
SHS/2005/MWB/1 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Creating a Borderless West Africa: Constraints and Prospects for Intra-
Regional Migration 

 
Aderanti Adepoju 

─ 
 

Draft Article of the Migration Without Borders Series 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 January 2005 
UNESCO 



1

Creating a borderless West Africa: constraints and prospects for intra-regional
migration**.

   Aderanti Adepoju
                                                                                Human Resources Development Centre 

 Lagos, Nigeria
aaderantiadepoju@aol.com

1. West African migration circuit

Migration is historically a way of life in West Africa. Over the generations, people have

migrated in response to demographic, economic, political and related factors: population

pressure, environmental disasters, poor economic conditions, conflicts and the effects of

macro-economic adjustment programmes. Migrants include temporary cross-border

workers, seasonal migrants, clandestine workers, professionals and refugees; cross border

migrants especially female traders, farm labourers, unskilled workers and nomads paid

little attention to arbitrary national borders. 

For generations, population movements in search of greater security prevailed over wide

areas. Today, intra and inter-country movements continue to be a central feature of the

people’s life.  In general, migrants from and within the sub-region include temporary

cross-border workers, professionals, clandestine workers and refugees.  Much of the

movement has been from the northern zones to the coastal regions, short term, male

dominated and over long distances. 

Movements now regarded as international migration occurred across frontiers to restore

ecological balance and in search of new land, safe for settlement and fertile for farming

(ECA, 1983). Trade-related migration between Nigeria and Gold Coast also featured

during this period and involved both males and females.  Indeed, migrants have always

considered West Africa as an economic unit within which people, trade in goods and

services flowed freely. The distinction between internal and international migration is
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obscured: migration between neighbouring countries with similar social and ethno-

cultural features took place on a routine basis; these factors also facilitated migrants’

relocation at the destination (Adepoju, 1998).  

Colonial period provoked large-scale labour migration required for plantations, mines

and public administration beyond local supply. A series of economic measures, including

compulsory recruitment, contract and forced labour legislation and agreements to secure

cheap labour, sparked clandestine internal and cross-border migration of unskilled adult

males required for infrastructural work, especially transport networks in the north and

plantation agriculture in the coastal countries (Amin, 1974). Forced recruitment later

gave way to free migration of individuals and families in search of better living

conditions in cocoa farms, plantations and forestry in Ghana and cote d’Ivoire, and

groundnut fields in Senegal and Gambia. Circular savannah-coastal short-term and male-

dominated migration now classified as international migration spanned wide areas

especially from the north to coastal, prosperous agricultural regions (Zachariah and

Conde, 1981). 

But the colonialists paid little regard to the socio-cultural realities of countries, and many

ethnic groups split by pencil sketches in adjacent countries regarded movements across

artificial boundaries simply as an extension of internal migrations, in line with long-

standing ethnic solidarity. Free movement across frontiers was facilitated by cultural

affinity, especially where immigrants speak the same language, and share the same

customs with the indigenous population of the host country (Adepoju, 1998). A great deal

of migration was un-documented unhindered by long, un-policed borders lacking

physical landmarks. In Ghana/Togo and Nigeria/Benin borders, for example, frontier

workers commuted daily between their homes and place of employment. Nomadic

pastoralists also moved clandestinely in search of grazing land for their herds across

international frontiers in Sahelian West Africa.

The consolidation of boundaries at independence minimally impacted negatively on cross-

border migrations.  Border regulations could be circumvented and extensive borders made
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effective policing against clandestine migration extremely difficult. National governments

enacted rules and regulations to control immigration into their newly independent countries

to preserve scarce jobs for citizens in fulfilment of election promises. This development

introduced a distinction between internal and international migration, both of which once

involved free movement across wide space of the sub-region, and between legal and illegal

immigration – the requirement that immigrants must possess valid travel and entry

documentation. In reality, most West African countries are agglomerations of peoples than

States, and many citizens lack access to national passports. Hence, so-called illegal

migrants were not only illegal at destination; they might have left their countries illegally

without appropriate exit documents - passports, visa, health certificate - and failed to use

designated official departure posts. Post-independence nationalism was also manifested in

other ways, including changes in immigration laws that prescribed specific procedures for

entry and employment of non-indigenous workers and later xenophobia against immigrants.

Many West Africa countries are now simultaneously immigration, emigration and transit

countries. The main countries of immigration in the sub-region are Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana,

Senegal and Nigeria. The major labour exporting countries include Burkina Faso, Guinea,

Mali, and Togo. Overall, within the West African circuit, a lot of cross border

movements, involving female traders, farm labourers and unskilled workers who paid

little attention to the arbitrary borders have essentially been intra-regional. The

interdependent economies of countries facilitated, and poverty propelled, a wide variety

of migration configurations, including autonomous female migration. Rural to urban

migration also intensified as farm labourers, deprived of the means to improve their living

conditions, abandoned work and life in rural areas in search of waged labour in the cities. In

recent years, traditional labour importing countries have experienced political and

economic crises, which also spurred out-migration of their nationals. Macro-economic

adjustment measures and huge increases in the number of entrants into the labour market

annually have fuelled the job crisis, creating sustained pressure for emigration.  Most

countries were ruled by military dictators that mismanaged national economies and

spurred exiles of intelligentsia, trade union officials and students’ union leaders in droves.

Conflicts and environmental degradation further aggravated the pressure for migration
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from poorer to relatively prosperous regions, within and outside the sub-region. In the

Sahel, in particular, desertification and cyclical famines have triggered waves of

environmentally-displaced persons across national frontiers within the sub-region.

Against the backdrop of migration configurations in the sub-region, what progress has

been made and what are the constraints in creating a borderless sub-region and fostering

intra-regional migration? 

2. Re-creating free movement of persons in West Africa

 

The treaty creating the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) was

signed in Lagos on 28 May 1975 between the following countries Benin, Burkina Faso,

Cape Verde, Côte d'Ivoire, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Niger,

Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and Togo. Article 27 of the Treaty affirms a long-term

objective to establish a community citizenship that could be acquired automatically by all

Member States’ nationals. A key objective of the preamble to the treaty is to remove

obstacles to the free movement of goods, capital and people in the sub-region.  Phase one

of the Protocol on Free Movement of Persons and the Right of Residence and

Establishment of May 1979 guaranteeing free entry of Community citizens without visa

for ninety days was ratified by Member States in 1980 and put into effect forthwith. This

once again ushered in an era of free movements of ECOWAS citizens within member

countries.

The rights of entry, residence and establishment were to be progressively established

within fifteen years after the protocol was in force. During the first five years of the

implementation of the first phase requirements for visas and entry permit would be

abolished. Community citizens in possession of valid travel documents and international

health certificate could enter Member States without visa for up to ninety days. Member

States can nevertheless refuse admission into their territory so-called inadmissible

immigrants under its laws. In the case of expulsion, normally at the expense of the
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immigrants, States undertook to guarantee the security of the citizen concerned, his/her

family and his/her property. The delayed second phase (Right of Residence) of the

Protocol came into force in July 1986, when all Member States ratified it, but the Right of

Establishment has not been implemented till now. In 1992, the revised Treaty of

ECOWAS, among others, affirmed the right of citizens of the Community to entry,

residence and settlement and enjoined Member States to recognize these rights in their

respective territories. It also called on Member States to take all necessary steps at the

national level to ensure that the provisions are duly implemented.

3. Facing the challenge: constraints and achievements

Member States of ECOWAS belong to multiple unions with different aims and

objectives, different levels and patterns of development and political systems and

ideologies. Countries with small population are juxtaposed within those with large

population and land area; some are resource poor while others are endowed with human

and natural resources. The smaller and economically less prosperous countries are often

suspicious of the demographic and economic giants  - Nigeria and Cote d’Ivoire – in the

Community.

The wavering political support, political instability and inter-state border disputes and

wars have retarded progress in ratification and implementation of protocols. The

persistent economic downturn has crippled the ability of States to pursue consistent

macro-economic policies and resulted in part in poor funding of economic unions. The

non-convertibility of currencies hinders financial settlements and the harmonization of

macro-economic policies and procedures. The ubiquitous roadblocks across frontiers, the

lengthy and costly formalities at border posts, and the corruption of officials, have

hindered free flow of persons and trade. 

The coming to force of the protocol on free movement of persons coincided with a period

of economic recession in most West Africa, especially those bordering Nigeria, whose
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economy was fuelled by huge oil sector earnings. The oil-led employment opportunities

attracted migrants of all skills, but especially unskilled workers, in their droves from

Ghana, Togo, Chad, Mali and Cameroon to work in the construction and services sectors.

The short-lived oil boom resulted in a rapid deterioration in living and working

conditions and devaluation of the national currency, wage freeze and inflation. In early

1983 and in mid-1985, the Nigerian Government revoked Articles 4 and 27 of the

Protocol to expel over 1 million illegal aliens mostly Ghanaians. The ratification of the

second phase of ECOWAS Protocol on Right of Residence that came into force in July

1986 coincided with the implementation of the structural adjustment programme in

Nigeria. In June 1985, about 0.2 million illegal aliens were again expelled as the

economic crisis deepened, a development that created a crisis of confidence in the

Community. Aliens became scapegoats when governments were confronted with teething

economic and political problems; migrants were targets of hostility from the native

population and blamed for whatever economic, social and political problems arose in the

country.

Most countries of the sub-region have enacted, or retained a series of laws, which in

effect restrict 'foreigners', including nationals of ECOWAS, from participating in certain

kinds of economic activities; the expulsion of aliens also negated the raison d’être for

establishing the Community. So long as the economies of recipient countries

accommodated clandestine labour migrants there was little sign of stress. As economic

conditions worsened and unemployment among nationals deepened, immigrants become

targets for reprisals through expulsion (Ojo, 1999). Illegal immigrants were expelled

from virtually all West African countries before and even after the formation of

ECOWAS. 

Some political leaders are using of ethnicity and religion to reclassify long-standing

residents as non-nationals as in Cote d’Ivoire and are weary of the presence of large

numbers of immigrants on their shores during tightly contested elections, fearing that

they may swing the vote in favour of the opposition along ethnic or religious alliances.

The situation in Cote d’Ivoire illustrates this: a major country of immigration in the sub-
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region with a vast natural resource endowment but a small domestic labour force,

foreigners constituted about a quarter of its waged labour force. The country’s first post-

independent president, ignoring the arbitrary borders drawn by colonial powers,

encouraged immigration from its poor neighbours. Immigrants from Burkina Faso,

Nigeria, Liberia, Senegal and Ghana flooded the plantations clandestinely and did menial

jobs that the local population despised. They brought their families and were allowed to

marry cross-culturally, settle and vote. The recent shift in the country’s liberal

immigration policy and growing anti-immigrant sentiment took a violent turn. The

introduction of the concept of ivorite, and the striping of immigrants of some of the rights

they hitherto enjoyed sparked discontent and mistrust among immigrants. The chaos and

war between elements of the predominantly muslin north and the Christian south

threatens the survival of the once stable country. Thousands of nationals of Mali, Burkina

Faso, Guinea and Nigerian have returned home as anti-foreigner sentiments peaked.

Dislodged Liberian refugees sought solace in Mali and Guinea. The policy to register and

issue special identity cards to foreigners is widely viewed as aimed at deporting (now

classified) illegal immigrants (Adepoju, 2003). 

The long-delayed National Identity Card scheme launched in Nigeria mid-February 2003

is designed in part to “effectively control” illegal immigrants and their nefarious

activities. About the same time, Liberia introduced compulsory exit visa for all residents

in the country – a move criticised as violating the fundamental right of its citizens to free

movement in and out of the country. In March 1999, Ghana requested all aliens in the

country to register and be issued with identity cards. Immigrants are suspicious of this

move, recalling the antecedents of the 1969 Alien Compliance Order that culminated in

the expulsion of non-Ghanaians. 

The refugee regime, for long localized in the Horn of Africa and the Great Lakes region

has spread swiftly to the sub-region as Liberia’s contagious civil war soon spread to

Sierra Leone, engulfing Guinea Conakry and Guinea Bissau and now Cote d’Ivoire in its

trail and  uprooting thousands of people internally and across national boarders, as

displaced persons and refugees.  As soon as one refugee-generating crisis is resolved,

new or renewed crisis emerges sequentially. Sporadic border disputes between Senegal
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and Mauritania, Ghana and Togo, Liberia and Guinea have also led to refugee flows and

expulsion of Community citizens from these territories.

Community citizens have been expelled by most Member States, in spite of the protocol

on free movement of persons. Sentiments against non-nationals have risen in recent years

as a result of the economic downturn, increasing unemployment among young nationals,

and political instability. The Protocol on Establishment and Residence has not been

implemented, despite the close link to the right of free movement, integration of trade,

tariff regimes and promotion of labour mobility in the sub-region. 

In spite of the constraints enumerated above, progress has been recorded on many fronts.

The free movement of persons without visa within the sub-region is a major achievement

of ECOWAS. Associated with this development is the progress made in the area of

monetary policy, communication, trade and related matters. These include the

introduction of ECOWAS travellers’ cheques – the West African Unit of Account - to

harmonise the sub-region’s monetary policy; the proposed adoption of a common

currency by 2004 (now postponed till 2007) to facilitate cross-border trade transactions

and the introduction of the Brown Card travel certificates to be used as ECOWAS

passports. 

The abolition of the mandatory residency permit and the granting of the maximum 90-

day period of stay to ECOWAS citizens by immigration officials at entry points took

effect from April, 2000. Border posts and checkpoints on international highways which

hitherto menaced free movement of persons and goods were scrapped and Nigerian

government dismantled all checkpoints between Nigeria and Benin. Border patrols were

set up by Niger, Nigeria, Benin, Togo, Ghana, Burkina Faso and Mali to monitor and

police national frontiers, in addition to closer collaboration and information sharing

between the police and internal security agents.  Elimination of rigid border formalities

and modernization of border procedures through the use of passport scanning machines

were designed to facilitate free and easier movement of persons across borders, the

ultimate goal being the creation of a borderless West Africa (Adepoju, 2002).
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The creation of a borderless sub-region was the major agenda of the meeting of Heads of

State and Government held in Abuja early 2000. During the Summit, the ECOWAS

passport was adopted as a symbol of unity to progressively replace national passports in

circulation over a transitional period of ten years. The sub-regional private airline

(ECOAIR) was launched in Abuja to coincide with the 25th anniversary of the

organization to facilitate intra-regional travel.

Transport and telecommunication links between Member States were boosted by trans-

coastal, trans-Sahelian and trans-coastal/Sahelian road network. Regional infrastructure

has been rehabilitated and expanded to foster economic integration with the proposed

establishment of two rail links: a coastal route from Lagos to Cotonou, Lomé and Accra

and a Sahelian route linking Lagos to Niamey and Ouagadougou. Border posts and all

checkpoints on international airways are to be policed only by customs and immigration

officials. Effective 1 January 2000, a zone for the circulation of goods, free of custom

duties, was set up and the free movement of goods and persons across the borders of

ECOWAS Member States was scheduled to begin by the end of April 2000. Earlier on in

December 1999, the Lome Protocol on the mechanism for the prevention, management,

and control of conflicts, and maintenance of peace and security was signed.

4. Conclusion 

The critical question is: Could a borderless West Africa be sustained? The first phase of free

movement has been achieved. The second and third phases, relating to establishment and

residence, respectively, are still not implemented. The peace-meal implementation of the

protocols highlights the need for Member States’ governments to harmonise national laws

which conflict with regional and sub-regional treaties and address the issue of the right of

residence and establishment of migrants and obligations of the host countries by amending

national laws and investment codes that restrict "foreigners", including nationals of

Community States, from participating in certain kinds of economic activities. They should
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also identify areas of agreement which they can progressively implement, notably free

movement of persons, travel cards, traveller’s cheques, tariff regime, customs and

immigration formalities to enhance intra-regional labour mobility and cross-border trade,

and then implement other agreements using the variable speed approach, whereby sets of

common objectives are agreed upon but component countries move at different speeds

towards implementation, some rapidly and others slowly. It is until Community citizens can

move freely within, work and reside in member countries that the concept of a borderless

West Africa will become fully operational.  

Nationals, especially potential migrants, should be provided with adequate information

on the full provisions of the protocol on free movement of persons and the rules and

regulations guiding entry, residence and employment in Member States, especially the

need for valid travel documents. Efforts should me made to enhance access of the

population to national passports, and in due course, ECOWAS passports, by

decentralising the issuing authorities to district and local levels.

 

Xenophobia against immigrants is at its height especially in Cote d’Ivoire, fanned by the

media and politicians. Concerted advocacy and public education is needed to halt

unwholesome hostility against migrants and refugees amongst traditionally hospitable

peoples ready to share their meagre resources with strangers. In that context, the positive

aspects of migrants as agents of development in source and destination countries should

be elaborated.

Note:
** This paper includes materials from two published papers – Adepoju 2002; 2003,
references 1 and 2 below.
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