continent’s leadership. Our sister institutions are committed to this process and our 
combined technical and political expertise is at the disposal of Member States and RECs 
as we jointly strive to implement Africa’s continental integration agenda.     

Alpha Oumar Konaré	 Abdoulie Janneh
Chairperson	 Executive Secretary
African Union Commission 	 Economic Commission for Africa
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