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INTRODUCTION

The movement of goods, services, investment, finance, knowledge and human 
resources across national borders has been the driving force behind globalization. 
According to the orthodox trade theorists, countries engage in cross border com-
merce largely because of the relative cost of production (comparative advantage) or 
factor endowments over other nations, even though this has been debunk in recent 
times. Some analyst says countries engage in cross border trade because it is their 
strategy to diversify their economy, or better still key into the supply and value 
chains. Similarly, world trade organization, and experts opined that cross border 
trade is a catalyst for growth in countries that are poised to develop.  This under-
standing has led to the development of numerous regional trade blocs and regional 
integration frameworks across all continents of the world with Africa inclusive.  

There is no doubt that international trade allows for job creation, industrial develop-
ment, knowledge sharing and also gives room for a healthy competition, but trade 
barriers, which are mostly government induced restrictions on international trade has 
generally decreased overall economic efficiency. Despite the increase in international 
and regional integration in the context of lower Tariff Barriers (TB) to trade, 
Non-Tariff Barriers (NTBs) remains a challenge to trade. Originally, there was 
increased concerns given to the prominence of TB, which deeply hindered all form of 
integration. While tariffs were unquestionably a significant barrier to cross border 
trade, economic analysis indicates that tariffs have gone down drastically. NTBs, 
including behind-the-border measures, are weightier deterrent to intraregional trade 
as they substantially raise the costs of doing business . This forms the backdrop to 
the common saying that international trade is no longer a game of tariffs but rather a 
game of quality, standards, and compliance with the requirements of the global 
market. 
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Exporters, more specifically those from developing countries, struggle to meet the 
requirement of NTBs in their daily expedition for international competitiveness.  
These NTBs refer to both regulations whose primary objective is to protect health and 
the environment such as Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) measures and Technical 
Barriers to Trade (TBT), import quotas with an intent to distort trade . These
Non-tariff barriers encompass policy measures on export and import, other than 
conventional customs tariffs, that can possibly have an effect on international trade in 
goods.  They are obligatory requirements, rules or regulations legally set by the
government of the exporting, importing or transit country.  NTBs become an impedi-
ment to trade for exporters and importers when they are 
perceived to be burdensome by the parties involved3 . 

In recent times, there has been a steady increase in international anti-trade rhetoric 
around the world which has often resulted in a real trade conflict between leading 
economies, including the US, China, and the EU4 . Although tariffs have been 
significantly reduced on various products, commodities that African countries have 
the advantage to produce for  export they still face stringent constraints largely 
because of restrictions and other distorting measures5 .  
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NTBs and Africa Trade Status Quo 

An empirical analysis reveals that the 
average trade dampening effect of NTBs 
is comparable to that of trade defense 
measure such as tariff barriers.An 
UNCTAD report shows that African 
countries could gain US$20 billion each 
year by tackling such barriers at the 
continental level – much more than the 
$3.6 billion they could pick up by 
eliminating tariffs6 .

In 2015, merchandise exports in individu-
al countries such as China was (13.7% of 
global exports), the USA (9.1% of global 
exports), Germany (8% of global 
exports), Japan (3.8% of global exports), 
the Netherlands (3.4% of global exports), 
the UK (2.8% of global exports), Italy 
(2.8% of global exports), and Canada 
(2.5% of global exports) while the entire 
Africa was (2.4% of global exports) for 
the whole of 2015 7 . On trade similarity 
index, despite the increase developing 
countries trade similarity index move 
from 0.72 in 1995 to 0.81 in 2013, 
reaching the same levels with advanced 
economies. Africa lagged behind other 
developing country with the continent 
trade similarity index increase infinitesi-
mally from 0.41 in 1995 to 0.47 in 2013. 

This implies that the continent’s export 
structure has not proportionally matched 
with that of its imports from its partners 
as proposed by intra-industry theories8. 
Even though the intra-African exports in 
total merchandise exports in the conti-
nent rose to 17.7% in 2015 from 12.4% 
in 1995, it was still low compared with 
58% in developing nations, 60% in Asia, 
61.6% in the EU (28), and 51% in 
America. 

 

Shockingly in 2017 intra-African exports 
declined to 16.6% from 17,7% recorded 
in 20159 . In 23 developing countries (13 
in Africa) and Least Developed Countries 
(LDCs)  during 2010–2013, 35% of the 
most difficult non-tariff measures applied 
by partner countries to manufacturing 
exports includes rules of origin and relat-
ed documentation10 . United Nation Con-
ference on trade reported that the most 
frequent complaints registered by export-
ers on the non-tariff barriers of is on 
rules of origin11 . One critical and direct 
effect of imposing a regulation, is that 
the price of the affected product will rise. 
When sanitary and phytosanitatry or 
technical barriers measures are non-dis-
criminatory as mandated by WTO rules, 
imported and domestically-produced 
products both increase in price.

The challenges of Non-Tariff Barriers 
for African exporters.   

African exporters have complained and 
expressed their frustration in many form 
about market access constraint  to 
developed countries and even trading 
within Africa. This is partly caused by 
trade barriers that exist in the destination 
countries and within the continent. In 
2014, the outcome of a study carried out 
in ten Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) coun-
tries reveals that the topmost, NTBs as 
identified by exporters as the most 
challenging are conformity assessments, 
technical requirements, rules of origin 
and the related certificates of origin12 . 
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Other identified barriers include 
pre-shipment inspections and further 
entry formalities, charges, taxes and 
other para-tariff measures, including 
licensing or permits to export. There is no 
indication whatsoever that this has 
changed in 2020.  Sanitary and phy-
tosanitary (SPS) form of technical trade 
obstacles have impeded trade in Least 
Developed Countries (LDCs). The quality 
of products is identified as among the key 
constraints faced by African exporters 
when exporting to Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) markets, notably, the EU, Japan, 
and the USA. African products are prohib-
ited partly because of producers and 
exporters in the continent’s poor 
awareness and understanding of the 
applicable global standards and best 
practices.

Pre-shipment Inspection: (PSI) is 
another form of NTB that hinders 
cross-border trade by requiring imports 
to be inspected by a private surveillance 
company at the origin of shipment 
instead of inspection by customs of the 
importing country13 .  The essence of the 
inspections is to streamline import proce-
dures in countries where the effective-
ness of tax and custom is constrained by 
weak human capacity in order to safe-
guard national financial interests by pre-
venting capital flight, commercial fraud, 
and customs duty evasion14 . 

This practice is commonly used by African 
countries to regulate their imports. The 
application of PSIs by the mandated agen-
cies is viewed by economic operators as 
causing needless costs and delays as the 
procedures are often done twice before 5.

shipment or at the entry into the destina-
tion country1

NTBs makes it a challenge for businesses 
to freely import their goods from other 
African countries. Moreover, red tape and 
corruption are often associated with this 
practice.

Lack of transparency in export proce-
dures: Regulatory transparency and lack 
of access to information are significant 
barriers to intra-Africa trade. Regulations 
and import requirements are often 
changed without advanced notice to 
exporters and stakeholders. Trade rules, 
requirements and subsequent changes 
are often not readily accessible online, 
making it difficult and costly to trade 
across borders in Africa.

Lack of trust and failure in imple-
menting regional protocols, especially 
those related to the quality of imported 
goods, has increased with more stringent 
SPS requirements, standards, and addi-
tional testing requirements. This makes 
intra-Africa trade more time-consuming 
and costly. The lack of trust often relates 
to the lack of implementation of 
existing Regional Economic Community 
(REC) commitments (like the harmonisa-
tion of health certification and require-
ments) due to infrastructure deficiencies, 
human and financial constraints.
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iii. Harmonization of government 
practices in Pre-shipment 
Inspection: 

Within the ECOWAS region, achieving the 
harmonization of government practices in 
PSIs has been a matter of unsettled ques-
tion given the importance of national 
interests 16 . 
Although the application of PSIs related 
measures is the responsibility of member 
states,however, there is a need for at 
least a regional scrutiny through a moni-
toring mechanism if the effect of the 
removal of tariff barrier on trade expan-
sion must be realizes in AfCFTA.

iv. Prioritization of  discussion on 
NTB removal and elimination in 
AfCFTA:   

Drawing from the experience of the three 
regional economic communities (RECs) of 
the Common Market for Eastern and 
Southern African States (COMESA), 
Southern African Development Communi-
ty (SADC) and East African Community 
(EAC) with respect to the operationaliza-
tion of a joint NTB reporting, monitoring 
and eliminating mechanism ,it is clear that 
dealing specifically with NTBs requires a 
supplementary and stand-alone mecha-
nism. Such a mechanism is seen as an 
important element in the efforts to estab-
lish a successful Continental Free Trade 
Area agreement, we also commend the 
online platform developed by UNCTAD and 
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Against the impediment to intraregional and intra-African trade 
expansion it has becomes very imperative to provide policy 
options to support deep regional integration based on the reduc-
tion and possibly on NTBs and ensure regulatory cooperation.

Recommendations

Below are the necessary measures to 
stimulate production and trade in Africa in 
the present era of free trade and negotia-
tions at the regional and continental level: 

i. Harmonization of SPS requirements             
across African countries: 

Understandably, the agreement on the 
application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary 
Measures is binding for all WTO Members 
and thus for all Africa countries. However 
countries should dissuade from using the 
SPS agreement to protect local products 
from foreign competition but rather as a 
measures to protect legitimate health and 
safety risks. SPS, should not be the next 
frontier of protectionism as these 
measures to some extent curtail trade and 
create unnecessary obstacles to trade in 
Africa. 

ii. Massive investment targeted at 
intra-regional infrastructure 
facilities: 

The success of the European Union is 
traceable to their well-developed trans-
portation network. Africa countries should 
as a matter of urgency provide intra-
regional transport network and other criti-
cal infrastructure facilities to ease move-
ment of inputs and outputs to the markets 
within and across various regions in the 
continent. 



the African Union that is helping to 
remove NTBs in Africa which became 
operational on 13 January, 2020. There 
should also be the development and prior-
itization of legal framework that seeks to 
eliminate NTBs in the AfCFTA agreement. 

About Us:

Africa International Trade & 
Commerce Research (AITCR) is an 
international trade consultancy firm for 
the African market that works on four key 
areas; Trade, Research, Policy, and 
Invest-in- Africa.

AITCR is a knowledge-based organization 
that delivers forward-thinking innovative 
research with relevant data that supports 
evidence-based decision-making, cover-
ing various sectors. Our solution offerings 
are in policy advisory, policy research, 
policy reform support, trade research, 
trade facilitation, monitoring & evaluation, 
impact assessment, capacity develop-
ment, and data gathering amongst others. 
AITCR regularly collaborates with policy-
makers, governments, development part-
ners, civil society organizations, private 
organizations, and institutions to enhance 
the availability of data; which enriches 
evidence-based decision-making.

AITCR is also proud of its wealth of experi-
ence and the knowledgeable team that 
works in Nigeria and across Africa to offer 
services that are bespoke and stimulate 
economic growth.
International trade and research centre is 
an independent not-for-profit think- tank, 
that works on trade facilitation, knowl-
edge repository designs, processes and 
negotiations in regional and continental 
trade, capacity building, monitoring and 
evaluation of international (regional and 
continental) trade pacts, 

policy research and consultancy services 
on cross-border trade, investment and 
economic growth and development, tech-
nical assistance and advisory services to 
government and non-government institu-
tions on economic diplomacy initiatives, 
regional and continental free trade areas; 
stakeholder engagement on trade and 
economic growth
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For more information, contact us:

Center Court 1, 46 Crescent off 4th Avenue, 
Gwarinpa Abuja, Nigeria
+2349074690373; +2348147429461, 
+2349058603907
Email: mail@africainternationaltrade.com 
Tw:@africatradelink 
IG: africa international trade
FB: www.facebook.com/africainternationaltrade
www.africainternationaltrade.com


