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may thus be inevitable that the focus is on officially recorded information, given that those other, unofficial 

cross-border flows, whether of people, or of goods, are often associated with criminality and illegality13. A 

review of immigration policy in a manner that accords with the reality of movements of people and goods across 

national boundaries appears to be one way in which to deal with the information deficit that results from 

outmoded immigration policies. As Peberdy notes, such a review of immigration policy will bring added benefits 

to cross-border trade. She contends that while provision is made for large retail concerns to operate across 

national boundaries, there is not enough being done to remove the impediments to smaller and medium-sized 

enterprises trading across borders14. Better-informed governments may also make better decisions regarding the 

harmonisation of industrial and business regulations.  

A serious problem is posed by the different levels of economic and financial advancement experienced by 

each member state of a regional body. While limitations on government spending and tax cuts may endear the 

South African finance ministry to the international financial institutions, these policies may be followed at 

greater cost in countries of lesser economic advancement, where governments are under pressure to take the 

lead in providing basic services and better standards of living for their people. 

The more uneven regional partnerships are (in terms of the economic development of the contracting 

states), the more disproportionate are the gains and losses from regional integration. Adequate compensation 

for losses is yet to be resolved, resulting in less commitment to regional projects15. Furthermore, the issue of 

overlapping integration groupings is a symptom of a larger problem; namely, that membership in regional 

intergovernmental organisations has not borne the benefits for African states that it has promised, while 

exacting costs that weak economies may not be able to bear. The recent departure of Seychelles from SADC, 

reportedly because “the $500 000 annual membership fee asked of it did not provide value for 

money”16provides a sobering insight into the costs, monetary and other, of membership in regional organisations 

for small, poor countries. Hard-hit by the post-September 11 global tourism slump, Seychelles could not rely 

upon SADC for assistance, but had instead to relinquish its membership and funnel its meagre resources 

elsewhere. Several countries find themselves in similar positions with regard to the AU. The general poverty of 

the African continent and the mixed results of regional integration appear to render intergovernmental 

organisations something of a luxury, especially among the poorest states.  

It is clear that many, if not all of the regionalist projects have not reached their stated goals. Time may be 

a factor, given that many bodies were established only in the 1970s and beyond, and have to grapple not only 

with the complexities of economic integration, but also with those of political integration, limited domestic 

interest and support for integration projects, and domestic development problems.  

Supply rigidities have led to an inadequate supply of high quality and competitively priced goods. African 

governments and architects of regional integration are not aware that ameliorating inelastic supply issues and 

eradicating poverty may entail extensive partnerships with external governmental actors.  

                                                            
13  Peberdy S. Hurdles to trade? South Africa’s immigration policy and informal sector cross-border traders in the SADC.  

Presented at SAMP/LHR/HSRC Workshop on Regional Integration , Poverty and South Africa’s proposed Migration Policy, 

Pretoria: 2002. 

14  Ibid. 

15  NEPAD Regional Integration Initiative. 

16  Mail and Guardian. <http://www.mg.co.za/Content/l3.asp?ao=17070> Monday 13 October 2003.   
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Political instability, while the most visible of the political problems with which regional organisations must 

contend, is not necessarily the main problem. Interstate politics plays a primary role in regional integration. 

While most regional integration projects were initiated with economic motives in mind, it has become 

increasingly difficult to separate political motives from economic motives in African politics. 

External interference has long been cited as an impediment to regionalism in Africa. France’s continuing 

influence in its former colonies in western Africa has been blamed for a lack of coherence in ECOWAS. Certain 

divisions within SADC have been attributed to South Africa’s 1999 trade agreement with the European Union. It 

is true however, that external factors, while sometimes responsible for undermining efforts at regional 

integration, can also work to solidify such efforts. The formation of SADCC preceded by the Frontline States 

(FLS) in response to South African aggression in the 1970s and 80s is a case in point. The pervasiveness of 

external influence in regional affairs however, is bound to replicate itself in continental politics. This was never 

demonstrated more clearly than in the dilemma faced by Angola, Cameroon and Guinea in the lead-up to the 

ill-fated Security Council vote on war in Iraq in early March 2003, in spite of the stated anti-war stance of the 

AU. African continental projects also run the risk of being overshadowed, and even threatened, by events in the 

world at large: such as the ‘war on terror’17. 

In spite of these shortcomings however, the success of NEPAD depends heavily on the effectual operation of 

RECs. RECs must be strengthened in order for the outcomes envisioned by NEPAD to take shape. Regional 

bodies, even lacking in capacity and institutional leadership as they are, are mostly organic outgrowths brought 

into being as solutions to particular problems. As such, each regional organisation has evolved its own particular 

character and is geared, at least in theory, towards addressing the most pressing questions in its 

‘neighbourhood’. Among the states of the Horn of Africa, the Intergovernmental Authority on Development grew 

out of the desire among Eritrea, Ethiopia, Uganda and Djibouti to combat and to better prevent the effects of 

drought in their region. The Mano River Union has just three members; namely Liberia, Sierra Leone and 

Guinea. They came together in 1973, pre-dating the larger West African grouping of ECOWAS by two years, to 

constitute a customs and economic union in order to improve the living standards of their respective 

populations. Lastly, as is well-documented, SADCC resulted from the efforts of Southern African states to resist 

the South African apartheid state and relax their economic dependence on it, among other factors. 

NEPAD does not cut to the quick of the problems with regional integration on the continent. The underlying 

problems of regionalisation for development persist in the face of regionalist projects that attempt to emulate 

projects in more developed parts of the world. Some ways of ameliorating the problems with regional 

integration to date, include improving the stock of information that governments have access to. Also, all-

inclusive regional organisations must have mechanisms that provide for different levels of integration. Some 

commentators have isolated procedural shortcomings within regional organisations themselves, such as the 

requirement for unanimous decision-making and the peripheral involvement of bureaucrats employed in 

Secretariats. States like Ghana have shown their commitment to regional integration by appointing a ministry to 

deal with matters of regional integration and NEPAD. This should be the level of commitment of every African 

state, or continental projects will not progress from the vapid inertia that characterised the OAU. The NEPAD 

document, although promoting the fortification of regional intergovernmental organisations, does not go far 

enough in spelling out the modalities of interaction between the existing regional bodies and the AU. One has to 

look to the AU and the Memorandum of the CSSDCA for such guidelines.  
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4. RELATING THE AU AND THE RECs  

The document outlining the duties and responsibilities of the AU’s Peace and Security Council, as well as the 

Memorandum of the CSSDCA, provide a more in-depth outline of the possible shape that the relations between 

the AU and the RECs will take than NEPAD’s Regional Integration Initiative. 

According to the Peace and Security document, the relationship between the AU and the RECs will be 

largely instrumental. This would appear to be the best outcome, if the assumption on which this paper is based 

(that there is a lack of regional cohesion at the continental and even the regional level in some parts of the 

continent) proves true. The exact nature of the relationship between the RECs’ Mechanisms and the AU’s Peace 

and Security Council, according to the Peace and Security Protocol, is to be characterised by: 

• Information-sharing (early-warning, providing information for ministerial meetings, summits) 

• Implementation of programmes, especially in respect of post-conflict management duties of 

demobilisation, disarmament and reintegration 

• Creation of a collective security policy and common defence system of the AU (although the precise 

role of the RECs in this is not clear) 

• AU as a “forum in which the RECs coordinate activities of their Mechanisms for Conflict Prevention, 

Management and Resolution” and develop close cooperation in the areas of preventive diplomacy and 

peacekeeping 

• Representation of the regions by 17 states in the Peace and Security Council – 7 permanent and the 

remainder on the basis of equitable regional representation (rotating every 2 years). 

An instrumental role for RECs would be a sound platform for interaction with the AU. This is especially true 

given the renewed emphasis on early warning that is presupposed by the AU’s conflict prevention and 

management functions. The delegation of programmes to the RECs presupposes a strengthening of the 

capacities of these communities. The AU conception of its relations with RECs also appears to uphold the 

sanctity of state sovereignty by not making any demands upon states with regard to involving more actors in the 

regionalisation process. The functions it has outlined emphasise this. 

The memorandum of the CSSDCA, veers more toward integrative regional cohesion as characterised by the 

Hurrell definition. In its “core values” and “commitments to give effect to the values”, it is far more explicit in 

terms of what the goals of the emerging African agenda are and how to attain them. The CSSDCA envisages a far 

more intimate relationship between the AU and the existing RECs. As in other plans, RECs retain their position 

of importance and are urged to strengthen and harmonise. The need for a framework of cooperation between 

the AU Mechanism and the regional security mechanisms is recognised. The CSSDCA, unlike the NEPAD, calls for 

the involvement of “all national stakeholders” in regional integration. Harking back to Hurrell’s characterisation 

of regional cohesion as a situation in which the region “plays a defining role in the relations between the states 

(and other major actors) of that region and the rest of the world” and “when the region forms the organizing 

basis for policy within the region across a range of issues”, the CSSDCA Memorandum also calls for a common 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
17  Kornegay Francis. ‘Africa agrees to disagree on Iraq’. Business Day. 

<http://allafrica.com/stories/printable/200303310618.html> 31 March 2003.   
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industrial strategy for the RECs. It calls for the states of Africa to display “continental solidarity in all 

international negotiations”. 

Although NEPAD’s Regional Integration Initiative emphasises the importance of regional organisations in the 

functioning of the AU, at the centre of its motivations are economic reasons for greater cooperation between 

states within the sub-region. These economic reasons include: the transformation of Africa’s economies, the 

improvement of industry and business and the facilitation of integration with the world economy. While these 

motivations are vague as they are stated in the document, they point towards an overwhelming emphasis on the 

economic benefits of regional integration. NEPAD’s remaining two motivations for regional integration are the 

promotion of the AU and to “address common political problems”. With its long-term view of RECs as building 

blocks of a greater AU, the NEPAD initiative mirrors that of an older plan, that for an African Economic 

Community (AEC).  Arguably one of the most challenging tasks for NEPAD is combining the existing RECs with 

the aims and objectives of the continental socio-economic development plan.  

The factors that inhibit greater regional integration are both political and economic. There is both a desire 

by the AU to be the supreme voice of peace and security operations on the continent, and a need for greater 

levels of international investment and development aid on the African continent (which of necessity require 

certain assurances about stability and governance). ‘Regionalism’ on the African continent thus defies any 

traditional conceptions of regionalism. Even strands such as ‘developmental regionalism’ and ‘open regionalism’ 

outlined in recent literature fail to capture theoretically what can be empirically observed in the continent’s 

interstate relations18. Regional integration in the past has taken place in a manner that cannot be neatly 

categorised into existing theories on regional integration. The AU itself defies any such categorisation, being 

simultaneously the outgrowth of continental frustration with the OAU, the fast-track regeneration plan of a 

‘new breed’ of African statesmen, and a response to both political and economic realities  on the continent and 

to influences further a field. The characterisation of this regionalism is also unique in the sense that it defies 

the notions of developmental regionalism as comprising strategies of ‘de-linking’ and self-reliance. The 

regionalism under which the new African agenda is cast is a hybrid of the developmental regionalism of de-

linking and the open regionalism of greater integration with the world economy through joint policy strategies 

in trade and development, for example in the form of extra-regional trade agreements. There are many 

difficulties attendant to pursuing both simultaneously. South Africa, for one, has been criticised for being “in 

Africa”, but not so assuredly “of Africa”19. 

 

5. COLLUSION OR COERCION? WHAT NEPAD AND THE PEER REVIEW 

MECHANISM MAY BE ENVISAGED TO DO 

The peer review process is the embodiment of regional and continental governance in the new African agenda. 

According to an analysis of peer review as an OECD working method20, the effectiveness of peer review depends 

on “the influence and persuasion exercised by the peers during the process”. The principle of popular 

representation at continental level must compete here with the notion that only those in government can truly 

                                                            
18  Fawcett L, and Hurrell A. (eds). Regionalism in World Politics. Oxford: OUP, 1995. 

19  Baregu M. ‘Economic and Military Security.’ Baregu M, Landsberg C (eds). From Cape to Congo: Southern Africa’s 

Evolving Security Challenges. Boulder, Colorado: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003. 

20  Pagani F. 2002. 
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be considered ‘peers’. The caution that African heads of state have maintained in the past with regard to the 

‘domestic affairs’ of their peers, provides a sober indication of the prospects for NEPAD and the Peer Review 

Mechanism as agents of change in African politics. 

The relatively high level of institutionalisation of the AU compared to NEPAD has resulted in the additional 

problem of housing the Peer Review Mechanism that has been the source of considerable controversy since the 

establishment of the AU in 2001. The AU is the successor organisation of the OAU, and all but one African state, 

Morocco, are members of the organisation. By dint of the near-universal subscription to its authority and 

legitimacy as the mouthpiece for Africa, the AU has a considerable advantage over NEPAD and the Peer Review 

process. Hence the refrain of African leaders from South Africa to Nigeria is that the AU cannot be separated 

from NEPAD and the Peer Review process. What secured G8 interest at the annual G8 Summit at Kananaskis, 

Canada in 2002 however, was the promise of NEPAD as a drastic, liberal-leaning, and apparently revolutionary 

plan for Africa’s development, stemming from African leaders and not externally imposed. NEPAD and the Peer 

Review process were subsequently hyped up beyond realistic expectation, and much consternation resulted 

from the revelation late in 2002 that peer review would not include political review, but only economic and 

corporate review that would take place only under the jurisdiction of the AU. To observers in the North, the AU 

has even been cast as “an obstacle in the propagation and implementation of the New African Initiative (NAI) 

(forerunner to NEPAD)”, and concerns have been expressed about “the limited scope of the AU…giving rise to 

the reservations about the meaningfulness of the NAI”21. Furthermore, because of its all-encompassing 

membership, the AU has little to offer those governments that are democratic, and little with which to punish 

those that are not. This is because membership is not an exclusive privilege either by the requirements for 

membership, or by the benefits thereof. 

As mentioned earlier, the emerging African architecture calls for the strengthening and streamlining of 

Africa’s regional organisations. There is thus a commitment by the framers of this architecture to rationalising 

the functions of such organisations and making them more complementary, in a bid both to avoid duplication 

amongst organisations operating at the same level and between these organisations and the AU. Not least of the 

problems complicating such efforts is the proliferation of regional organisations. Of greater concern however, is 

the threat of rivalry between the more established regional organisations and the newer AU. For example, the 

‘Protocol Relating to the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management and Resolution in Africa’ underlines 

the Mechanism’s objective to “[ensure] that any external participation [in a conflict] takes place under the 

supreme responsibility of the Security Council of the AU”22. While this may not pose an immediate problem, the 

Peace and Security Council’s duty to “harmonise and coordinate the activities of Regional Mechanisms in the 

field of peace, security and stability to ensure that these activities are consistent with the objectives and 

principles of the Union…”23 may be an unwelcome incursion on the territory of regional organisations. However, 

regional organisations, particularly those with evolved security structures may retain their positions of pre-

eminence due to the provision that considerations of ‘comparative advantage’ will prevail in determining the 

modalities of the partnership between the AU Peace and Security Council and the mechanisms of regional 

                                                            
21  Melber H. ‘The New African Initiative and the African Union: A Preliminary Assessment and Documentation.’ Current 

African Issues.  Uppsala: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2001; 25. 

22   Protocol Relating to the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention and Resolution in Africa, Article 3. Adopted by the 1st 

Ordinary Session of the Assembly of the African Union. Durban: 9 July 2002. 

23  Relationship with Regional Mechanisms for Conflict Prevention, Management and Resolution, Article 16 (1a & b). 

Adopted by the 1st Ordinary Session of the Assembly of the African Union. Durban: 9 July 2002. 
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organisations. The relative sophistication of regional organisations may also render them comparatively 

advantaged in both early warning and the preparedness and availability of troops for the African Standby Force, 

in which they expected to be “fully involved’’24. Furthermore, the controversial manner in which individual 

state interests have come to the fore in the brief histories of intervention of both SADC and ECOWAS militates 

against a “pooling of sovereignty” required by such cooperation at the continental level. 

Given the constraints on regional cohesion, as discussed above, what are the implications for regional and 

continental governance? The OECD describes peer review as “the systematic examination and assessment of the 

performance of a State by other States, with the ultimate goal of helping the reviewed State improve its policy 

making, adopt best practices, and comply with established standards and principles”25. By and large, this tallies 

with the objectives of peer review as stated by African countries in the base document of the African Peer 

Review Mechanism (APRM), which styles the Mechanism as “An instrument voluntarily acceded to by Member 

States of the AU as an African self-monitoring mechanism”. Its primary purpose is: 

foster[ing] [of] the adoption of policies, standards and practices that lead to political stability, high economic growth, 

sustainable development and accelerated regional and continental economic integration through sharing of experiences 

and reinforcement of successful and best practice, including identifying deficiencies and assessing the needs of capacity 

building. 

The participating states, according to the 8 January 2003 draft of the Objectives, Standards, Criteria and 

Indicators document of the APRM, have made the instrumental adjustments to their domestic legal and human 

resources systems, including “adopting appropriate laws, policies and standards, as well as building the 

necessary human and institutional capacity”26. The draft document makes the assumption that sharing of 

information will result in increased adoption of best practices and standards and that higher levels of trust will 

lift intra-country (sic) investment and trade, improve physical infrastructure and help to foster common African 

positions for negotiations in the world at large.  

The reality is that more than higher levels of trust are required to achieve these goals. For one thing, 

according to figures provided by the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD)27, intra-

trade levels among Africa’s 9 foremost trade blocs as a percentage of total exports of each trade bloc, are 

minimal. Of the nine blocs for whom figures are recorded, UEMOA (13.5%), SADC (10.9%), ECOWAS (9.8%) and 

COMESA (5.2%) are the best-performing intra-trade blocs. This is comparable with the figures of trade blocs in 

other developing regions, but is by no means a promising sign for the prospects of regional integration. 

Furthermore, these figures point to a dulling of the edge of ‘gains from trade’ as an instrument of regional 

governance. The political reality on the continent also points toward NEPAD acting more as a platform for 

collusion than as an instrument of coercion.  

                                                            
24  Article 16 (5). Adopted by the 1st Ordinary Session of the Assembly of the African Union. Durban: 9 July 2002. 

25  Pagani F. Peer Review: A Tool for Co-operation and Change: An Analysis of an OECD Working Method. Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development, General Secretariat Directorate for Legal Affairs, 2002. 

26  Objectives, Standards, Criteria and Indicators for the African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM). Draft 8, January 2003. 

27  United Nations Conference on Trade and Development. UNCTAD Handbook of Statistics.  <http://www.unctad.org> 

January 2003. 
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Some suggestions for strengthening the role of RECs in the Peer Review Process include the following: 

• Conducting initial reviews, to be carried out by regional groups of eminent persons, to prepare for or 

compare with AU findings. This must be followed by exercises in which norms and best practices are 

shared informally, either prior to AU reviews, or while they are in progress. 

• Increasing economic interdependence among member states, ie by undertaking projects to improve 

infrastructure. This may serve as a confidence-building tool and may engender a greater sense of 

community between member states. 

• Ensuring the compliance of all member states with regional instruments of governance, ie protocols 

and declarations. This could be achieved through the streamlining of goals and the implementation of 

rules regarding the ratification of protocols, treaties, declarations, and the like. Furthermore, follow-

up monitoring mechanisms must be established to ensure that agreements at regional and continental 

level are put into practice. 

• The media profile of RECs must be enhanced so that citizens of the states that comprise them become 

more aware of the functioning and roles of these communities. Once this has been achieved, greater 

interest in the outcomes of initial peer reviews will be generated. This will bring reviews under 

additional scrutiny and exert greater pressure on governments to improve their performance. 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

Regional integration on the African continent is a mixed bag of development regionalism, open regionalism, 

attempts at de-linking and various stages of economic union. It is faced with a number of challenges that persist 

in the face of attempts to find ‘African solutions to African problems’: the capacities of these institutions to 

serve as tools of continental governance are clearly hamstrung.  

As noted by Simon and Johnston, “in a situation of state failure, the prospects for success of 

intergovernmental regional integrative organizations must be questionable, so long as membership is exclusively 

governmental.”28 However, the prospect for membership of regional organisations being anything but 

exclusively governmental appear dim for the foreseeable future. Because the question of sovereignty, in Africa 

as in the rest of the world, looms large over any attempts at cooperation between states, the question arises 

whether the emerging African architecture has brought anything new to the process of regional integration on 

the African continent. Due to the state-centric orientation of the three initiatives and the weak constraints on 

states regarding the participation in projects such as the APRM, it would appear that they have not improved 

development prospects for the people of the continent, despite promising to do so.  Thus, the continental 

instruments for coercion may become no more than forums for collusion.  

Regional organisations must act together with the AU on an increasingly cluttered continental stage. By 

strengthening regional communities, it is hoped that broader representation and peaceful persuasion through 

norm sharing and complementary institutions can converge to effect the collective objectives of the new 

                                                            
28  Simon D, Johnston A. The Southern African Development Community: Regional Integration in Ferment. Briefing Paper. 

New Series. The Royal Institute of International Affairs, Southern Africa Study Group, 1999; 8. 
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African agenda. This agenda has not only raised Africa’s international profile, but has also instilled hope for its 

regeneration. 

 


