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Regional Webinar

Theme: “Preparing East Africa for WTO MC14: Assessing the Stakes and Developing

Strategic Responses”
Date: 27 February 2026
Time: 2:00 PM —4:00 PM (EAT)

Background and Context

The East African Trade Network (EATN) will convene a regional webinar bringing together
Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) from the East African Community (EAC) region,
alongside trade experts, policy analysts, and selected government representatives.

This engagement forms part of broader regional preparations toward the Fourteenth WTO
Ministerial Conference (MC14), scheduled to take place from 26-29 March 2026 in Yaoundé,
Cameroon. The Ministerial Conference remains the highest decision-making body of the WTO
and will shape the direction of multilateral trade governance at a time of heightened global

economic and geopolitical uncertainty.

EAC countries, the majority of which are classified as Least Developed Countries (LDCs),
continue to face entrenched structural challenges in the global trading system. These include
limited policy space, dependence on primary commodities, weak industrialisation, inadequate
productive capacity development, and vulnerability to external shocks.

This engagement is particularly significant as MC14 constitutes a critical platform through
which East African countries can collectively advocate for policy outcomes that address
structural vulnerabilities, safeguard development policy space, preserve Special and
Differential Treatment (S&DT) flexibilities, and shape the evolution of global trade rules in

line with regional development priorities.

The webinar is being organised by SEATINI and Econews Africa under the umbrella of the
East Africa Trade Network (EATN), as part of ongoing efforts to promote informed,
coordinated, and strategic civil society engagement in this pivotal multilateral process.
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Justification for the meeting:

MC14 comes at a time of heightened uncertainty in the global trading system. Persistent
inequalities, slow progress on WTO reform, erosion of multilateral decision-making, and
intensified geopolitical and economic pressures exacerbate the challenges for EAC LDCs.
Several agenda items at MC14 have particular significance for the region: calls for WTO
reform including proposals that threaten the institutional foundations of the WTO, the
plurilateral Investment Facilitation for Development (IFD) Agreement, the plurilateral
Agreement on Electronic Commerce (AEC), and negotiating obstacles to various longstanding

issues including agriculture reform, dispute settlement reform, and industrial policy space.

Given these developments, coordinated regional analysis and strategic positioning are essential
to ensure coherent and effective East African engagement before, during, and after MC14.

Key Issues and Systemic Challenges:
Agriculture and Food Security

Agriculture, which underpins livelihoods across East Africa, continues to face limited market
access, high tariffs and tariff escalation in developed country markets, insufficient support for
smallholder farmers, and inadequate S&DT provisions in the Agreement on Agriculture. EAC
countries also face structural dependency on commodity exports with limited capacity to add
value domestically. These longstanding challenges remain largely unaddressed, despite
decades of promises for reform under the Doha Development Agenda. The lack of meaningful
progress on domestic support disciplines, public stockholding for food security purposes, and
the Special Safeguard Mechanism (SSM) highlights the structural disadvantage faced by the

region and the critical importance of coordinated engagement at MC14 and beyond.
WTO Reform: Threats to Development

Discussions on WTO reform remain contested. While mainly developed countries are
advocating for reforms such as the “graduation” or differentiation of Special and Differential

Treatment (SDT) provisions and the removal of the “single undertaking” principle embedded
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in WTO rules (a treaty-based right that has served as an important safeguard for developing

countries), developing countries are calling for redress of the historical imbalances in WTO

rules that have disadvantaged them over decades.

Of particular concern are proposals that would:

e Weaken or eliminate S&DT provisions based on arbitrary criteria such as GDP levels
or trade volumes, ignoring structural vulnerabilities;

e Undermine the single undertaking principle and promote "variable geometry"
approaches that fragment the multilateral system;

o Impose new notification and transparency requirements that increase administrative
burdens without addressing substantive rule imbalances;

e Advance enforcement-focused reforms while neglecting development-oriented rule-

making.

For EAC Partner States, any alteration of SDT provisions or the erosion of the single
undertaking principle could significantly constrain policy space for industrialisation,
agricultural development, technology transfer, and regional integration efforts under the EAC

framework.

For EAC LDCs, weakening these provisions could further restrict domestic capacity for
industrialisation, agricultural support, infant industry protection, and regional integration while

also jeopardizing the viability of the AfCFTA as a market integration project.

The IFD Agreement, a plurilateral initiative with over 120 participants, while aimed at
facilitating investment, could limit EAC countries’ regulatory autonomy, pressure
governments to liberalise sectors without adequate industrial safeguards, and misalign with

regional development priorities. Key concerns include:

e The lack of a definition on “investment”, and provisions ensuring policy space for
screening, performance requirements, and selective investment promotion aligned with
national industrial strategies;

e Pressures to incorporate IFD provisions into the WTO Annexes through a
““multilateralization’” process that bypasses the single undertaking principle and

consensus-based decision-making;
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e Institutional and administrative capacity burdens éésociated with establishing
facilitation mechanisms with no guaranteed technical and financial support;

« Potential conflicts between IFD obligations and regional investment frameworks under
the EAC and AfCFTA; and IFD’s applicability to the WTO Dispute Settlement
Understanding.

For EAC countries, participation in the IFD, or resistance to its multilateralization, requires
careful assessment of how it aligns with domestic industrialization goals, regional integration
commitments, and the preservation of regulatory autonomy.

Similarly, the AEC raises significant concerns over digital trade governance, cross-border data
flows, taxation, technology transfer, and regulatory autonomy. For East Africa, where digital
industrialisation is nascent, the AEC could deepen structural dependency on foreign technology

and limit policy flexibility.
Regional and Systemic Implications for the EAC

MC14 underscores persistent structural challenges for East African countries as LDCs: limited
ability to industrialise and diversify economies, dependence on primary commodity exports,
constrained policy space in agriculture, investment, and digital trade, and vulnerability to
global economic shocks. Beyond these immediate challenges, MC14 will test the viability of
the multilateral trading system itself as a rules-based, development-oriented framework. In this
context, regional coordination among CSOs is essential to monitor WTO negotiations,
advocate for policies that preserve EAC policy space, and strengthen collective engagement in

multilateral trade processes.

Therefore, this webinar seeks to examine the structural implications of the WTO MC14 agenda
for EAC countries, analyse how ongoing WTO reform and plurilateral agreements may
constrain policy space and development priorities, and identify strategic advocacy actions for
East African CSOs to safeguard regional interests at MC14, in ongoing Geneva-based

negotiations, and beyond.
Objectives of the Webinar

e To strengthen East Africa’s coordinated, strategic, and effective engagement before,

during, and after WTO MC14.
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The webinar will:

Update EATN members and other participants on evolving negotiations toward MC14,
including the status of key proposals and areas of convergence and divergence;

Assess political dynamics, contestations, power asymmetries, and possible Ministerial
outcome scenarios;

Analyse the implications of the MC14 agenda for EAC countries’ trade and
development priorities;

Examine challenges posed by plurilateral agreements and WTO reform discussions for
policy space and regional integration;

Identify priority advocacy and engagement strategies for East African CSOs to
influence WTO processes effectively; and adopt a common East African CSO
strategy for engagement before, during, and after.

Expected outcomes

Enhanced understanding among East African CSOs, policy stakeholders, and experts
of the structural challenges and systemic threats highlighted by the MC14 agenda for
the EAC;

Identification of priority advocacy positions and coordinated engagement strategies for
EATN members, including media engagement, briefings, and coordination with
government delegations;

Strengthened regional approach and collective voice for ensuring multilateral trade
processes support sustainable development, industrialisation, food security, and

regional integration.
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Regional Webinar Programme
Time Activity Person Responsible
| 2:00 —2:10 PM | Opening Session & Setting the Scene Ms. Jane Nalunga, Executive
Director, SEATINI
o Welcome remarks
o Odbyjectives and expected outcomes of the
webinar . o
o Overview of MC14 significance for East Moderator J ulius B121rnpngu,
Afyica Senior .Busmess Journalist, The
New Times, Rwanda
2:10 — 2:25 PM | Keynote Address Ms. Annette Ssemuwemba
Mutaawe, Deputy Secretary
Topic: MC14 in Context: Strategic General Customs, Trade and
Considerations for East Africa in a Monetary Affairs Hast African
Fragmenting Multilateral System Community
The keynote will:
 Situate MC14 within current
geopolitical and multilateral trade
dynamics
« Highlight systemic risks for EAC
Countries
o Frame strategic imperatives for East
African engagement before, during,
and after MC14
2:25 — 2:40 PM Uganda’s National Perspective Ms. Georgina Mugerwa,

Topic: Uganda’s Perspectives on WTO
Reform, Agriculture, and Plurilateral
Initiatives in the Lead-up to MC14

This presentation will address:

National positioning on WTO reform

debates (including S&DT and
dispute settlement reform)

Agriculture negotiations, including

domestic support, public
stockholding, and food security
concerns

Ministry of Trade, Industry and
Cooperatives (MTIC)
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o Considerations around plurilateral
initiatives such as the Investment
Facilitation for Development (IFD)
and the Agreement on Electronic
Commerce (AEC)

2:25 - 2:40 PM

Regional and Systemic Analysis

Topic: Contestations and Issues at Stake for
LDCs

Focus areas:

o Systemic and Developmental Risks
Linked to LDC Graduation

o Multilateralisation of plurilateral
agreements

o Strategic Entry Points for
Developing Countries in Geneva-
Based Negotiations

Ms. Vahini Naidu, South Centre,

Geneva
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2:55-3:10 PM

Civil Society & Regional Integration Lens

Mr. Edgar Odari, EcoNews Africa /
EATN

Topic: Regional Civil Society Coordination
Ahead of MC14

Key issues:

e Aligning WTO engagement with
EAC and AfCFTA priorities

o Safeguarding Development Policy
Space

« Strengthening civil society
coordination across the EAC region

« Identifying collective advocacy
actions

3:10 — 3:50PM

Interactive Dialogue and Clarifications from
Speakers

All Participants

3:50 — 4:.00PM

Way Forward and Closing

SEATINI




