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Since the founding of the new East African 
Community in 1999, the process of regional 
integration in the EAC region has progressed 
by leaps and bounds. From the perspective of 

the European Union, whose citizens have benefited 
enormously from the EU’s own process of regional 
integration, we can only congratulate the EAC for 
the achievements accomplished in this period and 
encourage its member states to further consolidate 
this process. 

Sometimes the benefits may take some time to 
materialise. Sometimes the process may be rocked 
off schedule. Sometimes new benefits will emerge 
that could never have been predicted at the outset. 
But if Europe’s founding fathers of 50 years ago 
had been able to look ahead to today, never in their 
wildest dreams could they have imagined how far the 
integration process has proceeded, and what prosperity 
and peaceful integration it has fostered.  

The EU is a clear example of the rewards, in terms of 
democracy, peace and prosperity that may result from 
a process of regional integration. The EU has fostered 
democracy and economic development bringing 
together 27 countries, 500 million citizens, with 
different cultures, languages, religions and histories, 
but with a shared vision and common values. It is 
arguably the most successful political experiment of 
the last century. It has been the paramount instrument 
to provide political stability within a continent that had 
been at the core of two world wars and had suffered from 
their devastating effects.  Similarly, the liberalisation 
of the economy, the creation of a common market, 
and the removal of non tariff barriers to trade have all 
succeeded in creating the biggest market in the world 
with 500 million consumers. The EU now is the world’s 
largest importer and exporter of goods and services. At 
the same time it has succeeded in bringing substantial 
support to the economies of the less prosperous regions 
in Europe. The transformation of the economies of the 
Eastern countries after the fall of the Berlin Wall is 
the most recent testimony of the power of regional 
integration to consolidate democracy and promote 
economic growth. At the same time, the EU has 
become the most generous provider of development 
and humanitarian aid, and the greatest supporter of 
peace and security on the African continent. 

In such a context, it is not surprising that the EU 

has become a point of reference for other regional 
organisations in the world, on the African, Asian and 
Latin American continents. Each regional and sub-
regional organisation of course has its own history, 
culture and raison d’être, and there are evident 
limitations in using the European ‘model’. 

Similarly to what happened in the early stages of 
evolution of the EU, the founding members of the 
EAC: Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda, have had to 
overcome old rivalries. It has not been an easy process, 
and probably never will be. But the advances in recent 
times have been remarkable. It is almost unthinkable 
that in 2009 the EAC conducted for the first time joint 
military exercises. The EAC has managed to reduce 
drastically the prospect of having to solve territorial 
disputes by means of force. 

Similarly, a customs union in East Africa was 
inaugurated on 1st January 2005 by Tanzania, Kenya and 
Uganda and was joined in 2007 by Burundi and Rwanda. 
A common market within the EAC came into effect 
in July 2010, and technical studies towards monetary 
union have started in 2009. There is every expectation 
that the integration process will deepen in the coming 
years. The creation of an internal market of 130 million 
people should help the EAC region to reach economies 
of scale, to attract investments and to better respond to 
the challenges of the global economy. 

But as the EU history testifies, the road to regional 
integration is bumpy and full of obstacles. The goals and 
aspirations of political declarations must often confront 
the inertia of events that tend to maintain the status quo 
and to slow the implementation of grand political visions. 
In the EU, the process of political integration had to 
confront political deadlock and adapt to the growing 
demands of European constituencies. Technical barriers 
and domestic regulations still hampered trade in the EU 
after the common market was theoretically effective. It 
took the leadership of the Delors Commission to push 
the reforms that eliminated technical barriers to trade 
and to implement a broad set of common policies, 
ranging from transport, to taxation and to environmental 
protection, and thus to make the common market a 
reality. The negative referenda on further European 
integration were a salutary message that politicians are 
answerable to their electorates. The Irish referenda on 
the Lisbon Treaty have shown the power of individual 
Member Sates to influence the speed and direction of 
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the integration process. The EAC will inevitably face 
similar challenges. 

The EU is the main development partner of the 
EAC. Official development assistance from the EU to 
the EAC region reached almost 2 billion euro in 2007, 
and a total of more than 7.5 billion euro between 2003 
and 2007. Most of these funds have been destined to 
support the process of regional integration through the 
development of infrastructure and the harmonisation 
and implementation of common laws and regulations. 
The European Commission, as such, is a critical 
partner to the EAC Secretariat. The EC has allocated 
644 million euro to support the regional organisations 
of east and southern Africa, notably the EAC and 
Comesa secretariats. These funds are supporting the 
regional agenda on economic integration and trade, 
on political integration, on infrastructure development 
and environmental management. The EAC can benefit 
as well from the direct experience of the EU in its own 
integration process. The European Central Bank, 
for instance, has been recently conducting feasibility 
studies to implement a common currency in the EAC 
region that will benefit from the first hand experience 
of the ECB experts responsible for the implementation 
of the euro as the single currency of sixteen states 
within the EU.

Equally critical are the trade arrangements between 

the two regions. The EU is the main trade partner 
of the EAC, and, to support domestic products, has 
been providing preferential market access to exports 
from the region since 1975 through the Lome and 
Cotonou regimes. Market access was improved further 
in November 2007 when both parties initialled a 
framework agreement allowing duty free and quota free 
access to the EU and improved rules of origin for all 
EAC products. This Framework Economic Partnership 
Agreement was a historic event – the first international 
agreement concluded by the EAC as a bloc, as well as 
the first trade agreement concluded by the European 
Union with another customs union. According to the 
FEPA, the EAC states will also gradually open their 
markets to goods from the European Union over 
a period of 15 years, after which, 80 per cent of the 
exports from the EU will enter the EAC market free of 
duties. The elimination of import duties for industrial 
inputs and capital goods should be beneficial for local 
industries, providing them access to production inputs 
at a lower cost. 

We only hope that in the years to come, as the 
process of regional integration in the EAC deepens, 
the partnership between the EAC and the EU will 
grow even stronger. Much work will be needed on both 
parties, but now, it’s the time to celebrate. So, let me 
say just one more thing: Happy Birthday, EAC!   F
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