
African Peacebuilding Network   |   Social Science Research Council   |   www.ssrc.org 
One Pierrepont Plaza, 15th Floor, 300 Cadman Plaza West, Brooklyn, NY 11201 USA

For more information please contact the APN: apn@ssrc.org

This policy brief explores the relationship between the African Union (AU) 
and African Regional Economic Communities (RECs), particularly the 
challenges of coordination, division of roles, and shared responsibilities 
that are important in facilitating greater synergy within this relationship for 
accelerated continental integration. These challenges are particularly of 
note given the current attempt to reform the African Union. Although the 
proposed reform suggests a clear division of labor between the AU and 
RECs, member states, and other continental institutions, more inclusive 
consultation and planning are required to strengthen the application of 
the principle of subsidiarity and shared responsibility in the project of 
African integration.
 The AU-REC relationship has been governed by a number of legal 
texts, frameworks, and mechanisms, including the Abuja Treaty (1991) 
establishing the African Economic Community (AEC); the AU Constitutive 
Act (2000); and the Protocol on the Relations between AU and RECs 
(2008), adopted eight years after the Constitutive Act and seventeen years 
after the Abuja Treaty.
 Also relevant are sector-specific normative frameworks for regional and 
continental coordination, including the African Governance Architecture 
(AGA), African Peace and Security Architecture (APSA), Pan-African Network 
of the Wise (PanWise), Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development 
Programme (CAADP), Programme for Infrastructure Development in Africa 
(PIDA), Continental Free Trade Area (CFTA), and the latest continental 
blueprint, Agenda 2063. 
 Given the existence of these frameworks, the overall coordination and 
effectiveness of the AU-REC relationship must include a number of key 

RECOMMENDATIONS

 The African Union and Regional 
Economic Communities should:

 Establish a common 
governance management 
structure;

 Harmonize and streamline 
the AU-REC statutory 
meetings at all levels;

 Promote joint funding and 
ownership of regional and 
continental integration agendas;

 Establish a departmental 
forum or interface for the 
AU-REC commissioners 
to create space and 
opportunities for harmonization 
of integration efforts;

 Ensure that Africa speaks with 
one voice on the global stage;

 Establish integrated or joint 
UN-AU-REC desk offices in 
the foreign/external affairs 
ministries of the AU and 
REC member states; and,

 Adopt a “Coalition of the 
Willing” approach to accelerate 
African integration and 
development, especially 
in regards to economic 
integration initiatives.
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 A binding AU-REC framework document is 
necessary to underpin the new reform. It should clearly 
establish the relationship and division of roles and 
responsibilities between the member states, RECs, and 
AU, particularly as they relate to all aspects of regional 
and continental integration. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

On the basis of the foregoing analysis, the proposed AU-
REC operational framework for continental integration 
should consider the following innovative steps: 

 The establishment of a common governance 
management structure, such as an AU-REC “board.” 
This would be perhaps the most radical and potentially 
the most pragmatic and effective way to fast-track 
African integration and development.
 The harmonization and streamlining of AU-REC 
statutory meetings at expert, ministerial, and heads of 
state levels, thus mainstreaming cross-participation and 
engagement of the AU and RECs in each other’s policy 
and decisionmaking processes and promoting joint 
funding and ownership of the regional and continental 
integration agendas.
 The establishment of a departmental forum or 
interface for the AU-REC commissioners at least once 
a year, to complement the biannual Joint Coordination 
Committee meetings of the AU-RECs-UNECA-AfDB 
Chief Executives, and to help create space and 
opportunities for harmonization of integration efforts.
 Full actualization of one of the objectives of Article 
3 (g) of the Protocol on Relations between the AU and 
the RECs, to “establish a co-ordination mechanism of 
regional and continental efforts for the development of 
common positions by its members in negotiations at 
the multilateral level” to ensure that Africa speaks with 
one voice on the global stage.
 Establishment of integrated or joint UN-AU-RECs 
desk offices in the foreign/external affairs ministries of 
the AU and REC member states to ensure a coordinated 
national interface between the UN, AU, and African 
RECs.
 The adoption of a “Coalition of the Willing” 
approach by the AU and RECs to accelerate African 
integration and development, especially in critical areas 
of economic integration, such as intra-Africa trade and 
investment; free movement of persons, goods, and 
services; the African Passport; and joint infrastructure 
development.

factors. However, it should be noted that RECs are 
not organs of the AU, but rather legally and financially 
autonomous and independent entities with their own 
treaties, and separate policymaking, operational, and 
implementation bodies and processes. They also have 
separate governing structures with clearly defined 
mandates, even if these are designed to achieve regional 
integration and development. 
 The AU and RECs subscribe to multiple ways of 
achieving integration and development, a reality that is 
rather glossed over by existing texts and mechanisms 
at both levels. Therefore, as long as the RECs are 
separate institutions—only (legally) accountable to their 
mandating member states and autonomous in every 
way including funding and decisionmaking—they will 
find it difficult to fully comply with all the provisions of the 
binding and non-binding continental texts. The Kagame 
Reform needs to recognize the challenge this may pose 
to continental integration.
 Continental integration and development in Africa 
appear to be stuck in the pattern of “re-inventing the 
wheel” after abandoning the implementation of “old” 
integration and development agendas and replacing 
them with new ones. This often fails to take institutional 
memory or cumulative knowledge and practices into 
account, thereby resulting in little progress, more motion 
than movement.
 In order to break out of this pattern each time the 
motor of African integration freezes, the new reform 
effort will need to pay closer attention to strengthening 
and harmonizing the existing texts, frameworks, and 
mechanisms at the regional and continental levels. 
This can be done by undertaking more extensive 
consultations, securing institutional knowledge of 
existing policies, and encouraging greater flexibility in 
arriving at a common vision of African integration, as 
well as by avoiding external distractions created by 
multiple engagement and negotiation spaces at sub-
national, national, regional, and continental levels with 
non-African partners.

CONCLUSION
The prospects for the success of AU reform (including 
for RECs and member states) will depend on self-
sufficiency in the generation and mobilization of 
resources, and the organization’s capacity to play the 
role of credible and dependable interlocutor for and on 
behalf of Africa on the world stage. Given the realities 
of the existing global order, the AU’s prospects for 
providing effective leadership will depend on its ability 
to overcome existing challenges and work closely and 
seamlessly with African RECs. 
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