
© Palladium 2016

Regional Trade Regulations: 
Tools for improving Trade of 
Agricultural Products’ 

10- 12 May 2017

Ouagadougou 



2

Preamble 

1. Risk of deepening food insecurity

Africa, with 60% of the world’s uncultivated arable 
land, still has to import a large percentage of its food 
in order to feed its rapidly growing population. The 
rising cost of importing food can lead to deepening 

food insecurity.

2. Unsustainable food import

Reliance on food imports is not sustainable, nor is it 
necessary. According to a recent World Bank report, 

the continent can help feed itself and avoid food 
crises by removing the cross-border restrictions to 

food trade within the region. 

3. Barriers impede food trade

The removal of regulatory barriers to trade is required 
in order for Africa to reach its full potential in regional 

food trade. To do this, the West Africa sub region 
need to address regulatory issues that impede food 

trade. 

4. Food Trade leads to growth 

In addition, the World Bank estimates that the 
continent would generate an extra US$20 billion 
revenue annually if cross-border restrictions are 

removed.

Removal of Barriers 
to Food Trade 

Engenders Growth

Source: How we made it in Africa Magazine (December 2012)
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Key Messages 

Food Trade in WA

� The general trade profile of WA is little diversified, as
the region primarily exports a limited number of raw
materials and imports industrialized products and,
increasingly, food items.

� Intra regional trade in WA is low, largely informal, poorly
documented, and believed to be dominated by staple
food.

� Actors and factors point to a huge potential to promote
intra-regional trade and agriculture value chain
development.

� All ECOWAS members have ratified the protocol on free
movement of goods but implementation has been
hampered by physical, infrastructural and political
barriers leading to fragmented markets, staple food
shortages and price volatility, high transportation costs.

Priorities to enhance Food Trade

� Aligning trade policies to agriculture value chain
development to remove hurdles to market
access will enable food to move more efficiently
to people in need.

� Enforcement of existing trade protocols and
ensuring sanctions are in place for violations will
reduce in the incidence of the negative impact of
para tariffs in food trade.

� Removal or at least reduction in the arbitrary
application of punitive tariffs will lower the cost of
food trade and generate economies of scale
along value chains

� Critical investments in rural infrastructure,
agriculture, and storage facilities will facilitate
trade.



Characteristics of Intra 
Regional Food Trade 
(WA)  
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Main Staple Food  Crops 

Cereals: Maize, millet, rice, sorghum 

Root crops: Cassava, cocoyam, sweet potato, yams

Others: Plantain 



Intra Regional Food Trade – characteristics  

� West Africa Remain a net importer of food mainly from Asia, USA and Europe.

� Growing trend in the production of staples such as cassava, maize, millet and sorghum 

� Trade is dominated by informal transactions making data collection and analysis 
challenging 

� Disparities exist between countries on food import and exports – for instance Nigeria is the 
largest importer of food - population factor

� Intra Regional food trade is concentrated along the geographical borders of neighbouring 
countries 

� The boundaries separating surplus food production zones from deficit markets in the 
region are political rather than economics  



Intra Regional Food Trade – characteristics  

• Rising incomes impacting agricultural production and influencing dietary habits are 
providing additional impetus for food trade

• Increasing demand for staple crops emanating in urban areas with significant impact on 
patterns of food trade flows within and between West African countries. 

• National markets are small for level of economies of scale required to achieve significant 
trade offs in agriculture investments. 

In order for the market to function well, the food pricing and procurement environment needs 

to be consistent, transparent and predictable 

(Ademola Oyejide et al. 2012)



Regulatory Constraints to 
Food Trade (WA)  

9



Failures Within Existing Policy Implementation
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Decision-
making

• The production and trade information used by decision-makers is often inadequate or flawed.
• The failures of national crop forecasting systems lead to decisions prohibiting the free movement of cereals being taken without adequate 

review of supply and demand conditions.
• Due to the politicisation of food supplies, decisions are often made based on political motivations contrary to production and trade data. 
• The result is export restrictions that are not based on market realities, and therefore risk interfering in regional markets unnecessarily.

Communication

• Import bans are often implemented without official documents, at short notice and with little information reaching the trader. In many cases 
traders are informed when goods are refused passage at the border. 

• Unpredictable decision-making and poor communication create extreme uncertainties within the trade environment that prevent traders 
effectively planning, hindering investment in cross-border infrastructure, and increasing transaction costs for cross-border trade.

Governance

• Porosity of regional border means that the majority of export restrictions fail to effectively manage or block exports of the specific 
staplefoods, encouraging increasingly informal trade flows.  

• The ultimate result is often an additional means for rent-seeking, whereby government officials at a local level take bribes to let traders 
pass on specific borders, or make illicit deals at a higher level to present waivers to big traders. 

• Rent-seeking activity increases the transaction costs for formal trade. 
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1. Food security, self-sufficiency and sovereignty

• Food security is a key concern for all governments in sub-Saharan Africa. Food self-sufficiency, domestically producing a countries food 
requirements, is often seen as the favoured response and plays into the influential narrative of food sovereignty and the importance of 
national production (PF 1: 16-19). 

• As such, the use of export bans is not necessarily seen as a negative thing by the general public or national media, but it viewed as an 
effective response to food shortages (Gillson and Fouad 2014). 

2. Staple food pricing as a political tool 

• The domestic availability of staple food crops – cereals and cassava – at affordable prices is a key political tool and one that is closely 
followed by industry, the electorate and national media. The importance is derived from food prices for domestic consumers and as a key 
product in a number of strategic sectors, such feed for poultry farming or starch for breweries. 

• Although clearly a violation of a Member States regional obligations under the ECOWAS, UEMOA and WTO treaties, export bans have been 
used to reassure the public in times of exogenous pricing shocks (FARM 2013). 

• The above points, alongside an opaque decision-making process, allow individual political actors to make decisions based on self-serving 
motives – gaining political capital with industry players, the electorate, or in order to elicit bribes (PF 1:20).

3. Coordination failures in private sector advocacy

• The private sector and representative associations are generally not well organised to effectively lobby government to improve the broader 
enabling environment relating to export policy. Businesses tend to lobby government directly and through personal connections to support 
their own ends, often through achieving waivers to export bans. This individualistic approach is a key challenge for collective action, and 
weakens the ability for the private sector to effectively lobby government. 

Why Failures within policy implementation



Tools for Enhancing Food 

Trade in West Africa
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Change in the regulatory § Policy Environment 
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� Accurate Evidence: improving the production, access and utilisation of accurate food production 
and trade data to inform policy-making.

� Transparent Process: empower private sector associations to lobby governments to pursue more 
favourable intra trade policies

� Effective Communication: work with government and civil society groups at a national and 
regional level to improve the dissemination of advanced information relating to policy barriers.

� Governance: support groups such as Borderless Alliance that has the platform for naming and 
shaming large companies, institutions and governments that perpetuate unfavourable regulatory 
regimes

� Evidenced based, transparent decision-making through a combined and coordinated that 
supports the production of regular accurate food production and trade data across the region. That 
will enable decision-makers to utilise this information bolster effective engagement of key sector 
actors
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ECOWAS Common External Tariff - CET

� Speed up the implementation of the CET as regional project 

� Harmonise the national level level implementation efforts 

� Institute implementation benchmarks and milestones with clear penalties 

for non compliance 

� Consolidate the classification of all staple foods entering the regional trade 

regime 
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Commitments at the regional level with practice 
at national level

Increase national and regional investment in physical
infrastructure and institutional and management
capacities to enhance customs and border services.

Harmonise inconsistencies between regional trade 
policy commitments and national policy measures: 
� Phase out quantitative restrictions on intra-community 

trade.
� Eliminate discrepancies in import duty exemptions and 

VAT regulations 
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Common Norms and Standards 

Harmonise norms and standards 

� Quality standards and the consumer acceptability requirements 

� Norms and procedures for production, processing, packaging and 

marketing.

� Sanitary and phytosanitary standards 
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Priorities for Action

1. Prioritize cross-border trade of food staple value chains to complement 
national efforts of achieving food sufficiency 

2. Focus on implementation of trade protocols rather than develop new 
ones. 

3. Adopt a holistic approach to lowering and removing trade barriers to 
staple food trade 

4. Pursue collective action approach to ensure coherence of staple food 
policies by integrating policies 

5. Create regional data management system focusing in quality of data 
collection, analysis and dissemination of food production, and prices 
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