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4 COOPERATION SOUTH

REGIONALISM is not a new phenomenon

in Africa. Indeed, the world’s oldest cus-

toms union exists in Southern Africa, and

the continent’s list of both past and pre-

sent multilateral economic agreements is

probably longer than that of any other.

Africa’s record of creating and sustaining

regional frameworks is generally poor,

although some successful examples of

regional cooperation do exist. Examples

are the Southern African Customs Union

(SACU), the Common (Rand) Mone-

tary Area (CMA), and the CFA Franc

Zone. It is interesting to note that each 

of these relatively successful initiatives

involves links with a more developed

partner. In SACU and the CMA, the

partner is South Africa, and the CFA

franc was previously linked to the French

franc and is now linked to the euro.

The presence of a more developed

‘North’ element in regional integration

initiatives among developing countries

should, in theory, trigger convergence

processes, accelerating economic growth

in poorer members. There are, however,

political problems with the inevitable

asymmetric pattern of trade. Moreover,

the more developed members might

require a different trade strategy from

Southern African countries are trying to create a free trade area by 2012 that could

untie about 90 per cent of intra-regional trade. Such regional trade agreements may be

fashionable, but how well do they work in promoting multi-country development, 

and especially in helping poorer countries ‘catch up’ with richer members of the group? 

A review of this experience is provided by Carolyn Jenkins of the Centre for 

the Study of African Economies, Oxford University.

B Y C A R O LY N J E N K I N S

CATCH-UP AND
CONVERGENCE:
Regional Integration

in Southern Africa
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those countries with which they are eco-

nomically linked.

The focus of this article is the process

of intra-regional trade liberalization in

the Southern African Development

Community (SADC). Some of the impli-

cations of a free trade area (FTA) are

highlighted by comparing the extent of

convergence within pre-FTA SADC

with that which has occurred after many

years of free trade within SACU. This

gives an indication of the potential

importance of this initiative. In addition,

some of the possible barriers to continued

economic cooperation are highlighted.

It is argued that, historically in South-

ern Africa, more rapid economic growth

has occurred in groups involving South

Africa. For this reason, the creation of a

FTA could be important for all members

of SADC. However, it is not sufficient as

a trade strategy, and should complement

and not replace more general liberaliza-

tion of trade with extra-regional partners. 

REGIONALISM IN 
SOUTHERN AFRICA

Overlapping commitments
Almost all regional trade initiatives in

Africa have achieved very little, in spite

of their political appeal. Many schemes

were designed without regard for mem-

bers’ incentives to comply; implementa-

tion sometimes has not been feasible, as

countries have overlapping and incom-

patible membership of different regional

arrangements; and members have fre-

quently substituted non-tariff barriers for

tariffs against each other. Domestic eco-

nomic policies have also undermined

the effectiveness of African trade inte-

gration schemes. Moreover, the struc-

ture of demand and production is too

similar across African countries to gen-

erate substantial trade creation.

Nevertheless, African policy makers

continue to pursue broader economic

cooperation as a potential solution 

to small markets and generally weak

economies. Political interest in regional-

ism has received added impetus in recent

years as a result of growing fears of

African marginalization. The expansion

of the EU to encompass Eastern Euro-

pean states and the increasing integra-

tion of the Americas, for example, have

created the perception that Africa risks

being left behind in the formation of

regional economic blocs, with adverse

consequences for trade and investment.

In Southern Africa, a range of integra-

tion initiatives are being pursued simulta-

neously. Fourteen countries are involved

in SADC. In mid-1996 the (then twelve)

members signed a trade protocol, which

Almost all regional trade initiatives in Africa have achieved very little,

in spite of their political appeal.
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6 COOPERATION SOUTH

committed them to phase out customs

duties and other equivalent measures in

the process of establishing a free trade

area. In the end, two offers were tabled —

one relating to South Africa, and one

‘differentiated’ programme relating to all

other members. Eleven signatories have

been working towards implementation 

by 2012. The establishment of the free

trade area is expected to mean the freeing

of about 90 per cent of intra-regional

trade, in line with the rules of the World

Trade Organization, which state that ‘free

trade’ should cover ‘substantially all’

trade. SADC is not the only regional

integration initiative in which Southern

African countries currently participate

(table 1). Many are members of the Com-

munity of Eastern and Southern Africa

(COMESA); others are involved in the

Cross-Border Initiative (CBI), a low-key

cooperation effort. A small subset are

involved in the long-standing SACU and

the CMA. Tanzania belongs to the East

African Community. Overlapping mem-

berships of regional initiatives are com-

TABLE 1: MEMBERSHIP OF REGIONAL GROUPINGS

SADC COMESA SACU CMA CBI

Angola ■

Botswana ■

DR Congo ■

Lesotho ■ ■

Malawi ■ ■

Mauritius ■ ■

Mozambique ■

Namibia ■ ■ ■ ■

South Africa ■ ■ observer

Swaziland ■ ■ ■ ■

Tanzania ■ ■

Zambia ■ ■

Zimbabwe ■ ■

Note: SADC: Southern African Development Community

COMESA: Community of Eastern and Southern Africa

SACU: Southern African Customs Union

CMA: Common (Rand) Monetary Area

CBI: Cross-Border Initiative
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mon across Africa and provide a confus-

ing picture of priorities. This is another

reason why many of these initiatives have

not been sustainable.

A process of realignment of trade ini-

tiatives has been underway for the past

decade. In parallel with the SADC

negotiations, the members of SACU

were involved in sensitive renegotiation

of the Customs Union agreement. South

Africa signed a trade, development and

cooperation agreement with the Euro-

pean Union, the climax of talks that

commenced in 1995. All other members

of SADC have non-reciprocal preferen-

tial access to the EU under the Lomé

Convention, and are concerned about

the trade-diverting effects of the agree-

ment between South Africa-SACU and

the EU. At the same time, a reappraisal

of Lomé is prompting a general review of

the trade relationships between the EU

and its developing Lomé partners. In

addition, SADC countries also have to

think through their response to the new

round of World Trade Organization-led

negotiations, which commenced with

the Doha meeting in 2001, to the offers

made for US-SADC cooperation under

the American-led African Growth and

Opportunity Act, and to developments

within Africa involving the Community

of Eastern and Southern African States,

the revived East African Community

and the Cross-Border Initiative. (Four-

teen countries participate in the intia-

tive, which aims to facilitate cross-bor-

der activity by eliminating barriers to

cross-border flows of goods, services,

labour, and capital, as well as to inte-

grate markets, without creating a new

institution.) 

The ‘problem’ of South Africa
SADC is, arguably, more likely than

some other initiatives to provide the

basis for successful economic coopera-

tion due to the participation of South

Africa, the continent’s largest economy,

which accounts for nearly one quarter of

total African GDP. Part of the problem

facing most African regional groupings

is the lack of a large, more developed

partner to provide both a significant

regional market and a source of external

capital and expertise, particularly in

regionally integrated production processes.

The involvement of South Africa — rep-

resenting around 70 per cent of SADC’s

GDP — in SADC has alleviated this

constraint to some extent by improving

the potential for cross-border trade and

investment with a relatively large and

more developed neighbour. (It is not

suggested that the relief of this constraint

necessarily confers success: SADC is cur-

rently divided politically, as discussed

below, while other regional groupings,

notably COMESA and the new East

African Community, are showing con-

siderable political commitment to closer

integration.)

South Africa’s size relative to its

neighbours has several important impli-

cations for regional trade. First, the rela-

tionship is asymmetric in that South

K6114.04.18 Africa article  11.2.2004  11:24  Page 7
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Africa is much more important to the

region than the reverse. Second, South

Africa runs, and will continue to run, a

substantial trade surplus with its regional

trading partners individually as well as 

collectively. The imbalance has widened 

considerably as South African penetration

of the region has increased over the past

decade, and the trend will continue

regardless of whether a free trade area is

established or not. Unilateral trade liberal-

ization has given all exporters greater

access to SADC markets. The reconstruc-

tion of Mozambique, funded by aid, creates

opportunities that South Africa is well

placed to meet. South Africa’s semi-Lomé

status means that inputs from South Africa

now count as ‘local content’ in SADC

exports to the EU. And South Africa’s

reintegration into Africa has improved its

ability to receive and send trade delega-

tions. The formation of a SADC free trade

area will only magnify these trends.

Intra-regional trade (with the excep-

tion of mineral exports) is heavily ori-

ented towards South Africa. With the

exception of Botswana, the smaller mem-

bers of the SADC trade very little in

comparison with each other, but substan-

tially with South Africa. Intra-SADC

trade, excluding South Africa, is about 

4 per cent of total SADC trade, while

trade with South Africa is 25 per cent of

total SADC trade. Even these propor-

tions are understated, because they do not

take into account informal trade.

South Africa’s trade regime has exac-

erbated the difficulties faced by its neigh-

bours in gaining access to its significantly

larger market. Although South African

rates of effective protection are not par-

ticularly high for many goods, selectivity

created a tariff structure characterized by

large differences in tariff levels among

and within sectors. Consequently, the

moderate average level of protection in

South Africa does not necessarily imply

that the countries of the region have not

faced a high tariff wall. Effective rates of

protection have in fact been highest for

those products that are or could be pro-

duced in the region (like earthenware,

clothing, footwear, textiles, foodstuffs and

wood products). In some of these indus-

tries, protection made penetration of the

South African market without preferen-

tial access impossible. Moreover, South

Africa has not hesitated to erect tariff

barriers against neighbouring countries

when their exports are seen to threaten

South Africa’s interests, even against

countries within the SACU (car imports

from Botswana in 1995) or in violation of

a trade agreement (textile imports from

Zimbabwe in 1992). These problems are

now, in the main, being addressed, as

South Africa has virtually eliminated

quantitative restrictions and is reducing

tariffs. Nervousness and suspicion are,

however, harder to dispel.

Moreover, the trend of increasing

South African penetration of the region

does pose a threat to South Africa’s com-

petitors in Southern Africa, particularly

Zimbabwe. Even during the sanctions

era, South Africa’s trade in the region

K6114.04.18 Africa article  11.2.2004  11:24  Page 8
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grew faster than that of Zimbabwe. With

the end of sanctions, South Africa’s

aggressive marketing in the rest of Africa

means that regional competitors will

have to better South African producers in

terms of price, quality and reliability in

order to win markets that may have been

easier to gain during the 1980s.

It does not follow that South Africa

will swamp regional markets. Regional

competitors have some cost advantages

over South Africa: cheaper labour; lower

transport costs to countries to the north;

and a better knowledge of local condi-

tions, which reduces information costs.

Obviously South African competition

will most affect uncompetitive, ineffi-

cient or backward sectors, but some

exporters in Botswana and Zimbabwe are

competing effectively in SACU coun-

tries, where South Africa holds the

advantage of proximity and an integrated

goods market. Moreover, low investment

ratios for an extended period mean that

South Africa is hitting capacity con-

straints. Therefore, there are limits to the

expansion of South African exports in

the short to medium term.

Moreover, the asymmetry of the trade

relationship between South Africa and

its neighbours does not mean that the

region is of no significance to South

Africa. It is particularly important as a

market for manufactured exports, which

may be less competitive in European,

American or Asian markets. These

exports can compete in Africa because

of proximity, which reduces delivery

times, and better access to parts and ser-

vicing technicians. Almost two-thirds of

South Africa’s manufactured exports are

sold to other African countries, the

range of exports being virtually as wide

as the range of South African products.

(The most important are invisibles [ser-

vices], food, steel, domestic appliances,

building materials and paper products.)

For this reason, South African exporters

are interested in the maintenance of

trade links with the region, and South

African policymakers are anxious that

the FTA ‘works.’

REGIONAL INTEGRATION AND
ECONOMIC CONVERGENCE

The extent of convergence 
in Southern Africa
Regional trade liberalization enables mem-

bers — especially the poorer ones — to

reap some of the gains from trade via larger

markets and improved efficiency, without

exposure to non-regional competition.

There is evidence that the poorer coun-

tries in regional trade groups catch up with

(converge on) richer ones through the

process of trade. The countries start with

per capita income levels that vary widely

from the average for the group, but this dif-

ference diminishes over time.

Consider the European Union for

comparison purposes. Since the formation

of the Common Market in the 1950s, the

per capita incomes of EU members have

come closer to each other; there is now

more convergence and less divergence

K6114.04.18 Africa article  11.2.2004  11:24  Page 9
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BOX 1: CONVERGENCE AMONG COUNTRIES IN REGIONAL GROUPS,

1960–1990

FIGURES 1 to 3: Convergence in per capita income

Downward sloping lines show that the economic divergence among member states

decreases over time in EU and SACU (as measured by the standard deviation of the log

of their per capita incomes).

FIGURE 1: European Union (EU)

FIGURE 2: Southern Africa Development Community (SADC)

FIGURE 3: Southern African Customs Union (SACU)
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BOX 1: continued

FIGURES 4 and 5: Relationship between per capita income in 1960 and subsequent

growth to 1990

When countries that are initially poorest grow faster than the richer ones,‘catching up’

with richer economies, they stand closer together on the chart.

FIGURE 4: European Union (EU)

FIGURE 5: Southern Africa Development Community (SADC)
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among them. As shown by the downward

sloping line in figure 1, the difference

between them almost halved between

1960 and 1990. There was some interrup-

tion to this trend in 1982-83, when a

degree of divergence occurred, but it was

subsequently reversed. 

The calculations for SADC members

are plotted in figure 2. In contrast to the

convergence evident in the data for EU

countries, as shown by reduced diver-

gence in their per capita incomes, the

pattern for SADC countries is essentially

flat, indicating that no convergence in

per capita incomes has occurred over the

30-year period. Indeed, the degree of dis-

persion was marginally higher at the end

of the period than at the beginning, sug-

gesting that the countries have, if any-

thing, diverged slightly. The absence of

convergence among the SADC coun-

tries may be due to several factors,

including different responses to the oil

and exchange-rate shocks of the 1970s,

different problems with indebtedness,

and the uniquely domestic policy issues

that have promoted or slowed growth.

If, however, the sub-sample of five

SACU member countries is examined

separately, as shown in Figure 3, a strik-

ingly different pattern emerges. Although

the intra-SACU dispersion of per capita

incomes held roughly constant through

the 1960s, it dropped steadily in the

1970s and 1980s. The result of this down-

ward trend was that the dispersion at the

end of the period was little more than half

what it had been at the beginning — a

degree of convergence that slightly

exceeds that evident in the EU countries

over the same period. Note that neither

the oil price shocks of the 1970s nor the

gold price shock of 1980 — both of which

would have had asymmetric effects on the

SACU countries — caused any signifi-

cant interruption to this pattern.

Another measure of convergence

charts the average growth rate of each

country’s GDP over a period and plots

where the resulting per capita income of

each country stands in relation to the

mean per capita income of all members of

the group. When countries that are ini-

tially poorest grow faster than the richer

ones, ‘catching up’ with richer economies,

they stand closer together on the chart.

Time-averaged growth rates for the

period 1960-1990 for members of the

EU (figure 4) and SADC (figure 5) are

plotted against initial (1960) GDP per

capita relative to the regional average.

Again as a point of comparison, in 1960,

the poorest country in Europe in per

capita income terms was Portugal, whose

income per head was 64 per cent below

the European average in 1960. During

Poorer countries in regional trade groups tend to catch up 

with richer ones through the process of trade.
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the next 30 years, it grew by an average

of 4.8 per cent in real terms annually —

the highest rate for all EU countries. By

1990, Portugal was still the poorest

country, but its per capita income was

only 50 per cent lower than the Euro-

pean average. On the other hand,

Britain and Sweden, with per capita

incomes of 30 and 45 per cent above the

average respectively in 1960, grew most

slowly over the decade.

Figure 5 shows that, using this second

measure, there is no pattern of conver-

gence among Southern African economies

over the period. Almost all of the below-

average economies in per capita income

terms had below-average growth rates over

the period, while Mauritius began best-off

in 1960 and experienced growth in real per

capita income of, on average, 3 per cent

each year for 30 years.

However, if one looks at the subset of

SACU countries, there is again a very

clear trend of convergence, with initially

low-income Botswana and Lesotho con-

verging on Swaziland, Namibia and South

Africa, but diverging from Malawi and

Tanzania, which began with similar levels

of per capita income. 

Both measures of convergence demon-

strate that SADC countries have, if any-

thing, diverged over the 30 years between

1960 and 1990. This implies that the rela-

tively rich have been getting richer, while

the poor have been getting poorer. It

should be noted that there is no reason to

expect that the SADC countries should

have converged, as free trade in the com-

munity is a very recent ideal. However,

within the customs union, movements of

goods have been free for most of the cen-

tury and smaller members have grown

rapidly, particularly since the early 1970s.

The possible reasons for convergence

in SACU include (i) free trade between

members, (ii) transfers from South Africa

to other members under an enhanced

customs revenue formula, (iii) the exis-

tence of a currency union (Botswana is

not a member of the Common Monetary

Area, but the pula tracks the rand), 

(iv) similar (comparatively conservative)

macroeconomic policies; or (v) country-

specific factors that have little to do with

regional arrangements. These explana-

tions are not mutually exclusive: cases (ii)

to (v) do not rule out the importance of

international trade in driving conver-

gence in SACU. Although this evidence

is not conclusive, it seems likely that

access to the South African market has

allowed smaller members to escape the

limitations imposed by small domestic

markets, and this trend is at least consis-

tent with that of other regions, both

developed and developing.

The potential benefits of the 
foreign trade area
The existence of one convergence club in

Southern Africa provides some grounds for

optimism that ‘catch-up’ convergence

could also occur in a more closely inte-

grated SADC. Smaller members of SADC

stand to gain from regional integration in

a variety of ways.
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■ South Africa is more than three

times the size of the sum of the

economies of the other SADC

members, each of which therefore

stands to increase their export

markets substantially, with the

potential for reaping economies 

of scale in domestic production.

■ While exposure to South African

competition will inevitably elimi-

nate some production, more 

efficient firms will improve pro-

ductivity and output, and diversifi-

cation into products for the com-

paratively large South African

market can be expected.

■ Exposure to South African com-

petition will help prepare smaller

countries for greater integration

into the world economy, by

enhancing both quality and 

productivity and thereby 

competitiveness.

■ Countries undergoing donor-funded

structural adjustment programmes

will find the credibility of their trade

liberalization enhanced, because 

the policy lock-in mechanism of a

regional FTA should be more effec-

tive than liberalization under struc-

tural adjustment has proved to be. 

If SADC develops an effective

enforcement procedure, the costs of

reversal of the SADC process could

be high for a defaulting member,

making it more likely that policy

changes will be sustained. 

■ Outward investment from South

Africa will both increase resources

(access to savings and foreign

exchange) and provide opportunities

for technology transfers and better

integration with South Africa’s more

sophisticated financial markets.

■ Greater two-way trade together

with foreign (mainly South

African) investment should gener-

ate industrial development and

help diversify production into

non-traditional exports.

South Africa also stands to benefit

from the regional free trade area:

■ There should be some market

expansion, particularly for manu-

factured output, with two caveats:

First, in aggregate the SADC mar-

ket is considerably smaller than

South Africa’s total (formal)

domestic market; and second,

market penetration by South

African exporters will probably

occur anyway, even without a

SADC FTA.

■ The FTA will increase opportuni-

ties for profitable cross-border

investment, not least by improv-

ing the flow of information.

■ South African investment in the

region will generate additional

demand for South African goods,

with second-round growth effects

for existing firms.

■ Slower inward cross-border migra-

tion should occur if the neigh-

bours are expanding their eco-

nomic — and especially industrial

K6114.04.18 Africa article  11.2.2004  11:24  Page 14
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— capacity. Higher rates of eco-

nomic growth from increased

trade and greater investment

should create jobs in the smaller

countries, some of which are

exporting labour both legally and

illegally to South Africa.

Regional trade liberalization is not in

itself a solution to creating economic

growth in the region. There are three

important points that need to be consid-

ered. The first is that South Africa

should not be tied to the region at the

expense of pursuing wider economic

opportunities; second, that regional inte-

gration should be viewed as a first step in

the process of wider trade integration;

and finally, SADC governments need to

adopt macro and microeconomic policies

that are consistent with promoting trade

and investment. 

Regional integration will not be
enough for South Africa 
One of the implications of the notion of

convergence clubs is that there may be

limits on how much growth performance

can be enhanced via regional arrange-

ments. ‘Catch-up’ implies that the ben-

efits in terms of economic growth are

greater the lower the initial level of

income. In other words, the richest

member is constrained in the extent to

which economic growth can be acceler-

ated by the forces driving catch-up. This

suggests that, if South Africa is to

improve its own growth performance, it

will need to look beyond the region.

Securing higher future rates of eco-

nomic growth in South Africa and in the

region as a whole requires that South

Africa expand its trade agreements beyond

that with SADC. There are three reasons

for this. 

First, South Africa does not reap sig-

nificant dynamic gains from regional

trade. On average, it has superior tech-

nology, is the source of most of the

region’s investment, gains no enhanced

credibility, and has limited opportunities

to reap economies of scale. 

Second, many of the non-SACU

members of SADC are instinctively pro-

tectionist, and regional integration is

seen by some of them as an alternative to

unilateral liberalization. A frequently

raised motivation for regional integra-

tion in Africa is a lowering of depen-

dence on OECD economies. In this way,

their agenda is different from that of

South Africa (and the other SACU

members), which has embarked on a

process of closer integration into the

world economy via unilateral liberaliza-

tion under its WTO agreement. 

Finally, South Africa needs to be in a

position where it will have the opportunity

to converge on both high-income and fast-

growing economies, and it should look to

establish a network of reciprocal free trade

agreements with partners such as the EU,

NAFTA, East Asia and possibly Australa-

sia. It is in the interests of SADC as a

whole for the dominant partner to accel-

erate its growth through expanding trade

with the rest of the world. 
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BARRIERS TO REGIONAL 
INTEGRATION
In spite of the potential benefits, there are

several reasons why regional integration

may not be sustainable in Southern Africa. 

First, there are considerable political

tensions in SADC. Domestic conflicts

may undermine progress towards the for-

mation of the free trade agreement. For

example, hostilities in Angola and the

Democratic Republic of Congo, as well

as Zimbabwe’s economic decline, have

disrupted their compliance with the 

free trade agreement. Foreign-policy

tensions surfaced during 1998 following

the intervention by some member states

in the war in the Democratic Republic

of Congo, and there is internal friction

over the crisis in Zimbabwe. Underlying

many of these tensions in Southern

Africa is a fear of the dominance of

South Africa. There is a clear need for

South Africa to be seen to be taking the

concerns of its smaller neighbours seri-

ously. South Africa has shown some will-

ingness to make concessions — such as

opening its markets to regional partners

more rapidly than called for as part of

the proposed SADC free trade agree-

ment and accepting in principle a

SACU secretariat. But South Africa

does still demonstrate a tendency to

assume regional leadership. It has yet to

be seen whether the asymmetric phase-

in of the SADC free trade agreement.

will be enough to allay fears of polariza-

tion of industry in South Africa as a

result of integration. If it is not, and if

the current climate of suspicion of South

African intentions is not improved, then

the development of regionalism may not

be sustainable in Southern Africa.

Second, there are economic obstacles

to regional trade integration. Interna-

tional experience shows that inconsisten-

cies between the macroeconomic policy

package and the trade regime tend to

undermine trade liberalization, whether

regional or unilateral. In at least half of

SADC members, the macroeconomic

position is incompatible with freeing

trade. For example, if the government

deficit is large, investment in export

capacity is restricted, either because the

private sector is crowded out of access to

domestic savings or because higher inter-

est rates raise both the direct cost and the

risk of investment. To avoid this, govern-

ments may borrow offshore, but this adds

to the external debt burden. Moreover,

an appropriate exchange rate policy is of

crucial importance in supporting trade

liberalization initiatives. Any removal of

trade restrictions must be accompanied

by currency depreciation to provide some

protection for domestic producers. If the

domestic exchange rate is overvalued —

either because the government has large

international debt obligations and will

not devalue, or because price inflation is

higher than the rate of currency depreci-

ation — then there will be a reluctance to

invest in the production of processed

exports. Large budget deficits and/or an

overvalued currency are therefore incom-

patible with trade liberalization.
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Third, there are structural impedi-

ments to regional integration. The most

serious of these is the transport network.

Since its inception SADC has given pri-

ority to investment in transport and

communications, recognizing that the

efficient movement of people, goods and

services is the key to successful regional

cooperation and integration. Despite its

efforts, however, transport and commu-

nications problems still represent a major

non-tariff barrier affecting in particular

the competitive position of the smaller

landlocked countries.

CONCLUSION
Regional trade agreements are fashion-

able. Although many developing coun-

tries are, or are likely to become, involved

in negotiating such arrangements, it is

still not clear whether they advance or

retard multilateralist and developmental

objectives. Economic analysis cannot

supply a definitive answer, partly because

of the great variety of trade agreements,

but it can identify the key questions to be

asked of any proposal. Agreements that

liberalize a high proportion of partici-

pants’ trade, extend the boundaries of

trade policy in ways that are compatible

with multilateral accords, and ease barri-

ers vis á vis nonmembers are generally to

be preferred to those that do not. 

Even if Southern African countries

succeed in reaching an agreement that

contains all of these ideals, there is 

a possibility that regional integration

could still founder on political conflict

— a point that has been repeated at sev-

eral points in this article. There is poten-

tial for the meaningful cooperation 

that currently exists in SACU/CMA to

be extended to other countries in the

region. The question is whether such

cooperation can be made sustainable. It

is important that the underlying politi-

cal tensions in the region are addressed

so that they do not become a destabiliz-

ing factor in the process of integration. 

The SADC community as a whole

needs to adopt an outward-looking focus

rather than a narrow regional view. For

South Africa, this is particularly impor-

tant for accelerating its own economic

growth. Regionalism in Southern Africa

should be seen as a step towards increased

participation in the global economy. In

particular, the SADC free trade agree-

ment could become a means for pursuing

trade agreements with a range of devel-

oped and developing regions.

Finally, coordination of supplemen-

tary activities, many of which are within

existing institutional divisions of SADC,

will be of increasing importance as the

region becomes more integrated. Regional

Regionalism in Southern Africa should be seen as a step towards

increased participation in the global economy.
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cooperation across a wide range of sec-

tors, like transport and communications,

macroeconomic policy and extra-regional

trade negotiations, could contribute to

creating consistent policy frameworks for

increasing trade and cross-border invest-

ment. South Africa’s role is important,

but much of the responsibility in this area

will ultimately lie in the hands of the

domestic governments themselves.
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