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Unlocking Trade in SADC: Overcoming AfCFTA Implementation Challenges through Policy and Reform

Abstract 
[bookmark: _Hlk202792190][bookmark: _Hlk202792221]International trade plays a pivotal role in stimulating economic growth, prompting a surge in regional integration efforts aimed at capitalising on the advantages of trade liberalisation. This study undertakes a detailed inductive thematic analysis to provide a comprehensive review of the constraints to implementing the trade facilitation provisions in the agreement establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). The study aims to analyse the implementation constraints associated with rolling out the AfCFTA trade facilitation provisions in the SADC region. It demonstrates how the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region can leverage the implementation of the AfCFTA trade facilitation measures to increase intra-regional trade. Incorporating evidence from key informant interviews and surveys targeting trade facilitation experts and practitioners in the SADC region, the study investigates the potential opportunities to increase efficiency at SADC commercial borders and benefit from the AfCFTA trade facilitation measures. It finds that the SADC region is littered with challenges that will inhibit effective implementation of the trade facilitation reforms under the AfCFTA. It thus proposes policies that can be implemented to overcome these challenges and recommends strategies for the SADC region to pave the way for the region to benefit from the AfCFTA endeavour. The effective implementation of AfCFTA trade facilitation measures in the SADC region faces significant challenges, primarily capacity constraints and limited financial and technical resources. Overcoming these obstacles requires substantial investment in infrastructure, stronger institutional frameworks, and improved governance within customs administrations.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION
According to international organisations, especially the World Bank and the World Trade Organisation (WTO), there is a strong association between international trade and sustainable development. These organisations have emphasised many programs on trade and sustainable development, which aim to propose adequate trade strategies that could lead to boosting economic growth and protecting the environment for future generations (Belloumi & Alshehry, 2020). International trade plays a pivotal role in stimulating economic growth, prompting a surge in regional integration efforts aimed at capitalising on the advantages of trade liberalisation (Moyer et al., 2021). Within the Southern African Development Community (SADC), Member States have increasingly embraced open trade policies to enhance intra-regional commerce and drive economic development, both through regional cooperation and engagement in multilateral trade platforms. In this context, trade facilitation – defined as the array of measures, mechanisms, and practices designed to streamline cross-border procedures and minimise trade-related transaction costs – has emerged as a critical policy priority (Hornok and Koren, 2015). It contributes to making cross-border trade more efficient while ensuring that national sovereignty and legitimate regulatory interests are upheld (Zidouemba and Jallab, 2021). Nevertheless, despite these efforts, persistent trade facilitation constraints continue to hinder optimal trade performance within the SADC region.
The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), the largest free trade area in the world, promises to be different. AfCFTA rejects classical, neoclassical, and Marxist theories of trade, appealing, instead, to non-aligned pan-Africanism. It advocates continental free trade as a way to overcome the lingering effects of slavery, colonialism, and neocolonialism. However, its exclusive focus on continental Africa, its disinterest in systemic redistribution, and encouragement of the private appropriation of socially created land rents prevent AfCFTA from achieving its goals (Obeng‐Odoom, 2020). It is the biggest regional trading arrangement since the signing of the GATT 1994 (the Marrakesh agreement establishing the World Trade Organisation). It is a game-changer for the African continent as it provides incentives and mechanisms to address challenges to boost intra-African trade, production and integration (Ehizuelen, 2019). The AfCFTA establishes a market of 1.2 billion people with a combined estimated GDP of USD 2.5 trillion and combined consumer and business spending of more than $4 trillion (Fofack, 2020). Given the fragmentation and small size of SADC markets, a continent-wide common market offers a unique opportunity to increase market efficiency and reduce the cost of doing business by offering opportunities for economies of scale, investment in cross-border infrastructure, increased opportunities for investment flows, and an opportunity to bridge the disjointed SADC markets through regional value chains (Abrego et al., 2020). The agreement establishing the AfCFTA identifies the following objectives:[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  African Union Commission (2019). Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area, preamble. Viewed at: https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/36437-treaty-consolidated_text_on_cfta_-_en.pdf.
] 

(i) Create a single continental market for goods and services with the movement of businesspersons and investments 
(ii) Expand intra-Africa trade across the regional economic communities and the continent in general 
(iii) Enhance competitiveness at the sectoral/enterprise level by exploiting opportunities for scale production, continental market access, better re-allocation of resources, as well as supporting economic transformation 
(iv) Resolve the existing challenges of multiple and overlapping memberships and expediting the integration processes in Africa. 
The accord came into effect on 30th May 2019 following ratification by 22 Member States. To date, 49 African states have ratified the agreement (Tralac, 2025). 
The creation of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) provides a unique opportunity to boost growth, cut poverty, and reduce Africa’s dependence on the boom-and-bust commodity cycle. A World Bank (2020) report estimates that the AfCFTA has the potential to raise income in the continent by 7 per cent by 2035 and lift 40 million people out of extreme poverty, mainly by spurring intraregional trade (Echandi et al., 2022). The effective implementation of AfCFTA trade facilitation provisions hinges not merely on the ratification of its legal instruments and annexes, but more critically on the capacity of SADC Member States to internalise and apply core principles such as transparency, fairness, and mutual benefit. These principles underpin the broader trade integration objectives of the AfCFTA (African Union Commission, 2019). Given the relatively recent adoption of the Agreement, SADC countries are also well-positioned to draw lessons from other regions with successful single market frameworks, notably the European Union, and to leverage the expertise and support of international organisations committed to advancing trade integration (Armel, 2020).
The AfCFTA represents an ambitious integration initiative that has been under development for several years, making the examination of its implementation particularly critical. Given SADC’s track record of implementation gaps, it is essential to identify existing constraints and devise targeted policy responses. The extent to which SADC Member States can fully benefit from the AfCFTA will be shaped by the creation of a trade environment that is conducive and supportive, underscoring the significance of trade facilitation reforms. Yet, the region continues to face persistent obstacles to cross-border trade, including both non-tariff barriers and operational bottlenecks in the movement and clearance of goods. Such impediments – ranging from inefficient customs procedures, inadequate infrastructure, and restrictive rules of origin to inconsistent tariff classification, institutional weaknesses, and limited enforcement of trade agreements – remain central to the region’s underperformance in intra-SADC trade (Baker and Deleplancque, 2015; Geda and Seid, 2015). These are fundamentally trade facilitation challenges that demand comprehensive trade policy reform to lower transaction costs and boost regional trade flows.
It is important to remember that the SADC region is not starting from scratch on trade facilitation issues. SADC has made some progress on some elements of its trade facilitation agenda from the SADC Protocol on Trade, albeit limited in their scope and applicability. SADC has also created a non-binding guiding instrument called the Comprehensive Trade Facilitation Programme (CTFP) for its Member States. The CTFP is currently being implemented with financing from the European Union. The CTFP was developed and approved by the Ministerial Task Force (MTF) on Regional Economic Integration at its 16th meeting held in March 2016 in Gaborone, Botswana (SADC 2022a; 2022b). It comprises 28 activities which are built upon SADC’s thematic initiatives and priorities. The activities are clustered around four pillars: transparency, predictability, simplification, and cooperation.
This study draws on the SADC priorities to advance intra-regional trade by improving the customs and trading environment in the region. It aims to analyse the implementation constraints associated with rolling out the AfCFTA trade facilitation provisions in the SADC region. It will explore the possible remedies to these challenges and match implementation constraints to policy solutions. This study seeks to address two central questions:
1. What are the main obstacles hindering the effective implementation of the AfCFTA trade facilitation protocol within the SADC region?
2. Which trade governance priorities should Member States focus on to advance the implementation of AfCFTA’s trade facilitation measures?
This study seeks to add to the ongoing discourse on regional economic integration within the SADC region. It will conclude with recommendations on key policy priorities for trade facilitation in SADC, propose measures to enhance the effective implementation of AfCFTA trade facilitation provisions, and highlight critical capacity-building needs that must be addressed.
2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 
[bookmark: _heading=h.du6iblw3kpcu]Existing literature underscores the importance of trade facilitation as a key driver of trade efficiency, regional integration, and economic growth. However, scholarly work exploring the anticipated implementation challenges of AfCFTA trade facilitation measures at the continental level remains limited, particularly in relation to the complex regulatory reforms at and behind the border that are required, either explicitly or implicitly, under the AfCFTA framework. This research gap is largely due to the recent adoption of the agreement, leaving ample room for further academic inquiry. Trade facilitation holds a central place in broader trade policy goals, as it aligns with development strategies by serving as a catalyst not only for trade and export growth but also for broader socio-economic outcomes (Liu et al., 2022). By streamlining trade processes, it is expected to contribute to poverty reduction through job creation and inclusive economic growth (Takpara, 2022).
Trade facilitation reforms offer significant economic advantages across various actors involved in cross-border commerce. These reforms enhance trade performance and drive economic growth by increasing income levels, reducing unemployment, mitigating poverty and inequality, and contributing to broader social welfare outcomes (Wilson et al., 2003; Portugal-Perez and Wilson, 2009; Sakyi et al., 2018). Traders experience the direct benefits of more efficient export and import processes, resulting in larger volumes and lower operational delays. Governments gain through the expansion of trade flows, which boosts customs revenue and contributes positively to GDP. Additionally, other market participants, such as financial institutions, logistics firms, and freight service providers, benefit from increased activity driven by higher export volumes (Eberhard-Ruiz and Calabrese, 2017).
Beyond these economic gains, trade facilitation also supports broader development objectives. It can reduce vulnerability to food insecurity by enhancing access to staple food commodities through increased trade (Abdin, 2019). Moreover, the process of simplifying and aligning trade procedures fosters regional collaboration not only on economic issues but also in areas such as safety, security, and social protection, matters that transcend national boundaries. This cooperation can help countries consolidate their interests and strengthen their voice in international trade forums (Rippel, 2011).
The African Export-Import Bank (2018) has highlighted that the most advantageous AfCFTA implementation scenario involves the elimination of tariffs alongside the reduction of non-tariff barriers (NTBs). The AfCFTA itself reflects this ambition by committing to the liberalisation of 90% of tariff lines (African Union Commission, 2019), with tariff negotiations now concluded and the AfCFTA e-tariff book developed. NTBs are also addressed through Annexe 5 of the agreement, which outlines mechanisms for identifying, monitoring, and eliminating such barriers (African Union Commission, 2020). Importantly, Mevel et al. (2015) found that pairing the AfCFTA with targeted trade facilitation reforms could enhance the industrial dimension of intra-African trade by an estimated USD 14 billion.
However, trade facilitation is not without its implementation costs. Governments, particularly in developing and least developed countries, must allocate limited resources to upgrade customs technologies, train personnel, harmonise procedures, and adopt internationally recognised standards. These investments involve both direct and opportunity costs, which may place pressure on already constrained public budgets (Portugal-Perez and Wilson, 2012).
When discussing the economic benefits associated with trade facilitation reforms in SADC, it is equally important to assess how these reforms have been implemented in practice. A critical aspect of assessing the AfCFTA’s progress in the SADC region lies in understanding the region’s historical track record with implementation. Past challenges in putting trade instruments into effect across SADC Member States raise concerns about the ability to operationalise the trade facilitation measures outlined in the AfCFTA annexes. 
Drawing from the experience with the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA), UNCTAD examined 26 national implementation plans and outlined a series of common barriers to full implementation (UNCTAD, 2014). As part of this investigation, several customs authorities indicated a lack of understanding of how the proposed trade facilitation measures would benefit both traders and customs administrations. In many cases, the decision to adopt or reject certain reforms rested with customs agencies, who often opted to maintain familiar legal or procedural frameworks, either due to cost-saving considerations or because the existing systems were perceived as sufficient. In some cases, prevailing legislation explicitly hindered the adoption of new measures; for example, legal mandates for physical inspection of goods made the implementation of pre-arrival processing impossible.
Cost was another frequently cited constraint. The lack of financial, technological, institutional, and human resources undermined the ability of countries to implement reform measures. Moreover, inadequate ICT systems and infrastructural shortcomings further constrained the application of more advanced trade protocols. Weak coordination between the various government agencies involved in border procedures also emerged as a major barrier. In the absence of structured inter-agency mechanisms, reforms risked being stalled by institutional turf battles. Furthermore, because trade facilitation is a relatively recent inclusion in trade agreements, many countries lacked the institutional architecture, such as coordination units or task forces, needed to drive implementation.
As several WTO TFA provisions are mirrored in the AfCFTA’s trade facilitation framework, a key question is whether implementation challenges have evolved or persisted. The AfCFTA, for example, includes provisions for pre-arrival processing[footnoteRef:2], which requires sophisticated ICT infrastructure to allow submission and review of customs documents prior to the physical arrival of goods. While SADC countries have made some progress towards automation and the digitisation of customs systems, it remains to be seen whether these initiatives are sufficient to support full and effective implementation of the AfCFTA measures. [2:  African Union Commission (2020a). Annex 4, Article 6 on Trade Facilitation to the Protocol on Trade in Goods, Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). Viewed at: 36437-ax-Compiled-Annexes_AfCFTA_Agreement_English.pdf] 

Ultimately, for SADC to fully capitalise on the AfCFTA, longstanding gaps between agreement and implementation must be addressed. The failure to follow through on trade commitments in the past has stifled trade integration in the region and diminished its transformative potential (Woolfrey and Byiers, 2019). Bridging this implementation gap will be critical for SADC Member States as they move forward with AfCFTA obligations.
3.0 METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Philosophical Position and Research Approach 
The author adopts a pragmatist research philosophy as the basis for grounded theory. According to Glaser (1978), data collection in grounded theory methodology begins with a “sociological perspective [of a] general problem area”. An important procedure from grounded theory that informs this pragmatism framework is the constant comparison method, whereby data is constantly collected and analysed, broken down and categorised, and then compared to previously collected data (Ramanadhan et al., 2021).
Pragmatism is a philosophical approach that emphasises the importance of ideas and theories being applicable and useful in practice (Kelemen and Rumens, 2008; Saunders et al., 2009). In other words, the truth or validity of a concept is judged by the practical outcomes it produces when implemented in real-world situations. Guided by this perspective, the present study begins with the identified issue of trade facilitation obstacles limiting intra-SADC trade and seeks to offer actionable recommendations to support the effective implementation of the AfCFTA trade facilitation framework as a means to overcome these barriers.
It follows then that for a pragmatist researcher, the study adopts an inductive content analysis research framework (Gulati, 2009; Babbie, 2013). In inductive research, qualitative content analysis is a research methodology that analyses and interprets the content of qualitative empirical data. It involves systematically categorising and interpreting data to identify patterns, themes, and meanings that emerge during analysis (Delve and Limpaecher, 2023). Therefore, inductive reasoning in qualitative content analysis allows the data to guide the researcher’s analysis to identify emerging patterns, themes, and concepts.
3.2 [bookmark: _heading=h.20dp8at5fiwy]Data Collection Methods 
The study employed primary data collected through online surveys of trade facilitation experts and practitioners, complemented by key informant interviews. This mixed-method approach, combining wide-reaching surveys with in-depth interviews targeting a smaller subset of the population, enabled broader outreach to a diverse group of trade facilitation specialists, yielding valuable and actionable insights. 
Following a thorough literature review, the survey was designed to engage experts on trade facilitation and AfCFTA matters in the SADC region. Respondents included distinguished specialists, SADC policy analysts, customs administrators, regional integration experts, development practitioners, and other key stakeholders involved in trade facilitation within the SADC region. To enrich the data, qualitative interviews were conducted with knowledgeable figures such as policymakers, implementors from recognised organisations, private sector actors like customs clearing agents and freight forwarders, as well as customs officers, trade facilitation consultants, and academics. This integrated methodology allows the strengths of each data collection technique to balance the limitations of the other, ensuring a more robust and comprehensive dataset.
4.0 [bookmark: _GoBack]RESULT & DISCUSSION  
The results of the study indicate that numerous challenges hinder the implementation of AfCFTA trade facilitation measures. According to trade facilitation policy experts in the SADC region, the following are identified as the most pressing obstacles to effective implementation:
(i) Insufficient political will
 Effective implementation of AfCFTA trade facilitation measures hinges on strong and sustained political will across SADC Member States, both at national and regional levels (Facchini et al., 2015; 2017; 2021). At the national level, a lack of political will often manifests as limited buy-in from key government institutions, resulting in policy inertia. Political commitment also includes adopting policies that raise public awareness on trade issues. For instance, the AfCFTA offers opportunities to integrate informal cross-border traders (ICBTs) into the formal economy through sensitisation campaigns on the benefits of trade registration (Facchini et al., 2015). Unfortunately, the results show that there has been limited interest in this strategy from Member States. Also, reluctance by some governments to engage with supranational frameworks – partly rooted in historical experiences such as colonialism – continues to undermine deeper economic integration in the region (Bello, 2018). 
At the regional level, political will requires Member States and strategic partners to align around shared goals and foster a regulatory environment that supports both public and private sector actors (Viljoen, 2019; Facchini et al., 2015). Encouragingly, some countries, such as South Africa, have political dynamics that favour enhanced trade integration. The AfCFTA provides an avenue for governments to undertake reforms that boost competitiveness and industrialisation, while also empowering civil society and the business community to hold governments accountable for regional commitments (Woolfrey and Byiers, 2019). Nevertheless, competing national priorities can diminish political will. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, SADC Member States shifted focus toward public health and economic relief efforts, deprioritising investments in trade facilitation and integration reforms (Facchini et al., 2021).
While 15 out of 16 SADC Member States have ratified the AfCFTA agreement – demonstrating formal commitment to the integration agenda – ratification alone does not equate to implementation (Tralac, 2023). Political commitment must therefore be matched by administrative dedication to ensure the AfCFTA’s trade facilitation provisions are fully realised.
(ii) Multiplicity in SADC

A major obstacle to regional integration in Southern Africa is the issue of overlapping memberships in multiple Regional Economic Communities (RECs) (Sako, 2006; Karingi and Fekadu, 2021). These overlapping commitments create a complex web of political obligations and institutional frameworks, raising the overall cost of integration and complicating implementation efforts (Jordaan, 2014). Table 1 illustrates the multiple REC affiliations of SADC Member States:

Table 1: SADC Member States RTA Memberships
	                               RECs 
Country
	SADC
	COMESA
	SACU
	ECCAS
	EAC
	IOC

	Angola 
	*
	
	
	*
	
	

	Botswana 
	*
	
	*
	
	
	

	Comoros 
	*
	*
	
	
	
	*

	Democratic Republic of Congo 
	*
	*
	
	*
	
	

	Eswatini 
	*
	*
	*
	
	
	

	Lesotho 
	*
	
	*
	
	
	

	Madagascar
	*
	*
	
	
	
	*

	Malawi 
	*
	*
	
	
	
	

	Mauritius 
	*
	*
	
	
	
	*

	Mozambique 
	*
	
	
	
	
	

	Namibia 
	*
	
	*
	
	
	

	Seychelles 
	*
	*
	
	
	
	*

	South Africa 
	*
	
	*
	
	
	

	United Republic of Tanzania
	*
	
	
	
	*
	

	Zambia
	*
	*
	
	
	
	

	Zimbabwe
	*
	*
	
	
	
	


Source: Author’s Construct. Based on data from the African Union website.

Multiple memberships often lead to duplication of efforts and inefficient use of financial and technical resources (Mengistu, 2015). Countries that belong to several RECs face overlapping obligations, ranging from attending meetings to harmonising different instruments, procedures, and timelines. This not only strains administrative and negotiating capacity but also pulls countries in different directions, making policy coherence difficult.

Southern Africa exemplifies this complexity, hosting multiple integration arrangements such as the SADC and COMESA Free Trade Agreements (FTAs), the SACU customs union, and a monetary area. It is practically unfeasible for countries to simultaneously negotiate or implement parallel integration strategies under these overlapping regimes. This institutional multiplicity often results in fragmented commitments and uncertainty about where true priorities lie (Sen 2010). Customs officials, in particular, must navigate varying rules of origin and customs procedures, compounding administrative burdens and raising transaction costs.

The challenge is not only logistical but also strategic. Varying mandates across RECs can lead to policy conflicts, undermining implementation of new initiatives like the AfCFTA (Lewis, 2000; Sen, 2010). For example, adopting different customs procedures for multiple RECs may be costly and counterproductive. Monitoring and evaluating commitments across overlapping RECs and the AfCFTA risks becoming unmanageable. As a result, many regional integration objectives in SADC have stagnated due to conflicting aims and duplicative institutional structures (SARPN, 2020).

Although Mengistu (2015) suggests that overlapping memberships might serve as stepping stones toward continental integration, he ultimately concludes that they complicate the process and place unsustainable pressure on national resources and capacities. This study concurs, particularly in relation to the potential threat posed by REC multiplicity to the effective implementation of the AfCFTA’s trade facilitation protocols.

(iii) Information Exchange Obstacles
Trade facilitation experts emphasise that effective implementation of the AfCFTA trade facilitation provisions depends heavily on robust communication and coordination mechanisms between border agencies and among SADC Member States. This requires open and functional communication channels, underpinned by well-established coordination teams and cooperation strategies. While the AfCFTA provides institutional mechanisms such as the Council of Ministers responsible for trade and the NTB coordination units to support implementation, challenges persist at the regional level. A significant gap is the absence of a unified regional implementation strategy for SADC. Although individual countries like Zambia, Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, and Tanzania had submitted national strategies for verification by the AfCFTA Secretariat as of 30 January 2024, a collective SADC strategy would not only present a cohesive regional stance but also serve as a foundational step towards harmonising external policies and advancing the customs union agenda (Foxcroft, 2021).

Findings from the study reveal persistent communication breakdowns between SADC countries sharing borders. As a customs officer observed, disparities in work culture, insufficient coordination time, and lack of harmonised goals all contribute to poor communication between neighbouring customs administrations. These challenges impede the smooth coordination necessary for trade facilitation.
The lack of inter-agency cooperation and inadequate customs-to-customs connectivity were highlighted as particularly problematic. Some progress has been made, such as the use of integrated customs management systems like iCBS and Botswana’s CM system, which can link departments involved in trade transaction processing (SGS, 2022). However, for implementation to be effective, it is essential that all relevant departments, including health (SPS), trade and industry (TBTs), and transport, work under a shared mandate and coordinated objectives.
Without harmonised timelines and priorities, departments may act in silos, leading to delays and fragmented implementation. Similarly, customs-to-customs connectivity is vital for consistency and transparency. This includes shared access to trader and goods data and open channels for communication on customs procedures, allowing gaps in implementation to be quickly identified and addressed (WBG, 2021).
(iv) Conflicting RECs and AfCFTA Rules

Administering a continental free trade area like the AfCFTA, which spans multiple regions with varied implementation modalities, is a complex undertaking (Apiko et al., 2020). Ensuring uniform implementation across all SADC Member States is particularly challenging. The integration agenda can be undermined by institutional rivalry and competition among countries, especially where customs authorities must navigate conflicting tariff reductions and overlapping trade documentation requirements.

The overarching goal of the AfCFTA is to consolidate Africa’s RECs into a single economic bloc (African Union Commission, 2019). This involves harmonising divergent policies, institutional frameworks, administrative practices, and legal instruments into one cohesive structure – a formidable task. During AfCFTA negotiations, some countries expressed reservations about deeper integration, fearing domination by more powerful nations or the loss of sovereignty to supranational institutions (Aniche and Oloruntoba, 2020). These concerns contribute to inconsistencies in how RECs implement the AfCFTA’s rules and protocols.

To achieve a uniform and effective implementation of treaty provisions related to harmonisation, coordination, and trade liberalisation, the AfCFTA must address these discrepancies across RECs. While standardisation is important, there must also be mechanisms for special and differential treatment to accommodate the varying capacities of less developed State Parties. Recognising and responding to country-specific contexts will be essential. As Odularu (2019) argues, effective implementation hinges on the AfCFTA’s ability to support Member States, such as those in SADC, in developing tailored implementation plans that reflect their unique challenges and developmental needs.

(v) Dependence on WTO Trade Facilitation systems for implementation

Under the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA), implementation timelines are flexible and based on self-selected categories, allowing Least Developed Countries (LDCs) up to 25 years to implement certain provisions (WTO, 2025). In contrast, the AfCFTA does not include differentiated timelines or extensive special and differential treatment. This decision reflects a strategic effort to maintain political momentum and avoid delays that could undermine the urgency of the AfCFTA’s continental integration agenda (Fofack, 2020). Instead, AfCFTA State Parties are encouraged to implement provisions as swiftly as possible, or to seek technical or financial assistance from the Secretariat where capacity constraints exist (Apiko et al., 2020).

It is essential to assess whether the implementation difficulties facing SADC Member States are specific to the AfCFTA or part of broader structural challenges. Many of the barriers discussed, such as overlapping regional memberships, were already evident during AfCFTA negotiations. As a response, Article 19 of the AfCFTA agreement (“Preservation of the Acquis”) was included to clarify that AfCFTA provisions take precedence over those of the RECs, unless the latter offer more advanced commitments (African Union Commission, 2019).

These issues are not unique to the AfCFTA and have been encountered in prior trade agreements, including the WTO TFA. Therefore, SADC Member States can draw on lessons and implementation models from the WTO framework to inform their AfCFTA strategies and avoid repeating past shortcomings (Luke, 2019a).
5.0  DISCUSSIONS 

For the AfCFTA trade facilitation measures to be effectively implemented, SADC must confront the current implementation obstacles head-on and establish policies that prevent their recurrence. A renewed, context-specific approach to implementation – one that suits both AfCFTA and future trade protocols – is essential. The analysis finds that effective strategies must be realistic, phased, and aligned with regional priorities, with continuous private sector engagement at both REC and continental levels. Ultimately, it is up to individual SADC Member States to demonstrate commitment by funding implementation, guiding and supporting stakeholders, regularly monitoring progress, and addressing delays proactively.

Trade facilitation experts were asked to rank the most pressing issues discussed above hindering the effective implementation of trade facilitation measures in the SADC region, and the results are as follows: 

Figure 1:Ranking on implementation challenges
[image: ]
Source: Author's construct. Created from survey data.

Among the issues ranked by regional trade facilitation experts, capacity constraints emerged as the most critical challenge. These include inadequate staffing, insufficient training, and limited technical know-how to execute the AfCFTA’s complex reforms (Soderbery 2014). Since SADC Member States differ widely in income and capabilities, it is essential that states with the most severe capacity limitations receive targeted support to ensure consistent implementation across the region.

According to survey data, limited financial and technical resources ranked second among major impediments. The absence of sufficient funding prevents investment in crucial infrastructure and information systems, such as the e-Certificate of Origin (e-CoO), Cargo Tracking and Monitoring Systems (CTMS), and Trade Information Desks (TIDOs). To overcome this, SADC must mobilise support from International Cooperation Partners (ICPs) and development donors for capacity-building and technical assistance.

Coordination gaps also significantly undermine implementation. Poor communication among border agencies, disconnected customs systems, and unclear roles across departments weaken coherence. Effective implementation depends on inter-agency collaboration and harmonised goals, including connectivity across border agencies and customs administrations.

Political factors remain a fundamental constraint, ranging from inconsistent government commitment, reluctance to eliminate NTBs, weak enforcement of trade laws, and resistance to supranational agreements. While these were not ranked as the top issues, their impact on implementation is far-reaching and must not be overlooked. The success of the AfCFTA in SADC depends on sustained political will.

To address these challenges, several actions are necessary:
· Set implementation priorities: SADC Member States should identify high-impact trade facilitation measures based on existing border challenges. For example, border survey results highlight customs-to-customs connectivity and poor infrastructure as key constraints. Annexe 3 of the AfCFTA, which promotes customs cooperation and data sharing, can help overcome these barriers.
· Leverage existing frameworks: The WTO TFA and World Customs Organisation (WCO) offer useful models for shaping regional priorities. However, these must be grounded in credible strategies with clearly defined implementation goals.
· Tackle multiplicity: Overlapping memberships in RECs remain a priority concern. The AfCFTA’s long-term goal is to consolidate the continent’s eight recognised RECs into a single liberalised trade area (African Union Commission, 2019). Multiple and conflicting commitments hamper coordination and create redundancy, undermining efforts to operationalise the AfCFTA (Mengistu 2015). The EAC-COMESA-SADC Tripartite FTA represents one effort to streamline this process (Ferreira & Steenkamp, 2020).
· Adapt strategies to regional context: Implementation must be tailored to SADC’s political and trade landscape, not imposed through a one-size-fits-all approach. A context-sensitive strategy ensures ownership, efficiency, and deeper regional integration (Fofack, 2020).
· Boost government commitment: SADC Member States must treat AfCFTA implementation as a national priority. This includes budgeting for implementation, offering technical support, and setting up effective monitoring mechanisms. One key recommendation is for Member States to integrate AfCFTA strategies into national development plans and form ministerial-level oversight bodies (SADC, 2020). Empowered NTFCs (National Trade Facilitation Committees) should oversee accountability and coordination (UNCTAD, 2020).
· Enhance competitiveness: Competitiveness is crucial to drive export performance and resilience. Improving production capacity and export readiness will support trade expansion even before facilitation reforms bear fruit (Draper et al., 2018; UNCTAD, 2016).
· Invest in customs technology: Customs processes must become more efficient and ideally paperless. This requires robust ICT systems for data management, risk-based inspection, electronic payments, and single-window platforms (Foxcroft, 2021; SGS, 2022). While several SADC Member States use digital systems for customs, many of these lack full functionality or suffer frequent breakdowns (SGS, 2022). Upgrades and system harmonisation are needed to avoid inconsistent service. For example, the Pan-African Payment and Settlement System (PAPSS) offers a ready-made platform for cost-effective, real-time cross-border payments (PAPSS, 2022). SADC governments should promote their use among local traders.
· Synchronise implementation efforts: SADC Member States must coordinate their actions and implement regional measures jointly. Pre-empting policy convergence before forming a customs union can enhance alignment and streamline implementation (Hassan, 2020).
· Promote servicification and private sector engagement: Servicification – the integration of services throughout the production and export cycle – boosts efficiency, productivity, and competitiveness (Hoekman, 2020; Kim, 2021). These include logistics, payments, certification, and after-sales services, which reduce costs and increase export viability.
· Ensure transparency: Transparency can be strengthened through regular stakeholder meetings and information-sharing. Customs administrations should collaborate with freight forwarders, brokers, and traders to clarify trade procedures and expectations (Moïsé and Sorescu, 2019).
· Enforce anti-corruption measures: Corruption in border operations threatens the integrity of reforms. Customs departments must be given autonomy and the tools to detect, deter, and penalise corrupt practices. Joint anti-corruption efforts by SADC Member States can institutionalise accountability (OECD, 2018).
[bookmark: _heading=h.26in1rg]The table below matches the problems identified in this section with solutions, and points to the nature of the problem and at what point in the integration process the problem occurs. The categorisation is important because it helps policymakers evaluate the viability of proposed policy responses and which departments to target.

Table 2: Matching Implementation Constraints to Policy Responses
	Challenge
	Category
	Solution / Response
	Stage

	Reduced government commitment to trade facilitation reform
	Political
	Develop a clear roadmap with assigned responsibilities; adopt a comprehensive policy approach to trade facilitation reform.
	Implementation

	Poor coordination
	Administrative
	Promote coordinated border management and enhance customs-to-customs cooperation.
	Implementation, Evaluation, Enforcement

	Institutional capacity constraints
	Administrative
	Facilitate best practice exchange; optimise resource use; promote mutual administrative assistance.
	Planning, Evaluation

	Overlapping and multiple REC memberships
	Administrative, Political
	Consolidate RECs through AfCFTA implementation; clarify institutional mandates and responsibilities.
	Implementation

	Lack of transparency
	Administrative
	Conduct public awareness campaigns; enhance business competitiveness; strengthen inter-agency cooperation.
	Enforcement

	Lack of constructive collaboration
	Political
	Establish integrated national AfCFTA implementation committees.
	Implementation

	Personnel constraints
	Administrative
	Allocate resources for trade facilitation; provide targeted training and awareness programmes.
	Implementation, Enforcement

	Weak monitoring and enforcement mechanisms
	Political, Administrative
	Assign joint implementation responsibilities; improve coordination committee efficiency; promote dialogue among Member States.
	Enforcement

	Supply-side constraints
	Political, Administrative
	Improve labour market flexibility; invest in transport and logistics infrastructure; enhance access to finance.
	Implementation, Enforcement

	Red tape and procedural delays
	Political
	Set spending thresholds; streamline decision-making; empower frontline staff (e.g. customs); train officials and agents.
	Planning, Implementation, Evaluation, Enforcement

	Corruption
	Political, Administrative
	Enact anti-corruption policies; increase process transparency; implement public administration reforms.
	Evaluation, Enforcement

	Border insecurity due to terrorism (e.g., Tanzania, DRC)
	Political
	Strengthen border security; curb arms trafficking; invest in law enforcement and surveillance capacity.
	Planning, Implementation, Evaluation, Enforcement


Source: Author’s Construct.

The table illustrates that the primary constraints to the effective implementation of the AfCFTA trade facilitation measures stem from political and administrative shortcomings in managing trade and economic integration. It further highlights that successful implementation goes beyond merely incorporating new protocols into customs operations. It hinges equally on the efficiency of the planning phase, as well as the enforcement and continuous evaluation of reforms post-implementation. To ensure that adopted measures remain effective in a dynamic trade landscape, monitoring and evaluation must be continuous, adaptable, and sustainable (Luke 2019a).

The discussion thus far demonstrates that while these challenges are significant, they are not insurmountable. However, the strategies and policies developed to address them must be grounded in the practical realities of the trading environment and tailored to the institutional structures of customs administrations and other entities responsible for designing and executing trade facilitation reforms in the SADC region.
6.0 CONCLUSION 
The effective implementation of AfCFTA trade facilitation measures in the SADC region faces significant challenges, primarily capacity constraints and limited financial and technical resources. Overcoming these obstacles requires substantial investment in infrastructure, stronger institutional frameworks, and improved governance within customs administrations. Success also hinges on sustained political commitment and enhanced cooperation among member states, government agencies, and the private sector. The complexity arising from overlapping memberships in multiple regional economic communities adds to the difficulty, but the AfCFTA’s goal to consolidate these groups presents a promising path toward deeper integration.
Technological advancements, including digital systems like single windows and advanced customs management platforms, are essential for efficient trade facilitation. However, these solutions demand high levels of inter-agency and cross-border coordination, supported by robust regulatory frameworks. NTFCs emerge as a vital mechanism to foster collaboration, provide training, and guide strategic implementation. Yet, uneven establishment and functionality of these committees across member states pose coordination challenges.
In summary, for the AfCFTA trade facilitation agenda to succeed, SADC countries must adopt realistic, context-specific strategies, backed by strong political will and consistent administrative support throughout all stages of implementation.
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Which of the following issues are the main implementation constraints related to the AfCFTA trade facilitation
protocol? (In order of significance where 1=high)

15 |l Capacity constraints [l Political factors Il Limited financial and technica... Il Lack of coordination and synthesis in implementation

TR

Ml Corruption and/or red tape

ul





