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tralac Annual Conference 2011 

Report 

 

tralac’s 2011 Annual Conference was held in Cape Town, South Africa, on the 8th and 9th of 

September 2011. The conference brought together stakeholders from across Southern and Eastern 

Africa representing both the public and private sectors. The platform provided by the event gave 

these stakeholders, including the tralac team itself, an opportunity to engage in debate and dialogue 

on the trade agenda of countries in the region. The focus of this year’s conference was on recent 

trends in regional trade agreements, and in particular, on the proposed Tripartite Free Trade 

Agreement (T-FTA) between the 26 member states of SADC, the EAC and COMESA. A number of 

issues relating to the future prospects of the T-FTA were raised and scrutinised during the course of 

the two-day event. The conference was also followed by the launch of the tralac Alumni Network 

at a workshop which brought together some of the alumni of tralac’s postgraduate training 

programme, which is presented in collaboration with the University of Cape Town’s Graduate 

School of Business.  

The conference was opened by tralac executive director Trudi Hartzenberg, who provided some 

background context to the T-FTA by highlighting the fact that although the idea of regional 

integration has featured prominently in the development strategies of African countries since 

independence, integration arrangements in the region have had limited success and have been 

characterised by weak legal and institutional foundations and poor implementation records. It has 

also been the case that while in other parts of the world, integration arrangements have tended 

towards deeper integration and have addressed behind-the-border issues affecting competiveness, in 

Africa, the focus has largely remained on a shallow, trade in goods agenda. 

With this in mind, the integration process outlined by the T-FTA – which is to be anchored on three 

pillars, namely, market integration, infrastructural improvements and industrial development – 

represents a potential watershed for African integration. If the T-FTA is to successfully facilitate 

deep integration, however, a number of issues will need to be addressed going forward, including the 

need to overcome both hard and soft infrastructure constraints, the importance of developing and 

implementing an effective rules-based regime and the need to move beyond a trade in goods agenda 

and to address vital competitiveness issues such as services regulation, competition policy and other 

behind-the-border issues. These and other challenges formed much of the focus of the discussions at 

the conference. 

The first guest speaker at this year’s conference was Patrick Low, chief economist of the WTO, who 

discussed the findings of the WTO’s recently published World Trade Report 2011. The report 

focuses on global trends in preferential trade agreements (PTAs), and in particular, highlights four 

major themes. First, there has been a continued proliferation of PTAs in recent years, including many 

so-called ‘south-south’ agreements. Second, these PTAs are increasingly being driven by factors 

other than preferential market access, such as an attempt to increase market size or a desire to 

achieve deeper commitments more quickly. Third, recent PTAs have tended to involve deeper 
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integration involving WTO-plus provisions and the development of cross-border production 

networks. They have also tended to address behind-the-border competitiveness issues such as 

services regulation, investment and technical barriers to trade. Finally, recent PTA proliferation 

provides both potential synergies and potential risks for progress in multilateral trade liberalization. 

On the one hand, these PTAs provide an opportunity for the multilateralising of regionalism, while 

on the other they risk reinforcing discriminatory practices and locking in regulatory divergence. 

Next up, Hildegunn Nordhas of the OECD discussed the role of services in trade competiveness 

and development. Particularly important in this regard is the prominence of linkages between 

services and goods in production and trade. For example, it was pointed out that the vast majority 

of services trade is in intermediate inputs, and that lower services trade costs reduce production 

costs of downstream industries. Services trade liberalization also benefits domestic economies by 

introducing new services which provide a base for the development of new industries. Nevertheless, 

services trade negotiations can be complex and it is important for countries to begin the process at 

home, by taking stock of their existing regulations and reforming those that are overly burdensome.  

The morning session of the first day of the conference concluded with a presentation by Professor 

Gerhard Erasmus of tralac, who spoke on, among other things, the approach being undertaken as 

part of the T-FTA integration process. Notable in this regard is the fact that the draft agreement and 

its annexes is not the product of negotiations, but rather of a top-down technocratic process. Real 

negotiations over the T-FTA have yet to actually begin. With regard to the content of the agreement 

and annexes there are also a number of legal issues which need to be addressed or clarified, 

including the issue of who will be the parties to the T-FTA, what will happen to SADC, the EAC and 

COMESA, who will have standing to bring legal disputes and whether the single undertaking and 

consensus principles are likely to be conducive to a successful outcome for the integration process. 

The afternoon session of the first day was given over to the tralac team to discuss a number of 

specific issues that have arisen within the context of the T-FTA. Most of these issues are addressed 

in tralac’s latest publication Cape to Cairo: Making the Tripartite Free Trade Area Work. During this 

afternoon session tralac associates Paul Kalenga and Eckart Naumann joined the team of full-time 

tralac researchers to discuss issues ranging from the motivations behind the integration process and 

the idea of dividing this process into pillars and phases, to more technical issues such as the 

requirements for effective trade remedies and rules of origin regimes under the T-FTA. 

Specific issues highlighted during this session included: i) Whether or not the two-phase strategy is a 

good idea given the importance of some of the areas consigned to the second phase; ii) the need to 

harmonize the rules of origin regimes in the region; iii) the importance of ensuring that market 

access flexibilities relating to sensitive products do not serve to undermine the potential gains from 

the market integration process; iv) the need to clarify the trade remedy provisions in the draft 

annexes, as in their current form, they appear more suited to a customs union than a free trade 

area; v) the importance of services liberalization given the linkages between services and productive 

capacity; vi) the obstacles facing the temporary movement of business persons between countries in 

the region; and vii) the complementarities inherent in market integration, infrastructure upgrading 

and industrial development. 
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The first day of the conference concluded with a brief presentation of tralac’s new-look website 

(www.tralac.org), which was launched during the conference. In addition to a streamlined and more 

user-friendly interface, the new website boasts social networking features which assist with tralac’s 

mission to increase awareness of trade-related issues within the region. In the evening, participants 

at the conference were treated to a dinner at the Two Ocean Aquarium at which tralac’s new Cape 

to Cairo publication on the T-FTA was officially launched. 

The second day of the conference consisted of just one session, which was devoted to a panel 

discussion examining the emerging debate over what happens after the current Doha Round of 

multilateral trade negotiations. The panel was comprised of Patrick Low, Gerhard Erasmus and Paul 

Kalenga and made a number of important points relating to the fate of the Doha Round and the 

implications for regional integration in general and the T-FTA process in particular. First, it was 

noted that the current impasse in the Doha Round is a result of both an unfavourable geopolitical 

context and design flaws within the WTO negotiating procedures. Second, it was pointed out that 

the WTO is about more than just the Doha Round, and that it has a number of important roles to 

play other than simply coordinating trade liberalization. In addition, a number of issues, such as 

climate change, require action at the multilateral level and cannot be solved by countries themselves 

or even at a regional level, a point that must not be lost during the T-FTA negotiations. 

Third, there is perhaps need for a change in the decision-making process at the WTO in order to 

promote the multilateralisation of regionalism. In this regard, it is also important to note that an 

effective regional African bloc would have significant clout in multilateral negotiations. In order for 

such a bloc to be effective, however, the T-FTA must establish a rules-based regime that addresses 

the needs of the different states involved. Finally, there are many lessons that those involved in the 

T-FTA integration process can draw from the experience of multilateral efforts under the auspices 

of the WTO, especially in terms of addressing issues that have proved highly contentious at the 

multilateral level. 
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