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The challenge of non-tariff barriers

In addition to Africa’s infrastructure deficit, non-tariff barriers are a notable constraint to trade in Africa and African trade
with the rest of the world.

Non-tariff barriers include onerous regulatory procedures, expensive visa requirements, corruption and inefficiency. They
include import prohibitions, quotas, export subsidies, export restrictions, technical barriers to trade (such as regulations,
standards and assessment procedures) and rules about food safety and animal and plant health standards.[ ] Whereas1
free trade agreements are subject to long and drawn-out processes associated with the negotiations, removing non-tariff
barriers results from unilateral efforts and bilateral cooperation between neighbours. The power of removing non-tariff
barriers was illustrated by a study from the Trade and Law Centre (tralac), which found that reducing the time it takes to
move goods across borders by just 20% would be more economically advantageous for Africa than removing all import
tariffs.[ ]2

At Beitbridge border post, for example, it takes a truck an average of 35 hours to clear the border from South Africa into
Zimbabwe. In response, the South African cabinet adopted a One-Stop Border Framework in 2018 and prospects of
improvements may be on the horizon. Significant progress has already been made in East Africa, where border crossing
times have reduced from several days to about three to six hours as part of the reforms associated with the EAC — a
demonstration of potential progress possible elsewhere.[ ]3

The World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business Index for 2019 includes only nine African countries in the top 100.[ ] The4
COMESA–EAC–SADC Tripartite Free Trade Area website lists examples of 25 non-tariff barriers to trade, which range from
import bans and product classification to corruption. However, progress in eliminating these barriers is slow, as each
non-tariff barrier reflects a vested interest or a local practice along a border region, sometimes spanning several
generations, on which the livelihoods of communities may depend.[ ]5

In an effort to regulate such standards, the WTO’s Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures
came into force in 1995. The agreement provides uniform rules for all laws, regulations and requirements regarding how a
product is produced, processed, stored and transported to ensure that its import does not pose a risk to human, animal or
plant health. Sanitary measures are aimed at safeguarding human and animal health, while phytosanitary ones are
intended to protect plants.

Imported goods should be from disease-free areas, inspected before export and should not exceed maximum levels of
pesticide or insecticide use. Health risks from fresh foods and agricultural goods include salmonella poisoning, foot and
mouth disease and plant pests.

The agreement is also meant to prevent countries from using rules and regulations simply to block trade, stating explicitly
that the measures cannot be employed in a manner that would constitute a disguised restriction on international trade.
But although importing countries are encouraged to use existing international standards, they are nevertheless allowed to
adopt stricter regulations if they can scientifically justify their actions.
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Endnotes

The World Trade Organization tries to address these barriers through the Technical Barriers to Trade Agreement and the separate agreement on food
safety and animal and plant health standards (the Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures Agreement)
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C du Plessis, African Free Trade Area kicks off, but with reminders of major obstacles at borders, News24, 4 January 2021
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