
SECTOR OVERVIEW - 
CROSS-BORDER TRADE

Small-scale (petty) cross-border trade (CBT) provides a source of income for tens of thousands of traders on
the eastern borders of the DRC. However, the business environment in which these traders operate is not a
conducive one. They are subject to an often-bewildering array of formal and informal taxes and also frequently
suffer harassment from border officials, many of whom have no legal right to even be present at the border
crossings. Recognising the importance of cross-border trade, the Common Market for Eastern and Southern
Africa (COMESA) introduced a simplified trade regime (RECOS – Régime Commercial Simplifié) for petty trade
between COMESA member states, of which the DRC is one, and this regime was enacted into law by an inter-
ministerial decree in 2016. However, until now RECOS has not yet been fully implemented at all border
crossings, with harassment still widely prevalent.  
 
Since 2017, Élan RDC has been focused on providing advocacy training and support to the associations of
cross border traders (ACTs) along the eastern borders of the DRC, from Mahagi in Ituri (North) to Mokambo in
Haut-Katanga (South). Élan RDC has also helped to create a national umbrella association, CN-ACT
(Coordination Nationale des Associations des Commerçants Transfrontaliers), as a vehicle to represent traders
at the national level.  

Context 
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Strategy 

Élan RDC’s CBT sector focuses on building the capacity of the ACTs and especially the national
umbrella association, CN-ACT, to ensure that they are able to advocate to and engage
constructively with public sector bodies and to bring about improvements in the business
enabling environment for their members, with the ultimate goal of improving the livelihoods of
traders and their families.  

The ACTs are not-for-profit organisations which represent and provide services to their individual members (traders).
They work to identify pressing constraints in the business environment and to advocate for business-friendly laws and
regulations through substantive and constructive dialogue with the government. To achieve this, both the ACTs and their
subsidiary associations have to become more financially and institutionally stable, i.e., financially self-sufficient and with
adequate standards of governance. Élan RDC worked with the ACTs to: 

Theoretical and practical training to improve the effectiveness of the ACTs’ advocacy. 
Promotion and consolidation of public-private dialogue (PPD) at several levels. 
Building and strengthening relations between the ACTs and associations in
neighbouring countries. 

Promote effective advocacy and promotion of public-private dialogue through: 

Training and mentoring support on functions necessary to operate an effective
association and overcome resource constraints and structural weaknesses. 
Support to improve communication and management of activities. 
Introduction of new key services to facilitate the work of individual members. 

Ensure the sustainability of the ACTs through: 



Results 

Petty cross-border trade is more structured, hence more traceable by border agencies. 
Associations of petty cross-border traders engage more constructively with local authorities and border
agencies, holding them accountable; this has resulted in better collaboration and the adoption of measures
designed to facilitate petty cross-border trade (e.g., reduction of annual trade tax in North Kivu and
reimbursement of money confiscated by border agencies in Bukavu). 
More associations of cross-border traders as well as petty cross-border traders themselves are formalised,
which has resulted in better coordination and better engagement with State agencies (e.g., ACT Goma has
been working in closer collaboration with DGNRK, the North Kivu Tax Authority, for the collection of the
annual trade tax (patente) from its individual members).  
Key services introduced by the associations – transport facilitation and groupage technique (group
purchases and deliveries) – have contributed to less harassment at the borders and a reduction of the
operational costs borne by petty traders. 

Through the CBT work, the ACTs have improved their level of engagement with government bodies and have
changed the dynamics in cross-border trade. Some achievements: 
 

The Goma Cross-Border Traders’ Association (ACT Goma) was established in 2012 and
formalised in December 2017 with the aim of defending the interests of its members,
facilitating cross-border trade between small traders in Goma (DRC) and Rubavu (Rwanda),
and promoting the full implementation of the COMESA Simplified Trade Regime (RECOS –
Régime Commercial Simplifié) which aims to reduce the cost of trading across borders
borne by small traders between COMESA member states. ACT Goma is composed of 7,033
individual members of which 85% are women, grouped into 30 subsidiary associations and
3 cooperatives.   
  
Thanks to the capacity building it has benefited from, ACT Goma today better engages local
authorities and border agencies through its advocacy actions and achieves results that
benefit its members. It has succeeded in establishing a key partnership with the provincial
tax authority, the DGRNK (Direction Générale des Recettes du Nord-Kivu), and in obtaining
from the latter a reduction in the cost of the annual trade tax (patente) paid by its
individual members from $21 and $12 to $3. Further, the ACT assists the DGRNK in
collecting this tax from its members, which contributes to increasing its visibility with
provincial authorities improving public-private dialogue. 

Case study: Improved public-private dialogue with
ACT Goma 
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Lessons learnt 

The promotion of public-private dialogue in the context of a program focusing mainly on the private sector has
shown its limits, particularly in encouraging practices and behavioural changes in border agencies and government
officers. Closer engagement and coordination with other donor-funded development programmes working with the
public sector has proved to be useful, as this made it possible to adjust the strategy by including activities indirectly
targeting public sector actors (in particular through the invitation to participate in meetings with local authorities and
border agencies by the World Bank-funded PFCGL or the coordination of a few activities with International Alert). 
 
Placing a strong emphasis on gender equity and social inclusion issues in the work with the ACTs has helped bring a
different perspective on the way they conduct their activities and has helped push for more inclusiveness in their
decision-making processes. 
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As a result, the ACTs are able to conduct advocacy activities with a higher success rate and are now accepted as
reliable partners of government bodies, which they are able to hold more accountable. In Goma, the ACT works in
partnership with the provincial tax office to help collect the annual trade tax that has been reduced from $22 and
$11 to $3. In Bukavu the ACT has been able to push for more transparency in taxes collected by border agencies
(issuing receipts). 

Existing public-private dialogue platforms to inform the policy-making are not sufficiently inclusive and often do not
include associations like the ACTs, representing small enterprises. This results in the adoption of laws and policies that
do not sufficiently take into account the needs of small traders. This was illustrated by the adoption of measures by the
Congolese government aimed at mitigating the impact of COVID-19 on Congolese businesses last year, which did not
take into account the particular situation of small cross-border traders. 

Association of petty cross-border traders in Bukavu and Goma (ACT Bukavu & ACT Goma) 

The goal was to improve the level of engagement of the ACTs with government bodies and ensure that they have
constructive relations aimed at facilitating CBT. Élan RDC provided both theoretical and practical training, hands-on
mentoring to ACTs and their subsidiary associations (25 in Bukavu and 30 in Goma), to improve data collection,
document drafting and follow-up of activities. 

Promoting effective advocacy and public-private dialogue 

Key Issues 

The Role of Élan RDC 

Results 

Partners 
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Main partners were ACTs in Bukavu and Goma; COVID-19 CBT support (purchase of 3-wheelers) was also provided to
three additional ACTs in Ishasha (North Kivu), Kamanyola and Kavimvira (South Kivu), through CN-ACT (national umbrella
association) 
 

The goal was to ensure that both the ACTs and their subsidiary associations are more functional (governance and
financial management) and provide key services to their individual members. Élan RDC provided training on governance
and financial management and supported the establishment of Savings and Loans Groups (AVECs) in every ACT. Élan
RDC also contributed to the purchase of 3-wheelers to facilitate transport of goods, especially during COVID-19, to help
the ACTs adjust to government restrictions on movement of people. 

Governance, organisational, and financial capacity of the associations of cross-border traders (ACTs) are constraints.
Weak governance and organisational capacity of the ACTs often created a disconnect between them and their members
and, at times, resulted in dysfunctional internal systems. Poor project management skills resulting from this situation
seriously affected their ability to conduct effective advocacy campaigns and engage constructively with government
agencies. Most of the ACTs had very weak financial capacity, which means that they were unable to properly fund their
advocacy activities. As documented in a baseline study conducted in 2019, this was the result of a poor member
communication as well as weak fundraising skills (translated into low revenue generation and high default rates on
member dues). 

As a result of Élan RDC’s work, the ACTs introduced the groupage technique (group purchases and group
deliveries) to their members, which contributed to the reduction of the operational costs (transport and custom
duties, as reported by the ACTs in their monthly and quarterly reports) borne by each individual trader. Élan RDC
also helped improve petty traders’ access to finance through joining the newly created Savings and Loans
Groups or AVECs (so far 18 AVECs have been created by ACT Bukavu, with a minimum of 15 members for each
AVEC, and 7 AVECs have been created by ACT Goma, with a minimum of 30 members for each of them). The 3-
wheelers purchased also helped the ACTs generate more income through renting (as documented in monthly
and quarterly reports submitted by the ACTs).  
 

Promoting the sustainability of the ACTs 2
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The Role of Élan RDC 

Results 
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