
 

May 2026  Regional Synthesis Brief 

 

  

  

  
 
 
Strengthening Agricultural Trade Integration in 
Africa: Lessons from Six Countries 

 
Tinashe Kapuya, Timothy Njagi, and Antony Chapoto 
 
Africa’s agricultural markets are already regionally interconnected, but policy systems 
remain fragmented and unpredictable. The six country cases in this brief show that 
ad hoc restrictions, NTBs, weak data, poor logistics and limited finance undermine 
trade confidence. Regional cooperation must prioritize rules-based measures, shared 
food balance systems, enforceable NTB mechanisms and corridor-based 
investments. 
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Executive Summary 

Between February and April 2026, ANAPRI centres convened a series of in-country 

consultative workshops to identify and examine the trade barriers constraining cross-

border trade in agricultural commodities and food products across the region. These 

in-country workshops, held in Zambia, Uganda, Tanzania, Malawi, Kenya and 

Ghana, point to a common regional challenge: African agricultural markets are 

increasingly interconnected in practice, but policy systems remain fragmented, 

discretionary and insufficiently coordinated. Across the cases, agricultural trade is 

central to food security, farmer incomes, agro-industrialisation, export diversification 

and regional market integration. Yet the ability of countries to trade reliably is 

weakened by recurrent non-tariff barriers, ad hoc export and import restrictions, weak 

trade facilitation, high logistics costs, limited market intelligence, inadequate 

standards systems, weak finance, and poor alignment between national food security 

measures and regional commitments. 

The country convenings demonstrate that trade restrictions are often motivated by 

legitimate public policy concerns, especially food security, consumer price 

stabilization and domestic producer protection. However, when these interventions 

are implemented abruptly and without clear rules, they often generate unintended 

consequences. They depress farmgate prices, discourage production, raise consumer 

prices, undermine private investment, divert trade into informal channels, weaken 

regional trust, and trigger retaliatory restrictions. This pattern is visible in Zambia’s 

maize export uncertainty, Tanzania’s recurrent restrictions and levies, Malawi’s 

“stop-go” trade policy regime, Kenya’s poultry and egg import restrictions, Ghana’s 

fragmented regional food trade, and Uganda’s persistent non-tariff and logistics 

barriers (IAPRI, 2026; APRC, 2026; SUA & ANAPRI, 2026; Pangapanga-Phiri et 

al., 2026; Njagi et al., 2026; Dzanku, 2026). 

The regional implication is clear: the AfCFTA, African Union and Regional 

Economic Communities cannot unlock agricultural transformation through tariff 

liberalization alone. The binding constraints are increasingly institutional, logistical, 

informational and political. A new regional cooperation agenda is needed - one that 

treats food security and trade openness as complementary rather than competing 

objectives. This agenda should prioritize predictable trade rules, regional food 

balance systems, coordinated responses to shocks, digital trade facilitation, 

harmonized standards, trade finance, corridor infrastructure, structured market 

systems, and mechanisms for resolving non-tariff barriers quickly and transparently. 

The Regional Pattern: Six Countries, One Shared Trade 
Governance Challenge 

Across the six cases, agricultural trade plays different roles in each country, but the 

underlying constraints are strikingly similar. 

In Zambia, the central concern is how to convert strong maize and soybean 

production potential into reliable regional exports. Stakeholders emphasized that 

regional demand exists, especially for maize and soybean products, but Zambia’s 

ability to supply neighbouring markets is weakened by export restrictions, delayed 

permits, FRA-related market distortions, storage constraints and logistics bottlenecks 

(IAPRI, 2026). 

“Africa’s 
agricultural trade 
problem is not 
lack of demand; 
it is weak 
predictability, 
high transaction 
costs and 
fragmented 
regional 
coordination.” 
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In Uganda, the trade opportunity lies in becoming a stronger regional supplier of 

food and agro-processed products. However, Uganda’s competitiveness is 

constrained by limited value addition, weak logistics infrastructure, persistent non-

tariff barriers, limited finance and emerging compliance requirements in global 

markets, especially traceability and sustainability standards (APRC, 2026). 

In Tanzania, the strongest message is that policy unpredictability, overlapping 

regulations, multiple levies and discretionary restrictions undermine competitiveness. 

Stakeholders emphasized that sudden export bans, permits, local government charges, 

high compliance costs and weak coordination push traders into informal channels and 

weaken Tanzania’s credibility in regional markets (SUA & ANAPRI, 2026). 

In Malawi, a maize-centered and discretionary trade regime has created transaction 

costs, informalization, regional retaliation and macroeconomic stress. Malawi’s 

experience demonstrates that broad export restrictions may generate short-term food 

availability effects but can ultimately suppress exports, weaken GDP, reduce welfare 

and undermine long-term diversification (Pangapanga-Phiri et al., 2026). 

In Kenya, regional trade is essential to food security because Kenya depends on 

regional markets for key food products while also acting as a processing and trade 

hub. However, recurrent import restrictions, levies, SPS disputes, county-level costs 

and unresolved NTBs raise consumer prices and weaken formal trade flows. The egg 

case illustrates that import restrictions did not solve domestic production deficits 

because structural constraints, especially high feed costs, remained unresolved (Njagi 

et al., 2026). 

In Ghana, the disconnect between structured global export systems and fragmented 

regional food trade. Ghana’s cocoa and cashew export systems are relatively 

organized, but maize, livestock and horticulture trade operate through weakly 

coordinated regional corridors. The Ghana case shows that food markets are regional 

in practice, but policy frameworks do not yet adequately support the real cross-border 

market (Dzanku, 2026). 

Taken together, the six cases point to a regional policy agenda that must move 

beyond country-by-country reform. Many trade barriers are cross-border by nature. 

They cannot be resolved by one country acting alone. This is where the AfCFTA, 

RECs and AU have a strategic role. 

Key Message One: Food Security and Open Trade Must Be 
Managed Together 

A recurring lesson is that trade restrictions are usually justified in the name of food 

security, but they often weaken the production and market systems that food security 

depends on. Zambia, Tanzania and Malawi all show how export restrictions can 

depress producer incentives and reduce private sector confidence. Kenya shows how 

import restrictions can raise consumer prices when domestic production constraints 

are not addressed. Ghana shows how food markets already operate regionally, even 

when formal policy does not fully recognize this reality. 

The regional challenge is that food security is often treated as a national political 

problem, while food markets operate across borders. Droughts, price spikes, supply 

deficits and production surpluses rarely align neatly with national boundaries. When 

one country imposes a sudden ban, neighbouring countries face supply shocks, 
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traders lose confidence, and retaliatory restrictions can follow. This creates a regional 

volatility trap. 

The AfCFTA, RECs and AU should therefore support a rules-based regional food 

security and trade framework. Such a framework would not prohibit emergency 

measures. Rather, it would discipline them. Countries should be encouraged to base 

restrictions on transparent indicators, such as national stock levels, production 

forecasts, price thresholds, strategic reserve requirements and regional food balance 

data. Measures should be time-bound, proportionate, publicly justified and regionally 

notified. 

 

Regional cooperation priorities: The first priority is to institutionalize regional food 

balance systems. COMESA’s Regional Food Balance Sheet provides a useful model 

that can be strengthened and expanded. The second priority is to establish clear 

notification protocols before export bans or import restrictions are imposed. The third 

priority is to promote targeted safety nets and strategic reserves instead of blanket 

trade restrictions. Finally, RECs should support dispute-resolution and trust-restoring 

mechanisms when emergency restrictions affect neighbouring markets. 

Key Message Two: Non-Tariff Barriers Are Now the Central 
Constraint to Agricultural Trade 

The six cases show that tariffs are no longer the only, or even the primary, barrier to 

agricultural trade. The more binding constraints are non-tariff barriers: permits, 

repeated testing, standards disputes, local levies, multiple inspections, border delays, 

roadblocks, discretionary licences, informal payments and inconsistent application of 

SPS rules. 

Kenya’s brief identifies recurring NTBs around maize, poultry, eggs, dairy, meat and 

milk trade. Tanzania’s report highlights overlapping agencies, crop cess, multiple 

levies and burdensome inspections. Uganda’s brief identifies double testing, complex 

certification and border delays. Ghana’s case highlights border frictions and informal 

payments. Zambia points to delayed export permits and non-tariff barriers affecting 

maize exports. Malawi shows how restrictions push trade into informal channels 

(Njagi et al., 2026; SUA & ANAPRI, 2026; APRC, 2026; Dzanku, 2026; IAPRI, 

2026; Pangapanga-Phiri et al., 2026). 

This suggests that regional trade agreements must become more operational. It is not 

enough for countries to commit to free trade at summit level. Traders need practical, 

time-bound mechanisms that solve real bottlenecks at borders, on corridors and 

within domestic markets. 

Regional cooperation priorities: The AfCFTA and RECs should strengthen NTB 

reporting and enforcement mechanisms. This means moving beyond passive 

reporting platforms toward binding timelines, public dashboards, escalation 

procedures and accountability for unresolved barriers. National NTB monitoring 

committees should include private sector actors, farmer organizations, transporters, 

processors and small cross-border traders. 

A regional NTB escalation mechanism should be established for agricultural 

commodities, particularly staples, livestock, dairy, poultry, horticulture and oilseeds. 

This mechanism should publish recurring NTBs, responsible agencies, resolution 

“Food security 
should be 
protected 
through data, 
reserves and 
targeted safety 
nets, not abrupt 
market 
closures.” 
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timelines and compliance status. Where barriers persist, RECs should support 

mediation and peer review. 

Key Message Three: Regional Market Intelligence is a Public Good 

A major weakness across the cases is the limited use of market intelligence and data 

in trade decisions. Zambia’s dialogue emphasized the need to identify markets before 

production decisions are made. Malawi’s briefs call for data-driven triggers and early 

warning systems. Uganda highlights the need for information on regional demand and 

standards. Ghana shows that informal and regional food flows are poorly captured. 

Kenya calls for revitalizing regional food balance systems. Tanzania highlights the 

need for scientific forecasting before restrictions (IAPRI, 2026; Pangapanga-Phiri et 

al., 2026; APRC, 2026; Dzanku, 2026; Njagi et al., 2026; SUA & ANAPRI, 2026). 

Market intelligence is not just a technical add-on. It is the foundation for predictable 

trade. Without credible data on production, stocks, consumption, prices, informal 

flows and regional deficits, governments are more likely to act defensively. Traders 

are more likely to speculate. Farmers are more likely to distrust markets. Regional 

partners are more likely to impose countermeasures. 

Regional cooperation priorities: The AU, AfCFTA and RECs should invest in a 

Regional Agricultural Market Intelligence System that integrates national data into a 

continentally interoperable platform. This should include food balance sheets, price 

dashboards, weather and production forecasts, stock estimates, corridor monitoring, 

informal trade estimates and market demand profiles. 

Such a platform should serve four users. Governments would use it for food security 

and trade policy decisions. Farmers would use it for production planning. Traders and 

processors would use it for contracting and logistics. RECs and AfCFTA institutions 

would use it to prevent trade disputes and manage regional supply shocks. 

ANAPRI and national policy research institutes could play a technical role by 

generating independent evidence, validating data and translating market intelligence 

into policy advisories. 

Key Message Four: Trade Facilitation Must Move from Customs 
Reform to Full Corridor Reform 

Many African trade reforms have focused on customs modernization, single windows 

and electronic certification. These remain important, but the country cases show that 

agricultural trade costs emerge across the full corridor - not only at customs. County 

levies in Kenya, crop cess in Tanzania, roadblocks, storage gaps, cold chain deficits, 

weak laboratories, high transport costs, informal payments and lack of finance all 

affect competitiveness. 

Uganda, Tanzania and Kenya emphasize logistics and digital trade facilitation. 

Zambia points to storage and transport constraints. Ghana points to weak corridor 

integration and regional price gaps. Tanzania highlights the underuse of rail and lake 

transport and inadequate cold chains at ports and airports. Uganda highlights the 

importance of agro-industrial hubs, free zones and logistics infrastructure (APRC, 

2026; SUA & ANAPRI, 2026; Njagi et al., 2026; IAPRI, 2026; Dzanku, 2026). 

“There 
continent has 
a market 
intelligence 
gap: African 
countries 
cannot 
coordinate 
food trade 
effectively if 
they do not 
share credible 
data on 
stocks, prices 
and deficits.” 
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The lesson is that regional trade facilitation should focus on agricultural corridors. A 

maize corridor, a livestock corridor, a horticulture corridor and a dairy corridor face 

different risks and require different infrastructure. For example, horticulture needs 

cold chain systems and rapid clearance; cereals need storage, grading and low-cost 

transport; livestock needs veterinary systems and holding facilities; dairy needs SPS 

harmonization and cold chain capacity. 

Regional cooperation priorities: RECs should develop commodity-specific regional 

trade corridor programmes. These should identify bottlenecks across priority 

corridors and align investments in roads, border posts, laboratories, storage, cold 

chains, certification systems and digital platforms. 

The AfCFTA can support this by promoting interoperable digital systems, electronic 

certificates of origin, digital SPS documentation and regional cargo tracking. The AU 

can support financing coordination with development banks and infrastructure 

initiatives. 

Key Message Five: Standards, SPS Systems and Traceability Are 
Strategic Trade Infrastructure 

Across the six cases, standards and SPS systems emerge as both barriers and enablers. 

Kenya’s trade disputes around maize, poultry, dairy and meat often involve SPS and 

standards issues. Uganda faces emerging traceability requirements for global markets, 

especially coffee and deforestation-related compliance. Tanzania highlights weak 

quality systems, limited accredited laboratories and costly certification. Ghana’s 

horticulture and livestock trade require better border and veterinary systems. 

Zambia’s agricultural exports depend on predictable grading, certification and 

compliance systems (Njagi et al., 2026; APRC, 2026; SUA & ANAPRI, 2026; 

Dzanku, 2026; IAPRI, 2026). 

A major regional issue is that standards systems are often used defensively. Instead of 

facilitating safe trade, they can become tools for disguised protectionism. Repeated 

testing, non-recognition of certificates and inconsistent application of rules raise costs 

and reduce trust. 

Regional cooperation priorities: The AfCFTA and RECs should accelerate mutual 

recognition of standards and test results for priority agricultural commodities. 

Regional accreditation of laboratories should be expanded. SPS measures should be 

based on risk assessments and scientific evidence. Digital certification should be 

interoperable across countries. 

For global markets, the AU and AfCFTA should support continental traceability 

systems for strategic export commodities such as coffee, cocoa, livestock, horticulture 

and oilseeds. Uganda’s EUDR-related readiness challenge illustrates that compliance 

with global standards will increasingly shape market access (APRC, 2026). 

Key Message Six: Regional Trade Finance and Structured Markets 
are Essential 

Several cases show that farmers and traders cannot take advantage of regional market 

opportunities without finance and structured market systems. Zambia highlights 

limited export financing and risk perception. Uganda identifies lack of agribusiness 

finance as a constraint to processing, storage and logistics. Ghana identifies weak 
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aggregation and limited trade finance. Malawi emphasizes warehouse receipts, 

private storage and commodity exchanges. Tanzania highlights limited agricultural 

and trade financing as a constraint to competitiveness (IAPRI, 2026; APRC, 2026; 

Dzanku, 2026; Pangapanga-Phiri et al., 2026; SUA & ANAPRI, 2026). 

Trade finance is often missing because agricultural trade is seen as risky. But much of 

the risk is policy-induced. If export bans, permit delays and border restrictions are 

unpredictable, banks will not finance traders. Therefore, financial innovation and 

policy predictability must move together. 

Regional cooperation priorities: The AfCFTA, RECs and development finance 

institutions should support regional agricultural trade finance instruments. These 

could include export credit guarantees, warehouse receipt finance, receivables 

finance, corridor trade finance facilities and risk-sharing products for SMEs and 

women traders. 

Regional commodity exchanges and warehouse receipt systems should be linked 

across countries where feasible. This would improve price discovery, reduce distress 

sales, support aggregation and enable cross-border contracting. 

Key Message Seven: Regional Cooperation Must Include Informal 
Cross-Border Trade 

The cases repeatedly show that when formal trade is costly or unpredictable, trade 

moves informally. Malawi estimates that restrictions can push around 30–40 percent 

of trade into informal channels. Tanzania notes that restrictions encourage smuggling. 

Kenya’s egg case shows a shift from formal to informal cross-border trade after 

restrictions. Ghana’s food trade operates substantially through informal and trader-led 

corridors (Pangapanga-Phiri et al., 2026; SUA & ANAPRI, 2026; Njagi et al., 2026; 

Dzanku, 2026). 

Informal trade is not simply illegal trade. In many cases, it is a rational response to 

high costs, complex rules and weak formal systems. It supports livelihoods, food 

distribution and regional supply balancing. But when it remains invisible, 

governments lose revenue, standards oversight and market intelligence. 

Regional cooperation priorities: RECs should expand simplified trade regimes for 

small-scale agricultural traders. Border posts should include small trader desks, 

simplified documentation, transparent fee schedules and gender-sensitive facilities. 

Informal trade monitoring should be improved, not to punish traders, but to 

understand real trade flows and improve policy. 

The AU and AfCFTA should place informal and small-scale cross-border trade at the 

centre of agricultural trade strategy, especially because women are heavily 

represented in small-scale food trade. 

Towards a Regional Cooperation Agenda 

The seven key messages highlight a common lesson across the six country cases: 

Africa’s agricultural trade constraints are regional in nature, even when they appear 

as domestic policy problems. Export bans, NTBs, weak standards systems, 

fragmented data, poor logistics, limited finance and inadequate stakeholder 

consultation all spill across borders and undermine regional market confidence. 

“Formalization 
of trade will not 
succeed 
through 
punishment 
alone; formal 
trade must 
become 
easier, 
cheaper and 
more 
predictable.” 
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Addressing these constraints therefore requires a practical cooperation agenda that 

moves beyond policy commitments toward implementation. Table 1 translates the 

synthesis messages into eight strategic areas where the AfCFTA, RECs, the AU, 

national governments and private sector actors can coordinate reforms to strengthen 

predictable, rules-based and inclusive agricultural trade.  

Table 1: Regional Priorities and Actions to Resolve Key Agricultural Trade Barriers 

REGIONAL 
COOPERATION 
PRIORITY 

STRATEGIC 
RATIONALE 

PRIORITY ACTIONS LEAD INSTITUTIONS 

1. RULES-BASED 
AGRICULTURAL 
TRADE MEASURES 

Ad hoc export/import 
restrictions undermine 
market confidence, 
investment and regional 
trust. 

Agree on transparent triggers 
for restrictions; require regional 
notification; make emergency 
measures evidence-based, 
time-bound and publicly 
justified. 

AfCFTA Secretariat; 
RECs; AU; national 
trade and agriculture 
ministries 

2. REGIONAL FOOD 
BALANCE AND 
EARLY WARNING 
SYSTEMS 

Poor data on production, 
stocks and deficits leads 
to panic restrictions and 
weak coordination. 

Share data on production, 
stocks, prices and trade flows; 
strengthen regional food 
balance sheets; link early 
warning systems to trade 
decisions. 

RECs; AU; national 
statistics offices; 
Ministries of Agriculture,  

3. STRONGER NTB 
ENFORCEMENT 

NTBs persist despite 
regional commitments, 
raising costs and 
delaying agricultural 
trade. 

Establish public NTB 
dashboards; set resolution 
timelines; escalate unresolved 
barriers; hold responsible 
agencies accountable. 

AfCFTA Secretariat; 
RECs; national NTB 
committees 

4. DIGITAL AND 
INTEROPERABLE 
TRADE SYSTEMS 

Fragmented 
documentation and 
border systems slow 
trade and create 
duplication. 

Link single windows, customs 
systems, SPS platforms, e-
certificates and cargo tracking 
systems across borders. 

AfCFTA Secretariat; 
RECs; customs 
agencies; 
standards/SPS bodies 

5. HARMONIZED SPS 
AND STANDARDS 
SYSTEMS 

Repeated testing and 
inconsistent standards 
cause disputes, delays 
and hidden 
protectionism. 

Promote mutual recognition of 
certificates; accredit regional 
laboratories; harmonize SPS 
protocols; apply risk-based 
inspections. 

RECs; AfCFTA 
SPS/TBT structures; 
national standards 
bodies 

6. AGRICULTURAL 
CORRIDOR 
INFRASTRUCTURE 

High logistics costs, 
weak storage and poor 
cold chains reduce 
competitiveness. 

Invest in commodity-specific 
corridors; prioritize storage, cold 
chains, laboratories, border 
facilities, feeder roads, ports, 
rail and lake transport. 

AUDA-NEPAD; RECs; 
national infrastructure 
ministries 

7. REGIONAL TRADE 
FINANCE AND 
STRUCTURED 
MARKETS 

Limited finance 
constrains aggregation, 
storage, processing and 
cross-border trade. 

Expand warehouse receipt 
systems, commodity 
exchanges, export guarantees 
and SME trade finance facilities. 

Afreximbank; regional 
development banks; 
ministries of finance 

8. INCLUSIVE 
PUBLIC-PRIVATE 
POLICY DIALOGUE 

Trade measures are 
often designed without 
input from farmers, 
traders, processors and 
financiers. 

Institutionalize regular public-
private trade forums; consult 
market actors before policy 
changes; track implementation 
of agreed reforms. 

AU; AfCFTA Secretariat; 
RECs; national 
governments; ANAPRI 
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From Fragmented National Responses to a Continental 
Agricultural Trade Compact 

The six country cases demonstrate that Africa’s agricultural trade constraints are 

deeply interconnected. Zambia’s export uncertainty affects regional grain buyers. 

Malawi’s bans trigger retaliation and informalization. Kenya’s import restrictions 

raise consumer costs and disrupt regional producers. Tanzania’s levies and 

overlapping regulations raise transaction costs. Uganda’s logistics and standards 

constraints limit export competitiveness. Ghana’s fragmented food trade shows that 

markets are already regional, even where policy remains national. 

The strategic implication is that African agricultural trade reform must shift from 

isolated national interventions to a continental compact for predictable, rules-based 

and food-security-sensitive trade. Such a compact should recognize that food security 

and regional trade are not opposites. Regional trade is one of Africa’s most important 

food security instruments. It allows surplus areas to supply deficit areas, reduces price 

volatility, supports farmer incentives and creates the foundation for agro-

industrialization. 

For the AfCFTA, RECs and African Union, the agenda is clear. The next generation 

of agricultural trade reform should focus on predictability, trust, data, trade 

facilitation, standards, logistics, finance and implementation accountability. Tariff 

liberalization is necessary, but it is insufficient. The real test is whether farmers, 

traders, processors and regional buyers can rely on open, efficient and rules-based 

markets. 

If Africa can build this predictable regional trade architecture, agricultural trade can 

become a powerful driver of food security, rural incomes, agro-processing, resilience 

and continental integration. 
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