
Singaporean Journal of BuSineSS 

economicS, and management StudieS (SJBem) 
DOI: 10.12816/0051212        VOL. 6, NO. 9, 2018  

  
 

 

41 

www.singaporeanjbem.com  Research Article www.singaporeanjbem.com 

Why Regional Economic Integrations of East African Countries 
Struggle to Succeed? 
 
Getaneh Mihret Ayele 
Assistant Professor, College of Business and Economics, Bahir Dar University, Ethiopia 
Email: getanehmihret@yahoo.com 

 
 

Abstract 
This paper examines whether the regional economic integrations succeed in East African nations. 
The qualitative analysis shows that East African nations are struggling to promote intra-regional 
trade, economic growth, and peace and stability mainly in the Horn of Africa despite their 
membership under at least one regional trade agreements. Both regional and international factors 
contribute for the failure of regional integrations in the region. The main hindrances for the 
regional integration in the region are regional level including the country’s export-import structure, 
poor infrastructural development, lack of good governance, weak democratic system, persistent 
drought and poverty, multiple memberships, ethnic conflict and political instability, and the 
dynamic and ever-increasing threat of terrorism. Thus, East African nations should help the 
regional integration to succeed with an advancement of the domestic economy through well-
diversified export structure, expanding manufacturing sector, enlarging domestic market, buildup 
of democratic system, promoting private sector and civil participation, and better infrastructural 
developments. 
Key words: Regional Integrations, impediments, IGAD, EAC, East Africa 
 

Introduction 

Regional integration in contemporary Africa goes back to the immediate post-colonial era, and was conceived as 
a means to facilitate the structural transformation of African economies. Since independence, African leaders 
have repeatedly expressed their commitment to regional integration, mainly for political and economic reasons. 
Regional integration was recognized as an extension of libration movements and an effort to construct 
geographic entities that were economically viable and politically united. Accordingly, Africa is a home to more 
than 30 Regional Trade Arrangements (RTAs), many of which are deeper regional integration schemes. 
Currently, all African countries are a member of at least one regional economic group. On average, an African 
country is member of four regional agreements as means of enhancing policy credibility and accelerating trade to 
overcome the economic disadvantages of many fragmented and small economies of the continent (Omilola, 2011; 
WB, 2005). 

Nevertheless, most African Regional Integration Arrangements (RIAs) are neighborhood based and had a strong 
political motive. Although the starting point for integration is usually a free trade area followed by customs 
union and common market, the ultimate objective in many African RIAs is political security, especially in the 
region of Eastern Africa (Hartzenberg, 2011). 

East Africa is a region of both developing and least developed countries (LDCs), most of which are 
characterized by most people under poverty line, persistent civil war and political instability, agrarian domestic 
economies that is vulnerable to weather conditions and drought and depending on one or two primary 
commodity export item, underdeveloped infrastructural facilities, and reflection of a diversity of culture, 
language, ethnic and religious identities. These all inhibit integration among and in to the other regions of the 
continent as well as global economy. Of course, even under all these challenges and difficulties, Easter Africa 
has the largest number of Regional Economic Communities (RECs) and intergovernmental regional bodies in 
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Africa. The main objective of the integration is to have deep cooperation policies and programs on intra-region 
political, economic and social issues. To alleviate poverty and promote economic development and political 
peace (stability) in the region, most countries are integrated in various arrangements such as Intergovernmental 
Authority on Development (IGAD) and East African Community (EAC). 

However, Africa’s regional integration record is marked by weak legal and institutional foundations and 
unimpressive implementation commitments. Despite the promising economic growth in some countries in the 
region, Eastern African RIAs have done petite to promote intra-regional trade, and virtually failed in promoting 
regional security and political stability, mainly in Somalia and South Sudan. Apart from other hindrances, the 
multiple memberships result in inefficiency with replication of efforts and resources on even contradictory goals 
and objectives. Besides, the state of democracy remains fragile, and consolidating peace and security remain a 
key challenge for the region. The region has been plagued by persistent civil wars, incessant ethnic clashes, 
cross-border conflicts, social trouble, arms trafficking, and threat of terrorist attacks particularly by Somalia 
based Al-Shabaab. 

The main objective of this paper, therefore, is to assess the performance of RIAs in East Africa, and to examine 
why the regional integrations, EAC and IGAD in particular, really failed in promoting regional economic growth 
and maintaining peace or political stability.  

Research Questions 

Having the problems and objectives stated in the introduction section, the study has two research questions. 

Primary Question: Why regional integrations in East Africa really failed to succeed in promoting sustainable 
growth and political stability in the region? 

Secondary Question: What are the promising achievements of the regional integrations in the Eastern Africa, 
EAC and IGAD in particular? 

Literature Review 

Regional economic ties have a long history in Africa. Long-distance trade throughout the continent existed even 
before the arrival of western colonial powers. In East Africa, regional integration goes back to pre-colonial era 
when local tribes and political states conducting trade and had social interactions. But, the first major move 
towards cooperation between modern states were made in 1919, when three East African British colonies named 
Kenya, Tanzanyika and Uganda formed a customs union to facilitate trade and commerce (Eyster, 2014).  

Since colonial independence, regional integrations have been used in Africa as a means of political cooperation, 
economic growth, socio-economic development, regional stability, and then building African unity. Some 
regional arrangements cover issues of common interest in the areas of public governance, defense and security. 
Thus, many African countries have adopted regional integration as an important component of their development 
strategies and concluded a very large number of regional integration arrangements (RIAs), several of which have 
significant membership overlap with ambitious schemes, unrealistic timeframes towards integration, and even 
political union. As (Konings & Meilink, 1998) stated, regional integrations in post-colonial period were initially 
introduced by the former colonial powers. For instance, despite its feeble progress since establishment, the 
Central African Customs and Economic Union (UDEAC) were created by France in 1959. East African 
Community (EAC) was also established in 1967 based on various forms of cooperation during British colonial 
era. 

Albeit much of African regional integrations were initially emanated from political agenda, the emphasis in the 
post-independence era is on the socio-economic integration to gain bargaining power and survive economically 
against the threat of marginalization in the globalization process (Maruping, 2005). In addition, political and 
security factors have pushed integration further and faster, especially in ECOWAS, SADC and the EAC. In East 
Africa, regional organizations, such as the AU, COMESA, EAC, IGAD and IOC, have been trying to implement 
conflict resolution and peace building mechanism in line with the African Peace and Security Architecture 
despite their poor success. Promoting and maintaining peace and security with strong democratic culture is 
essential to absorb the growing foreign direct investment (FDI), boost economic and social development, and 
alleviate poverty (AfDB, 2011).  
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Regional integration can be multidimensional, and covers the free movement of goods and services, capital and 
labour, harmonization of socio-economic policy, infrastructural development, environmental management, good 
governance, and regional peace and security. It can foster knowledge and information sharing, competition, 
access to a wider market, larger and diversified investment and production, socio-economic and political stability, 
and bargaining power for the integrated states (Maruping, 2005). RTAs can also promote economic growth 
through dynamic output and productivity effects as a result of healthy competition and scale. Competition 
encourages business innovation and creativity, and then creates a more efficient industry and growth. Besides, 
trade helps actors to learn from each other and appropriate R&D spillovers. Increased FDI can actually be such a 
catalyst through spillovers in terms of technology transfer and other linkages with local firms. Hence, there 
would be long-lasting effects on growth and productivity in addition to the effect based on a more efficient 
resource allocation (Velde, 2011). Further, strong economic interdependence through intra-regional trade might 
promote democratic norms and encourage dispute settlement in democratic procedure, which would result in 
long lasting peace and security among states (Oneal & Russett, 1997). 

However, integration would be complicated by member states’ perceived or real gains and losses that may lead 
to disputes and a sense of “loss” of national sovereignty. National development programs will not normally 
consider activities with strong international externalities as benefits cannot be fully appropriated nationally 
(Velde, 2011). The failure of regional processes in Africa mainly depend on the national interests on different 
sectors with overlapping memberships, which is reflected by national incentives in economic ambitions and 
security issues. The other challenge for implementing regional integration is the heavy donor dependence of 
regional organizations, except ECOWAS that mobilizes its budget through a common levy on imported goods 
(Vanheukelom, Byiers, Bilal, & Woolfrey, 2016). Moreover, Africa remained the least developed and integrated 
region in the world mainly due to lack of good governance and democracy, poor leadership, and constant 
emphasis on absolute sovereignty (Jiboku & Okeke-Uzodike, 2016). African leaders are not politically 
committed to the principles of regionalism and effective implementations of regional resolutions even though 
they are good enough in signing various regional agreements with desirable objectives. Leaders and policy 
makers in Africa need to embrace good governance with democratic norms and values at national levels to make 
regional economic integration effective in a reality (Jiboku, 2015). To succeed, integration requires strong 
commitment in implementing the agreed arrangements, fair mechanisms to settle disputes, and equitable 
distribution of the gains and costs of integration (Maruping, 2005).  

Research Methods 

Qualitative research approach with descriptive method of analysis is applied to answer research questions and 
achieve objectives stated in the previous sections. The data required for this study was collected from various 
reliable sources such as documents and periodical reports by regional organizations under study, government 
policy and partner publications, mass Medias, and websites. Country trade data was retrieved from United 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) Data Base and International Trade Center (ITC) 
Data base. Using data from these sources, the research applied qualitative approach with documentary analysis 
to examine why regional integrations in East Africa really failed to succeed in promoting intra-regional trade, 
economic growth, and peace and stability in the region. 

Performance of Regional Organizations in East Africa 

East Africa is natural resource abundant region with minerals, coal, gold, huge fertile land area, oil reserves, and 
hydropower potential. The region is home to a variety of exotic wildlife, seashores, deep lakes, long waterfalls, 
large forests, woodlands and orchards that produce timber and abundant marine life (AfDB, 2011). Thus, it has a 
massive opportunity for growth and then further facilitates regional integration, given the adoption and 
implementation of regional agreements and harmonized policies compatible with the economic, social, 
environmental and cultural issues. Regional integration can help to exploit complementarities and comparative 
advantages in primary energy endowments, enhance efficient utilization of existing energy resources, give 
access to lower-cost supplies, and facilitate intraregional trade. 

The East African region has an extensive architecture of technical bodies and regional institutions with 
impressive declarations and lofty goals despite their limited effectiveness in achieving their intended goals. As 
(Kessides & Benjamin, 2012) stated, like the rest of Africa, all states of Eastern Africa have signed on to 
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numerous agreements with diverse economic, political, social, and environmental objectives though they have 
constantly failed on implementation. The regional organizations are well known with their ambitious goals and 
lengthy conventions. But, they are ineffective in the implementation of their stated policies with genuine 
political and economic outcome. The following subsections discussed about the two regional organizations in the 
Eastern Africa: EAC and IGAD. 

East African Community: The East African Community (EAC) is a regional intergovernmental organization of 
six countries with an objective to widen and deepen regional cooperation in political, economic, social, cultural, 
health, education, science and technology, defense, security, legal and judicial affairs for their mutual benefit. 
The current EAC was founded by three members (Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania) in November, 1999, and 
ratified and entered in to force in July, 2000. Rwanda and Burundi were granted full membership in July, 2007 
after signing the treaty of accession, but South Sudan has joined the community in 2016.  

The EAC countries have shown a remarkable socio-economic performance as they seek to cooperate and 
integrate further. Given a fundamental objective to enhance trade and then economic growth and development, 
the trade share of GDP for EAC members is significant and increasing. The expanded trade and investment has 
increased economic growth and development prospects in the region, with regional real GDP increased from 
US$37.369 billion in 2005 to $49.515 billion in 2013. The EAC countries have averaged GDP growth of 6 per 
cent for a decade. Perhaps the most conspicuous achievement of the EAC is the completion of negotiations of 
the Customs Union Protocol that came into effect on 1st January 2005. This Customs Union is the only one in 
Africa apart from the South African Customs Union (EAC, 2014; EAC, 2011). Accordingly, the intra- EAC 
trade has been improving, and majority of member nations are showing improvement in their trade balances 
even if most member nations still have more potential for growth with an expansion of the industrial sector. 
According to the annual reports of (EAC, 2016), the total intra-EAC export has increased from US$1,102 
million in 2004 to US$3,509 million in 2013, but has decreased to US$ 3,207.4 million in 2015. But, the intra-
EAC export share is still dominated by Kenya and Tanzania that left Burundi and Rwanda at intraregional trade 
deficit. As indicated with the following figures, the total trade share in both intra-EAC markets as well as with 
non-member countries in the region has not been improving rather deteriorating for most nations. 

 

 
Figure 1: Total trade share of Ethiopia from Intra-region Trade (in %) 
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Figure 2: Total trade share of Kenya from Intra-region Trade (in %) 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Total trade share of Tanzania from Intra-region Trade (in %) 

 
Figure 4: Total trade share of Uganda from Intra-region Trade (in %) 
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Figure 1: Total trade share of Rwanda from Intra-region Trade (in %) 

 

Moreover, the EAC has been incessantly failed in promoting regional peace, security and stability, as well as 
protecting their civilians from terror attacks. For instance, Kenya and Uganda are frequently slapped by Somalia-
based Al-Shabbab. The EAC has not also succeeded to develop harmonized development policies and laws, for 
instance, in establishing a Development Fund to support the promotion of infrastructure development, reducing 
reliance on donor funding, eliminating nontariff barriers (NTBs), harmonizing domestic tax laws, and 
establishing a Civil Society forum. 

Intergovernmental Authority on Development: The Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD1) is 
a regional trade bloc that comprises eight East African countries. It is headquartered at Djibouti, and had 
replaced IGADD in 1996 as a full-pledged regional economic, political and security entity. The IGAD has an 
ultimate objective to achieve economic cooperation and integration by averting the destructive energies of 
regional conflicts, and to harmonize the policies of member countries to maintain long-lasting peace and security 
in the region. 

The IGAD is one of the wealthiest regions in African continent with its huge size and unexploited resource 
endowment in ecological diversity, vast livestock, huge oil and gas reserves, underground water resources, rivers 
and lakes, alternative energy resources (hydroelectric, wind, solar and geothermal), and artisanal minerals 
including gold, gemstones and non-wood forest products like honey, gums, resins and spices. The region 
contains extensive mineral resources that have not yet been fully exploited. It has also best strategic location that 
is close to growing Asian and Middle East markets (IGAD, 2013). Despite these immense growth opportunities, 
all IGAD member countries, except Kenya, are still categorized under least developed countries with persistent 
drought, food insecurity, never-ending political instability and regional conflicts.  

In fact, the IGAD has emerged as host of countries registering huge economic successes in Africa, for instance 
Ethiopia and Kenya (Dersso, 2014). However, the food insecurity and economic and political conflicts (both 
intrastate and interstate) persist and remain a challenge to the IGAD. The region has been the epicenter of 
continental instability and severe humanitarian catastrophe mainly due to environmental and political reasons. 
The region has been under dictatorial leadership massacring thousands of people mainly by security forces. Thus, 
the IGAD failed to enhance democratic leadership, alleviate poverty, end ethnic conflicts, and maintain regional 
peace and stability in the Horn of Africa. Regarding conflict prevention and resolution, the IGAD has shown 
incessant failure in its mediation attempts in between Sudan and Uganda, Sudan and Somalia, Eritrea and 
                                                           
1 The IGAD was first established in 1996 to replace the Intergovernmental Authority on Drought and Desertification 
(IGADD) that was created in 1986 by six East African countries (Ethiopia, Djibouti, Kenya, Sudan, Somalia and Uganda) 
with a focus on development and environmental control. Eritrea joined IGADD in 1993, but withdrew from its membership 
in 1998, and again joined in 2011. South Sudan admitted as new member in 2011 following its independence. 
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Djibouti as well as between Ethiopia and Eritrea since the 1998-2000 war which left them in a state of no-war 
no-peace situation (Demeke & Gebru, 2014). Further, recurrent and simmering bilateral differences between 
some member nations create tension in the region as a whole and undermine development progress (IGAD, 
2013). 

The Impediments of Regional Integrations in Eastern Africa 

The process of regional integration in Africa so far is unsatisfactory though many African leaders recognized the 
potential role of regional cooperation and integration in alleviating poverty, mitigating regional conflict, 
promoting sustainable development, and building democratic system. As (Fisher, 2014) stated, due to various 
economic, social, environmental and political reasons, almost all regional organizations in Africa have been 
criticized for their dysfunction and incessant failures in promoting further integration for economic development 
and in preventing, managing and resolving regional conflicts. Regional organizations like IGAD have not led to 
any clear reduction in levels of regional conflict in the Horn of Africa or to ‘significant signs of movement 
towards collective security arrangements’. There are both regional and international factors that inhibit the 
success of regional integration organizations in the Eastern Africa. 

Regional Factors: Regional integration in East Africa is not successful mainly due to economical, 
environmental, political and social factors in the region itself such as nature of tradable goods and services, poor 
infrastructural development, lack of good governance, weak democratic system, poverty and drought, society’s 
living style, multiple memberships, regional conflict, political instability, and threat of terror.  

Nature of Major Export and Import Items: African economies, Eastern Africa in particular, highly depend on 
exports of few primary commodities. Merchandise exports by East African countries are dominated by 
agricultural products such as coffee, oilseeds, live-animals, leather and leather products, while manufacturing 
goods remain petite in their export structure. Similarly, the majority of their imports comprise capital goods for 
infrastructural development which could not be supplied by either of East African nation. The similarity of major 
export items and import needs forced each country to seek other potential markets for their exports and imports 
mainly the EU, Southeast Asian, and Middle East markets. Consequently, African countries do not have good 
opportunity to benefit from intraregional trade through comparative advantage (a relative efficiency in producing 
a product). Thus, such similarity of export and import structure dampens the intra-regional trade and hampered 
regional economic integration in East Africa. 

Table 1: Major Exports and Imports of East African Nations by Product (in % share) 

Country Ethiopia Kenya Rwanda Tanzania Uganda 
 

2005 2017 2005 2017 2005 2017 2005 2017 2005 2017 

Major exports:           

Coffee 37.78 33.64 20.41 29.01 40.54 37.77 6.94 6.54 26.33 22.46 

Edible vegetables 4.15 18.81   
  

2.85 9.13 
  

Oil seeds 21.4 15.59 
        

Live trees and other plants 8.3 10.36 
      

Ores, slag and ash   39.88 40.85 
    

Mineral fuels, oils and products 18.39 6.16   
    

Natural or cultured pearls 
    

35.01 29.19 8.99 14.42 

Fish and crustaceans 
      

17.02 4.69 

Major Imports: 
        

 

Machineries 14.39 18.14 8.18 10.95 9.93 8.34 13.01 9.12 7.98 9.98 

Vehicles  9.36 9.57 
  

10.38 7.25 9.96 7.07 10.08 8.19 
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Electrical Products 10.37 8.83 4.68 6.72 10.07 11.49 6.67 8.28 8.04 5.65 

Mineral fuels & prod. 15.57 8.42 22.97 16.43 
  

22.3 8.52 17.03 18.52 

Source: UNCTAD and ICT Trade Statistics data base 

Moreover, the region’s market is not self-sufficient with large customer base to specialize in intra-regional trade. 
Despite the recent promising economic growth in some countries, the level of poverty in the region remains very 
high and the overall level of effective demand is stumpy. The scope for complementarity across the region’s 
economies is quite limited due to the infant manufacturing sector (Kessides & Benjamin, 2012). Besides, the 
prospects of breaking into the global manufacturing supply chains have been substantially dimmed for most 
African countries due to South East Asia’s ongoing economic growth, particularly China (Alves, Draper, & 
Khumalo, 2009). Therefore, African economies cannot look inwards to build up its trading volumes, but must 
globalize far more quickly than they have accomplished so far. Its economies must be strongly outward oriented. 

Inadequacy of Resources and Weak Institutional Capacity: Sustainable regional development and integration 
programs require huge amounts of human and financial resources drawn from enduring and secure sources. But, 
in East Africa, resource inadequacy remains the critical constraint to the implementation of regional integration 
plans at both national and regional levels. The regional organization’s tasks do not match their financial and 
human resources, which is partly due to insufficient contribution from the member nations. For instance, in 
IGAD region, only Ethiopia consistently pays its annual contributions to finance the body’s operations. Besides, 
almost one-third of the EAC budget (31 per cent) is covered by donor funds. Such limited options for raising 
resources and high dependence on donors results low implementation rate of organizational decisions due to a 
rise to a large number of expatriate advisors and second staffs. So, funds from the member states should be 
complemented by innovative mechanisms of mobilizing additional resources from the private sector and 
development partners (Fisher, 2014; EAC, 2011). 

Moreover, member countries are not devoted to translate their national commitments in to action, rather 
constantly show reluctance to cede sovereignty on important policy areas. And there is no effective supranational 
authority to enforce commonly agreed decisions. Sanctions are rarely imposed on the members that are in breach 
of regional agreements (Kessides & Benjamin, 2012; EAC, 2011; AfDB, 2011). The IGAD has frequently been 
criticized for its perceived weakness in promoting unity of purpose among its member states and in assuming 
leadership of peace and conflict resolution initiatives. Many member officials feel that Ethiopia dominated 
IGAD in terms of its agenda and staffing. Even IGAD officials do not attend discussions between member state 
officials when more ‘sensitive’ security issues are being discussed in regional summits (Fisher, 2014). 

Poor Infrastructural Development: Good infrastructural development is crucial for sustainable economic 
growth through trade expansion and beyond border competition. Well-developed infrastructure is required to 
reap the full benefits of regional connectivity and economic integration by minimizing cross-border transaction 
costs, encouraging regional competitiveness, promoting productivity, and smoothing the flow of goods and 
labour forces. Unfortunately, East Africa is a region of poor physical infrastructure (low service quality but high 
prices) with a long list of supply side constraints such as poor road and rail networks, crammed and disorganized 
ports, scarce electricity or energy supply, poor information and internet access, and costly and feeble 
telecommunication service. Huge numbers of region’s communities remain economically as well as 
geographically isolated. According to the Doing Business (WB, 2018) report, the EAC member countries ranked 
as 109th on average in year 2017.  Specifically, the EAC region ranked as 133rd and 125th on trading across 
borders and getting electricity, respectively. Indeed, this is mainly due to the reason that the region’s 
governments owned most service sectors in monopoly especially electricity and telecommunication sectors. 
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Multiple and Overlapping Memberships: Eastern Africa has the largest number of RECs and intergovernmental 
regional bodies. Most countries are members to at least two of the eight2 RECs that are officially recognized by 
the AU. Some nations in the region belong to up to four RECs or IGOs. Although these RECs vary in their 
structures, they all share common objectives or goals, at least in principle, of eliminating regional trade barriers, 
promoting political and economic cooperation, eradicating poverty, coordinating and harmonizing policies, 
creating a larger unified economic region, and maintaining long-lasting regional peace and political stability. 

 However, many literatures showed that such multiplicity and overlapping memberships results major problems 
such as wasteful duplication of efforts and resources, conflicting policies and operational mandates, fragmented 
economic spaces and approaches to regional integration, and complicated trade and economic relations with the 
rest of the world. Moreover, many authors believe that overlapping memberships in RECs cause complications 
and inconsistencies due to conflicting obligations and divided loyalty. Hence, given the fragile democratic 
environment and severe poverty (scarce resources), the multiple membership and non-alignment of national and 
regional policies, plans, laws and regulations would hinder the success of regional integrations in East Africa. 

Lack of Policy Harmonization: The weak institutional capacity with corrupted systems coupled with lack of 
policy harmonization with neighbor countries in the region are the major hurdle to regional integration in East 
Africa. According to Transparency International data, the Sub-Saharan Africa, the East Africa in particular, is 
the lowest performing region with an average CPI score of 32 in 2017. Somalia and South Sudan are ranked the 
lowest in the world with a CPI score of 9 and 12, respectively. Ethiopia and Kenya ranked as 117th and 143rd 
with a CPI score of 35 and 28, respectively even though both countries have shown a notable economic growth 
in the region for more than a decade. 

Indeed, the real benefits of regional integration can only be reaped through harmonizing regional economic, 
political and cultural goals and policies, regulatory frameworks and administrative procedures. Disparities in 
regulatory procedures and actions across borders may bring political and social distortions that hamper both 
intra-regional trade and investment. Unfortunately, East Africa comprises countries with divergent economic 
policies and low private sector participation for economic growth and development. All nations have distinct 
motivations for supporting regionalization and lopsided levels of commitment, especially regarding security and 
terror acts. Such ideological variance has a fragmentation influence on the effectiveness of regional 
organizations since members have varying conceptions as to how the regional common goals are to be achieved. 

Insecurity and Political Instability: Strengthening democratic process and consolidating peace and security are 
crucial to attract FDI, facilitate intraregional trade, enhance socio-economic development, and alleviate poverty. 
However, Eastern Africa is host to nations with authoritarian governments that lack popular legitimacy and rule 
of law. Despite the implementation of regional conflict prevention and resolution mechanisms by regional 
organizations (i.e. the AU, COMESA, EAC, IGAD and IOC), democratic system in the region remains fragile, 
inter alia, characterized by lack of civic participation, absence of free press and media, phony election process, 
non-credible political institutions, severe land grabbing (particularly in Ethiopia), persistent ethnic conflict, and 
forced displacement of indigenous people. Besides, the predominant people living style in the Horn of Africa is 
agro-pastoral production and pastoral. Pastoralists are constantly on the move within and outside their national 
boundaries in search of pasture and freshwater resources, which results resource based conflicts especially 
amongst cross-border communities (IGAD, 2013; AfDB, 2011).  

As a result, Eastern Africa is very prone to violent conflicts and various forms of transnational security threats, 
and distinguishes itself from other parts of Africa by the prevalence and longevity of its multiple conflicts. For 

                                                           
2 The AU has officially recognized eight RECs that have been set up pursuant to the Treaty relating to the establishment of 

the African Economic Community of 1991. These RECs include the Arab Maghreb Union (AMU), Common Market for 

Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), Community of Sahel-Saharan States (CEN-SAD), East African Community 

(EAC), Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS), Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS), Intergovernmental Authority for Development (IGAD) and Southern African Development Community 

(SADC). 
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instance, in Ethiopia, violent protests destabilized major towns throughout the Oromia and Amhara regions in 
recent years. Since October 2016, Ethiopia is under state of emergency that severely curtails basic human 
liberties in which individuals could be detained for an indefinite period without any reason. The region, the Horn 
of Africa in particular, has been in persistent civil wars (e.g. South Sudan since independence), endless cross-
border conflicts and social troubles for more than four decades. Major security concerns in the region include the 
threat of Somalia-based Al-Shabbab, incessant civil war in South Sudan, post referendum border issues among 
Sudan and South Sudan, stalemate between Ethiopia and Eritrea, and the movement of freedom fighters against 
the tyranny governments in the region, Ethiopia and Eritrea in particular. 

Absence of Hegemony and Strong Democratic Nation: All regional security organizations have different 
capabilities as well as conceptions of threats and solutions to regional security issues. Thus, it is a political 
decision to interact with EAC, EASF3 and IGAD to strengthen security and peace in East African region. 
Members do not have an accord on how and when the regional problems are best handled, for instance regarding 
the priority decision for either the conflict in Somalia or the instability in Sudan. Similarly, member countries 
have different stakeholder interest in these organizations, and thus any approach taken by regional organizations, 
particularly IGAD, is likely to be opposed by at least one member, given the organizations’ incapability to claim 
a monopoly of representatives over its member nations. 

Consequently, there is a significant level of political tension between nations that want to demonstrate their 
regional hegemony status. Indeed, Ethiopia remain critical for both the sustainability and the economic and 
political integration scheme of IGAD, given its strong military and emerging economic power, strategic location 
(as a heart of IGAD), huge population, and vast hydroelectric power reserve. The tension also plays out at the 
organizational level, and choosing to support one organization over another is a political choice as it may imply 
the recognition of one organization’s or specific country’s definition of regional threats (i.e. categorization as 
freedom fighter or regional terror) and solutions at the expense of others. 

Terrorism: Terrorism persists as a great security challenge of the East African countries. The terrorist action 
could be committed by either rebellious groups fighting against a particular state government or international 
terrorist organizations such as Al-shabbab, which constantly moves in the region and targets civilians 
particularly in Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda. 

Sadly, the region’s security organizations have been constantly botched in their attempt to fight against terrorism 
due to various reasons. First, member countries distrust each other due to the legacy of incessant intrastate and 
interstate conflicts. Second, members lack cooperation in fighting against regional security threats or terrors 
since they do not have common definition on terrorism and could not agree on who is a terrorist. Indeed, some 
members like Ethiopia, Eritrea, and South Sudan have been condemned for their implicit support or host to each 
other’s rebel groups including those categorized as terrorist groups by the domicile country’s government. Third, 
the region’s non-harmonized legal and policy frameworks, inadequate financial capacity, and poor intelligence 
analysis and policy making capabilities makes the situation more severe. For instance, Al-Shabbab committed a 
frequent massacre in Kenya including the Westgate shopping Mall in Nairobi on September 21, 2013, on quarry 
workers near to Mandera town on December 2, 2014, and the Garissa University College attack on 2 April, 2015 
that left at least 67, 36 and 148 civilians dead, respectively. 

International Factors or Interferences: The regional economic integrations in Africa also hampered by 
international political and economic interferences. 

International Political Interference: The East African Region has notable geographic feature influencing 
politics at regional, continental and international level. The region, Horn of Africa in particular, has huge 
historical and geostrategic significance as it borders the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean, which are key 
international maritime commercial routes connecting Africa, the Western world, Middle East (major oil 
producing region), and Southeast Asia. In fact, the external and historical causes of conflicts and insecurity in the 

                                                           
3 EASF (East African Standby Force) is one of the five Peace Support Operations of the African Standby Force, consisting 
of a military, police and civilian component. Currently, it has ten members (Burundi, Comoros, Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya, 
Rwanda, Seychelles, Somalia, Sudan and Uganda), and put in place by the 2002 protocol relating to the establishment of 
the Peace and Security Council of the African Union. South Sudan has an observer status.  
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region include the legacies of colonial rule and the Cold War and continuing superpower interference in the 
region including the war on terror. 

Due to its geostrategic position, the region was the arena where the USA and USSR staged one of the most 
destructive rivalries in Africa during the Cold War time. Hence, the colonial rule and Cold War legacies had 
deepened the distrust and rivalry among countries in the region, poor penetration of state institutions in 
peripheral areas, and communal struggle over access to resources such as grazing land and water. Recently, the 
region also has emerged as a major front in the war on terror particularly since the 9/11 USA attacks. The Weak 
states, mainly Somalia, are considered as safe havens for international terror groups like Al-Shabbab. Thus, the 
region became very strategic to undertake counterterrorism operations across the sea, given its proximity to 
Middle East particularly Yemen (the suspected home to Al-Qaida) (Dersso, 2014). 

Furthermore, the Nile River is another major geographic feature that significantly shapes the geopolitics of the 
IGAD region. For instance, following the Ethiopia’s move to build the Grand Renaissance Dam in 2011, Egypt 
has been expressing opposition leading to rising tension between the two sides with significant change on the 
relations among the members of IGAD. 

International Economic Interference: Africa, East African region in particular, has petite share of global trade 
and FDI. The East Africa remains the one of the world’s lowest FDI recipient region mainly due to poor 
infrastructural development, unfavourable investment policies, fragile democratic system, political instability, 
and persistent regional conflicts and security issues. Indeed, the FDI inflows into Africa, mainly from China, are 
predominantly resource-seeking, which strengthen the commodity dependent export profiles of the recipient 
countries. Moreover, in collaboration with African corrupted officials, multinational corporations are highly 
involved in land grabbing and natural resource extraction, which left many indigenous people of the region 
homeless due to forced displacements that in turn deepen the chaos and regional instability. 

Furthermore, Western countries, mainly USA (through USAID program) and UK, are the principal bilateral aid 
sources for the East African region in the disguise of development. The ODA from the West flows in millions of 
dollars every year for each country in the region to change the life of the poor, at least in principle. However, the 
ODA contributions, so far, are not for the best interest of the people under severe poverty and hunger. Rather, 
the money is suspected to be used for strengthening the power and repressive measures of tyrant leaders in the 
region. After all, Western countries have used bilateral aid program to get political gains, and it is the main 
source of fund for African autocrats to maintain their bad governments, enlarge bureaucracies, and enrich the 
political elites. Besides, the financial assistance by multilateral organizations such as IMF and World Bank are 
the best policy enforcement mechanisms, which may not be the proper policy choice for the African nations, 
given the diverse historical, cultural, social, economic and religious grounds. 

Conclusions 

The regional organizations in East Africa, which are well-characterized by their ambitious goals and lengthy 
protocols, have been constantly criticized for their dysfunction and incessant failures in alleviating poverty, 
promoting human security, developing democratic system, preventing and resolving regional conflicts, and 
fighting terrorism. The main hindrances to such ineffective implementation of regional integration programs 
comprise economical, environmental, political and social factors both at regional and beyond-regional level. 

Many of the challenges are regional in nature that demands regional solutions. Regional integrations in East 
Africa are not successful mainly due to the export-import structure, poor budgetary support by member nations, 
absence of infrastructural development, lack of good governance, weak democratic system, poverty and drought, 
society’s living style, multiple memberships, incessant regional conflicts, political instability, and the dynamic 
and ever-increasing demands of international terrorism. Moreover, the involvement of international society via 
the disguise of development aid and FDI deepen the regional problems such as, inter alia, land grabbing, forced 
displacements of indigenous people, chaos and regional instability, severe violation of human rights, and 
strengthening of bad governments. 

Therefore, to be succeeded in the implementation of regional integration, East African countries should start the 
integration first at national level with an advancement of the domestic economy with well-diversified export 
structure, encouraging manufacturing sector, enlarging domestic market, buildup of democratic system, 
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promotion of private sector and civil participation, and good infrastructural development such as road, electricity, 
telecommunication (mainly internet), education and health sectors. Such improvement at national level would 
help the region to eliminate most of regional hindrances to political and economic integration as well as to 
minimize international exposure through donor dependence and the trick of development aid. 

 

References 

AfDB. (2011, September). Regional Integration Strategy Paper 2011-2015: East Africa. Regional Departments - 
East I and East II (OREA/OREB), African Development Bank, African Development Fund. 

Alves, P., Draper, P., & Khumalo, N. (2009, May). Africa’s Challenges in International Trade and Regional 
Integration: What Role for Europe? Occasional Paper(32). 

Demeke, M. A., & Gebru, S. G. (2014, September). The Role of Regional Economic Communities in Fighting 
Terrorism in Africa: The Case of Inter-Governmental Authority on Development (IGAD). European 
Scientific Journal, 2. 

Dersso, S. (2014, October). East Africa and the Intergovernmental Authority on Development:. Mapping 
Multilateralism in Transition. 

EAC. (2011). EAC Development Strategy (2011/12-2015/16): Deepening and Accelerating Integration, One 
People-One Destiny, East African Community. 

EAC. (2014). East African Community Facts and Figures (2014) report, East African Community, EAC IRC 
Repository, Arusha, Tanzania. 

EAC. (2016). East African Community Facts and Figures (2016) Report, East African Community Secretariate, 
Arusha, Tanzania. 

Eyster, G. (2014). Economic Development and Regional Integration in the East African Community. Policy 
Analysis, Indiana University. 

Fisher, J. (2014). IGAD and the logic of weakness: Survival strategies of sub-regional organizations in Africa. 
British International Studies Association annual conference, June 18-20. Dublin. 

Hartzenberg, T. (2011, October). Regional Integration in Africa. WTO Staff Working Paper, ERSD-2011-14. 

IGAD. (2013, January). IGAD Drought and Disaster Resilience and Sustainability Innitiative (IDDRSI). The 
IDDRSI Strategy Paper. 

Jiboku, P. A. (2015). The Challenge of Regional Economic Integration in Africa: Theory and Reality. Africa's 
Public Service Delivery & Performance Review. 

Jiboku, P. A., & Okeke-Uzodike, U. (2016). Regional Economic Integration and the Governance Challenge in 
Africa Missing Links inthe African Peer Review Mechanism. African Development, 41(2), 47-70. 

Kessides, I. N., & Benjamin, N. C. (2012, June). Regionalizing Infrastructure for Deepening Market Integration: 
The Case of East Africa. Policy Research Working Paper Series(6113). 

Konings, P., & Meilink, H. (1998). Regional Economic Integration in Sub-Saharan Africa. In A. E. Jilberto, & A. 
Mommen (Eds.), Regionalization and Globalization in the Modern World Economy: Perspectives on the 
Third World and Transitional Economies (pp. 128-145). London: Routledge. 

Maruping, M. (2005, December). Challenges for Regional Integration in Sub-Saharan Africa: Macroeconomic 
Convergence and Monetary Coordination. Africa in the World Economy - The National, Regional and 
International Challenges, 129-155. 

Omilola, B. (2011, June). To what extent are regional trade arrangements in Africa fulfilling the conditions for 
successful RTAs? Journal of African Studies and Development, 3(6), 105-113. 

Oneal, J. R., & Russett, B. M. (1997, June). The Classical Liberals Were Right: Democracy, Interdependence, 
and Conflict, 1950-1985. International Studies Quarterly, 41(2), 267-293. 



 

Singaporean Journal of BuSineSS economicS, and management StudieS 

53 

Vanheukelom, J., Byiers, B., Bilal, S., & Woolfrey, S. (2016). Political Economy of Regional Integration in 
Africa: What Drives and Constrains Regional Organizations? ecdpm. 

Velde, D. W. (2011, March). Regional Integration, Growth and Convergence. Journal of Economic Integration, 
26(1), 1-28. 

WB. (2005). Global Economic Prospects: Trade, Regionalism, and Development. World Bank Working Paper. 

WB. (2018). Doing Business 2018: East African Community (EAC). A World Bank Group Flagship Report, 
World Bank Group. 

 


