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HONOURABLE CHIPOKA MULENGA, MP, MINISTER OF COMMERCE, TRADE AND INDUSTRY OF ZAMBIA AND GUEST OF HONOUR,
 
MS REGINAL OMBAM, PRINCIPAL SECRETARY, STATE DEPARTMENT OF TRADE, REPUBLIC OF KENYA, CHAIRPERSON OF THE INTERGOVERNMENTAL COMMITTEE,

[bookmark: _Hlk173437086]AMBASSADOR JAMES MANZOU, PERMANENT SECRETARY, MINISTRY OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND INTERNATIONAL TRADE OF THE REPUBLIC OF ZIMBABWE AND VICE CHAIRPERSON OF THE INTERGOVERNMENTAL COMMITTEE,

MS CHRISTINE NIRAGIRA, PERMANENT SECRETARY, MINISTRY OF MINERAL RESOURCES, ENERGY, INDUSTRY, TRADE AND TOURISM OF THE REPUBLIC OF BURUNDI, AND RAPPORTEUR OF THE INTERGOVERNMENTAL COMMITTEE,

ASSISTANT SECRETARIES GENERAL, DR. DEV HAMAN AND AMBASSADOR DR. MOHAMED KADAH,
 
PERMANENT SECRETARIES FROM MEMBER STATES,
 
SENIOR OFFICIALS FROM MEMBER STATES,

REPRESENTATIVE OF THE CHAIRPERSON OF THE AFRICAN UNION COMMISSION,
MEMBERS OF THE DIPLOMATIC CORPS AND DEVELOPMENT PARTNERS,
REPRESENTATIVES OF HEADS OF REGIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS,
CEOs, COMESA INSTITUTIONS/AGENCIES
COMESA SECRETARIAT STAFF,
DISTINGUISHED DELEGATES, INVITED GUESTS, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN,

It is both a great honour and a profound privilege to welcome you all to the 46th Meeting of the Intergovernmental Committee. My heartfelt appreciation goes to the Guest of Honour, Honorable Chipoka Mulenga, MP, Minister of Commerce, Trade and Industry of the Republic of Zambia for creating time out of his busy schedule to grace our opening ceremony. We thank him for being with us today. Through you Honourable Minister, we would like to express our most heartfelt gratitude to the Government and the People of the Republic of Zambia for graciously hosting this important meeting and for the warm hospitality extended to all the delegates.

Meeting here today, we are reminded that our success is shaped by the collective resolve of all Member States and partners in pursuit of shared prosperity.

This year’s summit theme, “Leveraging Digitalization to Deepen Regional Value Chains for Sustainable and Inclusive Growth,” strikes at the heart of our current ambitions and future aspirations. Digital technologies offer unprecedented opportunities to overcome bottlenecks associated with regional integration by enhancing productivity, increasing infrastructure connectivity, accelerating trade, empowering small and medium-sized enterprises, and bridging the gap for women, youth, and marginalized communities. 

With a combined GDP exceeding one trillion US dollars and a population of over 680 million, COMESA’s demographic and economic weight positions it as a trailblazer on the continent, capable of transforming regional trade and investment landscapes through the adoption of innovative digital solutions. Digital transformation stands as our greatest catalyst for accelerating progress across all sectors. With our collaborative efforts, we need to ensure that ongoing projects are effectively managed to achieve the intended objectives. The following are some of the projects that need our full attention: 
· The 2.5billion dollar COMESA–World Bank Digital Acceleration Programme, launched in 2025, aims to connect 180 million people and deliver digital services to at least 100 million by 2030. It prioritizes access for women, youth, refugees, businesses, and public institutions, bridging infrastructure gaps and aligning broadband, cloud, smart border, and digital payment strategies.
· The COMESA Digital Retail Payment Platform, piloted in eight Member States, is enabling secure cross-border, paperless payments that drive e-commerce expansion across the region.
· Electronic Certificates of Origin, Smart Border Posts, and Virtual Trade Facilitation systems simplifying processes, cutting costs, and reducing non-tariff barriers. The Africa Cloud Ecosystem project, the first of its kind, is intended to deliver affordable, reliable cloud services to key sectors including agriculture, health, and education.

GUEST OF HONOUR 
Distinguished Permanent Secretaries and Delegates,

During this meeting, we shall reflect on the progress and challenges faced during implementation of the 2021-2025 Medium Term Strategy.

The meeting will also consider the draft 2026-2030 COMESA Medium Term Strategic Plan (MTSP). The strategy identifies priority value chains and products to which COMESA Member States can commit to enhance their exports into the regional market. Member States are also encouraged to implement commitments on COMESA market access policy instruments with a focus on priority value chain products. 
Key sectors such as agriculture and agro-processing and tourism, which contribute significantly to GDP and job creation, remain vital to our economies but need to adapt to the demands of a rapidly digitalizing global market.

In the next strategy, focus will be made on reliance on frontier technologies to strengthen existing Trade Facilitation instruments to support intra-regional trade, promote value chains development and increase competitiveness in our region.  

GUEST OF HONOUR 
Distinguished Permanent Secretaries and Delegates,

To deepen integration and evidence-based decision-making, technical assistance and partnerships have delivered improved data accuracy and timeliness in critical areas, including trade statistics, consumer price indices, agricultural data, and infrastructure information, supporting COMESA’s Medium Term Strategic Plan’s four pillars. This work is supported by entities such as the African Development Bank, AU Commission, EU, Statistics Norway, and others. 

GUEST OF HONOUR 
Distinguished Permanent Secretaries and Delegates,

Agricultural transformation and food security have been reinvigorated this year through the 9th Joint COMESA Ministerial Committee Meeting on Agriculture, Natural Resources and Environment. Ministers advanced critical regulatory and policy frameworks most notably, endorsement of revised Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) Regulations, ratification of the Regional Food Balance Sheet as a permanent product, and adoption of the Regional Guidelines for Strategic Food Grain Reserves. These decisions strengthen food systems by enabling evidence-driven policy, better preparedness, and safer intra-regional trade, including the Recognition of ACRE Africa as a specialized COMESA agency are commendable milestones.

Environmental sustainability and climate action remain priorities. The Secretariat has supported efforts to strengthen Paris Agreement transparency systems, develop Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), and prepare Biennial Transparency Reports. Regional dialogues and partnerships have promoted climate finance and carbon market access, driving the modernization of agriculture with smart technologies, digital analytics, and green infrastructure investments across the COMESA region.

GUEST OF HONOUR 
Distinguished Permanent Secretaries and Delegates,

Industrialization, investment promotion, and private sector development have seen considerable progress. The Zambia–Zimbabwe Common Agro-Industrial Park, now entering new implementation phases, was meticulously coordinated, with site assessments, high-level meetings, and resource mobilization efforts. The pharmaceutical sector registered tangible progress, including the adoption of an Environmental and Social Safeguards Framework, renewed regulatory coordination, upgrades of medicine quality control laboratories, and the introduction of a gender equity framework. COMESA’s role in advancing regional mining aligns directly with continental strategies and partnerships, notably contributing to the Africa Mining Vision and continental minerals development.

GUEST OF HONOUR 
Distinguished Permanent Secretaries and Delegates,

Social inclusion and gender equity remain central to our agenda. The 50 Million African Women Speak platform continues to empower women entrepreneurs through digital access to finance, mentoring, and market opportunities. Complementing our programmes in agriculture, energy, and industry, such initiatives ensure the benefits of digitalization reach every household. Building on these efforts to promote inclusion and wellbeing, the Technical and Ministerial Meetings on Health held in August 2025 provided an important opportunity for Member States to reaffirm their commitment to regional health cooperation. During these meetings, the COMESA Health Policy (2025–2035) and Health Strategic Plan (2025–2030) were formally endorsed, giving us a unified framework to strengthen health systems and advance resilience across the region.

Distinguished Delegates,
Peace and security remain preconditions for sustainable development. The 20th Meeting of Ministers of Foreign Affairs held on 7 October 2025 reviewed progress made in promoting peace, security and stability  in our region. Ministers acknowledged   progress made in structural conflict prevention, progress made in consolidating democracy in the region and the consolidation of the youth peace and security agenda  and post-conflict reconstruction, while underscoring the need for continued collaboration to address the ongoing conflicts in Sudan,  Eastern DRC, and Libya. Collective and coordinated regional responses remain vital to safeguarding peace and security and ensuring a conducive environment for economic integration.


GUEST OF HONOUR 
Distinguished Permanent Secretaries and Delegates,

As we deliberate in the coming days, I call on all delegations to address, with renewed resolve, the persistent obstacles of delayed instrument ratification, slow harmonization, and remaining digital divides. We must be bold in reform, diligent in implementation, and innovative in forging new partnerships including with the African Union Organs and Institutions, the African Continental Free Trade Secretariat , Sister Regional Economic Communities, the  European Union, World Bank, AfDB and others towards the realization of COMESA’s regional integration and development objectives.

In closing, I urge every government, institution, and partner to move decisively from commitments to evidence-based, transformative action. Let us drive the digital and industrial agenda, fortify regional value chains, and champion inclusive, resilient growth for all citizens of COMESA.

The future of our region is in our hands let us seize this moment to create a digital, competitive, resilient, and united COMESA.

I thank you for your attention
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