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EU-Africa trade talks collapsed as leaders plan for the 

Lisbon summit 
 

 

Political leaders in Europe and Africa are currently planning for the EU-ACP summit meeting in 

Lisbon on December 8-9. This meeting, scheduled a long time ago, has been enthusiastically 

promoted by European leaders, and is seen as the chief international affair this autumn by the 

current Portuguese EU Presidency. 

 

Yet the meeting is in trouble. The attendance of the autocratic Zimbabwean leader Robert 

Mugabe will prevent the UK Prime Minister from coming to the summit. What is more, one of 

the key ambitions of the meeting – to sign the new Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs), 

the new trade accords between EU and Africa intended to replace old systems based on imperial 

trade preferences – has had to be taken off the agenda as parties have agreed to postpone 

negotiations due to unbridgeable disagreements.  

 

 

EPA negotiations were in a mess already from day one. But the ambition to deepen Africa’s 

trade integration with the outside world is good, and the lack of comprehensible agreements risk 

deepening Africa’s decreasing role in the world economy. Africa’s overall share of world trade 

has increased in recent years, but this reflects the upswing in world prices for key commodities 

and is true only for a handful of African countries. Africa is loosing track of other developing 

countries trade performance and in world trade, said trade and development economist Fredrik 

Erixon, a Director at the European Centre for International Political Economy (ECIPE), a 

Brussels think tank.    

 

 

The EPA negotiations started five years ago – on the grounds that other members of the 

World Trade Organisation (WTO) were no longer willing to give a waiver for the type of 

preferential trade openness Europe has granted ACP countries for many decades. EPAs, based 

on a Free Trade Agreement and an integrated aid package, were seen as a way to keep the 

duty-free access for African countries while also contributing to improve their trade policies. 

Of the six regional EPA groups negotiating with the EU, only the Caribbean is expected to 

sign a full EPA by the end of 2007. Three will sign an interim EPA agreement and the other 

two groups will sign a so called goods-interim agreement only. Whether these interim 

agreements are compatible with WTO standards remains to be seen (they might be challenged 

by other developing countries not granted similar preferential access to EU markets). But it is 

clear that these agreements are a diluted version of the ambitious agreements envisioned from 

the start of the negotiations. 



 

 

 

 

It was clear from the outset of the talks that African countries did not have the capacities to 

negotiate, let alone implement, the complete EPA package proposed by the EU. In the world of 

trade agreements EU asked for a Rolls Royce but should rather have looked for a Hyundai, said 

Peter Draper, a Senior Fellow at ECIPE and expert on African trade policy. 

   

From every crisis comes an opportunity. Whilst it is regrettable that the summit will not witness 

the culmination of EPA processes, it is good a staged process has been embarked upon. With 

interim agreements in place and presumably market access for African countries’ key 

commodities secured in the medium-term, negotiating regulatory issues on the basis of (in some 

cases still to be) concluded deals on trade in goods can now be pursued. African countries should 

embrace those regulatory issues as they are critical to building effective states in the long-term, 

and by extension to the conduct of trade and investment, continued Peter Draper. 

 

 

 

→ Attached is a briefing note on EPA negotiations and African trade, and an ECIPE study by 

Peter Draper on EU-African trade integration. 

 

→ Fredrik Erixon is available for further comments at 0046 709 733 683. 

 

→ Peter Draper is available for further comments at 0027 827867983. 
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