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Executive Summary

Agricultural trade in Africa is increasingly regional
in practice, but still largely national in policy
response. Recent years have seen a rise in export
bans, import restrictions, discretionary licensing,
non-tariff barriers, SPS-related controls and
sudden regulatory changes. These measures are
often introduced in response to legitimate food-
security concerns, climate shocks, price volatility,
exchange-rate pressures and global supply-chain
disruptions. However, when implemented abruptly
and without coordination, they can create wider
regional instability.

The core message from the proceedings is clear:
Africa does not need to choose between food
security and open trade. The real policy challenge
is to build systems that allow governments to
respond to domestic food-security pressures while
maintaining predictable, transparent and rules-
based regional trade.

The discussions showed that unilateral restrictions
often backfire. When surplus-producing countries
close exports during periods of regional deficit,
deficit countries are pushed toward more
expensive global imports, consumers face higher
prices, producers in surplus countries may receive
lower farmgate prices, and private investors lose
confidence in agricultural markets. Restrictions can
also trigger retaliation, encourage informality,

weaken data systems, and undermine
commitments under the AfCFTA and REC
frameworks.

A second major message is that tariffs are no longer
the most binding constraint in many agricultural
markets. The larger constraints are non-tariff
barriers, technical barriers to trade, fragmented
regulatory mandates, weak standards systems, lack
of mutual recognition of certificates, high transport
and logistics costs, weak market intelligence, poor
border coordination and limited adoption of digital
trade facilitation tools.

The proceedings also emphasised that trade
integration must be politically and socially
managed. Regional trade creates aggregate gains,
but it can also expose some producers to stronger
competition. A credible trade agenda must
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therefore combine openness with productivity
upgrading, transition support and mechanisms that
help vulnerable producers adjust.

The way forward is not simply to call for fewer
restrictions. It is to establish a more disciplined
regional trade governance system: rule-based
emergency measures; stronger early-warning and
food-balance systems; enforceable NTB
monitoring; mutual recognition of SPS and quality
certificates; investment in trade corridors and
structured markets; scaled digital systems; and
deeper public-private-research dialogue.

1. The Policy Problem: Regional
Markets, National Reactions

Agricultural markets across Africa are increasingly
interconnected. Staple grains, oilseeds, livestock
products, tomatoes, dairy, fertilizer, seed and
other strategic commodities move through formal
and informal cross-border channels. Seasonal
deficits in one country are often offset by surpluses
in another. Food prices are transmitted across
borders. Traders, processors and transporters
operate through regional corridors. Consumers
depend, directly or indirectly, on regional flows.

Yet, when food prices rise or domestic supply
tightens, policy responses often remain narrowly
national. Governments may impose export bans,
suspend permits, introduce additional inspections,
tighten SPS requirements, or change import rules
with limited prior notice. These responses are
usually justified by the need to protect domestic
consumers, stabilise prices or secure national food
supplies.

The difficulty is that food-security pressures are
rarely confined within national borders. A national
restriction can quickly become a regional shock. It
can redirect trade flows, distort prices, create
uncertainty for traders, and weaken confidence in
regional commitments. The proceedings
highlighted this as a recurring pattern across
several countries: markets are integrated, but
policy responses are fragmented.

This mismatch is now one of the central barriers to
agricultural transformation in Africa. It weakens
incentives for farmers to produce for regional



markets, discourages processors from investing in
capacity, raises the cost of trade finance, and
undermines the credibility of regional and
continental integration frameworks.

2. Food Security and Trade Are Not
Opposing Objectives

A major conclusion from the proceedings is that
food security and open regional trade should not
be treated as competing goals. Well-functioning
regional trade can support food security by moving
food from surplus areas to deficit areas, reducing
price volatility, widening consumer access and
creating more reliable markets for producers.

The challenge is not whether governments should
act during food-security stress. They must. The
issue is whether the instruments used are
proportionate, evidence-based, transparent and
regionally coordinated.

Blanket restrictions are often poorly targeted. A
measure introduced to protect maize supplies, for
example, may affect other agricultural value chains
that do not pose a direct food-security risk. Sudden
bans can strand commodities at borders, depress
prices for farmers in surplus regions, and disrupt
contracts between traders and processors.
Restrictions may also encourage informal trade,
reducing the visibility of actual market flows and
weakening the very data systems needed for sound
policy decisions.

A more effective approach would be to use a
hierarchy of policy responses. Before imposing
trade restrictions, governments should assess
whether strategic reserves, targeted safety nets,
temporary consumer support, structured imports,
regional sourcing arrangements, or time-bound
tariff adjustments could achieve the same
objective with fewer market distortions.

3. Move from Tariff Reform to Non-
Tariff Barrier Discipline

Africa’s agricultural trade challenge is increasingly
less about tariffs and more about non-tariff and
institutional barriers. The proceedings highlighted
recurring constraints: overlapping regulatory
mandates, inconsistent SPS  enforcement,
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duplicate certification, delayed permits, poor
border coordination, fragmented standards
systems and limited adoption of regional

instruments. These barriers raise costs, delay
trade, discourage formalisation and weaken
confidence in regional markets. What is required is
a stronger implementation compact: transparent
NTB monitoring, faster escalation and resolution
mechanisms, mutual recognition of standards and
certificates, and clearer accountability for repeated
barriers. Regional integration must now shift from
policy commitment to practical enforcement.

4. Embed Evidence and Early Warning
into Trade Decision-Making

Trade restrictions are often introduced before
governments fully assess production, stocks,
prices, regional deficits or available alternatives.
The proceedings pointed out that data systems
exist, including food-balance and early-warning
platforms, but they are not consistently used when
urgent policy decisions are made. This creates
avoidable policy errors and regional spillovers.
What is required is a formal decision protocol:
before any emergency trade measure is adopted,
governments should consult updated food-balance
data, price trends, stock positions, regional supply
conditions and likely impacts on farmers,
consumers, traders and processors. Evidence must
move from reports into decision rooms.

5. Institutionalize Public-Private-
Research Dialogue

Private actors carry the direct costs of abrupt trade-
policy changes, yet they are often consulted only
after decisions are made. The proceedings stressed
that farmers, traders, processors, transporters and
financiers hold real-time market intelligence that
can improve policy design. Excluding them reduces
trust, weakens compliance and increases the risk of
unintended consequences. What is required is
structured and routine dialogue between
governments, private sector actors and research
institutions. This should include commodity
technical working groups, crisis consultation
platforms, REC-level private-sector channels and
regular policy feedback mechanisms. Dialogue



should become a market-stabilisation instrument,
not an occasional consultation exercise.

6. Manage the Adjustment Costs of
Regional Trade Integration

Regional trade creates overall gains, but those
gains are not evenly distributed. The proceedings
highlighted that some producers and firms may
face stronger competition from more efficient
neighbouring countries, creating political pressure
for protectionist responses. Ignoring these
adjustment costs can weaken support for AfCFTA
and REC commitments. What is required is a more
inclusive trade agenda that combines openness
with productivity upgrading, transition support and
targeted adjustment measures. Governments and
partners should support affected producers
through irrigation, improved seed, mechanisation,
certification support, aggregation, diversification
and market access. Trade integration must be
competitive, but also politically and socially
sustainable.

7. Scale Digital Trade Facilitation
Tools Across Borders

Manual, fragmented and paper-based trade
systems continue to delay agricultural trade and
increase transaction costs. The proceedings
pointed to digital tools such as e-certificates of
origin, digital SPS certificates, electronic NTB
reporting, seed traceability systems, customs
interoperability and regional food-balance
platforms as practical ways to reduce delays and
improve transparency. However, these tools
remain unevenly adopted across countries and
agencies. What is required is coordinated scale-up,
interoperability and mutual recognition of digital
systems across member states. Digital trade
facilitation should become part of the core
infrastructure for regional food security, not a set
of isolated pilots.

8. Reframe Regional Trade as a Food-
Security Instrument
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The proceedings pointed to a necessary shift in
policy framing: regional agricultural trade should
be treated as part of Africa’s food-security
architecture, not as a threat to it. Current
responses are often reactive, nationally focused
and insufficiently coordinated, even though food
systems are regionally connected. What is required
is a rules-based regional approach that enables
governments to act during crises while limiting
spillovers. This means early warning, structured
consultation, transparent emergency measures,
proportional restrictions, regional sourcing
arrangements and regular review. Predictable
trade can help move food from surplus to deficit
areas, stabilise prices and strengthen resilience.

Conclusion

The proceedings showed that Africa’s agricultural
trade disruptions are not isolated events, but
symptoms of deeper weaknesses in policy
predictability, evidence use, coordination,
standards implementation, corridor infrastructure
and stakeholder engagement. Food-security
concerns are legitimate, but abrupt and unilateral
restrictions can destabilise regional markets,
weaken investment incentives and undermine
AfCFTA and REC commitments. The way forward is
a more disciplined regional trade governance
system built around evidence, rules, transparency,
consultation and accountability.

Regional trade should be treated as part of Africa’s
food-security architecture, not as a risk to it. With
better evidence, clearer rules and stronger
coordination, agricultural trade can help stabilise
markets, support producers, protect consumers
and strengthen confidence in AfCFTA and REC
commitments.
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Annex 1: Priority Recommendations for Regional and Continental Policymakers

POLICY PRIORITY

RECOMMENDED ACTION

EXPECTED OUTCOME

1. ESTABLISH RULE-
BASED EMERGENCY
TRADE MEASURES

2. INSTITUTIONALISE
REGIONAL FOOD-
BALANCE AND EARLY-
WARNING SYSTEMS

3. STRENGTHEN NTB
ACCOUNTABILITY

4. ADVANCE MUTUAL
RECOGNITION OF SPS
AND QUALITY
CERTIFICATES

5. UPGRADE REGIONAL
TRADE CORRIDORS

6. INSTITUTIONALISE
PUBLIC-PRIVATE-
RESEARCH DIALOGUE

7. ALIGN NATIONAL
FOOD-SECURITY
POLICIES WITH AFCFTA
AND REC COMMITMENTS

8. SUPPORT
ADJUSTMENT FOR
AFFECTED PRODUCERS
AND FIRMS

9. SCALE DIGITAL
TRADE FACILITATION
SYSTEMS

10. TRANSLATE
PROCEEDINGS INTO
POLICY ENGAGEMENT

Develop regional guidelines requiring
any emergency restriction to be
evidence-based, time-bound, publicly
notified, commodity-specific and
regularly reviewed.

Require updated food-balance and
early-warning data to be consulted
before trade restrictions are imposed.

Create public dashboards showing
reported NTBs, responsible agencies,
timelines for resolution and repeat
barriers.

Expand accredited laboratories, digitise
certification, adopt risk-based
inspections and recognise certificates
across borders.

Invest in storage, cold chains, bonded
warehouses, warehouse receipt
systems, digital documentation and
efficient border infrastructure.

Establish standing consultation
platforms at national and REC levels,
including crisis-response mechanisms.

Require review of proposed trade
measures against regional and
continental obligations.

Provide productivity support, transition
assistance, certification support and
diversification pathways.

Expand e-certificates, digital SPS
systems, NTB reporting tools, seed

traceability and customs interoperability.

Use this synthesis to engage RECs,
AfCFTA structures and national
ministries on practical implementation
pathways.
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Fewer abrupt bans;
improved policy
predictability; reduced
spillovers.

Better-informed crisis
response; stronger
regional food-security
planning.

Faster resolution;
increased transparency;
improved trader
confidence.

Lower compliance costs;
fewer border rejections;
safer and faster trade.

Lower logistics costs;
reduced losses; stronger
formal trade.

Better policy design;
stronger trust; improved
implementation.

Stronger credibility of
AfCFTA and RECs;
reduced retaliation.

More inclusive trade
integration; reduced
political resistance.

Faster border clearance;
lower transaction costs;
reduced informality.

Greater uptake of
recommendations; clearer
reform agenda.



