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About the paper

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) can benefit more if the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement is 
implemented in a coordinated manner at regional level.

This report charts a roadmap for regional policy frameworks on trade facilitation. Such arrangements have
the potential to boost intraregional trade, reduce bottlenecks and increase the participation of SMEs in 
regional value chains, thus deepening regional integration. 
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Foreword

Effective regional integration is an important stepping stone for countries to have greater insertion into global 
trade. Trade facilitation – both in terms of the World Trade Organization (WTO) Trade Facilitation Agreement
(TFA) and the wider interpretation including non-tariff barriers, rules of origin, standards and the business 
environment – is a fundamental element of making integration work for economies and for people. 

Removing obstacles to cross-border trade is one of the key objectives of regional economic communities 
(RECs) as they work towards this deeper integration. But this is not an automatic process. It takes careful 
planning, sequencing and investment in both hard and soft infrastructure at the country and regional level 
for trade facilitation initiatives to be sustainable and have real impact. 

However, the figures on intraregional trade continue to show a disconnection between the well accepted 
policy objective of deeper integration and what is actually happening on the ground. Africa still has incredible 
unrealized potential in increasing its level of intraregional trade, which, at just 18%, compares unfavorably 
to that in Europe and Asia with 69% and 52% respectively. But policies are going in the right direction. One 
only has to look at the progress made in some regional integration movements such as the East African 
Community (EAC) and the commitment to the Continental Free Trade Agreement to know that this remains 
high on the policy radar. 

A multilateral milestone was reached in 2017 with the entry into force of WTO’s Trade Facilitation Agreement.
The TFA creates binding obligations for WTO Members to improve the transparency, predictability, fairness 
and efficiency of their cross-border procedures by simplifying, standardizing and automating trade practices 
and expanding thecoordination of border regulatory agencies.

Although trade facilitation reforms are already under way in many countries, the Agreement gave new 
impetus to tackle bureaucratic delays and ‘red tape’ – giving RECs a unique opportunity to promote 
concerted cross-border reforms.

Regional approaches to implement trade facilitation measures can deliver greater benefits to individual 
countries and the regional community than just unconnected national reforms. Coordinated cross-border 
reforms would help create a more consistent and predictable regional trading environment by avoiding the 
imposition of diverging administrative procedures and requirements in each member state. Harmonized 
formalities across regions would reduce business transaction costs, create the necessary condition for the 
development of regional value chains and be an important investment tool.

To help RECs foster a conducive business environment, the International Trade Centre (ITC) has developed 
a ‘toolkit’ to assist policymakers in designing, implementing and monitoring regional trade facilitation reforms. 
This toolkit provides a comprehensive review of relevant instruments and approaches available to regional 
institutions and their member states. Its aim is to support RECs in designing regional trade facilitation reforms 
– tailored to their needs and resources – that will deepen the regional integration process by promoting 
simpler, cheaper and faster intraregional trade transactions for businesses.

We encourage policymakers in RECs to make use of this roadmap to implement regional trade facilitation 
policies to help business communities thrive and reinvigorate paths of regional integration.

Arancha González
Executive Director

International Trade Centre
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