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Regional integration is a key strategy for development and intra-regional trade in Africa. It 

is seen as a rational approach to overcome the constraints faced by a continent with many 

small national economies, fragmented domestic markets and landlocked countries. Since 

the signing of the Abuja Treaty in 1991, which established a roadmap towards an African 

Economic Community (AEC) to be completed by 2028, the integration agenda in Africa has 

made progress. The African governments have been creating and fostering Regional 

Economic Communities (RECs) with the aim of facilitating trade and eliminating 

bottlenecks. Eight of these communities, which are the building blocks of AEC, are at 

different levels of integration. In particular, the East African Community (EAC) is 

proceeding at a faster rate than any other RECs in Sub-Saharan Africa. It has made 

considerable progress in regional co-operation and regional development and is planning 

to become East African Federation (EAF) sometime in the future.  

 

EAC is expanding its membership. Recently it included South Sudan as a new 

member and is also assessing the membership request by Somalia and DRC Congo. 

Currently, it is a composition of six members including Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Rwanda, 

Burundi and South Sudan Its key focus has been to address the issue of regional 

connectivity, which remains the core of regional development. Its vision has been to make 

the region not only well connected and economically prosperous, but also stimulate  wider  



ICWA View Point 

2 | www.icwa.in 
 

 

cooperation across Africa through building transport corridors that would boost inter 

regional trade. 

 

Infrastructure Barriers to Regional Trade in Africa 

 

Currently, Africa is the least integrated continent in the world, as measured in terms 

of inter-regional trade. Trade between African countries, as a share of the continent’s total 

trade, is about 14 per cent. Comparable figures are 40 per cent in North America and close 

to 60 per cent in Western Europe and Asia. As reviewed by the African Development Bank, 

the African regional communities trade significantly more with the European Union than 

with other African countries. Dearth of transportation infrastructure – lack of adequate 

road, rail, water and other physical infrastructure and the sorry state of existing transport 

networks is one of the major reasons for low regional trade and integration in Africa.  

According to the World Bank’s Rural Accessibility Index, only 34 percent of the rural 

population in Sub-Saharan Africa live within two kilometres of a road that is passable in all 

weather. Similarly, the region has some of the worst urban connectivity in the world, with 

only 128 metres of road per 1,000 residents. Africa has a road density of only 16.8 

kilometres per 1,000 square kilometres, compared with 37 kilometres per 1,000 square 

kilometres in other low-income regions. Likewise, rail density in Africa is only 2.8 

kilometres per 1,000 square kilometres—much lower than the 3.4 kilometres per 1,000 

square kilometres in other low-income regions.  Africa’s maritime ports have their own 

problems in terms of unequal usage. Only six of its total 90 ports (three in Egypt and three 

in South Africa) handle 50 percent of its trade.1 Africa’s inland waterways—such as the 

river Nile, Congo, and Zambezi—and the lakes Victoria, Tanganyika and Malawi remain the 

region’s greatest untapped connectors. Air travel within Africa continues to be more 

expensive per mile than intercontinental travel.  

 

Consequently, all of this contributes to high transportation costs and an increase in 

transport time, which, in turn, increases the overall cost of doing business in the continent. 

According to a 2010 report of the UN Economic Commission for Africa, “Shipping a car from 

Japan to Abidjan costs $1,500, while shipping that same vehicle from Addis Ababa to 

Abidjan would cost $5,000.”2 The average cost of exporting overseas a  container  from  an  
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African country is US$ 2,000 while in Asia, it is estimated at less than half that amount 

(about US$ 900). It takes 37 days to export on an average from SSA, compared to 10 in the 

case of OECD countries.3  

 

Africa recognizes these challenges and the need to improve the intra-African 

transport network. Over and above the capacity of African governments to act in isolation, 

efforts are underway to address it regionally as it can substantially reduce infrastructure 

costs by integrating the private sector in infrastructure development and leveraging the 

growing interest of countries such as China, India and the US in the region.  

 

EAC’s Pivotal Role in Enhancing Regional Connectivity  

 

In the regional context, at present, the EAC is playing a crucial role in taking forward 

the connectivity and integration agenda. EAC has a number of large scale infrastructure 

projects in the pipeline, partly financed and constructed by the Chinese to take forward the 

initiative. Many of these projects seek to modernize and revamp the railway system and 

road network and enhance transport routes across borders. These projects are based on 

its ‘East African Railway Master Plan’, with a strategic vision to link the region to Ethiopia, 

South Sudan and beyond in the north and DRC Congo in the centre, with ultimate objective 

to connect with the Atlantic, through the Congo River and railway network expansion in 

Zambia and Angola. 

 

EAC and North-South Trade links 

 

If EAC succeeds to form a federation, this connectivity plan will hold immense 

economic and geopolitical promise. The favourable location and most importantly, the 

centrality of its countries within the Cape to Cairo Tripartite Free Trade Agreement (TFTA) 

trading zone that was signed in June 2015 by members of three African trade blocks, the 

Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), Southern Africa Development 

Community (SADC) and East African Community (EAC) would add to its advantage.  
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The TFTA bloc extending from Cape to Cairo is one of the 

largest free-trade zones, covering an area of 17 million 

square kilometres, which roughly equals that of Russia in 

size. It integrates 27 African countries, more than 625 million 

people and a combined GDP of more than $1trillion.  

 

EAC’s central positioning within this zone will be pivotal in 

controlling the north-south trade within Africa.  

 

The TFTA has in its agenda the north-south connective feasibility. Its flagship 

program, the North-South Corridor (NSC), intends to reduce the costs of doing business in 

the Northern, Eastern and Southern African regions. The corridor project consists of 

upgrading and developing both road and rail arteries, and connecting those with all major 

ports in the region. The connectivity plan envisages linking Durban to Dar-es-Salaam, with 

an eventual extension to Cairo. It includes 157 projects: 59 road projects, 38 rail projects, 

and six bridge projects.  

 

With the EAC set to becoming the biggest beneficiary of TFTA north-South 

integration agenda, it is poised to play a leading role in taking forward this north-south 

connectivity initiative within the TFTA. 

 

EAC and East-West Transoceanic trade Links 

 

Besides the north-south trade, EAC would also be in a position to control the East-

West trade between the Indian and Atlantic Ocean. Its ‘East African Railway Master Plan’ 

and China’s Silk Road plans in Africa4, which envisages   linking  Africa’s Indian and Atlantic 

Ocean coasts  have the potential to enhance East-West connectivity, bridging the 

transoceanic divide between the Indian and Atlantic Oceans.  

                                                                                                                                                                                       

The ‘East African Railway Master Plan’ consists of  three  Rail  Transport  Corridors,  

 

      Figure 1Source: Financial Mail 
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which are (i) the Lamu Corridor linking Kenya with South Sudan and Ethiopia, (ii) the 

Northern and (iii) Central Corridors serving nine countries (Tanzania, Kenya, Rwanda, 

Burundi,  

 

Ethiopia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, South Sudan, Sudan and Djibouti). The 

Northern and Central Transport Corridor projects originating in Kenya and Tanzania 

respectively have the potential to connect with the Atlantic. 

 

Kenya Lamu Corridor 

 

The Lamu Port-South Sudan-Ethiopia Transport (LAPSSET) Rail Corridor, which is 

the flagship project of Kenya’s Vision 2030, is yet to be built. It will give two landlocked 

countries, Ethiopia and Sudan, access to sea. It will relieve Mombasa, one of the most 

congested ports in Africa. It has the potential to connect with the 460 mile Addis Ababa-

Djibouti railroad financed and constructed by the Chinese, which is near completion and 

will be in full operation early this year.5  In addition, a critical aspect of the Lamu Corridor 

is the proposed South Sudan-Lamu pipeline, which is expected to provide an alternative 

crude oil transportation network. 

 

Kenya Northern Corridor 

 

The northern rail corridor is the Standard Gauge Railway (SGR) originating from 

Mombasa and extending to Kampala, the Ugandan capital and then breaking into two lines 

connecting Kisangani in the DRC and the Rwandan and Burundian capitals of Kigali and 

Bujumbura, respectively.  

 

Figure 2East Africa Railways Master Plan (Kenya Railways Corporation) 
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The $3.6 billion, first phase of the standard-gauge railway project, which is 90 

percent funded by the Export-Import Bank of China, will link the port city of Mombasa with 

the capital, Nairobi, 472 kilometres away. The project is being undertaken by Chinese 

infrastructure conglomerate, China Road and Bridge Corporation Chinese Company, which 

has started the work. The SGR is crucial to EAC’s integration given its natural connections 

to Tanzania via existing railways between the two countries. 

 

Tanzania Central Corridor 

 

It aims at extending already-existing rail routes inside the country and linking the 

capital of Dar-es-Salaam with Burundi and Rwanda, which would serve as a junction in 

connecting the Tanzanian and Kenyan projects into a full loop. 

 

Figure 3. Source: Tanzania Invest News, Central Rail Corridor 

Atlantic Links to Kenya and Tanzania Transport corridor  

Both the Kenyan and Tanzanian-railway projects have the potential to create a 

transoceanic mainland corridor to connect with the Atlantic. The Kenyan SGR could utilize 

its railway link to Kisangani in DRC and use port access on the Congo River to connect to 

the DRC capital of Kinshasa, and later reach Matadi port via rail. The necessary intermodal 

transportation, however, is not logistically competent.  

 

But the probable transoceanic route between Tanzania and Angola is relatively 

much more attractive because of its feasibility. The Dar-es-Salaam port of Tanzania is  
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already connected to Zambia via the Chinese constructed TAZARA railroad built in the 

1970s, which has further access to the DRC’s mineral-rich south-eastern province of 

Katanga. On the Atlantic side of things, China has recently 

completed its $1.9 billion investment in rebuilding Angola’s 

1,344-kilometer Benguela railroad reconnecting the port of 

Lobito to the DRC border town of Luau, as well as to rail 

networks in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and 

Zambia.6 For realizing the          transoceanic rail access, there 

is need of modernizing the rail networks in DRC Congo and 

completing the Angola-Zambia North West railroad project in 

Zambia, which will link further to the Tanzania-Zambia railways (financed in part by 

a $500 million loan from BRICS-member South Africa). 

 

Challenges 

 

The hope for EAC’s transoceanic and TFTA’s north-South connectivity though looks 

distant, yet its feasibility is realistic. However, there are political and security challenges 

that may impede such development. The challenges relate to the possibility of al Shabab 

terror group attacking the LAPSSET project, Zanzibar’s claim for autonomy from Tanzania, 

threatening secession, and division among members regarding the Burundi crisis having 

impact on the strategic unity of EAC. 

 

Despite the challenges, the EAC’s commitment and plans to improve regional 

connectivity, mainly its transoceanic transportation corridors will contribute to advancing 

African regional integration and boosting economic growth in the region. By helping ensure 

efficient and cost-effective transit access to international markets, the corridors will 

stimulate east-west trade between the Indian and Atlantic Ocean coasts. The coastal as well 

as landlocked countries in the region will be benefitted by the improved transit facilities. In 

particular, the landlocked countries like Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi and South Sudan will be 

benefitted by having cheapest access to sea-route on the eastern and the western side. 

Moreover these transoceanic transportation corridors have the potential  to  link  the  east  

Figure 4Lobito- Luau Angola Rail road, 
Source BBC News 
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and central Africa to West Africa.  To build these corridors the EAC countries are engaging 

the private sector and trying to leverage China’s, India’s and America’s growing interest in 

the region. The TFTA’s north-South connectivity initiative and East Africa’s transoceanic 

silk route, when realized, will enhance the integration process further in Africa.  

   

*** 

* Dr Nivedita Ray is a Research Fellow at Indian Council of World Affairs, New Delhi 

The Views expressed are that of the Researcher and not of the Council. 
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