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Abstract
This study examines how regional integration in Africa contributes to sustainable development, comparing the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and the East African Community (EAC). It argues that while both regional blocs aim to enhance market access, institutional cooperation, and political coordination, they differ significantly in structure, implementation capacity, and sectoral priorities. The analysis draws on a qualitative synthesis of peer-reviewed literature, policy reports and institutional documents, selected through Boolean search techniques applied to databases. The evidence is grouped thematically to assess how integration affects trade performance, border governance, sectoral coordination, and institutional credibility. Findings suggest that the EAC demonstrates greater progress in trade facilitation and value chain integration, while ECOWAS shows stronger institutional coordination in energy and political stability. However, both regions face constraints including weak infrastructure, governance gaps, and multi-membership complications. The study emphasizes that integration outcomes depend not just on formal agreements but on implementation, institutional legitimacy, and policy coherence across sectors. Sustainable development pathways emerge more clearly where integration supports sector coordination, value addition, and inclusive governance frameworks. The paper concludes that meaningful regional development requires both structural reforms and credible institutions to translate regional aspirations into tangible benefits.
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1 Introduction
Regional integration remains one of the most persistent strategies African states use to expand markets, reduce vulnerability to external shocks, and build collective capacity for development. Yet integration is not only about lowering tariffs or signing protocols. It also shapes whether countries can coordinate infrastructure, manage shared natural resources, attract investment into productive sectors, and build regional rules that support social inclusion and environmental protection. In this sense, the integration agenda increasingly overlaps with sustainable development, because the real test is whether regional blocs generate livelihoods, strengthen resilience, and reduce structural constraints that keep member states dependent on primary commodities and fragmented markets (Djeghar, 2023; Kidane, 2018; Habeenzu, 2023).
This paper compares ECOWAS and the East African Community because the two blocs illustrate different paths and tempos of integration, and they face different political economy constraints. The EAC is often discussed as a relatively deeper integration project with ambitious institutional development and a strong focus on trade logistics and regional value chains, even while internal asymmetries remain significant (Krantz, 2025; Kansaye, 2025; Shinyekwa, 2015). ECOWAS, by contrast, combines economic integration aims with a heavy security and political coordination mandate, but it struggles with implementation gaps, overlapping memberships, and uneven institutional effectiveness across member states (Deme, 1995; Oshota and Wahab, 2022; Afesorgbor and van Bergeijk, 2011). Understanding how these differences translate into sustainable development outcomes requires moving beyond formal commitments to what is actually implemented and experienced across borders.
The comparative focus also matters because integration outcomes are shaped by transaction costs, border governance, and the credibility of common rules. Evidence from the EAC shows that customs unions and trade agreements can create trade, but effects vary by period, product composition, and the extent to which non-tariff barriers and trade costs are reduced in practice (Buigut, 2012; Shinyekwa, 2015; Umulisa, 2020). More recent work suggests that trade performance in the EAC cannot be understood only through tariffs, since value chain integration, rules of origin, and logistics infrastructure strongly determine whether firms can compete regionally and globally (Krantz, 2025; Olyanga et al., 2022a; Ticku et al., 2025). For ECOWAS, long run evidence points to persistent structural barriers to intraregional trade, with institutional quality and facilitation policies emerging as key constraints and levers (Deme, 1995; Oshota and Wahab, 2022; Shuaibu and Mamman, 2025).
Finally, the sustainable development lens forces attention to the broader regional governance architecture, including parliaments, courts, and sectoral policy coordination. Regional institutions can help balance economic growth with social and environmental objectives, but they also face legitimacy, compliance, and enforcement problems. Comparative scholarship highlights that regional legal and parliamentary bodies can shape integration quality, policy continuity, and development outcomes, even when economic integration is incomplete (Jancic, 2019; Gonza, 2025). In the African context, integration is further complicated by multi membership patterns and competing regional commitments that dilute policy focus and administrative capacity (Afesorgbor and van Bergeijk, 2011; Kidane, 2018). This paper therefore examines how ECOWAS and the EAC differ in institutional depth, trade integration performance and sectoral pathways that link integration to sustainable development.	Comment by Akash Haque: Better, develop two or more specific objectives.

2 Methodology
This paper adopts a qualitative comparative approach grounded in a structured review of peer-reviewed literature, policy documents, and regional institutional reports related to ECOWAS and the East African Community (EAC). To ensure comprehensive and targeted coverage, Boolean search techniques were applied across major academic databases, including JSTOR, Scopus, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar. Search strings combined terms such as "ECOWAS" and "regional integration" and "sustainable development," as well as "EAC" or "East African Community" and "trade facilitation" or "value chains." Additional queries included combinations like "institutional quality" and "ECOWAS or EAC" and "economic growth," and "African regional blocs" and "governance or implementation challenges." The search was restricted to literature published between 2000 and 2025 to reflect contemporary trends under the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) framework. Sources were selected based on thematic relevance, geographic focus, and the presence of comparative or empirical content. Cross-referencing techniques were used to identify additional sector-specific insights related to energy, land use, trade logistics, migration, and institutional mechanisms. This study does not involve new fieldwork but instead synthesizes existing empirical findings and institutional evaluations to draw comparative insights on integration effectiveness and sustainable development impact. A narrative synthesis strategy was used to group evidence by thematic areas and to assess structural, institutional, and policy variations across the two blocs.	Comment by Akash Haque: It should be specific.
3 Regional integration and sustainable development
Regional integration influences sustainable development through at least three connected channels. The first is market integration, which affects production incentives, firm entry, and the ability to move goods and services across borders at lower cost. The second is governance integration, which shapes whether shared rules, courts, and regional parliaments can reduce uncertainty and strengthen compliance. The third is policy coordination in sectors central to sustainability, including energy, land use, migration governance, and trade related infrastructure. In practical terms, integration becomes development relevant when it changes the everyday costs and risks faced by producers, traders, and households, not just when protocols are signed (Djeghar, 2023; Jancic, 2019; Gonza, 2025; Shuaibu and Mamman, 2025).
A comparative approach is useful because integration is not a single model. It is a political process shaped by power asymmetries, state capacity, and the distribution of perceived gains. Structural constraints such as weak transport corridors, fragmented border governance, narrow export bases, and limited fiscal space can slow integration even when political commitment exists (Kidane, 2018; Habeenzu, 2023). For the EAC, research points to more visible progress in trade and value chain integration, while also emphasizing that uneven industrial bases and differing national priorities complicate the pursuit of a truly common market (Krantz, 2025; Kansaye, 2025). For ECOWAS, the persistence of high trade costs and weak enforcement capacity often undermines the practical benefits of integration, even where frameworks exist (Deme, 1995; Oshota and Wahab, 2022).
The findings use literature to assess integration outcomes and sustainability pathways rather than to rank one bloc as inherently superior. The guiding logic is that sustainable development requires both economic dynamism and institutional credibility. It also requires that integration reduces vulnerability, for example by strengthening energy security, facilitating resilient food systems, and enabling productive employment. These priorities are visible in sector focused studies on energy sustainability in ECOWAS and on trade, migration, land use, and sustainability in the EAC, which help move the discussion from integration as aspiration to integration as lived outcome (Akinyemi et al., 2019; Ename Minko, 2024; Tinta et al., 2018).
4 Structural impediments and political economy constraints in ECOWAS and the EAC
Both ECOWAS and the EAC operate within structural realities that limit the speed of reintegration across African economies. Key constraints include infrastructure deficits, dependence on a narrow set of commodity exports, and institutional weaknesses that reduce policy continuity. A central point from comparative analysis is that reintegration is not blocked mainly by the idea of integration, but by the everyday institutional and logistical frictions that make cross border exchange expensive and uncertain (Kidane, 2018; Djeghar, 2023; Habeenzu, 2023). These frictions are intensified when states face domestic political instability, limited administrative capacity, and fiscal constraints that reduce their ability to implement regional commitments.
In ECOWAS, structural constraints are compounded by heterogeneity in economic size and state capacity, and by the fact that the region must balance economic integration with strong political and security pressures. This balance can dilute implementation focus, because urgent political crises often crowd out long horizon economic reforms. Empirical evidence also suggests that institutional quality is not a background variable but a primary determinant of intraregional trade flows, implying that weak governance and inconsistent rule enforcement directly reduce integration benefits (Oshota and Wahab, 2022; Shuaibu and Mamman, 2025; Deme, 1995). Multi membership patterns further complicate the picture by spreading limited administrative capacity across multiple regional commitments, weakening effectiveness and creating overlapping rules that can confuse traders and policymakers (Afesorgbor and van Bergeijk, 2011; Kidane, 2018).
In the EAC, structural impediments appear differently. The bloc shows stronger momentum in trade logistics reforms and value chain-oriented integration, but it still faces uneven industrial structures, distributional tensions, and persistent non-tariff barriers that undermine the promise of a seamless market. Studies of the EAC highlight that formal integration measures do not automatically reduce trade costs, because costs are shaped by infrastructure quality, border management, compliance burdens, and the credibility of common rules (Kaminchia, 2019; Kafeero, 2008; Nugent, 2020). The deeper point is that regional integration can advance quickly in legal form while moving slowly in the spaces that matter most for producers and consumers, such as transport corridors, customs practices, and dispute resolution (Ndonga, 2024; Kansaye, 2025; Bünder, 2018).
5 Trade integration outcomes and market deepening: evidence from the EAC and ECOWAS
The EAC has a long record of empirical studies testing whether integration has created trade or diverted it. Gravity model evidence indicates that the EAC regional trade agreement and customs union have supported trade creation effects, although outcomes vary across time and member states and depend on how effectively trade costs and barriers are reduced (Shinyekwa, 2015; Buigut, 2012; Umulisa, 2020). Recent studies revisit EAC performance and continue to find evidence of positive trade effects while emphasizing that policy design and implementation quality matter for sustaining gains (Magai, 2024; Hersi, 2025). This line of evidence supports a practical conclusion: the EAC’s integration efforts have generated measurable market integration, but these benefits remain vulnerable to persistent frictions, uneven competitiveness, and policy inconsistency.
Trade outcomes also depend on how common external policies work in practice. Evidence on the EAC common external tariff shows that tariff structures can shape domestic price dynamics and distributional outcomes, which becomes relevant for sustainable development because households and firms experience integration through prices, employment, and access to inputs (Mogendi et al., 2023; Bünder, 2018). Where sensitive product lists and tariff exceptions persist, the effective common market can become fragmented, and benefits can tilt toward actors with greater administrative or political leverage (Shinyekwa and Katunze, 2016; Bünder, 2018). The result is that trade integration performance cannot be evaluated only through aggregate trade volumes, because the composition of trade and the distribution of costs and gains matter for welfare and long-term development.
For ECOWAS, the empirical record highlights both aspiration and constraint. Early evidence suggests that ECOWAS has had measurable effects on intraregional trade flows, yet the magnitude and durability of these effects are constrained by persistent trade costs, weak infrastructure, and governance limitations (Deme, 1995; Oshota and Wahab, 2022). More recent research strengthens the argument that institutional quality and trade facilitation policies are critical for unlocking integration benefits, implying that ECOWAS’s performance is less about the absence of agreements and more about implementation capacity and credibility (Oshota and Wahab, 2022; Shuaibu and Mamman, 2025). The IMF analysis focused on WAEMU also reinforces the idea that intraregional integration gains remain underexploited, suggesting substantial unrealized potential where policies reduce barriers and improve regional connectivity (Hakobyan et al., 2025).
6 Trade costs, border governance and facilitation: why implementation matters more than declarations
Trade costs are often the silent factor that decides whether integration produces development gains. In the EAC, detailed evidence indicates that trade costs are driven by border procedures, transport infrastructure, regulatory burdens, and administrative inefficiencies, not simply by tariff levels (Kaminchia, 2019; Kafeero, 2008). Customs and trade facilitation reforms matter because they determine how quickly goods move, how predictable clearance is, and how costly compliance becomes for small and medium traders. Where facilitation improves, integration shifts from paper to practice, and firms can begin to treat the region as a real production and sales space rather than a set of segmented national markets (Kafeero, 2008; Olyanga et al., 2022).
One stop border post illustrates both the promise and complexity of facilitation. They are designed to reduce duplication and time costs, but they also become sites of state power, bargaining, and everyday negotiation that can either enable or frustrate trade. The political and institutional character of border spaces matters because reforms require coordination among agencies that may have conflicting incentives and accountability structures (Nugent, 2020; Ndonga, 2024). In this context, the EAC’s facilitation agenda is not only a technical project but a governance project, and success depends on the ability of regional institutions and member states to align incentives, standardize procedures, and sustain compliance over time (Kansaye, 2025; Kafeero, 2008).
For ECOWAS, comparable evidence emphasizes that facilitation is central to growth and integration outcomes, and that government size and institutional effectiveness can condition whether facilitation reforms translate into economic gains (Shuaibu and Mamman, 2025). The ECOWAS context also underscores how institutional quality affects trade flows, implying that improvements in border governance, transparency, and regulatory predictability are not optional add ons but core integration mechanisms (Oshota and Wahab, 2022). The lesson across both blocs is consistent. Without credible facilitation and enforcement, the legal architecture of integration produces limited welfare gains, and sustainable development objectives remain rhetorically attached to integration rather than operationally embedded in it (Djeghar, 2023; Kidane, 2018).
7 Value chains, rules of origin, and the struggle to move beyond commodity dependence
A major development question is whether regional integration supports structural transformation, meaning the shift into higher value production, learning, and competitive diversification. In the EAC, evidence on trade and value chains suggests that integration increasingly operates through regional production networks and logistics systems, not only through final goods trade. Patterns of global and regional integration show that the EAC’s trade ties are shaped by participation in value chains, the role of key corridors, and the ability to connect local firms to regional and global markets (Krantz, 2025). Sector specific evidence, such as horticulture value chains linking Kenya and Tanzania, illustrates that regional trade can support upgrading when standards, logistics, and cross border coordination are reliable (CABI, 2011). Rules of origin are a decisive factor because they determine which goods qualify for preferential treatment and how easily firms can organize regional sourcing. Comparative work on rules of origin across African regional trade agreements shows that design complexity can become a barrier, especially for smaller firms with limited compliance capacity (Gourdon et al., 2021). Recent analysis on value added in African exports reinforces the idea that rules of origin shape whether exports reflect deeper domestic and regional production or remain shallow, import dependent assembly and transit trade (Ticku et al., 2025). For sustainable development, this matters because deeper value addition is linked to employment, tax capacity, learning, and resilience. Table 1 summarizes key institutional differences between ECOWAS and the EAC. While both blocs have parliaments and courts, the EAC shows moderately stronger legislative and judicial authority, whereas ECOWAS operates with more political overlap and weaker enforcement. These variations help explain why integration outcomes differ, despite similar formal structures.
Table 1: Comparative Institutional Architecture of ECOWAS and the East African Community
	Dimension
	ECOWAS
	East African Community
	Key references

	Year of establishment
	Established in 1975 with a strong political and security mandate
	Re-established in 1999 with a focus on economic integration
	Kidane 2018; Habeenzu 2023

	Regional parliament
	ECOWAS Parliament
	East African Legislative Assembly
	Jancic 2019

	Legislative authority
	Largely advisory with limited binding powers
	Partial legislative authority on regional integration matters
	Jancic 2019; Kansaye 2025

	Regional court
	ECOWAS Court of Justice
	East African Court of Justice
	Gonza 2025

	Jurisdictional scope
	Human rights and community law with weak enforcement
	Community law with expanding but contested scope
	Gonza 2025; Bünder 2018

	Enforcement capacity
	Low due to political constraints and limited compliance
	Moderate with uneven national implementation
	Oshota and Wahab 2022; Kansaye 2025

	Degree of authority delegation
	Low to moderate
	Moderate
	Kidane 2018; Afesorgbor and van Bergeijk 2011

	Multi membership prevalence
	High overlap with other regional blocs
	Relatively lower overlap
	Afesorgbor and van Bergeijk 2011



ECOWAS faces similar structural transformation challenges, but with additional constraints related to fragmentation and uneven industrial bases. Research connecting integration, global value chains, and food security in ECOWAS suggests that trade and value chain integration can support growth and food system outcomes, but only where enabling conditions exist, including infrastructure, policy coherence, and trade facilitation (Tinta et al., 2018; Shuaibu and Mamman, 2025). The IMF focused work on WAEMU also points toward significant potential gains from deeper intraregional integration, implying that the binding constraints are not demand for integration but the costs and rules that shape whether firms can actually build regional supply chains (Hakobyan et al., 2025). Across both blocs, value chain integration becomes the bridge between trade policy and sustainable development because it links markets to jobs, productivity, and social outcomes (Krantz, 2025; Ticku et al., 2025). 
8 Institutions, law, and accountability: courts, parliaments, and the credibility of regional commitments
Economic integration relies on credible institutions that can coordinate policy, reduce uncertainty, and resolve disputes. Regional parliaments can contribute by supporting oversight, transparency, and the political anchoring of integration commitments across electoral cycles. Evidence on regional parliaments and African economic integration highlights that legislative bodies matter because integration is political, and the legitimacy and continuity of rules shape whether private actors invest in regional markets (Jancic, 2019). In both ECOWAS and the EAC, formal institutions exist, but their influence depends on how much authority member states actually delegate, how rules are enforced, and whether citizens and firms can realistically use regional mechanisms. Regional courts are also increasingly relevant to sustainable development because they help define how economic, social, and environmental pillars are balanced when disputes arise. Analysis of African regional courts argues that these bodies can shape sustainable development jurisprudence by clarifying obligations and contributing to broader legal norms, but their impact depends on access, compliance, and political support from member states (Gonza, 2025).
The comparative literature also suggests that institutional effectiveness is undermined when regional commitments overlap and when states belong to multiple blocs with different rules and priorities, since multi membership can weaken implementation focus, dilute technical capacity, and create conflicting incentives that reduce the effectiveness of regional trade agreements (Afesorgbor and van Bergeijk, 2011). In West Africa, empirical evidence linking institutional quality to trade flows reinforces the same point from a different angle, because when governance is weak, predictable trade expansion is harder, and integration becomes less attractive for long term investment (Oshota and Wahab, 2022; Deme, 1995). In East Africa, institutional developments are often presented as relatively stronger, but policy challenges persist, especially where common policies interact with domestic political pressures and uneven economic structures (Kansaye, 2025; Bünder, 2018). Figure 1 presents the integration pathways of ECOWAS and the EAC side by side. It visualizes how trade, coordination, and governance reforms lead to outcomes like food security, resilience and diversification. The two blocs follow different routes, reflecting their structural and policy priorities.
9 Sectoral pathways to sustainable development: energy, land use, migration, and regional resilience
Sustainable development is where integration is most tested, because it requires policy coordination beyond trade. In ECOWAS, energy sustainability has been explicitly examined as an integration challenge and opportunity. Evidence indicates that regional integration can support energy sustainability through shared planning, cross border infrastructure, and coordinated policies, but constraints include weak implementation, financing limits, and differences in national energy structures (Akinyemi et al., 2019). The presence of both a journal article and a working paper version of the same study is useful for deepening the discussion because it underscores the robustness of the core argument, while also providing additional contextual detail for policy analysis (Akinyemi et al., 2019).
[image: ]
Figure 1: Pathways from Regional Integration to Sustainable Development Outcomes in ECOWAS and the EAC

In the EAC, sectoral analysis broadens beyond trade into migration patterns, land use, and sustainability outcomes. Evidence from a case study approach suggests that integration affects intra Africa trade, mobility, and land use dynamics, with implications for sustainability that depend on governance quality and policy alignment across member states (Ename Minko, 2024). A practical comparison shows that ECOWAS has a clearer history of linking regional coordination to political stability and security concerns, while the EAC literature emphasizes trade logistics, value chain integration, and institutional development challenges. Both pathways are connected to sustainable development, but through different mechanisms and risk profiles. The EAC’s progress in facilitation and trade competitiveness, including logistics infrastructure and innovation related competitiveness, suggests potential for jobs and productivity gains where policy coherence is sustained (Olyanga et al., 2022a, b; Hersi, 2025). ECOWAS’s energy integration agenda suggests potential for regional public goods that directly support inclusive development, but only where institutions can implement and sustain cross border commitments (Akinyemi et al., 2019; Oshota and Wahab, 2022; Shuaibu and Mamman, 2025). Table 2 outlines how integration connects to sustainability across key sectors. ECOWAS emphasizes energy and political coordination, while the EAC focuses on trade logistics, value chains, and resilience. These sectoral pathways shape how each bloc translates integration into real development outcomes.
Table 2: Sectoral Pathways Linking Regional Integration to Sustainable Development Outcomes
	Sector
	ECOWAS integration pathway
	EAC integration pathway
	Sustainable development relevance
	Key references

	Energy
	Regional policy coordination and cross border infrastructure initiatives
	Limited formal regional energy coordination
	Energy security and inclusive growth
	Akinyemi et al. 2019

	Trade logistics
	Slow progress in trade facilitation and border reforms
	Advanced corridor and border post reforms
	Reduced trade costs and competitiveness
	Kafeero 2008; Nugent 2020; Ndonga 2024

	Migration
	Security driven regional coordination
	Economic and labor mobility-oriented integration
	Labor market resilience and adaptation
	Ename Minko 2024

	Land use
	Weak regional harmonization and governance
	Emerging coordination pressures linked to integration
	Environmental sustainability and resource management
	Ename Minko 2024

	Value chains
	Limited depth with emphasis on food and primary goods
	Expanding regional and global value chain integration
	Employment creation and diversification
	Krantz 2025; Tinta et al. 2018

	Trade competitiveness
	Constrained by institutional quality and facilitation gaps
	Supported by logistics and innovation driven reforms
	Productivity growth and market access
	Olyanga et al. 2023; Hersi 2025



10 Comparative synthesis: what ECOWAS and the EAC reveal about integration for sustainable development
A grounded comparison suggests that the EAC shows relatively stronger evidence of trade and value chain driven integration gains, while ECOWAS shows the centrality of institutions and facilitation for converting agreements into real trade and development outcomes. EAC evidence demonstrates trade creation effects and evolving patterns of regional and global integration, but it also reveals ongoing disputes over common external policies, sensitive product protections, and border governance challenges that slow the move toward a truly seamless market (Shinyekwa, 2015; Buigut, 2012; Krantz, 2025; Mogendi et al., 2023; Ndonga, 2024). In other words, the EAC’s integration advantage is visible, yet fragile, because deep integration requires continuous compliance and investment in regional public goods.
For ECOWAS, the literature underscores that performance is constrained less by the absence of frameworks and more by governance and implementation capacity. The empirical link between institutional quality and trade flows suggests that improving governance is itself an integration policy, not a parallel agenda (Oshota and Wahab, 2022). The evidence that trade facilitation can support growth, conditioned by government size and policy effectiveness, adds a further layer by emphasizing that reform design must fit institutional realities (Shuaibu and Mamman, 2025). Meanwhile, the role of energy sustainability highlights that ECOWAS can deliver sustainable development benefits through coordinated sector policies, but only if implementation gaps are narrowed and financing constraints are addressed (Akinyemi et al., 2019).
Across both blocs, structural impediments remain the binding constraint. The comparative analysis of reintegration obstacles frames this clearly: logistics, weak productive diversification, and overlapping institutional commitments create a ceiling on how much legal integration can achieve without parallel investments and governance strengthening (Kidane, 2018; Afesorgbor and van Bergeijk, 2011). The strongest sustainable development gains are most plausible where integration supports value addition, predictable cross border movement, coordinated infrastructure, and credible institutions that reduce uncertainty for producers and communities (Ticku et al., 2025; Gourdon et al., 2021; Gonza, 2025; Jancic, 2019).
11 Policy direction and reform priorities without closing the debate
From the evidence reviewed, the policy direction for both ECOWAS and the EAC points toward the same practical priorities, even if the entry points differ. First, trade facilitation needs to be treated as a governance reform agenda, not only a technical modernization project, because border outcomes depend on incentives, accountability, and enforcement capacity (Nugent, 2020; Ndonga, 2024; Oshota and Wahab, 2022). Second, regional integration strategies should prioritize value chain deepening and rules clarity, since complex compliance systems can exclude smaller firms and reduce the development impact of preferential regimes (Gourdon et al., 2021; Ticku et al., 2025; Krantz, 2025). Third, sector coordination such as energy planning in ECOWAS and sustainability sensitive governance of migration and land use in the EAC should be positioned as core integration deliverables, not side agendas, because these areas determine resilience and inclusion (Akinyemi et al., 2019; Ename Minko, 2024).
At the institutional level, the comparative evidence suggests that regional courts and parliaments can strengthen integration credibility, but only where access, enforcement, and political backing are real. Sustainable development objectives will remain weakly integrated if regional legal and parliamentary bodies cannot shape compliance and protect predictable rules for citizens and firms (Jancic, 2019; Gonza, 2025). The multi membership problem also requires attention, because overlapping commitments are not merely academic concerns. They translate into administrative overload, inconsistent implementation, and fragmented policy focus that undermines both trade performance and sector coordination (Afesorgbor and van Bergeijk, 2011; Kidane, 2018).
Finally, the comparison suggests that integration should be evaluated through distributional outcomes as much as aggregate trade flows. Evidence on tariffs and price pass through indicates that regional policies can shift costs and benefits across households and firms, which is central to sustainable development because equity and inclusion affect the legitimacy of integration itself (Mogendi et al., 2023; Bünder, 2018). In the EAC, continued trade growth and value chain integration can support development if logistics and rules become more predictable for all actors, not only large firms (Olyanga et al., 2022a, 2023; Magai, 2024). In ECOWAS, the most development relevant gains are likely to come from governance strengthening, facilitation improvements, and coordinated sector investment, especially in energy and trade enabling infrastructure (Akinyemi et al., 2019; Shuaibu and Mamman, 2025; Hakobyan et al., 2025).
12 Limitations of the Study
This study is limited by its reliance on secondary data and published literature, which may not fully capture recent policy developments, informal integration dynamics, or implementation realities on the ground. The absence of primary fieldwork or stakeholder interviews restricts the analysis to institutional and academic perspectives, potentially overlooking community-level experiences and grassroots impacts. In addition, the comparison is constrained by variations in data availability and reporting consistency between ECOWAS and the EAC, making it difficult to assess certain outcomes with equal depth. The study also focuses primarily on formal integration mechanisms and may underrepresent informal trade, cross-border social networks, and political factors that influence regional cooperation in practice.
13 Conclusion
The comparative analysis of ECOWAS and the East African Community reveal that while both blocs aim to foster regional integration and sustainable development, their approaches, institutional depth, and sectoral priorities differ significantly. The EAC demonstrates stronger momentum in trade facilitation and value chain development, whereas ECOWAS emphasizes political coordination and sectoral cooperation, particularly in energy and security. However, both face common structural challenges such as weak infrastructure, governance gaps, and overlapping regional commitments. Achieving meaningful sustainable development outcomes depends not only on formal integration frameworks but also on the credibility of enforcement, sectoral coordination, and the capacity to translate commitments into tangible, inclusive benefits across member states.
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