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Africa is in trouble. Its future is once again on the table, and it is Europe
that holds the ace. The Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs)
spearheaded from Brussels are the modern day equivalent of the nineteenth century carve-up of Africa. At issue in Brussels is whether or
not Africa can be allowed latitude to
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development or for the
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have either signed or initialled EPAs
so far. Trade ministers of the affected regions – the African, Caribbean
and Pacific (ACP) group of countries as well as the African Union – have
largely rejected the EPAs. Despite all of this opposition, and reported
public protests in twenty countries against the raw deal, it seems all but
certain to be rammed through. In private whisperings, not many Africans
or policymakers are happy with the deal but there is a certain sense of
helplessness.
Since 2002, the EU has been negotiating the EPAs with the ACP
countries as a fully reciprocal trade arrangement to replace the previous
non-reciprocal, preferential trade access of ACP countries to EU markets
under the various Lome Conventions and the Cotonou agreement. The
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argument, according to the EU, is that such preferential access violated
Article XXIV of GATT (General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs), and
that the WTO (World Trade Organisation) waiver that allowed such preferences expired in December 2007. Consequently, the ACP countries
are divided into seven regions (with five in Africa) for the purposes of the
negotiations. As advertised, EPAs are ‘set out to help ACP countries integrate into the world economy and share in the opportunities offered by
globalization’. The EU points to the ‘failures’ of the previous preferential
arrangements to ‘boost local economies and stimulate growth in ACP
countries’. Thus, the new reciprocal arrangement is expected to remedy
the failures of the past and usher a real rather than fictional Eldorado to
Africa.
Specifically, EPAs are expected to be ‘tailor-made’ to suit specific
regional circumstances; to go beyond conventional free-trade agreements,
focusing on ACP development, taking account of their socio-economic
circumstances and to include co-operation and assistance to help ACPs
implement the Agreements. They are also expected to open up to EU
markets fully and immediately (unilaterally by the EU since 1 January
2008), but at the same time they allowed ACPs 15 (and up to 25) years
to open up to EU imports while providing protection for the sensitive
20% of imports; to provide scope for wide-ranging trade co-operation on
areas such as services and standards; and are also designed to be drivers
of change that will kick-start reform and help strengthen rule of law in
the economic field, thereby attracting foreign direct investment (FDI),
so helping to create a ‘virtuous circle’ of growth. The above sounds quite
familiar, and anyone familiar with the Structural Adjustment Programme
(SAP) documents will recognise the language. Consequently, countries
were rushed to initial interim EPAs before the end of 2007, and some
countries went on to sign them later. These have mainly been single countries. Most of the sub-regions, as groups of countries, are still negotiating
the regional EPAs (e.g. West Africa, Central Africa, SADC).
Put simply, in order to continue to have access to European markets (on
the terms that it had enjoyed for more than three decades), Africa is now
required to eliminate tariffs on at least 80% of imports from the EU; and in
some cases to abolish all export duties and taxes. In other cases, countries
can retain existing export taxes but not increase them or introduce new
taxes; they must eliminate all quantitative restrictions and meet all kinds
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