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Abstract:

The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) has the potential to grow
beyond just reducing tariffs. Its success depends on the movement of people,
not just goods. Africa needs to develop a shared continental identity, which can
ultimately lead to a more integrated free trade area. The African Union
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recognized this when it created the 2018 Protocol on the Free Movement of
Persons, which has experienced slower rates of adoption and ratification
(Hirsch, 2021). The free movement of individuals is considered crucial for
achieving the objectives of the AfCFTA and promoting regional integration
(Lehlongwa, 2024). Lessons from other regional integration models, such as the
European Union, may provide valuable insights into overcoming challenges and
advancing the free movement agenda (Lehlongwa, 2024). These examples
highlight that trust, cultural exchanges, and familiarity are crucial to a better
integrated African free trade Area.

The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) is widely regarded as
the cornerstone of the African Union’s economic integration agenda, rather
than a mere “future aspiration.” Its intellectual roots date back to the Lagos
Plan of Action (1980) and the Abuja Treaty establishing the African
Economic Community (1991), both of which sketched the long-term goal of a
continent-wide common market. Political momentum accelerated at the 18th
Ordinary Session of the AU Assembly in Addis Ababa (29-30 January
2012), where Decision 394(XVIIl) instructed the Commission to fast-track a
continental FTA. Formal negotiations were launched in June 2015 and
culminated in the signing of the AfCFTA Agreement and its annexed protocols in
Kigali on 21 March 2018. The treaty entered into force on 30 May 2019, after
the required 22 instruments of ratification had been deposited (24 had been
deposited by that date). Guided trade under the AfCFTA officially began on 1
January 2021. As of 25 March 2025, 49 of the 54 signatory states had
ratified (Benin, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, and South Sudan have signed but not
yet ratified), while Eritrea remains the only AU member that has not signed.

If today we are addressing issues such as regulatory challenges with a firm sole
focus on the free movement of goods and services, the free movement of
people is equally important: “The principle of free movement of people across
borders is one of the most important elements of regional integration. Free
movement supports the creation of economic dynamism and assists in building
a sense of regional or, in this case, continental identity among citizens. The
European Union is an example. It reflects the political, social, and economic
benefits that accrue when citizens can move freely across borders to conduct
business, engage in educational pursuits, engage in tourism, and experience
cultural activities. It is through such endeavors that a sense of European
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identity has been forged over the years.” (Ishmael, 2020).

During the Member States and Regional Economic Communities Meeting, which
took place from July 3 to 4, 2025, in Accra, Ghana, the Commissioner for Health,
Humanitarian Affairs, and Social Development, His Excellency Amb. Amma A.
Twum-Amoah said, “...without the Free Movement of People, the Free
Trade Agreement will not work.” After expressing his sadness over the
“retrogressivity” of the Free Movement of Persons Project. He expressed that
although the AfCFTA's core legal text primarily focuses on tariff liberalization,
the 2018 Protocol on the Free Movement of Persons has yet to be ratified. One
valid explanation would be that member states perceive the free movement of
people as a threat. This is due to concerns that the opening of borders could
exacerbate insecurity in the Sahel and Horn of Africa, strain public services, and
accelerate the exodus of skilled labor. Comparative evidence suggests that
Schengen's passport-free zone has increased intra-EU trade and labor mobility.
However, African policymakers warn that these gains must be reconciled with
the current security landscape and the disparate capacity of states.

Now, it is true that Africa's inconsistent infrastructure and fluctuating conflicts
hinder commerce; however, economic and human mobility can mitigate
violence. A century of scholarship, spanning from Richard Cobden’s concept of
“commercial peace” to contemporary capitalist-peace models, indicates that
an increase in employment and cross-border revenues elevates the opportunity
cost of rebellion. Tourism scholars expand this concept by examining the
tourism-peace nexus, positing that an influx of visitors shifts local focus from
conflict to service delivery; the post-2016 ecotourism development in
Colombia’s former war zone of Mestas serves as a contemporary example. One
might say that “money is still the nerve of war”; however, in post-conflict
environments, it can serve as a stabilizing force when livelihoods depend on
maintaining open trade routes, whether by air, road, or sea.

So, how is that possible with a lack of genuine ratification and attention to the
importance of unrestricted mobility? A focus on economic growth and
development has followed years of effort to establish peace. What if we
implement a bottom-up approach, ensuring that peace is extracted from
economic growth? This requires allowing people to move freely. As Dr. Khabele
Matlosa stated in the 2022 promotional series on the African Union Agenda
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2063, dedicated to the Free Movement of People and the African Passport
Project, “African trade area does not make sense without labor and
businesspeople”.

As a PhD student in Political Science and Global Studies, focusing on how
overlapping memberships in regional organizations or mechanisms affect
conflict mediation in Africa, with Somalia as a case study, visiting Addis Ababa
to conduct fieldwork was a strategic move. While traveling to Ethiopia, |
realized that much of what | had read about the country’s history and culture
was either incomplete or misleading. This highlights the importance of firsthand
experience. Books and media can only provide a partial picture; a proper
understanding comes from being there, seeing, feeling, and experiencing a
place directly. That is why we need the Free Movement of Persons Project to
come to life. Would you believe that Lusaka, Zambia, shares a similar vibe and
climate with Marrakech, Morocco? Or that its markets, though influenced by
British colonialism, resemble the bustling souks of North Africa? These
similarities are not apparent until you visit.

The argument | am putting forward might sound controversial, as | believe it is
challenging for us, Africans, to trust one another. Trust is the foundation of
trade and familiarity is the basis of trust. Not being able to visit when | want
simply because | cannot afford it, and even when | can, administrative
procedures take forever. Truly, how familiar are we with each other? To what
extent do we know about one another? This familiarity cannot be built solely on
books and the media; experience, lived experience, is essential. For example,
when Moroccans had the opportunity to go to Cote d'lvoire for football, even
their discourse changed. Now, when speaking of Africa—whether North, South,
or East—you will hear more young people say “we,” as in Africans recognizing
that we are all Africans belonging to the same continent. Yes, it is still growing,
but it has changed.

The power of experience is enormous; its impact is long-term. | recall during my
BA in International Management, we encountered the concept of “psychic
distance,” a fascinating notion that summarizes how firms prefer markets with
lower psychic distance. They explained that these markets felt more familiar
due to their cultural closeness. In the case we are discussing, although physical
distance is significant, since Africa is a vast continent, the fact that we are also
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not very culturally familiar makes it seem as if we do not truly belong to the
same continent, thereby increasing the psychic distance. If the projects for free
movement of people are successful, physical distance would no longer matter,
as we would become more familiar with each other. Indeed, familiarity should
be nurtured through exchanges and shared lived experiences.

Finally, Free movement is not a luxury but a necessity for the success of the
AfCFTA. By enabling Africans to travel freely, we can transform psychic distance
into shared identity, creating a foundation for sustainable economic regional
integration.
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