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Executive summary and policy 
recommendations

1 There is significant demand for technical assistance on informal cross-border trade data collection among African member States. A 

survey of national statistics offices in Africa conducted by the United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD) and the African Union from 18 

March to 5 May 2015 found that 15 out of 18 countries believed that they needed assistance to start the compilation of informal trade 

statistics. The type of assistance required was both financial and methodological or technical.

Background 

In January 2019, the African Trade Policy Cen-

tre (ATPC) of the United Nations Economic 

Commission for Africa (ECA) and the African 

Export Import Bank (Afreximbank) launched a 

joint one-year pilot project to collect data on 

informal cross-border trade along the Abidjan–

Lagos corridor in the Economic Community of 

West African States (ECOWAS). The African 

Union Commission and the ECOWAS Com-

mission served as key project partners and the 

Eastern Africa Grain Council was identified as 

the lead project implementation partner. 

Official trade statistics typically capture only 

formal trade, which leads to underestimation of 

intra-African and intra-regional economic com-

munity trade. Although some estimates exist 

of informal cross-border trade in Africa, they 

are few in number and are usually incomplete 

in terms of commodity coverage or location of 

data collection points. Typically, some compo-

nents of informal trade, such as night trade and 

underdeclared goods, are not captured. Meth-

odological tools used by agencies also differ 

and findings of monitoring exercises are often 

not widely distributed or made available. Data 

on services is even less available than data on 

goods. This dearth of reliable and regular data 

on informal cross-border trade has contributed 

to a lack of recognition of its important econom-

ic role in microeconomic, macroeconomic and 

regional policy frameworks. Typically, funding 

constraints and technical capacity gaps within 

national statistics offices in Africa limit efforts 

to collect such data.

In order to reflect informal cross-border trade 

issues more effectively in policy frameworks, 

the first step is to identify the scale, magnitude 

and characteristics of such trade. This is crucial 

to building awareness among policymakers of 

its importance and to making a case for policy 

action. This is why it was decided to focus the 

ECA-Afreximbank informal cross-border trade 

pilot project on data collection.1

In 2018, in recognition of the importance of 

informal trade in the economic and social life 

of ECOWAS Member States, the ECOWAS 

Commission launched the five-year regional 

informal trade regulatory support programme 

(ITRSP). The programme forms part of the im-

plementation of the strategy for the regula-

tion of informal trade in the ECOWAS region 

adopted in March 2012, and places particular 

emphasis on supporting improved availability 

of data on informal cross-border trade, an issue 

that has not been adequately addressed in ex-

isting national and regional projects.
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Objectives and scope

The ECA-Afreximbank pilot project had four 

main objectives:

1. Develop a harmonized gender-disaggre-

gated informal cross-border trade data 

collection methodology for the ECOWAS 

region

2. Test and execute the harmonized informal 

cross-border trade data collection meth-

odology on a pilot basis in the ECOWAS 

region

3. Prepare evidence-based policy recommen-

dations on how to create more structured 

systems for informal cross-border trade 

with a view to supporting formalization in 

the medium to long term

4. Build awareness of the importance of insti-

tutionalizing informal cross-border trade 

data collection in the ECOWAS region

More broadly, the project aimed to serve as a 

stepping-stone towards the development of a 

common African Union framework for measur-

ing informal cross-border trade. The landmark 

Agreement Establishing the African Continental 

Free Trade Area provides an opportunity to en-

sure that the full potential of informal cross-bor-

der trade is harnessed under a single com-

prehensive framework. With this in mind, it is 

envisaged that the pilot project will simply be 

the first phase of a long-term partnership be-

tween ECA and Afreximbank to work towards 

the adoption of a methodology for measuring in-

formal cross-border trade at African Union level. 

The project developed a harmonized data col-

lection manual for the ECOWAS region, which 

was piloted along the Abidjan–Lagos corri-

dor. The manual was aligned with the informal 

cross-border trade data collection manual for 

Eastern and Southern Africa to facilitate com-

parability across the continent and not only 

within the region. It was also closely aligned 

with existing efforts in ECOWAS, including 

the Informal Trade Regulatory Support Pro-

gramme and the Permanent Interstate Com-

mittee for Drought Control in the Sahel (CILSS) 

cross-border trade monitoring mechanism.

Data was collected on a pilot basis along the 

Abidjan–Lagos corridor for a period of four 

months, from 1 September to 31 December 

2019. The findings of the exercise shed light 

on the volume, value and nature of products 

traded along the corridor, in addition to identi-

fying key constraints to formalization. The data 

collected was gender-disaggregated, which 

helped to provide a better picture of the gen-

dered dimensions of informal cross-border 

trade, which is typically dominated by women. 

The scope of the pilot data collection exercise is 

summarized in figure 1 below. 

The primary tool for data collection was an 

Android application called “ECO-RATIN”. 

Real-time data capture was made using the 

GPS-enabled Android smartphone. The da-

ta-capture process was automated to allow 

data verification and validation. This informa-

tion was stored on the device and sent through 

a wireless data network to a centralized da-

tabase managed by the Eastern Africa Grain 

Council. ECO-RATIN was developed specif-

ically for the project, and was adapted for the 

ECOWAS region from the Regional Agricultur-

al Trade Intelligence Network (RATIN) web-

based regional market information system 

developed and hosted by the Eastern Africa 

Grain Council. Each enumerator was provided 
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with a counter book to capture the raw data as 

a back-up to the data submitted on the online 

platform, and to facilitate quicker data-record-

ing at times of peak traffic.

Survey findings

Composition of informal cross-border trade
• Agricultural and manufactured goods had 

almost equal shares in informal cross-bor-

der trade.

• Although food items and manufactured 

goods dominate trade, the type of food 

items varies significantly from one border 

crossing to the next.

• The leading export commodity was fish, re-

flecting the proximity of the corridor to the 

Atlantic Ocean. This was followed by bread 

and pastries.

• The leading manufactured exports were 

plastic household utensils and disposable 

items, followed closely by textiles.

Gender dimensions of informal cross-border 
trade
• Women constitute the majority of informal 

cross-border traders along the corridor: fe-

male traders carried out 61 per cent of all 

informal cross-border trade transactions.

• Approximately twice as many women as 

men were trading in food items but only 1.2 

times more women than men were trading 

in manufactured goods.

• This indicates possible physical and financial 

strains for women in informal cross-border 

trade, since food items are typically heavier 

by weight and embody less value addition 

than manufactured goods.

Figure 1: Summary of the informal cross-border trade data collection exercise

4 months
1 September–
31 December 
2019
6 a.m.–6 p.m., 
Monday to Friday, 
and one Sunday 
per month

Time period 
covered

 Noe-Elubo border 
(Côte 
d'Ivoire–Ghana)
 
A�ao–Kodjoviakop
e (Ghana–Togo)
Segbe–Kpoglo 
(Ghana–Togo)
 
Hillacondji–Sanve
econdji 
(Togo–Benin)
Seme–Krake 
(Benin–Nigeria)

Border crossisngs 
covered

 Type of product 
traded (agricultural/ 
manufactured)
Volume and value of 
product traded
Countries of origin 
and destination 
Towns of origin and 
destination
Sex of trader
Mode of transport
Currency used to 
transact
Payment method 
used to transact

Quantitative 
data collected 

Cross-border trade 
challenges
Trade policy 
measures
Constraints 
impeding trade 
formalization
Informal 
cross-border trade 
in services

Qualitative data 
collected
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Currency and payment method
• Cash was the only medium of transacting 

informal cross-border trade along the Abd-

jan–Lagos corridor, accounting for 100 per 

cent of the recorded trade.

• Bank payments were primarily used for 

payment of official taxes.

• The West African CFA franc was the most 

stable and common currency of trade, fol-

lowed by the Ghanaian cedi and Nigerian 

naira 

• Transactions were typically settled in the 

currency of the buyer, with the seller con-

verting the payment to his/her home cur-

rency at their discretion.

Challenges of informal cross-border trade
• Trade restrictions (e.g. Import bans and clo-

sure of land borders) 

• Inconsistent implementation of ECOWAS 

trade policy 

• Limited knowledge of cumbersome 

cross-border trade regulations and proce-

dures

• Multiple checkpoints along the corridor

• Harassment, corruption and extortion

• High cost of movement of persons across 

borders

• Limited access to finance

• Multiplicity of government bodies regulat-

ing cross-border trade

• Inadequate and poorly maintained infra-

structure

Women were found to be disporportinate-

ly impacted by these challenges.

Recommendations

Drawing upon the survey findings of the data 

collection exercise, the report presents a set of 

priority recommendations clustered into three 

areas: financing and investment, policy and ad-

vocacy and technical.

Financing and investment
The exercise uncovered a number of trade facil-

itation challenges along the Abidjan–Lagos cor-

ridor reflecting insufficient investment in soft 

and hard infrastructure, inadequate harmoni-

zation of cross-border trade requirements and 

a reliance on cash-based payment. Informal 

traders were found to face acute challenges 

in accessing the benefits and meeting the re-

quirements of ECOWAS trade policy, and their 

trade was particularly constrained by poor in-

frastructure and limited financing options. In 

this context, the following financing and invest-

ment entry points were identified for develop-

ment partners and finance institutions to form 

partnerships with ECOWAS member States to 

reduce trade costs:

• Invest in the roll-out of joint border posts 

to reduce the costs of cross-border trade

• Support ECOWAS to design and implement 

a simplified trade regime for small traders

• Invest in cross-border trade associations 

closer to borders
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• Finance the renovation and harmonization 

of border infrastructure, including gen-

der-sensitive infrastructure

• Provide financial support for the estab-

lishment of special customs zones or free 

zones near border crossings and the devel-

opment of border markets

• Support the development of a harmonized 

ECOWAS policy and legal framework for 

mobile banking and payment systems

• Create financial products that target infor-

mal traders to help them grow and formal-

ize their business

Policy and advocacy
The field exercises carried out under the pilot 

project uncovered inconsistencies in the im-

plementation of ECOWAS regional integration 

policy, and policy gaps in certain areas critical 

to informal traders. They also helped to identify 

best practices and innovative solutions which 

should be rolled out and scaled up across the 

region. Female informal traders were found to 

have a more limited understanding of ECOW-

AS trade policy than men and to be at acute 

risk of extortion. This highlights the need for 

targeted support, advocacy and training for fe-

male traders. The following recommendations 

were identified for policy and advocacy efforts 

and should be coordinated by the ECOWAS 

Commission in close partnership with member 

States:

• Reduce the number of checkpoints along 

the corridor

• Discourage trade restrictions and border 

closures through a formal mechanism 

• Fully implement the ECOWAS common ex-

ternal tariff to reduce incentives for smug-

gling

• Expedite the roll-out of ECOWAS national 

biometric identity cards

• Harmonize and enforce standards for 

products, including their packaging

• Implement standard customs procedure at 

ECOWAS joint border posts

• Improve implementation of the ECOWAS 

laissez-passer card

• Fast-track the harmonization of border op-

erating hours along the corridor

• Inform cross-border traders of ECOWAS 

trade procedures and requirements and 

develop visual guides for display at borders

• Implement trade facilitation commitments 

under the African Continental Free Trade 

Area Agreement and World Trade Organi-

zation (WTO) Trade Facilitation Agreement 

• Introduce continuous monitoring and re-

porting of non-tariff barriers

• Create one-way routes at border crossings

• Facilitate affordable cross-border Inter-

net and mobile phone connectivity across 

ECOWAS member States

• Establish gender desks at border crossings 

to enable female cross-border traders to 

report cases of discrimination
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• Deliver tailored capacity-building efforts 

targeting women cross-border traders

• Introduce training for public trade facilita-

tion agencies, especially for male customs 

officers, to promote gender-sensitive atti-

tudes

Technical
Ideally, informal cross-border trade monitor-

ing would be led by national governments in 

order to ensure full domestic ownership, insti-

tutionalization and long-term sustainability. In 

ECOWAS, like other African regions, national 

statistics offices face significant resource and 

technical capacity constraints. This compromis-

es the quality of existing data collection efforts 

and makes it difficult to take on and institution-

alize any new data collection exercises, such as 

monitoring informal cross-border trade. This 

explains why all informal cross-border trade 

data collection initiatives in the ECOWAS re-

gion have been either donor-driven or one-off 

government exercises. No government in West 

Africa has introduced such data collection on a 

regular and sustainable basis.

This highlights an important gap, and points to 

the need for an agency to step in to lead the 

informal cross-border trade data collection 

process in the region and ensure effective co-

ordination. The ECOWAS Informal Trade Reg-

ulatory Support Programme could perform this 

role by establishing a regional agency dedicat-

ed to monitoring such trade or collaborating 

with an existing agency, such as CILSS, to scale 

up and align informal cross-border trade data 

collection across ECOWAS member States. 

Directing financial and technical assistance to 

the ECOWAS Support Programme would help 

to support the Programme to serve as a coor-

dinating mechanism for informal cross-border 

trade data collection. The Support Programme 

has the advantage of already being owned by 

ECOWAS member States and having close 

networks with important informal cross-bor-

der trade stakeholders along key corridors in 

West Africa. Since the scope of the Support 

Programme is wide, this report recommends 

that financial assistance should be targeted at 

supporting ECOWAS to implement the first 

pillar of the Regulatory Support Programme, 

which focuses on data collection. The harmo-

nized ECOWAS informal cross-border trade 

data collection manual prepared as part of the 

ECA-Afreximbank project, was piloted along 

the Abidjan–Lagos corridor and can be used by 

ECOWAS to support the roll-out of informal 

cross-border trade monitoring to other corri-

dors in the region. 

The Seme-Krake border was closed in August 

2019 and remained closed throughout the data 

collection period. Since Nigeria is the biggest 

supplier of traded goods along the Abidjan–La-

gos corridor, the informal cross-border trade 

flows presented in the Afreximbank-ECA sur-

vey findings report are likely to significantly 

underestimate “normal” informal cross-bor-

der trade flows along the corridor. A key rec-

ommendation of this report is therefore for 

Afreximbank and ECA to test the harmonized 

ECOWAS manual for informal cross-border 

trade data collection along another corridor in 

the region. This will demonstrate its effective-

ness, allow for adaptations to other corridors, 

and provide a comparative and more compre-

hensive data set. It is recommended that the 

second pilot data collection exercise be more 

comprehensive in terms of the number of bor-

der crossings covered, and number (and pay) 

of enumerators.
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Way forward: creating 
a single framework for 
informal cross-border 
trade data collection

This report highlights the fact that there is 

no universally agreed definition of informal 

cross-border trade, which creates confusion 

and makes comparability of data sets impos-

sible. There are also significant differences in 

the methodologies adopted to track informal 

cross-border trade.

Just like formal trade, informal cross-border 

trade requires a common methodology and 

a common definition. The Uganda Bureau of 

Statistics methodology for informal cross-bor-

der trade data collection should be used as a 

starting-point for developing a common Afri-

can Union framework. This methodology forms 

the basis of the harmonized methodology for 

informal cross-border trade data collection in 

the Eastern and Southern African regions, and 

the methodology used in the ECA-Afreximbank 

informal cross-border trade data collection pi-

lot. It is also identified as a best practice for the 

measurement of informal cross-border trade 

in the 2010 United Nations International Mer-

chandise Trade Statistics Compilers Manual 

(UN, 2013).

The landmark Agreement Establishing the Afri-

can Continental Free Trade Area can be used as 

an opportunity to ensure that the full potential of 

informal cross-border trade is harnessed under 

a single comprehensive African Union frame-

work for collecting informal cross-border trade 

data in Africa. The Agreement has demonstrat-

ed that, with a pan-African approach, it is pos-

sible to negotiate a free trade area agreement 

in record time. A similar pan-African approach 

is required to coordinate efforts towards the 

adoption of a common continental definition of, 

and data collection methodology for, informal 

cross-border trade. This can be coordinated by 

a continental informal cross-border trade task 

force comprising the African Union Commis-

sion, regional economic communities and lead-

ing pan-African institutions, including Afrexim-

bank, ECA and the African Development Bank. 

The responsibility of the task force would be to 

provide technical guidance on the process of 

developing a common African Union framework 

for informal cross-border trade data collection, 

and to support the subsequent implementa-

tion phase. The task force would achieve this 

through regular consultations with member 

States, including key national institutions such 

as national statistics offices, central banks and 

ministries of trade (including customs author-

ities). The proposed task force approach is a 

proven model for delivering pan-African re-

sults in a timely and collaborative manner. The 

African Continental Free Trade Area task force 

played an important role in preparing the sub-

stantive content of the draft agreement and 

driving the negotiations process. 



1

1. Introduction

In January 2019, the ECA African Trade Policy 

Centre and Afreximbank launched a joint one-

year pilot project to collect data on informal 

cross-border trade along the Abidjan–Lagos 

corridor in the ECOWAS region. The African 

Union Commission and the ECOWAS Com-

mission served as key project partners and the 

Eastern Africa Grain Council was identified as 

the lead project implementation partner.

The project collected informal cross-border 

trade data on a pilot basis along the Abidjan–

Lagos corridor in the ECOWAS region for a 

period of four months, from 1 September to 31 

December 2019. The findings of the exercise 

shed light on the volume, value and nature of 

products traded along the corridor, in addition 

to identifying key constraints to formalization. 

The data collected was gender-disaggregated, 

which helped to provide a clearer picture of the 

gendered dimensions of informal cross-border 

trade, which is typically dominated by women.

 

1.1. Background: why 
collect data on informal 
cross-border trade?
Official trade statistics typically capture only 

formal trade, which leads to underestimation of 

intra-African and intra-regional economic com-

munity trade. Although some estimates exist of 

informal cross-border trade in Africa, they are 

few in number and usually incomplete in terms 

of commodity coverage or location of data col-

lection points. Typically, some components of 

informal trade, such as night trade and under-

declared goods, are not captured. Methodolog-

ical tools used by agencies also differ and the 

findings of monitoring exercises are often not 

widely distributed or made available. Informal 

cross-border trade data for services is even 

less available than informal cross-border trade 

data on goods. This dearth of reliable and reg-

ular data on informal cross-border trade has 

contributed to a lack of recognition of its im-

portant economic role in microeconomic, mac-

roeconomic and regional policy frameworks. 

Typically, funding constraints and technical ca-

pacity gaps within national statistics offices in 

Africa limit efforts to collect such data.
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1.1.1. Microeconomic policy
Data on informal cross-border trade is need-

ed to facilitate policy planning to overcome 

the specific challenges of such trade and re-

spond to the special needs of informal traders. 

These challenges include inadequate border 

infrastructure, limited access to finance, lack of 

market information, corruption and insecurity, 

and limited knowledge, education and business 

management skills (Bouet, Pace and Glauber, 

2018). Reliable data on agricultural products, 

in particular, are crucial for generating accu-

rate measurements of household food balance 

sheets, which are key indicators of household 

nutrition and food security. They can also help 

to support monitoring of the progress of the 

Malabo Declaration on Accelerated Agricul-

tural Growth and Transformation for Shared 

Prosperity and Improved Livelihoods and the 

ECOWAS Agricultural Policy, both of which 

advocate for increased intra-regional trade in 

agricultural products.

Furthermore, a lack of data on informal 

cross-border traders inhibits the ability of fi-

nancial institutions to target them with finan-

cial products. Accurate and timely information 

on the characteristics of informal trade and 

traders would help financial institutions devel-

op tailored financial products that respond to 

their specific needs and challenges. This is cru-

cial for supporting financial inclusion and en-

abling informal traders to scale up and diversify 

their trade and eventually integrate into formal 

systems if they wish. 

1.1.2. Macroeconomic policy
Trade statistics are an important input into 

national accounts, balance of payments and 

econometric forecasting models for key mac-

roeconomic variables such as gross domestic 

product (GDP), inflation and exchange rates. 

Estimates of informal cross-border trade are 

needed for the compilation of reliable national 

statistics to facilitate improved macroeconomic 

planning, monitoring, management and stabili-

zation policy. Informal cross-border trade data 

can also help to provide an accurate, complete 

and more positive and diversified picture of Af-

rica’s economic activities and prospects, which 

is crucial to providing a strong foundation for 

investment strategies. At the same time, in-

formal cross-border trade erodes government 

revenues that could be allocated to productive 

investment. 

Existing informal cross-border trade estimates 

suggest that its contribution to total trade is 

sizeable, so integrating informal cross-border 

trade data collection into existing statistical 

frameworks has important macro implications. 

For example, informal cross-border trade is 

estimated to contribute 30 to 40 per cent of 

total intra-regional trade in the Southern Afri-

can Development Community (SADC) and 40 

per cent in the Common Market for Eastern 

and Southern Africa (COMESA) (Nshimbi and 

Moyo, 2017). 

1.1.3. Regional integration policy
There has only been slow expansion in in-
tra-African and intra-regional economic 
community trade, despite numerous re-
gional and continental frameworks to pro-
mote regional integration. Intra-regional 
economic community exports and imports 
as a share of total economic community ex-
ports and imports averaged only 10 and 9 
per cent, respectively, in the period 2010–
2017, with all regional economic commu-
nities importing more from the European 
Union than from Africa (ECA, 2019). To 
be complete, however, an assessment of 
regional trade must take into account in-
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formal cross-border trade, a form of trade 
pervasive in many African countries (Gol-
ub, 2015).

An analysis of ECOWAS trade brings out 
the underperformance of formal intra-re-
gional economic community trade. Avail-
able figures derived from customs informa-
tion systems  put intra-ECOWAS trade at 
an average  of $20,392 million  per year in 
the period 2013–2017, which represents 
between  10 and 13 per cent of total 
ECOWAS trade depending on the year an-
alysed (see table 1 below). The value of in-
tra-ECOWAS exports and intra-ECOWAS 
imports (excluding 2016–2017) declined 
year-on-year during this period.

Accurate informal cross-border trade data are 

needed to monitor progress on the ECOWAS 

Trade Liberalization Scheme and its contribu-

tion to spurring intra-regional trade. Informal 

cross-border trade data from informal small-

scale traders will strengthen implementation of 

the ECOWAS Informal Trade Regulatory Sup-

port Programme  and  its  impact on promoting 

structured and higher value-added  informal 

cross-border trade in the ECOWAS region (see 

section 2.2).

2 See footnote 1 above.

As African countries prepare for implementa-

tion of the African Continental Free Trade Area, 

efforts will also be needed to guide strategies 

aimed at accounting for informal cross-border 

trade under a single harmonized continental 

framework. Furthermore, such trade is mainly 

a result of the continued existence of tariff and 

non-tariff barriers to trade, which the African 

Continental Free Trade Area and complementa-

ry reforms are expected to reduce significantly.

1.2. Pilot project: 
objectives and scope
The first step towards more effectively re-

flecting issues of informal cross-border trade 

in policy frameworks is to identify the scale, 

magnitude and characteristics of informal 

cross-border trade. This is crucial to building 

awareness among policymakers of the impor-

tance of informal cross-border trade and mak-

ing a case for policy action. This is why it was 

decided that the focus of the ECA-Afreximbank 

informal cross-border trade pilot project would 

be data collection.2

Table 1: Evolution of ECOWAS intra-regional trade, value (US$ million) and share (%) of total 
ECOWAS trade

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 Average

Value Share Value Share Value Share Value Share Value Share Value Share

Exports 14 004 11.8 13 314 10.1 10 229 13.0 9 166 14.9 9 154 11.5 11 173 12.2

Imports 12 762 13.8 10 429 10.7 9 104 11.1 6 515 8.0 7 281 9.6 9 218 10.7

Total 
trade

26 766 12.7 23 743 10.4 19 333 12.0 15 682 11.0 16 435 10.6 20 392 11.3

Source: ECOWAS Commission.
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1.2.1. Objectives
The pilot project had four main objectives:

1. To develop a harmonized gender-disag-

gregated informal cross-border trade data 

collection methodology for the ECOWAS 

region

2. To test and execute the harmonized in-

formal cross-border trade data collection 

methodology on a pilot basis in the ECOW-

AS region

3. To prepare evidence-based policy recom-

mendations on how to create more struc-

tured systems for informal cross-border 

trade, with a view to supporting formaliza-

tion in the medium to long term

4. To build awareness of the importance of in-

stitutionalizing informal cross-border trade 

data collection in the ECOWAS region

More broadly, the project aimed to serve as a 

stepping-stone towards the development of a 

common African Union framework for measur-

ing informal cross-border trade. The landmark 

Agreement Establishing the African Continental 

Free Trade Area offers an opportunity to ensure 

that the full potential of informal cross-border 

trade is harnessed under a single comprehensive 

framework. With this in mind, it is envisaged that 

the pilot project will simply be the first phase of a 

long-term partnership between ECA and Afrex-

imbank to work towards the adoption of a meth-

odology to measure informal cross-border trade 

at African Union level. 

1.2.2. Geographical scope
The Abidjan–Lagos corridor was selected as 

the pilot ECOWAS corridor for testing the 

harmonized informal cross-border trade data 

collection methodology (see figure 2). This cor-

ridor connects the major urban centres of five 

ECOWAS member States (Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, 

Ghana, Nigeria and Togo), runs for 1,022 km, 

and concentrates 65 per cent of the econom-

ic activities of the ECOWAS region. According 

to recent research, the average traffic count 

across border crossings on the Abidjan–La-

gos corridor is 196 trucks per day, while the 

count reaches 493 trucks per day on the bus-

iest border crossing between Ghana and Togo. 

Passengers conducting informal cross-border 

trade dominate traffic along the corridor, using 

inter-country buses, taxis and pickups that car-

ry both passengers and cargo. Almost 50 per 

cent of passengers cross the border at least 

once each week, mostly to trade on the other 

side. The average Abidjan–Lagos border cross-

ing sees about 7,500 people crossing per day, 

compared to 2,100 for the average ECOWAS 

transit corridor (SAANA, 2015).

The Abidjan–Lagos corridor has four land 

borders (Côte d’Ivoire– Ghana; Ghana– Togo; 

Togo– Benin; Benin– Nigeria), each of which 

has a number of official and unofficial border 

crossings. Due to the expansive and porous 

nature of borders in the ECOWAS region, five 

official border points located between Abidjan 

and Lagos were selected as the focus of data 

collection. This selection was based on an ini-

tial border-profiling exercise, which selected 

the five official crossings observed to have the 

highest traffic in cross-border trade in goods 

and persons, namely:

1. Noe–Elubo border (Côte d’Ivoire–Ghana)

2. Aflao–Kodjoviakope (Ghana–Togo)

3. Segbe–Kpoglo (Ghana–Togo), approximate-

ly 20 kilometres from Aflao–Kodjoviakope 
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4. Hillacondji–Sanveecondji (Togo–Benin)

5. Seme–Krake (Benin–Nigeria)

1.2.3. Product scope
The informal cross-border trade data collec-

tion included all traded products and not agri-

cultural products alone. This wide scope pro-

vides a comprehensive and more diversified 

picture of informal cross-border trade, includ-

ing manufactured products, in addition to the 

agricultural products that often typify informal 

cross-border trade data collection exercises. 

Good international practice recommends the 

use of a common nomenclature in the collec-

tion and dissemination of trade statistics in or-

der to facilitate comparability of data. The rule 

with respect to formal data collection is use of 

the Harmonized Commodity Description and 

Coding System (HS) developed by the World 

Customs Organization (WCO), which has been 

in use since 1998. In order to generate a com-

prehensive and comparative data set that can 

easily be integrated into existing national sta-

tistics frameworks, the pilot project adopted 

the revised HS Nomenclature 2017 edition. 

1.2.4. Timeline
The pilot project was implemented over a 

12-month period according to the timeline 

shown in figure 3. The data collection exercise 

took place over a four-month period from 1 

September to 31 December 2019.

Figure 2: Map of the Abidjan–Lagos corridor

 

Note: The boundaries and names shown and the 
designations used on this map do not imply official 
endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations 

Source: Google Maps. Accessed 31 January 2020.
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Figure 3: Informal cross-border trade pilot project timeline

March
2019 

April 
2019 

 Organize expert working group meeting to review and validate the methodology

May-July
2019 

 Finalize informal cross-border trade data collection methodology

August
2019 

September
-December

2019  

 Execute informal cross-border trade data collection from 1 September to 31 December 2019
 Carry out random ad hoc spot checks to monitor informal cross-border trade data collection

January
2020 

 Clean, process and analysis raw informal cross-border trade data collected

February-
March
2020 

June 2020

July 2020
 Finalize report incororating the feedback and comments of experts

 Prepare literature review: comparative assessment of informal cross-border trade data collection  
     initiatives
 Carry out border pro�ling along the Abidjan-Lagos corridor
 Develop draft methodology for informal cross-border trade data collection in the ECOWAS region

 Organize coordination meeting for national institutions (national statistics o�ces, central banks,           
     ministries of �nance and trade) along the Abidjan-Lagos corridor in preparation for informal       
     cross-border trade data collection 
 Carry out random tests of methodology and data collection technology along the corridor
 Recruit and train coordinators and enumerators for informal cross-border trade data collection

 Prepare �nal informal cross-border trade analytical report
 Finalize harmonized informal cross-border trade data collection methodology for the ECOWAS region

 Organize virtual validation expert working group meeting to validate the �nal informal cross-border  
     trade report and complementary harmonized methodology
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1.3. Methodology

This section provides a summary of the meth-

odology and data collection technology used to 

collect informal cross-border trade data along 

the Abidjan–Lagos corridor. Further technical 

details of the methodology can be found in the 

Harmonized Data Collection Manual for infor-

mal cross-border trade in ECOWAS.

The harmonized data collection manual for 

the ECOWAS region was developed as part of 

the project and builds on the pilot methodolo-

gy adopted along the Abidjan–Lagos corridor. 

Harmonized data collection methodologies 

and tools are crucial to ensuring consistent 

and comparable informal cross-border trade 

data sets across ECOWAS member States. 

The manual was also aligned to the informal 

cross-border trade data collection manual for 

Eastern and Southern Africa to facilitate com-

parability across the continent and not only 

within the region.

In East Africa – arguably the most advanced 

region for informal cross-border trade mon-

itoring – the East African Community (EAC) 

has played a crucial role in encouraging harmo-

nized and reliable informal cross-border trade 

data collection. ECOWAS is similarly coordi-

nating informal cross-border trade activities 

and initiatives in West Africa. The ECOWAS 

Commission recently prepared the Informal 

Trade Regulatory Support Programme, which 

is part of the implementation of the strategy 

for regulation of informal trade in the ECOW-

AS region adopted in March 2013 (see section 

2.2). The Support Programme covers a five-

year period from 2018 and targets a set of 

outcomes, the first being “reliable and up-to-

date information on informal trade”. The har-

monized manual offers a guide and standard 

for improved informal cross-border trade data 

collection and processing to support imple-

mentation of the Support Programme. It was 

closely aligned with existing efforts in ECOW-

AS, including the Permanent Inter-State Com-

mittee on Drought Control in the Sahel (CILSS) 

cross-border trade monitoring mechanism 

(see section 2.3).

1.3.1. Defining informal cross-
border trade
Informal cross-border trade is often called 

“informal” because it involves small entrepre-

neurs, traders who do not access preferential 

tariff agreements, traders who may buy or sell 

in informal sector markets, and traders who do 

not always pass through the formal import and 

export channels for all or part of their goods. 

Informal cross-border trade is also sometimes 

referred to as small-scale cross-border trade. 

There is no universally agreed definition of in-

formal cross-border trade. 

The main difficulty in defining informal 

cross-border trade arises from the fact that 

there are strong interlinkages between infor-

mal and formal trade:

1. In some cases, the merchandise obtained 

through informal channels ends up being 

traded through formal supply chains in an-

other country, where it may enter into the 

official trade statistics of that country.

2. In other cases, the people trading in goods 

acquired informally may go through formal 

clearance at border points in terms of mi-

gration rules and other regulations, except 

that their goods are smuggled across unof-

ficial border channels or they are wrongly 

declared at official border crossings.
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3. Informal cross-border traders may pass 

through official border crossings and even 

undergo formal clearance procedures, but 

their consignments are often so small that 

they are not recorded in official trade sta-

tistics.3 

Lastly, a distinction must be made between the 

merchandise and the agents of such trade when 

defining informal cross-border trade. There are 

neither “informal goods” nor “informal traders”. 

Therefore, in the definition of informal cross-

border trade, “informality” refers only to the 

procedures of trade and not to the goods nor 

the agents of that trade (FAO, 2017). 

The harmonized ECOWAS manual defines in-

formal cross-border trade as unrecorded and 

underrecorded trade that flows through offi-

cial border points. In particular, the following 

are captured as informal cross-border trade:

• All merchandise leaving/entering the coun-

try carried on foot, bicycles, pushcarts, mo-

torcycles, vehicles, wheelchairs, donkeys 

and boats, whether in large or small quan-

tities, that is not recorded by customs au-

thorities

• Merchandise undeclared or underdeclared 

by traders on formal customs declaration 

documents

The following items are excluded from informal 

cross-border trade recording:

• Goods properly (100 per cent) declared 

and verified by customs officials on decla-

ration documents

3  Trade in traditional agricultural products and livestock in bordering countries may involve little or no intent to deceive the authorities as 

peasants and herders ignore artificial and unpoliced borders, traversing areas as they have done for centuries, mitigating surpluses and 

shortages of staple foods, thereby alleviating price fluctuations and contributing to food security and poverty reduction. 

• Transit goods into and out of the country at 

any monitored border post

• Goods smuggled into or out of the country 

(including night-time cross-border transac-

tions)

One advantage of this definition is that it moves 

beyond the legal vs. illegal dichotomy, recog-

nizing that some non-compliant practices are 

nevertheless ‘legitimate’ and efforts should 

be made to legalize them, while others are ‘il-

legitimate’, and should remain illegal. In the 

case of trade, the difference between “infor-

mal cross-border trade” and “illegal trade” or 

“smuggling” is essentially motivational. Where-

as smuggling is based on the wish to pay no 

or fewer taxes, or to profit from trade in pro-

hibited goods such as crystal meth, informal 

cross-border traders typically avoid formalities 

for more legitimate reasons (Cantens, Ireland 

and Raballand, 2015). They may not be able to 

afford the costs of trading formally, for exam-

ple, or might not have the skills or the knowl-

edge needed to comply with trade regulations.

1.3.2. Type of data captured
The methodology captured both qualitative 

and quantitative data on informal cross-border 

trade along the corridor. The ECO-RATIN app 

(see box 1) facilitated collection of the follow-

ing quantitative data:

• Variety of products traded

• Value of products traded

• Countries of origin and destination
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• Towns of origin and destination

• Sex of trader

• Indications of the most and least traded 

goods

• Modes of transport in informal cross-bor-

der trade

• Currency used in informal cross-border 

trade

• Unit of measurement of the product (e.g. 

kilograms, litres, pieces)

• Payment method used to transact informal 

cross-border trade

Complementary qualitative data was collected 

through the border-profiling exercises and the 

monthly reports of coordinators and enumera-

tors. This included information on:

• Cross-border trade challenges, including 

those primarily faced by female traders

• Trade policy measures (newly introduced 

or implemented at borders)

• Constraints impeding trade formalization

• Trade in services at borders

1.3.3. Border-monitoring techniques
Informal cross-border trade data collection 

typically entails one of three techniques, which 

may be used separately or in combination (Ack-

ello-Ogutu, 1996), namely:

1. Border observation: direct observation 

and recording of informal cross-border 

trade flows. The enumerators are strategi-

cally positioned at border posts to observe 

and record the movement of goods into 

and out of a country during daytime hours 

(6 a.m. to 6 p.m.), focusing on those not 

officially cleared by customs authorities. 

Typically, the enumerator also collaborates 

with a selection of traders operating at the 

border, who serve as informants to enrich 

the enumerator’s observations and pro-

vide estimates of the prices of commodi-

ties traded.

2. Tracking movements of large vehicles: es-

timating the volume of unrecorded trade 

by interviewing drivers of vehicles to find 

out information that cannot be ascertained 

by observation, such as type of commod-

ities ferried, origin and destination. This 

technique typically complements bor-

der observation, particularly in instances 

where trade flows may be underrecorded 

to reduce tax obligations.

3. Stocktaking at open markets: estimating 

the quantity of goods transacted by trad-

ers from both countries, considering stock 

carry-over and replenishment. This ap-

proach requires estimation of net imports 

and export figures, considering the volume 

of goods brought to the market by traders 

from both countries, goods purchased at 

the market, and carry-over stocks to the 

next day.

For the Abidjan–Lagos corridor pilot, border 

observation was the primary data collection 

approach, supplemented by interviews with 

key informants such as customs officials, trad-

er associations, clearing agents and vehicle 

drivers. The data collection exercise attempted 

to gauge the scale of both trade between two 
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Box 1: ECO-RATIN app

ECO-RATIN is a mobile app developed by the Eastern Africa Grain Council specifically to 
monitor informal cross-border trade in the ECOWAS region. The app derives its name from 
ECOWAS and the Eastern Africa Grain Council Regional Agricultural Trade Intelligence 
Network (RATIN) market information platform used to monitor grain prices and cross-border 
trade flows in East Africa. The ECO-RATIN app was piloted by the data collection team to 
record informal cross-border trade flows along the Abidjan–Lagos corridor. 

The mobile app was installed on Android® tablets and integrated with geofencing 
characteristics, meaning that it could only capture data if the enumerator was physically 
present at the designated border crossing, thus reducing the risk of data manipulation. 

Figure 4: Screenshots of the ECO-RATIN application home  
and data collection pages

   

The ECO-RATIN app was designed to capture a wide range of products (not only grain). The data collected 
was classified using the following United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) prod-
uct groupings:

Food items
• Agricultural raw materials

• Beverages

• Vegetables and oil seeds

• Fuels

• Manufactured goods

• Ores, metals, precious stones and non-monetary gold
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neighbouring countries (e.g. Benin and Togo) 

and transit trade between non-neighbouring 

countries along the corridor (e.g. Ghana and 

Nigeria). Transit data was recorded mainly 

through interviews with traders to verify the 

source and destination of goods and through 

direct observation (since source and destina-

tion for commonly traded goods along the cor-

ridor were established earlier, during the bor-

der-profiling exercise). By capturing the source 

and destination towns, the project was able to 

track the movement of transit goods, such as 

rice moving from Abidjan in Côte d’Ivoire to 

Cotonou in Benin.

1.3.4. Data collection process
To perform the data collection exercise effec-

tively, eight key steps were taken, as summa-

rized in table 2.

Where applicable, local units of measurement other than counts/pieces were standardized 
(e.g. kilograms, litres etc.) using conversion factors estimated as part of the border-profiling 
exercise. The app also contained a predetermined classification of goods to facilitate collation 
of trade data into designated categories and HS codes at HS-6 level. Data from the app were 
transmitted to a central server for consolidation and verification.

Table 2: Abidjan–Lagos corridor data collection process

Step Description

1. Border-profiling An initial border-profiling exercise took place along the Abidjan–Lagos corridor 
between 28 March and 1 April 2019 in order to inform the selection of border 
points for data collection and gain a better understanding of the characteristics 
of the borders, nearby markets and traders. The findings of the border-profiling 
exercise are presented in section 2.4 of this report.

2. Select borders for 
monitoring

The five border crossings on the Abidjan–Lagos corridor for monitoring were 
selected on the basis of volume of trade, communications infrastructure, 
transport links, availability of supporting institutions and availability of appropriate 
personnel to recruit as enumerators, while considering logistical and financial 
limitations.

3. Develop a border-
monitoring schedule

A monitoring schedule was developed to achieve reliable and consistent results. 
This schedule required data to be collected six days a week for four months. 
Additionally, data was collected on one randomly selected Sunday each month, 
meaning one full week of data was collected per month. The selected Sundays for 
data collection were 15 September, 13 and 20 October, 17 and 24 November and 
1 December. This data was used to estimate trade flows for the Sundays on which 
data was not collected. 
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Step Description

4. Validate and test the 
methodology and data 
collection tools

The methodology was tested between 31 July and 25 August 2019. A coordination 
meeting of national institutions was held on 31 July and 1 August 2019. ECA and 
the Eastern Africa Grain Council presented the proposed informal cross-border 
trade data collection methodology for West Africa and received comments and 
inputs from ministries of trade, central banks and the national statistics offices 
of Benin, Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana, Nigeria and Togo. The data collection tools on the 
ECO-RATIN app were also presented to stakeholders for validation. Following 
incorporation of comments from stakeholders, the project team tested the 
methodology and tools in the field at all data collection border points between 
2 August and 25 August 2019. The tool performed well, including for Internet 
connectivity. Following the testing of the methodology, a few adjustments were 
made to account for contextual specificities along the corridor.

5. Recruit and train the 
data collection team*

The data collection team was composed of enumerators, coordinators and a 
supervisor. The data collection team consisted of candidates from the national 
statistics offices of Nigeria and Togo, the Ghana Customs Office, the ECOWAS 
Directorate of Free Movement, and customs clearing agents from Benin and Côte 
d’Ivoire. At all border crossings, between one and four enumerators were present 
on each side of the border and were responsible for daily data collection (based 
on the level of economic activity at the crossings as assessed during the border-
profiling exercise). In total, thirteen enumerators and four coordinators were 
engaged. A coordinator was present at each border point to compile and transmit 
data collected by enumerators and to support enumerators in data collection. An 
Abidjan–Lagos corridor supervisor was responsible for verifying data collection, 
monthly reporting and engaging relevant agencies or stakeholders to validate 
or enrich the data collected by enumerators. All data collection personnel were 
trained in the data collection methodology and provided with data collection 
tools (mobile tablets installed with the data collection app and geofenced to 
ensure that data entry was possible only at the border).

6. Collect informal cross-
border trade data

The informal cross-border trade data collection exercise took place from 1 
September to 31 December 2019 at the five selected border crossings along the 
corridor. Data were collected as per the schedule described in (3) above. 

7. Carry out random 
spot check and provide 
technical support for 
quality control

A random spot check was conducted during the period 14–25 October 2019 to 
review progress on data collection, verify the quality of data collection, identify 
and address the data collection challenges experienced by the teams on the 
ground and enhance their capacity to improve data collection. The Eastern 
Africa Grain Council provided daily remote support to the data collection teams. 
This support entailed weekly online meetings with teams on the ground to 
discuss progress updates, resolve challenges encountered in data collection, and 
incorporate emerging suggestions by the data collection teams. The Council also 
provided remote support to troubleshoot technical challenges experienced on 
the ECO-RATIN app. A WhatsApp group was created for each crossing to facilitate 
live support and rapid response.
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Step Description

8. Process and analyse 
data

Quantitative data collected through the ECO-RATIN app was pooled into a 
single Excel® database to facilitate analysis. The analysis was mostly descriptive. 
Qualitative data from the coordinator and enumerator reports were synthesized to 
identify common themes.

* Each border point had enumerators and a coordinator strategically positioned where informal cross-border trade was observed to 

be prevalent: Seme-Krake border (four enumerators, one coordinator), Hillacondji-Sanveecondji (two enumerators, one coordinator), 

Aflao–Kodjoviakope (four enumerators, one coordinator), Segbe-Kpoglo (one enumerator and one coordinator, who supported Aflao 

–Kodjoviakope), Elubo-Noe (two enumerators, one coordinator).

Photo 1: Interviews of enumerator  
candidates at Aflao

Source: Reports from the informal  
cross-border trade project.

Photo 2: Practical training on the ECO-RATIN 
technology for enumerators and coordinators

Source: Reports from the informal cross-border  
trade data collection activity.
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1.3.5. Data collection instrument
The primary tool for data collection was an An-

droid application called “ECO-RATIN” (see box 

1). Real-time data capture was made using the 

GPS-enabled Android smartphone. The data 

capture process was automated to allow data 

verification and validation. This information 

was stored on the device and sent through a 

wireless data network to a centralized database 

managed by the Eastern Africa Grain Coun-

cil. ECO-RATIN was developed specifically for 

the project, and was adapted for the ECOWAS 

region from the Regional Agricultural Trade 

Intelligence Network (RATIN) web-based Re-

gional Market Information System developed 

and hosted by the East African Grain Council. 

Each enumerator was provided with a counter 

book to capture the raw data as a back-up to 

the data submitted on the online platform and 

to facilitate quicker data-recording at times of 

peak traffic.

Photo 3: Focus group discussion with enumerators at 
Elubo during the spot check exercise

Source: Reports from informal cross-border  
trade spot-check activity.

Photo 4: Enumerator capturing data  
in counter book at Aflao 

Source: Reports from informal cross-border  
trade spot-check activity.
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2. Setting the context:  
informal cross-border trade  

in the ECOWAS region

2.1. ECOWAS trade 
policy environment
The ECOWAS trade policy environment is un-

derpinned by its founding Treaty, first estab-

lished in 1975 and subsequently revised and 

adopted in 1993. Article (3) of the Revised 

Treaty of ECOWAS stipulates the removal 

of trade barriers and harmonization of trade 

policies for the sequential establishment of a 

free trade area, customs union, common mar-

ket, and eventually a monetary and economic 

union, in West Africa.4 

The ECOWAS Trade Liberalization Scheme 

is the flagship programme of ECOWAS trade 

policy and has the primary objective of pro-

moting and deepening regional integration and 

economic development through  trade. Estab-

lished under article 3 of the Revised Treaty, the 

Scheme provides for duty-free trade in agri-

cultural, industrial, artisanal and unprocessed 

goods between ECOWAS countries, subject to 

4 Article 3 of the ECOWAS Revised Treaty highlights the aims of the community to include promoting “cooperation and integration, lead-

ing to the establishment of an economic union in West Africa ”. To achieve this, the community will establish a common market through 

“the adoption of a common external tariff and a common trade policy vis-à-vis third countries”.
5 The Trade Liberalization Scheme was first implemented in 1979 and expanded to include industrial and other products in 1990.

compliance with the Rules of Origin defined by 

the ECOWAS protocol A/P1/1/03 of 31 Janu-

ary 2003.5 It also includes putting in place mea-

sures aimed at facilitating trade by reducing 

red tape and paperwork at borders. 

The ECOWAS Free Trade Area has been im-

plemented through the Trade Liberalization 

Scheme. The bloc also laid the foundations for 

a customs union with the introduction of the 

ECOWAS common external tariff in January 

2015, following a decision of Heads of State 

and Government in 2006. The common ex-

ternal tariff has a five-band structure: 0 per 

cent for basic social goods; 5 per cent for basic 

goods, raw goods and capital goods; 10 per cent 

for inputs and semi-finished goods; 20 per cent 

for finished goods; and 35 per cent for specific 

goods for economic development. It adopts a 

common nomenclature so that customs proce-

dures are transparent and delays at the border 

reduced. 
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ECOWAS has not yet adopted a common trade 

policy, which is an important requirement for 

full implementation of a customs union (UNCT-

AD, 2018). Furthermore, despite the presence 

of the Trade Liberalization Scheme and the 

Common External Tariff, trade liberalization 

has been slower than anticipated due, in partic-

ular, to continued prevalence of non-tariff bar-

riers to trade (UNCTAD, 2018). The ECOW-

AS Commission is making efforts to reduce 

non-tariff barriers confronting both informal 

and formal trade in the region. Under the 10th 

and 11th European Development Fund (EDF), 

the Transport Facilitation Programme I and II 

were launched in the ECOWAS region to fa-

cilitate the free and timely movement of goods 

and persons across contiguous borders. The 

Seme–Krake and Noepe–Akanu joint border 

posts form part of this initiative. The anticipat-

ed reduction in traffic and processing delays at 

the borders is expected to encourage the for-

malization of informal cross-border trade.

2.2. Informal Trade 
Regulatory Support 
Programme
In recognition of the importance of informal 

trade in the economic and social life of ECOW-

AS Member States, the ECOWAS Commission 

launched the ECOWAS Informal Trade Regu-

latory Support Programme in 2018 (ECOW-

AS, 2018). The Programme forms part of the 

implementation of the strategy for the regula-

tion of informal trade in the ECOWAS region, 

which was adopted in March 2012. It has been 

prepared for a five-year period (2018–2022) 

and is the product of a participatory and in-

clusive process conducted by the ECOWAS 

Commission with the involvement of Member 

States. The private sector, regional and nation-

al professional trade organizations, non-gov-

ernmental organizations and other informal 

cross-border trade-related technical and finan-

cial partners were also consulted. 

The main objective of the Support Programme 

is to improve the capacity of the ECOWAS 

region to handle the negative effects of in-

formal trade, while exploiting its potential for 

strengthening intra-regional trade. To this end, 

it aims to establish a coherent and compre-

hensive framework for informal cross-border 

trade at the Community level, with a focus on 

institutional, organizational and regulatory 

matters. The programme has been framed to 

guide efforts to integrate informal trade in na-

tional and regional strategies and contribute 

to implementation of the ECOWAS common 

trade policy. The Programme identifies four key 

outcomes:

1. Reliable and up-to-date information on in-

formal trade is available.

2. The institutional capacities of informal 

trade stakeholders and their participation 

in the formulation, implementation and 

monitoring of policies on the development 

of intra-regional trade are developed.

3. Reforms essential to the elimination of ob-

stacles to the development of formal trade 

are undertaken.

4. Incentives are provided to facilitate migra-

tion to the formal sector by informal sector 

stakeholders.

Particular emphasis is placed on supporting 

improved informal cross-border trade data 

availability, which has not been adequately 

addressed in existing national and regional 
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projects, as demonstrated by the first Support 

Programme (ITRSP-1) outcome. This is to be 

achieved by improving informal cross-border 

trade data collection and processing mecha-

nisms, and establishing an informal trade moni-

toring mechanism.

Under outcome 1, efforts have started to inte-

grate the agricultural data collected by CILSS 

into national and regional statistical databases 

to officially complement existing customs data 

on formal trade. 2019, the ITRSP-1 steering 

committee and technical secretariat were for-

mally established by the directors of ECOWAS 

national statistics offices as a decision-making 

body to provide guidance and supervision of the 

CILSS data integration process. The ITRSP-1 

steering committee is made up of the directors 

of member State national statistics offices and 

the CILSS Executive Secretary, and has deci-

sion-making power. The technical secretariat 

is the operational body for the implementation 

of ITRSP-1 activities, and is responsible for the 

collection of informal data on cross-border 

trade in food, agro-forestry-pastoral and fish-

eries products, and implementation of other 

trade facilitation, advocacy and capacity-build-

ing activities. The technical secretariat is made 

up of technical experts who are already working 

on informal cross-border trade issues at CILSS, 

ECOWAS and the West African Economic and 

Monetary Union (WAEMU) level. 

In order to facilitate the internalization and in-

tegration process, CILSS plans to align data col-

lection with harmonized system product codes 

and expand coverage to all ECOWAS member 

States. It is also planning to train relevant stake-

holders, including national statistics office staff, 

to support the institutionalization and owner-

ship of the CILSS data collection methodology. 

The major challenge to full internalization and 

sustainability is the high cost of data collection, 

combined with the constrained financial and 

technical capacities of national statistics offic-

es, and CILSS reliance on donor support. The 

support programme includes estimated costs 

to be contributed by ECOWAS, member States 

and development partners but, to date, insuf-

ficient funds have been raised to support any 

meaningful implementation.

The informal cross-border trade monitoring 

exercise conducted under the Abidjan–Lagos 

corridor pilot project contributes to support-

ing efforts under outcome one of the pro-

gramme, and seeks to complement the existing 

work on informal cross-border trade conduct-

ed by CILSS under the Support Programme in 

two ways:

1. Addressing some existing data gaps in the 

Support Programme process, such as gen-

der disaggregation, payment methods and 

coverage of all commodities, rather than 

agricultural ones alone.

2. Developing a data collection methodology 

that is aligned to the current methodology 

utilized by CILSS to ensure data compara-

bility and complementarity.

2.3. Other informal 
cross-border trade 
initiatives in West Africa
Government-level informal cross-border 

trade data collection initiatives are limited 

in West Africa. No government in the region 

currently collects informal cross-border trade 

data consistently and on a sustainable basis. 

Nonetheless, one-off monitoring exercises 

have previously been conducted by several 
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national statistics offices. For example, the Na-

tional Statistics Institute of Benin, supported 

by the European Union, conducted a ten-day 

activity in September 2011 to estimate the 

size and composition of informal cross-bor-

der trade, with the objective of eventually 

integrating informal cross-border trade into 

national accounts. Some 8,900 respondents 

across 171 illegal border crossing points were 

interviewed and continuous monitoring of in-

formal cross-border trade was recommended 

(INSAE, 2011). Resource constraints prevent-

ed further activity until July–August 2019, 

however. At the time of writing, the findings 

of this most recent exercise are not yet avail-

able. In Nigeria, the Nigerian Central Bank 

conducted an informal cross-border trade ac-

tivity for 12 months between June 2013 and 

May 2014, covering the direction and value 

of trade between Nigeria and its immediate 

neighbours and focusing on major products 

traded (Central Bank of Nigeria, 2016). The 

activity collected data on products, mode of 

transportation, country of origin and desti-

nation, unit of measurement, price per unit of 

measurement, quantity of goods and the value 

of trade. Product data was subsequently cod-

ed under the HS coding system. 

The only sustainable framework for collecting 

data on informal cross-border trade is current-

ly offered by CILSS, which collects data on both 

the volume and value of formal and informal 

trade for 57 agricultural products. Supported 

by the United States Agency for Internation-

al Development (USAID), CILSS collects data 

on a range of markets and border posts along 

the main trade corridors linking Benin, Burkina 

Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Mali, Nigeria, Sen-

egal and Togo. CILSS also gathers information 

on barriers to trade and intends to expand its 

coverage to include more commodities and 

additional trade corridors. There are plans to 

formally integrate the CILSS data into the na-

tional statistics of ECOWAS Member States, 

as the data provided by the system since 2013 

has been instrumental in complementing offi-

cial customs data.

The Abidjan–Lagos Corridor Organization 

(ALCO) serves as the coordinating body for 

the corridor. In the area of facilitation of trade 

and transport, the work performed by ALCO 

includes a transport observatory along the 

corridor, collection and dissemination of data, 

advisory assistance to member countries and 

studies and activities at ports, borders and 

along the corridor on targeted indicators. In 

the area of informal cross-border trade, the 

institution conducted field visits to facilitate 

meetings and discussions with key actors in in-

formal cross-border trade in order to develop 

an informal cross-border trade data collection 

methodology. ALCO has conducted capac-

ity-building activities on the data collection 

methodology and system of data transmission 

to ALCO for focal points and data collection 

officers. Data collection is overseen and pro-

cessed by the ALCO expert statistician and that 

person’s assistant.

The World Bank West Africa office also carries 

out studies to generate empirical evidence to 

help address issues facing small-scale traders, 

including impediments to their activities. It re-

cently collected data from operators (including 

customs officials and traders) serving markets 

at each side of the borders along six priority 

corridors identified in the ECOWAS region. 

The empirical findings of this exercise will in-

form the investment and trade facilitation ac-

tivities of World Bank projects in West Africa.
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Photo 5:Informal cross-border trade  
project resource person interviewing female  

informal cross-border trader

Source: Reports from the informal cross-border trade 
data collection activity.

Box 2: Border profile – Noe–Elubo border (Côte d’Ivoire–Ghana)

Profile: The crossing operates with separate facilities in each country for processing cross-
border movement of goods, vehicles and persons. Informal cross-border trade mainly takes 
place through several crossings along the river Tano (Tanoé river in Côte d’Ivoire) and is 
dominated by farmers who carry agricultural goods from Côte d’Ivoire to Ghana. The movement 
of goods and people across the Tano river presents a security and safety risk for traders due to 
the dilapidated state of infrastructure across the river. The border patrol has limited resources 
for border surveillance and faces the danger of attack, especially during night patrols. Another 
concern was reports of child trafficking, where children (mostly teenagers aged between 14 
and 17 years) are trafficked from Ghana to Côte d’Ivoire to provide child labour.

Trade environment: The border operates for 12 hours daily between 6 a.m. and 6 p.m., which 
may be an incentive for informal cross-border trade to take place at night. Tuesday mornings 
tend to be the busiest day at the border, with significant movement of goods and personnel 
in preparation for market day on Wednesday. It was observed that peak hours for informal 
cross-border trade were between 10 a.m. and 2 p.m. It was further observed that traders move 
their goods in small volumes (typically agricultural products) in order to avoid harassment to 
pay customs duties. 

Informal cross-border trade takes place mainly using small vehicles carrying goods in polythene 
bags. Trade is dominated by women, who were observed to constitute approximately 80 per 
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cent of informal traders. Children were observed to participate actively in informal cross-
border trade during school holidays. Three modes of trade were observed whereby goods 
were either: traded through a clearing agent; transacted through a driver/transporter 
responsible for clearing the goods at the border at minimum cost; or traders accompanying 
their goods across the border and taking responsibility for border clearance.

The CFA franc (CFAF) was the dominant currency for trade at this border, with traders reported 
to prefer its stability compared to the Ghanaian cedi. It was further observed that Ecobank 
plays a prominent role in trade facilitation, particularly with respect to facilitating payment of 
customs duties. The Bank has developed a mobile app to facilitate payment of customs fees 
and duties for traders. Traders reported that this initiative has helped to improve security, 
as they do not need to carry cash along the corridor. Use of the Bank is currently largely 
restricted to customs matters, with cash remaining the preferred means of settling informal 
cross-border trade transactions. 

Cross-border trade challenges: Several policy-related challenges exist at the border. Ghana 
had banned the importation of rice from Côte d’Ivoire to protect its local rice subsector. It was 
noted that both Ghanaian and Ivorian customs officers were more interested in monitoring 
imports than facilitating trade in general, since imports provide an important source of 
revenue collection. This means that imports are strictly inspected (item by item), which can 
translate into longer clearing times and higher costs for traders. 

It was further observed that most traders, particularly women, were not aware of the costs 
or procedures of formal cross-border trade. This makes them vulnerable to unscrupulous 
practices by transporters and clearing agents. For instance, engagement with a sample of 
female traders revealed that they did not understand why they were paying certain fees to 
trade and move across borders within the ECOWAS region. 

Other challenges observed included the harassment of traders and confiscation of goods; 
proliferation of checkpoints on trade routes leading to and from the border (traders pointed 
out that at night, there are over 20 checkpoints between the Elubo border point and Accra); 
dilapidated infrastructure such as weighbridges (which in some cases have not been 
operational for at least three years); and fees for cross-border movement of people.

Photo 6: Loading and 
offloading point at Elubo 

on the Ghanaian side of the 
border. Most of the goods 

transported by truck are in 
small lots belonging to several 
informal traders who share the 

cost of transport

Source: Reports from the informal cross-border trade data collection activity.
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Box 3: Border profile – Aflao–Kodjoviakope, Segbe–Kpoglo and Noepe–Akanu 
borders (Ghana–Togo)

Profile: Three official border crossings between Ghana and Togo were profiled: Noepe–Akanu, 
Aflao–Kodjoviakope and Segbe–Kpoglo. Aflao–Kodjoviakope and Segbe–Kpoglo operate 
separate facilities for each country, while the Noepe–Akanu border is a joint border point. The 
Noepe–Akanu joint border point, located approximately 25 km from Aflao–Kodjoviakope, 
was observed to be underused due to poor roads to and from it, inadequate facilities for 
government officials and a preference on the part of traders to stick to familiar trading routes. 

Informal cross-border trade between Ghana and Togo was observed to be particularly 
vibrant. In Togo, the informal sector was reported to account for as much as 70 per cent of 
the country’s economy, according to a study conducted by the Petty Traders Association. 
Informal traders are supported by many non-governmental organizations, such as Women in 
Law and Development in Africa (WILDAF), the Borderless Alliance and government agencies 
such as the Petty Traders Association.

A unique feature of trade between Ghana and Togo was the presence of numerous formal 
and informal crossings between them. Informal trade was observed to take place through 
three main routes: formal border crossings; informal crossings manned by security officials; 
and informal crossings not manned by security officials. There are several informal crossings, 
including the informal routes Beats 1 to 13 along the coastline. The crossings are popular 
for cross-border movement of people and goods because of the strong socioeconomic ties 
between the communities on either side of the border. Beats 1 to 13 are border crossings 
located near the shoreline on the border between the two countries. Both governments plan 
to inaugurate more formal crossings along the coastline to facilitate movement of people 
between Ghana and Togo. 

Members of the border community were noted to reside on either side of the border 
irrespective of their citizenship, since they identified as the same people divided by borders. 
For example, a large number of schoolchildren residing in Togo were attending schools in 
Ghana, and vice versa. Additionally, the working populations residing on either side of the 
border, such as teachers, nurses and shop and fuel station attendants, reported crossing the 
border to nearby social amenities to provide trade in services. Both governments recognize 
the need to ensure that these community members are able to access their places of work 
and interest on either side of the border. 

Trade environment: In theory, the Aflao–Kodjoviakope border is operational 24 hours a day, 
with peak trading hours between 9 a.m. and 6 p.m. In practice, however, only the Ghana side 
of the border (Aflao) adheres to this, while Kodjoviakope operates for 12 hours from 6 a.m. to 
6 p.m. It is for this reason, along with security concerns voiced by traders, that trade at this 
border takes place mainly during the day. This differential implementation of operational 
hours is evidence of limited cooperation and harmonization among border authorities. The 
Segbe–Kpoglo border operates 24 hours a day.

Human traffic was observed to be highest between 8 a.m. and 9 a.m. in the morning and 
5 p.m. and 6:30 p.m. in the evening. This mainly consists of people offering or receiving 
trade in services on either side of the border. Trade is highest between the months of 
October and December and the key products traded include oils (palm and vegetable), fish, 
perishable products, drinking water, mobile phones and manufactured goods (e.g. plastic 
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buckets and pipes, canned food and used vehicles). It was estimated that over 80 per cent 
of petty traders were women, many of whom were among the wealthiest members of cross-
border communities, owning properties in various surrounding towns. There were no trade 
restrictions or bans except on medicines, drugs, arms and ammunition.

Aflao–Kodjoviakope was the main conduit for transit goods, which are monitored by an 
online cargo-tracking system. Bulky cargo arriving at Noepe–Akanu is typically redirected 
to the nearby Segbe–Kpoglo border for clearance as it has greater capacity and facilities 
(such as scanners) to handle bulk cargo, while Noepe–Akanu is more suitable for smaller 
consignments. For similar reasons, the Aflao border handles bulky cargo redirected from Beat 
9. The fact that some borders have different capacities for handling different consignments 
weakens the argument for establishing numerous border crossings and adds weight to the 
argument for strengthening and improving a few strategically located crossings.

Following the profiling exercise, Aflao–Kodjoviakope and Segbe–Kpoglo were selected for 
monitoring of informal cross-border trade based on the relatively high traffic of goods and 
persons at these borders compared to Noepe–Akanu, which was much less busy. 

Photo 7: The underused  
Noepe–Akanu joint border point

Source: Reports from the informal cross-border trade data collection 
activity.

Cross-border challenges: The major challenges reported included harassment by govern-
ment trade facilitation agencies; unstructured methods for determining the amount of tax 
payable for different categories of goods; multiple checkpoints (24) along the Aflao–Accra 
route; and overvaluation of goods by customs officials due to lack of information on prices, 
which erodes the profit margins of traders.
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Box 4: Border profile – Hillacondji–Sanveecondji border (Benin–Togo)

Profile: This is a multiple border crossing between Benin and Togo, where each country has 
its own border post. A joint border post is under construction with the objective of facilitating 
efficient cross-border trade. Social and economic infrastructure, such as schools, hospitals, 
water, electricity and housing, were observed to be in good condition on both sides of the 
border. There is one main border crossing, and both formal and informal cross-border traders 
use the same main gate to cross from one country to the other. Government agencies and 
local communities were the main players in trade facilitation. The currency used in cross-
border trade transactions is limited to the CFA franc, which is the official currency of both 
countries, while the main languages are French and English.

Trade environment: The border is operational between 8 a.m. and 8 p.m. for cross-border 
traders with goods, and operates 24 hours a day for clearance of persons without goods. It is 
the main transit border facilitating trade between countries such as Nigeria, Niger, Burkina 
Faso and Togo. Key products traded across the border were noted to be mainly perishable 
goods (e.g. tomatoes, chili pepper, pineapples, cocoa, rice, beans and oils), manufactured 
goods (e.g. plastic and electronic products and cigarettes) and fuel. Waiting times were 
relatively short at the border: one to two hours for traders with goods and one to five minutes 
for human traffic if the right documentation is presented.

The governments of Benin and Togo are attempting to curb informal trade and smuggling by 
encouraging trade by maritime routes, which are typically characterized by stricter quality 
control processes (e.g. sealing of freight containers). This is particularly important for Benin, 
which serves as a trade hub for goods heading to Nigeria and elsewhere in the ECOWAS 

Photo 8: The Aflao–Kodjoviakope border point was observed 
to be much busier than Noepe–Akanu

Source: Reports from the informal cross-bor-
der trade data collection activity.
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region. With this objective in mind, transit charges for consignments passing through Benin 
have been increased. Traders attempt to circumvent such charges by loading goods onto 
smaller vehicles, preferably with Beninese registration (heading back to Benin). No customs 
checks were observed beyond the borders. Police only manned checkpoints along the roads 
from the borders into Benin and Togo.

Photo 9: A station wagon loaded with  
goods at Hillacondji–Sanveecondji

Source: Reports from the informal cross-bor-
der trade data collection activity.

Cross-border challenges: Major challenges at the border included lack of information and 
knowledge on cross-border trade requirements, identification processes and poor internet 
connectivity. Traders along the border have requested awareness-raising platforms and 
training on cross-border trade requirements to build capacity on conducting cross-border 
trade efficiently.

When testing the relevance of different data collection techniques, it was observed that most 
vehicle drivers possessed limited knowledge of the origin or final destinations of the goods 
they were carrying. This creates difficulties for measuring the scale of transit movement of 
goods taking place along the corridor. 
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Box 5: Border profile – Seme–Krake border (Benin–Nigeria)

Profile: Seme–Krake is a joint border post between Nigeria and Benin with multiple 
crossings. The border has five main crossing sites with the main gate serving as the preferred 
crossing. Social and economic infrastructure (schools, housing, water access) were generally 
more advanced on the Benin side of the border. The main modes of transport used at the 
border were trucks, automobiles and bicycles. The preferred payment method for business 
transactions was reported to be cash and bank transfers in Nigerian naira and CFA francs (the 
currency of Benin) but naira dominated. Government agencies and local communities were 
identified as the main players in trade facilitation at the border. 

The border-profiling exercise observed that the joint border post served as more of a physical 
structure than a true one-stop shop. The same services in cross-border trade facilitation were 
still provided at different buildings for Nigeria and Benin, though in the same compound.

Trade environment: The border is operational 24 hours a day, and trade occurs during the 
day and at night. It was observed that the largest volume of border crossings occurs early in 
the morning between 6 a.m. and 10 a.m. and after lunch between noon and 6 p.m. The border 
was reported to be busy all year round, except during the months of January to March (due 
to the planting season and the beginning of the year). Christmas festivities lead to increased 
volumes of cross-border trade during the period September to December. The key goods 
traded along the border include food items, agricultural raw materials and manufactured 
goods. Trade in fuel was reported not to be impacted by seasonal changes.

At the time of the profiling exercise, there was a ban on maize, timber logs and alfalfa plants 
at the border. The trade environment was found to be more friendly and conducive on the 
Benin section of the corridor (Krake–Hillacondji) than the Nigeria section (Seme to Lagos) 
regarding three main issues: fewer cases of harassment of traders by police, immigration 
and customs officers; fewer checkpoints manned by these border officials; and better roads, 
which make transport of goods and people more efficient.

Traders contributed an average of 60 per cent of traffic crossing the border daily, with women 
dominating. These traders reported spending an average of between half a day and a full day 
crossing with goods and less than an hour without goods.

Cross-border challenges: Key challenges at the border include harassment, multiple 
documents required of traders and multiple checkpoints on the Nigerian (Seme) side. The 
harassment encompassed bribery, assault, commodity seizures and deliberate delays, which 
were reported by traders from both Nigeria and Benin. Several documents were reported 
to be required for cross-border trade at the Seme border, with the cost and processing time 
varying for each document. There are multiple checkpoints on the Nigerian side of the border 
(34 during the day and 54 at night), which highlights the need to advocate for the reduction 
or removal of certain checkpoints on roads by enforcing ECOWAS protocols. On the Benin 
side of the border, there were very few checkpoints located at the designated points. 
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2.4. Border-profiling 
findings along the 
Abidjan–Lagos corridor
As the first field activity of the project, the bor-

ders along the Abidjan–Lagos corridor were 

profiled during the period from 28 March to 1 

April 2019. The purpose of the border-profiling 

was to inform the selection of border points for 

data collection and gain a better understanding 

of the characteristics of the borders, nearby 

markets and traders. A second border-profiling 

exercise was conducted from 3 to 23 August 

2019 to supplement the findings of the first ex-

ercise, with a focus on identifying appropriate 

positioning of enumerators, and units of mea-

surement for the data collection exercise. The 

technical team of border-profiling resource 

persons consisted of representatives of ECA, 

ECOWAS and the Eastern Africa Grain Council.

Overall, the two border-profiling exercises cap-

tured:

• The location and characteristics (including 

policy environment) of border markets

• Traffic volumes at border points

• Commodities traded at the borders

• Observations regarding trade in services

• Currencies used

• Demographics of traders

• Constraints and challenges to informal 

cross-border trade faced by both public 

and private sector players

Border-profiling observations helped to im-

prove the data collection exercise by informing 

contextual adaptations to the methodology. 

From the profiling exercise, it was agreed that 

data collection would focus on informal trade 

taking place at formal crossings in order to re-

duce the exposure of enumerators to security 

risks prevalent at informal crossings, and to 

involve border authorities in the exercise. Bor-

der-profiling also helped to establish the most 

and least traded goods along the corridor and 

relevant qualitative information, which assist-

Photo 10: Informal 
cross-border trader 

carrying water in 
sachets from Nigeria to 

Benin

Source: Reports from the informal cross-border trade data collection activity.



27

2. Setting the context: informal cross-border trade in the ECOWAS region  

ed interpretation of the daily data collection 

by enumerators. The exercise also helped to 

inform resource allocation decisions, particu-

larly the identification and recruitment of the 

supervisor, coordinators and enumerators, and 

guided the appropriate size of the data collec-

tion team at each border. 

The findings and observations at each border 

crossing during the border-profiling exercises 

are summarized in the remainder of this section.
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The purpose of the data collection activity 

was to collect and analyse data on informal 

cross-border trade along the Abidjan–Lagos 

corridor with a view to informing policy, reg-

ulatory and institutional reforms to support 

more structured informal cross-border trade. 

This section presents the findings and observa-

tions of the four-month informal cross-border 

trade data collection exercise that took place 

from 1 September to 31 December 2019. The 

exercise covered five countries in West Africa: 

Benin, Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana, Nigeria and Togo. 

The borders selected for monitoring were Elu-

bo–Noe, Aflao–Kodjoviakope, Segbe–Kpoglo, 

Hillacondji–Sanveecondji and Seme–Krake.

3.1. Quantitative findings

3.1.1. Composition of informal 
cross-border trade
The composition of informal cross-border 

trade was analysed at two levels: classification 

of goods into two broad categories (manufac-

tured goods and agricultural goods aggregated 

at HS-6 level), and classification of goods into 

eight main clusters of products according to 

the following international merchandise trade 

breakdown by product, which applies the Stan-

dard International Trade Classification (SITC) 

revision 3:

1. Agricultural raw materials

2. Beverages

3. Food items

4. Fuels

5. Livestock

6. Manufactured goods

7. Ores and metals

8. Vegetables and oilseeds 

Agricultural and non-agricultural (manufac-

tured) goods had almost equal shares in infor-
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mal cross-border trade6 (see figure 5). Typically, 

and perhaps surprisingly, manufactured goods 

dominate informal trade. Looking at more dis-

aggregated categories (see figure 6), manu-

factured goods and food items accounted for 

6 Manufactured goods.

almost equal shares of total informal trade (43 

and 42.4 per cent, respectively). Beverages and 

agricultural raw materials accounted for 5.6 

and 5.5 per cent, respectively.

Figure 5: Composition of trade in broad categories (US$ equivalent)
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Manufactured goods Agricultural goods

Source: Computations from the informal cross-border trade data collection activity.

Figure 6: Composition of trade along the Abidjan–Lagos corridor
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Four of the monitored border crossings (Aflao–

Kodjoviakope, Noe–Elubo, Hillacondji–San-

veecondji and Segbe–Kpolgo) exhibited a fairly 

similar composition of informal cross-border 

trade. Manufactured goods accounted for 40 

per cent of total trade at Aflao–Kodjoviakope 

and approximately 51 per cent at the other 

three borders, while food items accounted for 

between 33 and 40 per cent of total trade at 

these locations. Trade in food items was much 

more dominant at Seme–Krake, where it ac-

counted for 62 per cent of total trade, while 

manufactured goods accounted for only 14 

per cent of informal cross-border trade. Trade 

in beverages was only significant at the Seme–

Krake border between Benin and Nigeria. 

These differences can be explained by the clo-

sure of Nigeria’s land borders, which focused 

heavily on restricting movement of manufac-

tured goods and less on basic food items, thus 

skewing the composition of trade in favour of 

the latter. In fact, since Nigeria is the largest 

supplier of manufactured goods in the region, 

without the closure, Seme–Krake would have 

been expected to exhibit larger volumes of 

manufactured goods trade than other borders. 

Disaggregation of goods as per HS codes at 

chapter level gives a more precise picture of 

the nature of trade at different border cross-

ings. Although food items and manufactured 

goods dominate trade, figure 8 shows that the 

types of food items vary significantly from one 

border to the next. For instance, at Aflao–Ko-

djoviakope, fish, vegetables and tubers, cereals 

and preparations from cereals contribute rela-

tively equal shares to total informal cross-bor-

der trade. However, cereals trade was more 

dominant at Elubo–Noe, while vegetables and 

tubers, fish and preparations of cereals were 

more dominant at Hillacondji–Sanveecondji, 

Segbe–Kpoglo and Seme–Krake, respectively. 

The fact that processed foods (preparations 

from cereals) were more dominant at Seme–

Krake is perhaps illustrative of the fact that 

Figure 7: Composition of informal cross-border trade by border crossing and product 
category (share of total informal cross-border trade, %)
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Nigeria has a larger manufacturing base than 

other countries along the corridor.

3.1.2. Most common traders and 
traded goods

Main informal exporters
Ghana and Togo were the largest informal ex-

porters along the corridor. Each country ex-

ported approximately 40 per cent of the value 

of goods informally exported during the activ-

ity period (figure 9). This means that Segbe–

Kpoglo and Aflao–Kodjoviakope were among 

the three busiest borders by value of trade. Ni-

geria was the third greatest informal exporter. 

Benin and Côte d’Ivoire recorded much lower 

informal exports.

The closure of borders between Nigeria and Be-

nin may explain Benin’s relatively lower volume 

of informal exports. Since the data collection 

methodology focused on monitoring informal 

trade taking place at formal border crossings, 

it is possible that, as a result of the border clo-

sure, Benin’s exports to Nigeria were diverted to 

other unofficial trading routes in order to avoid 

detection (and were therefore not recorded). 

The fact that Nigeria recorded higher informal 

exports than Benin also suggests that, although 

the border closure in theory closed both im-

ports to and exports from Nigeria, in practice the 

country’s border officials were more focused on 

keeping out imports from Benin. Indeed, accord-

ing to sources at the border, the main purpose of 

the closure was to curb the smuggling of contra-

band goods from Benin, which was compromis-

ing Nigeria’s agricultural policies, job creation, 

revenue collection and security.

Another important consideration is that, in the 

context of the corridor, Nigeria and Côte d’Ivo-

ire can only trade in one direction (westbound 

Figure 8: Composition of informal cross-border trade by border and product category (HS 
chapter level) (share of total informal cross-border trade, %)
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Source: Computations from informal cross-border trade data collection activity.
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and eastbound, respectively), while the coun-

tries in the middle of the corridor (Benin, Gha-

na and Togo) trade in both directions. All other 

things being equal, therefore, these two outer 

countries would be expected to experience 

lower trade flows than their inner neighbours. 

Main informal importers
Informal import trends followed a similar pat-

tern to exports, with Ghana and Togo again 

leading by far in terms of the volume of infor-

mal imports. These two countries accounted 

for a combined 76 per cent of total informal 

imports along the corridor (figure 10). Inter-

estingly, Benin recorded almost four times as 

many imports as exports, despite the closure 

of its borders with Nigeria. As previously men-

tioned, this could perhaps be explained by the 

fact that Nigeria was the country that closed 

its borders with Benin, rather than the reverse, 

which may mean that Nigerian officials were 

stricter in enforcing imports from Benin than 

exports to Benin. In fact, the border-profiling 

exercise observed that Benin had far fewer 

trade restrictions (in terms of checkpoints and 

harassment of traders by officials) than Nigeria. 

Unsurprisingly, Nigeria imported far less goods 

than it exported due to the border closure with 

Benin, but this is also a reflection of the relative 

economic size of the two countries. 

Most commonly traded goods
Food items and manufactured goods dominate 

the list of the goods most traded informally (see 

table 3). The leading export commodity was 

fish, reflecting the proximity of the corridor to 

the Atlantic Ocean. Bread and pastries were 

second. The leading manufactured exports 

were plastic household utensils and disposable 

items, followed closely by textiles. 

3.1.3. Transit trade along the 
Abidjan–Lagos corridor
Transit trade, that is trade between countries 

that do not share a land border along the cor-

ridor (such as Nigeria–Ghana and Benin–Côte 

d’Ivoire) accounted for 5.1 per cent of the to-

tal informal trade recorded. Nigeria and Ghana 

were the two countries most active in transit 

trade, with Nigeria accounting for 73 per cent 

of transit exports and Ghana accounting for 70 

per cent of transit imports, as presented in ta-

Figure 9: Share of informal exports by country 
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Source: Computations from informal cross-border trade data collection activity.
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bles 5 and 6. Transit trade ties between these 

two countries were very strong, with trade 

between Ghana and Nigeria accounting for 90 

per cent of all recorded transit trade.

The top traded transit goods, as illustrated by 

table 4, include processed food items, bever-

ages and manufactured goods. Unprocessed/

fresh food items such as cereals, flour and fish, 

which otherwise dominate informal trade along 

the corridor, do not feature strongly in transit 

trade. Such items tend to be perishable, bulky 

and have lower value per unit weight or vol-

ume. This makes them less attractive for transit 

trade, which typically takes place over longer 

distances (and therefore has higher associat-

ed transport costs) than trade between neigh-

bouring countries. 

Figure 10 : Share of informal imports by country 
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Source: Computations from informal cross-border trade data collection activity.

Table 3: List of top ten traded goods, HS (6-digit)

Rank Category HS code (6-digit) Key products

1 Food items 030249 Fish

2 Food items 190510 Pastries, bread

3 Manufactured goods 691110 Disposable items, plastic household utensils 
and articles

4 Manufactured goods 591110 Textiles, clothing

5 Agricultural raw materials 440290 Charcoal

6 Manufactured goods 853929 & 910111 Electrical and electronic devices and goods

7 Manufactured goods 630900 Second-hand clothes

8 Manufactured goods 621020 Clothing

9 Beverages 220210 Sodas and soft drinks

10 Manufactured goods 640411 Footwear

Source: Computations from informal cross-border trade data collection activity.
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3.1.4. Mode of transport
Pedestrian traffic and trucks were the two 

most popular forms of transport for infor-

mal trade, accounting for almost two thirds of 

goods traded across borders informally (see 

figure 11). Motorcycles were also relatively 

popular and accounted for 15 per cent of trade. 

These findings confirm observations from the 

border-profiling, which identified pedestrian 

traffic as a major form of informal cross-border 

trade. Pedestrian traffic offers a cheap form of 

transport for traders carrying small loads be-

tween two points that are relatively close but 

on opposite sides of the border. Trucks were 

observed to ferry numerous small packages of 

goods belonging to many informal traders, each 

paying a lump-sum fee to the driver or vehicle 

operator. 

3.1.5. Gender-disaggregated 
informal cross-border trade
Women constituted the majority of infor-
mal cross-border traders along the corri-
dor, with female traders carrying out 61 
per cent of all informal cross-border trade 
transactions (figure 12). This finding cor-

Table 4: Most commonly traded goods in transit trade

Rank HS Codes Key goods

1 190510 Breads, pastas, processed foods

2 220210 Bottled water, soft drinks

3 490199 Books

4 591110 Textiles

5 621020 Clothing

6 040150 Milk, cheese, eggs, honey

Source: Computations from informal cross-border trade data collection activity.

Figure 11: Modes of transport along the Abidjan–Lagos corridor
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Figure 12: Classification of informal cross-border traders along the Abidjan–Lagos corridor 
by gender

Female
61%

Male
39%

Source: Computations from informal cross-border trade data collection activity.

Photo 11: Female informal cross-border trader 
carrying a bulky 70 kg bag of maize across the 
Hillacondji–Sanveecondji border

Source: Reports from the informal cross-border trade 
data collection activity.

Photo 12: Female informal cross-border trader at 
Seme–Krake during the border closure

Source: Reports from the informal cross-border trade 
data collection activity.
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roborates the existing body of research on 
informal cross-border trade, which typi-
cally emphasizes the dominance of women 
in informal cross-border trade. For exam-
ple, in the SADC region, approximately 70 
per cent of informal cross-border traders 
are women (United Nations Development 
Fund for Women, 2009), and in Western 
and Central Africa, women account for 
nearly 60 per cent of informal traders (Af-
rika and Ajumbo, 2012). 

Although women dominated trade in almost all 

commodity groups, there were some important 

differences. For example, there were approx-

imately twice as many women as men trading 

in food items but only 1.2 times more women 

than men trading in manufactured goods. This 

finding indicates possible physical and finan-

cial strains for women in informal cross-bor-

der trade, since food items are typically heavi-

er by weight and embody less value addition 

than manufactured goods. It is well known that 

women also typically have more limited finan-

cial resources to set up businesses. This makes 

traded goods that require relatively little cap-

ital (low value unprocessed food items) the 

natural option for female traders, while man-

ufactured goods usually require greater initial 

investment. This is also true of trade in fuels, 

where men are more dominant than women. 

Figure 13 illustrates these differences.

While women dominated almost all forms of 

transport, they were far more likely to trans-

port goods on foot, while men were more likely 

to use motorcycles, buses and other forms of 

transport (see figure 14). 

3.1.6. Currency used in informal 
cross-border trade transactions
Cash was the only medium of transacting in-

formal cross-border trade along the Abidjan–

Lagos corridor, accounting for 100 per cent of 

informal cross-border trade recorded during 

the exercise. Bank payments were used only 

for payment of official taxes. The predominance 

of cash payments presents a security risk and 

highlights the need for more secure and inno-

vative financing and payment products tar-

Figure 13: Composition of commodities traded by gender 
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geting the specific characteristics of informal 

cross-border trade. 

The five countries along the Abidjan–Lagos 

corridor have three official currencies in use: 

the West African CFA franc, the Ghanaian cedi 

and the Nigerian naira. As illustrated by figure 

15, the CFA franc was the most common cur-

rency of trade in terms of value of transactions, 

accounting for approximately 53 per cent of to-

tal trade along the corridor. The cedi accounted 

for approximately 45 per cent, while the naira 

accounted for less than 2 per cent. These ob-

servations complement the trade patterns ob-

served earlier in the analysis, whereby trade 

between Ghana and Togo, using the cedi and 

the CFA franc dominated informal trade along 

the corridor.

The CFA franc was typically the currency of 

choice for trade between countries with differ-

ent currencies. Nonetheless, some interesting 

phenomena emerges. In the case of trade be-

tween Ghana and Togo or Côte d’Ivoire, the 

cedi is dominant when Ghana is the importing 

country, while the CFA franc is dominant when 

Ghana is the exporting country. For instance, 

the CFA franc accounts for 76 per cent and 100 

per cent of exports by Ghana to Togo and Côte 

d’Ivoire, respectively, while the cedi accounts 

for 57 per cent and 99 per cent of imports by 

Ghana from Côte d’Ivoire and Togo, respective-

ly. This indicates that transactions are typically 

settled in the currency of the buyer, with the 

seller converting the payment to his/her home 

currency at their discretion. 

However, between Benin and Nigeria, the CFA 

franc dominates exports by Benin to Nigeria 

(88 per cent of total trade between the two 

countries), while the naira accounts for 54 per 

cent of exports by Nigeria to Benin. This indi-

cates that, between these two countries, trans-

actions are settled based on the currency of the 

exporter. However, the fact that the CFA franc 

accounts for a sizeable share (46 per cent) of 

Nigerian exports to Benin means that it is still 

preferred to the naira, perhaps because of the 

higher volatility of the latter.

Despite the fact that neither is part of the CFA 

franc zone, transit trade between Nigeria and 

Figure 14: Mode of transport by gender
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Ghana is dominated by that currency, which ac-

counts for 99 per cent and 98 per cent of the 

total exports of each of these countries to the 

other. The cedi and the naira are barely used. 

Again, this may be because of the relative sta-

bility of the CFA franc compared to the cedi and 

the naira.

3.2. Qualitative 
observations
The qualitative findings presented in this sec-

tion draw upon the observations during the 

project team’s border-profiling and spot-check 

exercises, in addition to the monthly reports 

submitted by enumerators and coordinators. 

3.2.1. Determinants of informal 
cross-border trade
Trade, in whatever form, is largely guided by 

business opportunities that arise from dispar-

7 On this point, see www.brookings.edu/blog/africa-in-focus/2019/10/29/the-effects-of-nigerias-closed-borders-on-informal-trade-

with-benin/. 

ities in comparative advantage between coun-

tries. The prevalence of informal cross-border 

trade, however, is also precipitated by several 

other factors, which are presented in this sub-

section. 

The existing political borders between coun-
tries are largely artificial,7 with communities 
across the border sharing strong socioeco-
nomic ties that predate official border posts. 
In such cases, these communities may have 

no tangible incentive to trade formally. For in-

stance, at the Noe–Elubo border, Ghanaian 

farmers cultivate crops on farms across the Ta-

noé River in Côte d’Ivoire before ferrying their 

goods back across the river into Ghana. 

There is often a mismatch between stated 
policies and their implementation among the 
Abidjan–Lagos corridor countries. As mem-

bers of ECOWAS, the five countries are party 

to several agreements intended to promote re-

Figure 15: Value of trade by currency (US$ equivalent)
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gional integration, such as the ECOWAS Trade 

Liberalization Scheme and the ECOWAS Pass-

port for Free Movement of Goods and Persons. 

Nonetheless, their national trade policies typi-

cally embody certain protectionist elements, in 

some cases to further domestic objectives and 

priorities. All countries along the corridor have 

in place a number of trade restrictions, some 

more severe than others, such as the widely 

documented blanket closure of Nigeria’s land 

borders. This increases the costs of formal 

trade and can serve as an incentive for informal 

traders to opt for informal processes and chan-

nels.

Informal traders naturally seek the path of 
least resistance with respect to trade, wheth-
er at formal borders or further inland. For in-

stance, the Segbe–Kpoglo border was the bus-

iest crossing for informal cross-border trade 

of those monitored along the corridor since it 

presented the fewest barriers to small traders. 

It was more unstructured than the other cross-

ings, with fewer border and security officials. 

On the other hand, a crossing like Noe–Elubo 

was much less conducive to informal cross-bor-

der trade because of the heavier presence of 

border and security forces, which was report-

ed to compound harassment of traders. While 

trading informally along unofficial routes poses 

its own security and safety risks, traders often 

see these risks as less burdensome than trad-

ing formally.

Limited access to financial services was iden-
tified as an impediment to informal cross-bor-
der traders scaling up production and trading 
formally. Most of the informal trade conducted 

along the Abidjan–Lagos corridor is by small-

scale traders with limited financial resources 

8 Circulaire N°1944 du 01 08 2018.

who are unable to access credit to expand their 

businesses to take advantage of economies of 

scale. This, coupled with the high cost of doing 

business formally across borders, often leads 

traders to continue to opt for small consign-

ments and to remain informal in order to min-

imize costs.

3.2.2. Cross-border trade challenges
Informal cross-border traders along the Abi-

djan–Lagos corridor face a host of challenges 

that affect their ability to take advantage of 

existing business opportunities and formalize 

their activities. This section analyses the key 

cross-border trade challenges facing informal 

traders along the corridor.

Trade restrictions
The exercise revealed numerous trade restric-

tions along the corridor at all five monitored 

border crossings. Trade restrictions varied in 

severity, ranging from requirements for import 

authorizations/permits by customs authorities 

(such as for importation of smoked fish, alcohol, 

grain, flour and edible oil into Côte d’Ivoire) to 

import bans (such as on turkey meat, tobacco, 

cigarettes and medicines by Togo, and on rice, 

beverages and fresh foods by Benin) and the 

complete closure of all land borders between 

Benin and Nigeria. Some of these restrictions 

have been in place for several years. For exam-

ple, Togo has banned imports of so-called “adul-

terated fuel” by small traders since 2010 and 

fish since 2015. Other trade restrictions are 

much more recent, such as the closure by Ni-

geria of its borders with Benin in August 2019 

and the requirement for import authorization 

by customs for smoked fish into Côte d’Ivoire 

since 2018.8 Some trade restrictions, such as 

Nigeria’s closure of its land borders, are a re-
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curring phenomenon, which contributes to the 

unpredictability of the cross-border trade envi-

ronment and strengthens the case for traders 

to continue to trade informally.

These trade restrictions create distortions to 

the free flow of goods, both formal and infor-

mal, and adversely affect volumes of cross-bor-

der trade. During the data collection exercise, 

the adverse impact was most pronounced at 

Seme–Krake due to the outright closure of all 

Nigerian land borders. For example, in Decem-

ber 2019, the price of basic foods such as rice 

and chicken in Nigeria (key imports into Nige-

ria from Benin) was more than double what it 

had been 12 months earlier, while the price of 

fuel in Benin (chiefly imported from Nigeria) 

increased by 150 per cent after the border clo-

sure. According to reports at Seme–Krake, the 

time taken to cross the border more than dou-

bled following the closure, and harassment by 

customs officials increased significantly (Luke 

and Masila, 2019).

Trade restrictions also have knock-on effects 

beyond the immediate border, with shock-

waves felt along the entire corridor. For exam-

ple, the closure of the Nigeria-Benin border 

was blamed for reported reductions in trade 

between Benin and Togo, since some goods 

from Togo destined for Nigeria were held up 

at the Seme–Krake border. Long-term border 

closures may mean that neighbouring coun-

tries look to alternative suppliers to fill the 

gaps created, resulting in long-term losses for 

the country imposing the ban. Trade restric-

tions may also risk exacerbating illegal infor-

mal cross-border trade. Key informants along 

the corridor reported significant smuggling of 

goods, particularly at night, facilitated by the 

collusion of border officials and police.

Differences in trade policies
The activity found variations in certain trade 

policies between countries along the Abidjan–

Lagos corridor, despite they all being members 

of ECOWAS and party to the ECOWAS Trade 

Liberalization Scheme. For instance, a certifi-

Photo 13: Trucks from Benin parked and held up waiting for clearance into Nigeria at the Seme–Krake border

Source: Reports from the informal cross-border trade data collection activity.
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cate of origin for a product originating in Ghana 

can be more expensive than a similar certificate 

of origin for the same product originating in 

Togo. Furthermore, each country has trade re-

strictions of varying severity (see above). These 

differences in trade policy often arise from 

countries struggling to synchronize and recon-

cile regional trade commitments with domestic 

objectives and priorities. For example, accord-

ing to sources at the border, Nigeria’s closure 

of her borders with Benin was premised on 

the need to protect local industries and stim-

ulate agroprocessing, even though the closure 

contravened ECOWAS regional integration 

policy. Such policy incoherence or divergence 

increases uncertainty for traders, sometimes 

to the point that informal cross-border trade 

(particularly using unofficial routes) serves as 

a more consistent and reliable form of income 

than formal trade.

High costs of formal cross-border trade
Informal cross-border traders point to the high 

fees charged to comply with formal cross-bor-

der trade as a reason for opting to go informal. 

These fees are typically administered by bor-

der officials for the issuance of the necessary 

paperwork to move goods across borders, 

such as certificates of origin, phytosanitary 

certificates and customs declarations. At the 

Seme–Krake border crossing between Nigeria 

and Benin, traders emphasized that the recent 

introduction of Benin Control S.A. as an inspec-

tion agent for import verification had added a 

new layer of complexity to cross-border trade. 

Exacerbating the cost of cross-border trade 

procedures is the limited knowledge of those 

procedures among informal traders. The ma-

jority of informal cross-border traders are 

9 The five countries that have so far deployed the ECOWAS national biometric identity card are: Benin, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea-Bissau 

and Senegal.

semi-literate or illiterate, which makes it dif-

ficult for them to read, understand and com-

plete the numerous mandatory forms and pro-

cedures at borders. Customs officials at some 

border posts take advantage of this by asking 

informal cross-border traders to pay duties on 

commodities that should not attract any levies 

and, in the event of failure to pay, bribes are 

solicited to allow the uninformed traders to 

cross with their goods. Informal traders are 

also frequently treated as criminals and ille-

gals and this makes them particularly subject to 

abuse, corruption and harassment at the hands 

of state authorities such as border and immi-

gration officials and the police. For instance, at 

the Seme–Krake border crossing, it was not-

ed that officials from the Nigeria Agricultural 

Quarantine Service regularly charge arbitrary 

fees to traders and overstep their mandate of 

regulating agricultural goods by levying fees 

on non-agricultural goods, essentially extort-

ing traders who are not informed of the cor-

rect trade requirements and fees. It was also 

reported that clearing and forwarding agents, 

who are typically expected to support traders, 

also take advantage of unsuspecting traders 

by artificially inflating fees. Traders also cited 

challenges associated with transactional costs, 

including but not limited to currency fluctua-

tions, banking and mobile payment costs.

High cost of movement of persons across 
borders
At the Aflao–Kodjoviakope and Segbe–Kpog-

lo–Kpoglo border crossings between Ghana 

and Togo, traders complained of a combina-

tion of the high cost of obtaining travel docu-

ments and the short validity periods of such 

documents, which increases their cost of do-

ing business across borders.9 According to the 
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ECOWAS Directorate of Free Movement, only 

five countries (out of sixteen) in the ECOWAS 

region have implemented the use of ECOWAS 

national biometric identity cards to facilitate 

cross-border trade. 

Furthermore, some traders from ECOWAS pay 

entry fees into countries within the region, de-

spite the ECOWAS Free Movement Protocol 

and associated ECOWAS passport. For exam-

ple, one case was reported of Sierra Leonean 

and Liberian traders paying entry fees into 

Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana while travelling to buy 

goods in Accra. Additionally, it was reported 

that Ghanaian passport holders pay 2,000 nai-

ra to enter Nigeria, CFAF 2,000 to enter Côte 

d’Ivoire and CFAF 1,000 to enter Togo. There 

is generally a lack of transparency as to what 

the fees the trader is paying are for, and many 

of the traders have limited understanding of 

ECOWAS trade policies and benefits, such as 

free movement and duty-free status under the 

ECOWAS Trade Liberalization Scheme.

Multiplicity of government bodies regulating 
cross-border trade
Several government bodies are present at the 

borders and have designed targeted interven-

tions to support trade facilitation. These efforts 

are typically not coordinated, however. For ex-

ample, although customs officers are charged 

with revenue collection at borders, police units 

Photo 14: Vehicles awaiting clearance at the Noe–Elubo border crossing

Source: Reports from the informal cross-border trade data collection activity.
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were also reported to be collecting money 

from traders. This represents extortion but is 

perceived by traders as a form of taxation. Such 

practices create confusion among traders and 

wastage of the limited resources allocated to 

trade facilitation.

Variations in border operating hours along the 
corridor
There is no uniformity in the hours of opening 

of border crossings along the Abidjan–Lagos 

corridor. Seme–Krake border crossing typically 

operates 24 hours per day (during the border 

closure it operated for 12 hours a day from 6 

a.m. to 6 p.m.). The Aflao–Kodjoviakope and 

Hillacondji–Sanveecondji border posts oper-

ate 24 hours per day, while Noe–Elubo oper-

ates for 12 hours. This creates uncertainty for 

the cross-border trade community along the 

and can cause hold-ups in transporting goods 

across the border. Crossings that are not open 

24 hours per day can also encourage night-time 

trade along illegal unofficial routes.

Harassment by security officials
At some border crossings, such as Noe–Elu-

bo between Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, traders 

pointed out that police and military officials 

who do not have an official role in regulating 

cross-border trade, also charge traders fees. 

In the case of the Hillacondji–Sanveecond-

ji border crossing, police reportedly set up 

checkpoints to prevent the crossing of goods 

and extorted bribes from traders even when 

their goods had been cleared by customs. This 

was also the case at the Seme–Krake border 

crossing, where traders highlighted the pres-

ence of multiple checkpoints on the road from 

the border into Nigeria. Aside from causing 

delays in the movement of goods and people, 

these checkpoints make it difficult for trad-

ers to move freely between the two countries 

and create avenues for extortion by police and 

border officials. Respondents alleged that offi-

cers sometimes direct touts (locally known as 

“border rats” or “Kelebe”) to harass and extort 

money from traders; should a trader refuse to 

comply with their demands, the touts vandalize 

their goods.

Limited knowledge of cross-border trade re-
quirements and procedures
It emerged from the data collection exercise 

that most informal traders do not know or ad-

equately understand the formal requirements 

and procedures for moving goods across bor-

ders. This creates three main challenges. First, 

it exposes informal traders to exploitation by 

clearing agents and border officials during dec-

laration of goods, for example in the form of pay-

ing various fees where the value of goods and 

fees payable may be arbitrarily inflated. This 

means that traders unfairly pay more to move 

their goods across borders, which increases 

the likelihood that they will opt for informal 

trade routes. Second, it means that they are 

likely to take more time to clear goods through 

borders and thus potentially miss trade oppor-

tunities. Third, in the case of female traders, it 

can expose them to sexual discrimination and 

harassment, which may further curtail their op-

portunities to participate in cross-border trade. 

The data collection exercise also found that, 

unlike in East Africa, there was a general lack 

of cross-border trade associations close to bor-

der crossings. Trade associations were instead 

typically located in major cities along the cor-

ridor, which made their task of representing 

the interests of cross-border traders near the 

border more detached and difficult. In particu-

lar, this makes it more difficult for trading asso-

ciations to exert influence on the cross-border 

trade environment and disseminate informa-
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tion on cross-border trade requirements and 

procedures to traders. 

Inadequate infrastructure
Traders highlighted the poor state of roads 

along the Abidjan–Lagos corridor, which in-

creases transport costs. They also reported 

the state of border infrastructure to be a se-

rious impediment to efficient trade. Examples 

include:

• The Hillacondji–Sanveecondji border 

crossing is currently under construction, 

which creates a hazardous environment 

for cross-border trade between Togo and 

Benin.

• At the Aflao–Kodjoviakope and Segbe–

Kpoglo–Kpoglo border crossings between 

Ghana and Togo, traders pointed to the 

lack of storage and warehouse facilities 

for goods as a major challenge, particularly 

during the rainy season. This means infor-

mal traders can only sell as much as they 

can carry and makes it more difficult to 

scale up their production and trade.

• Limited availability of affordable accom-

modation options for small traders reduces 

their ability to conduct business operations 

overnight (including transit trade), and thus 

constrains operational efficiency. Many 

traders instead opt to sleep in their vehicles 

overnight, which poses a risk to their safety.

• Vehicle scanners in Côte d’Ivoire accommo-

date larger vehicles than those in Ghana, 

which necessitates off-loading and re-load-

ing of goods on either side of the border 

for customs checks. This creates additional 

monetary and time costs for traders.

• At Elubo, the weighbridge was not func-

tional and was reported to have been out 

of service for several years. This high-

lights the need to allocate resources for 

periodic maintenance and upgrading of 

infrastructure.

Despite the existence of joint border posts at 

some crossings, many cross-border operations 

have yet to be harmonized. For instance, the 

Seme–Krake border crossing is more of a phys-

ical structure than a functioning joint border 

post, since the trade facilitation offices for Be-

nin and Nigeria are some distance apart and do 

not have harmonized procedures. This makes 

cross-border trade cumbersome for traders. 

On the other hand, some crossings, such as No-

epe–Akanu between Togo and Ghana, operate 

as joint border posts with harmonized proce-

dures to facilitate trade. However, Noepe–Aka-

nu remains underused, reportedly due to a lack 

of adequate services for officers at the border, 

and its proximity to other, more familiar official 

border crossings between the two countries.

In order to reduce wastage and improve the 

use of investments to facilitate trade, such 

as joint border posts, it would be prudent for 

governments to restrict the number of offi-

cial border crossings and focus resources. A 

few well-staffed and well-operated crossings 

with simplified trade procedures are likely to 

be more effective in promoting trade than es-

tablishing several border posts without the re-

sources needed to run them efficiently. At the 

same time, concentrating cross-border trade 

activities at a single border post can help to fa-

cilitate easier and more cost-efficient informal 

cross-border trade data collection.
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Photo 15: Scanning 
facility on the Ghana 

side of the Noe–Elubo 
border

Source: Reports from the informal cross-border trade data collection activity.

Photo 16: Female informal cross-border 
trader from Liberia unfairly paying fees to 

cross the border

Source: Reports from the informal cross-border trade data 
collection activity.
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Gender-specific challenges in informal 
cross-border trade 
Women play a key role in informal cross-border 

trade, and face acute and sometimes unique 

challenges when conducting such trade com-

pared to their male counterparts. The data col-

lection activity observed that women cross-bor-

der traders are much less likely than men to be 

aware of cross-border trade requirements and 

procedures. Border officials often exploit wom-

en’s unfamiliarity with trade requirements to 

extort bribes and sometimes even sexually ha-

rass and abuse female traders. This was specif-

ically reported at the Hillacondji–Sanveecondji 

(Togo–Benin), Aflao–Kodjoviakope and Segbe–

Kpoglo (Ghana–Togo) and Seme–Krake (Nige-

ria–Benin) crossings. Female traders are also 

more likely to face ethnic-based discrimination 

by border officials. At the Ghana–Togo borders 

female traders from tribes other than that of the 

attending border officials were reported to suf-

fer discrimination and mistreatment.
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Like any study, and particularly as part of a pilot 

project, the data collection and analysis exer-

cises were subject to a number of limitations, 

which are presented in this section. These lim-

itations offer a basis on which to improve po-

tential future lines of research and projects on 

informal cross-border trade data collection. 

4.1. Defining informal 
cross-border trade 
and identifying border 
crossings

The concept of informal cross-border trade is 

broad, which results in difficulties in applying 

a common definition and methodology for col-

lecting informal cross-border trade data (see 

section 1.3 on definitional issues). The capture 

of informal cross-border trade data is a con-

stant balancing act between accuracy, compre-

hensiveness and resources.

The methodology presented in this report 

focused on collecting data at official border 

crossings from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. This decision was 

made to align the data collection exercise with 

the definition of informal cross-border trade 

adopted in the harmonized ECOWAS infor-

mal cross-border trade data collection manual: 

“unrecorded and under-recorded trade cross-

ing official border points”. The focus on official 

trading routes is also consistent with member 

State and ECOWAS Informal Trade Regulatory 

Support Programme policy objectives to sup-

port structured and formalized trade within the 

region by improving border conditions. Data 

collection at unofficial border crossings and at 

night can also present security risks for enu-

merators and may be at odds with the principles 

of national statistical frameworks, and there-

fore compromise long-term institutionalization 

and internalization of informal cross-border 

trade monitoring. In fact, the existing informal 

cross-border trade data collection efforts that 

have been the most sustainable and institu-

tionalized have been those that focus on official 

border crossings (and “legal” trade) with the 

support of customs and national statistics offic-

es (i.e. Kenya and Rwanda). This has facilitated 

easy comparison and aggregation with “formal” 

trade statistics recorded using a unified coding 

system based on the HS codes that conforms to 
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the general trade system of compiling interna-

tional merchandise trade statistics. 

However, one limitation of narrowing the 

scope of informal cross-border trade monitor-

ing was that large volumes of informal trade 

were not recorded under the data collection 

exercise, such as trade taking place along un-

official routes quite some distance away from 

the formal border crossing, or at night, to avoid 

detection. Consequently, the volume of infor-

mal trade recorded in this exercise is likely to 

be much lower than would be the case if re-

sources were available to cover the data collec-

tion (and security) costs of expanding informal 

cross-border trade data collection across all 

major crossings along the corridor (official and 

unofficial). 

4.2. Interpretation of 
the data collection 
methodology
Although enumerators, coordinators and su-

pervisors were trained in the same data collec-

tion methodology, some of the disparities in the 

data collected between different border cross-

ings may be partly caused by inconsistent inter-

pretation and application of the methodology. 

Misinterpretation can lead to underreporting 

or overreporting of data, which can skew data 

over time and space and misinform subsequent 

inferences drawn from the data.

In addition to this, the methodology was ap-

plied somewhat differently at each border 

crossing to ensure that the unique context of 

each was taken into consideration. The less 

active crossings, such as Noe–Elubo and Hil-

lacondji–Sanveecondji, had one enumerator 

on each side of the border monitoring both 

imports and exports, while at the same time 

considering volumes offloaded and loaded at 

the loading sites. The more vibrant crossings, 

such as Aflao–Kodjoviakope and Seme–Krake, 

had two enumerators who were positioned on 

each side of the border. At the busiest border 

crossing, Aflao–Kodjoviakope, enumerators on 

each side of the border captured only imports 

in order to capture as much informal cross-bor-

der trade as possible (in one direction).

4.3. Measurement errors

The activity monitored trade in all goods along 

the corridor. Naturally, similar goods can be 

packaged in different quantities. For instance, 

some goods of similar nature are packaged in 

different units of measurement, that is, some in 

units of volume (litres) while others in units of 

mass (kilograms).

The exercise made efforts to standardize mea-

surements by providing enumerators with 

guidelines on the approximate weights of dif-

ferent bundles of goods. However, in practice, 

this was not always sufficient due to the wide 

range of packaging options and measurements. 

For instance, the same good could be packaged 

in either sachets or bottles (sometimes of dif-

ferent size), which made it difficult for enumer-

ators to record the volume of trade accurately 

and in comparable terms. Furthermore, in some 

instances, enumerators reported that traders 

tried to conceal the contents of their packages, 

making it difficult to ascertain what was inside 

(see photo 17). Engagements between enu-

merators and traders also revealed that the 

latter were mostly unaware of weight or other 

measurements of their goods, since they lacked 

access to weighing scales, or because such 

weights had little bearing when selling goods at 
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the market. This made it even more difficult to 

ascertain accurate weights. Direct observation 

is critical to getting measurements right, but 

this also ultimately relies on the judgement of 

enumerators.

Under the methodology enumerators were 

trained in, the price of goods was theoretical-

ly to be obtained from the nearest markets. 

However, in practice, in some cases the near-

est markets were a significant distance from 

the border, and hence price data was instead 

collected at the border. This required engaging 

traders, which gave rise to the limitation that 

some traders may have underestimated the 

price of goods fearing the risk of being exposed 

and forced to pay taxes. 

4.4. Data input and 
technology
The activity encountered a handful of challeng-

es related to data input using the ECO-RATIN 

mobile app. These included:

• Misidentification or variation of product 

names by enumerators due to language or 

location differences.

• Existence of multiple units of measurement 

for a single product such as bags in kilo-

grams or count of item per basket, or bev-

erages in litres or count of bottles.

• Data synchronization failure due to erratic 

internet connection. 

Photo 17: Informal cross-border trader 
concealing the contents of her goods in a 

mannequin

Source: Reports from the informal cross-border trade data 
collection activity.
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• Strict geo-fencing limitation.

• Enumerators fatigue (working 12 hours per 

day for 6 days a week for the four months 

of data collection may have contributed to 

mistakes in inputting data).

4.5. Scale and finance

Typically, the prospective enumerators initial-

ly engaged had high expectations for monthly 

stipends. The expected pay was much higher 

than the amount initially budgeted under the 

project, which was based on previous experi-

ence in the East African region. This meant that 

a compromise approach was employed, which 

may have had a negative impact on enumerator 

efforts and dedication to the project. With this 

is mind, subsequent potential projects would 

benefit from a larger budget for enumerators. 

4.6. Partnerships and 
buy-in
The project relied on the cooperation of var-

ious public and private sector organizations, 

including immigration, customs and police offi-

cials, traders and cross-border agencies. These 

partnerships and networks were strong and 

the project team introduced all enumerators 

and coordinators to the relevant stakeholders 

in order to facilitate the data collection exer-

cise. Nonetheless, cooperation was not always 

forthcoming from some organizations, partic-

ularly the few that misinterpreted the project 

as a means of possibly undermining their man-

date. This created delays in data submission 

and may have constrained efforts by enumera-

tors to collect comprehensive data. 

4.7. Seme-Krake border 
closure
The informal cross-border trade pilot collect-

ed informal cross-border trade data along the 

Abidjan-Lagos Corridor for a four-month pe-

riod between 1 September and 31 December 

2019. The Seme–Krake border was closed in 

August 2019 and remained closed throughout 

the data collection period. Since Nigeria is the 

biggest supplier of traded goods along the Abid-

jan–Lagos corridor, the informal cross-border 

trade flows presented in the Afreximbank-ECA 

survey findings report are likely to significantly 

underestimate “normal” informal cross-border 

trade flows along the corridor.

Informal cross-border trade volumes at 
Seme–Krake: The Seme–Krake border was 

still the second busiest of the five border cross-

ings covered under the data collection exercise. 

This was because, although the border closure 

increased levels of harassment among informal 

cross-border traders, it was targeted at for-

mal traders with large consignments of goods. 

In addition, it was reported that food items (in 

particular those crucial to food security goals) 

were treated more favourably than manufac-

tures (including agro-processed goods), which 

were the focus of the closure. Indeed, the vol-

ume of manufactured goods as a percentage of 

total trade was the lowest at this border (14.7 

per cent), compared to other borders along the 

corridor, where manufactured goods account-

ed for between 40 and 50 per cent of total 

trade. The value of informal cross-border trade 

at Seme–Krake is expected to have been much 

higher had it been officially open for business.
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Knock-on effects on informal cross-border 
trade volumes along the corridor: The border 

closure also had knock-on effects along the 

entire corridor, since it cut off the origin and 

supply of many food items and semi-processed 

and manufactured products to cross-border 

markets in Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana and 

Togo. For instance, the closure of the Nige-

ria–Benin borders was blamed for reported 

reductions in trade between Benin and Togo, 

since some goods from Togo destined for Ni-

geria were held up at the Seme–Krake border. 

Border communities and customs officials en-

gaged in the process mentioned the significant 

impact that the Seme–Krake border closure 

was having on volumes and prices of goods 

traded both informally and formally along the 

corridor. Some referred to this as a “chain ef-

fect” resulting from the interconnectedness of 

ECOWAS economies.
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Drawing upon the main survey findings pre-

sented in this report, this final section presents 

a set of policy recommendations clustered into 

three areas: financing and investment; policy 

and advocacy; and technical. The section con-

cludes by recommending a way forward to 

support the scaling up of harmonized informal 

cross-border trade data collection efforts at 

the ECOWAS and continental levels. Annex 4 

summarizes the main recommendations of the 

report, and makes suggestions for responsible 

parties to lead on implementing the recom-

mendations. 

5.1. Recommendations

5.1.1. Financing and investment
The exercise uncovered a number of trade facil-

itation challenges along the Abidjan–Lagos cor-

ridor reflecting insufficient investment in soft 

and hard infrastructure, inadequate harmoni-

zation of cross-border trade requirements, and 

a reliance on cash-based payments solutions. 

Informal traders were found to face acute 

challenges in accessing the benefits or meet-

ing the requirements of ECOWAS trade policy, 

and their trade was particularly constrained by 

poor infrastructure and limited financing op-

tions. This subsection provides a set of policy 

recommendations that identify financing and 

investment entry points for development part-

ners and finance institutions to partner with 

ECOWAS member States to reduce trade costs 

and enhance efficiency. 

Invest in the roll-out of joint border posts to 
reduce the costs of cross-border trade. Sev-

eral government bodies regulate cross-border 

trade with often overlapping and potentially 

superfluous functions. This creates confusion 

among traders on the true cross-border trade 

requirements and allows corrupt practices to 

fester. For instance, officials from the Nigeria 

Agricultural and Quarantine Service alleged-

ly charge inspection fees for goods that are 

outside their sanitary and phytosanitary-re-

lated mandate. This report recommends the 

harmonization and coordination of the activ-

ities of the various trade facilitation agencies 

present at borders and the establishment of 

uniform cross-border trade requirements and 

procedures to be applied across all member 

States. These efforts can be supported by fi-
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nancing the continued roll-out of joint border 

posts. The activity noted that the joint border 

posts being established along the corridor are 

at various stages of development and levels 

of implementation. The ECOWAS joint bor-

der post operational manual, which was de-

veloped in 2019 mainly for the Seme–Krake 

and Nope–Akanu joint border posts, should be 

actively used and adopted for all future joint 

border posts in the region. Investments in the 

physical joint border post structures should 

be accompanied by those posts being made 

fully operational. This entails harmonizing and 

coordinating cross-border trade procedures, 

ensuring the presence of key trade facilitation 

agencies at the posts and creating awareness 

among cross-border traders and the wider 

public about joint border posts. This is needed 

to increase the use of such posts, reduce trade 

costs and act as an incentive for trade to cross 

through one official crossing.

Development partners should support 
ECOWAS to design and implement a simpli-
fied trade regime for small traders to reduce 

the cost of formal cross-border trade, pro-

mote incentives for the use of formal routes 

and complement efforts to resolve the defi-

nitional issue of informal cross-border trade. 

The exercise noted that cross-border traders 

considered the cost of meeting cross-border 

trade requirements, such as obtaining certifi-

cates of origin and paying customs fees, exor-

bitantly high, which incentivizes informal trade. 

In the COMESA and EAC regions, simplified 

trade regimes have emerged as one of the most 

beneficial trade facilitation instruments for 

small-scale cross-border traders. For low-value 

consignments of goods that appear on a ‘com-

mon list’ (negotiated bilaterally between trade 

partners) traders are exempt from the full set 

of procedures that are normally required to 

certify their compliance with rules of origin. 

Instead, they can obtain a simplified Certificate 

of Origin at the border (in the EAC region), or 

Photo 18: Resource persons and trade facilitation agencies from Benin at the Seme–Krake border crossing
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they can sign a declaration of origin on their 

customs declaration form (in the COMESA re-

gion), which in turn allows them to benefit from 

duty-free access to neighbouring countries 

that are members of the relevant free trade 

agreement.

Establishment of an ECOWAS simplified 
trade regime should be complemented by ef-
forts to build awareness of its benefits and 
requirements. Investing in border information 

centres and trade information desks and trade 

information officers at the border to inform and 

educate informal cross-border traders on the 

simplified trade regime has proved to be very 

effective in Southern Africa. In addition, joint 

border committees or trade facilitation com-

mittees can be established to provide oversight 

of the day-to-day operations at each side of the 

border crossings and contribute to successful 

implementation of the simplified trade regime. 

These committees could be composed of, not 

only the border agencies, but also informal 

traders (including women) and other private 

sector representatives such as clearing agents 

and truck drivers. Structured and regular dia-

logue between border officials and informal 

traders is key to building trust and confidence, 

which contributes to the increased transition 

from informality to formality.

Invest in cross-border trade associations 
closer to border crossings. The project found 

that most cross-border trade associations 

along the corridor were located in cities or 

towns far from the border posts. Establishing 

(or moving) the associations closer to the bor-

ders would help to increase their effectiveness 

in disseminating relevant information on trade 

requirements and procedures, extending trade 

10 Currently for the Noepe–Akanu joint border post between Ghana and Togo, and the Seme–Krake joint border post between Nigeria 

and Benin).

facilitation support to informal traders, and 

facilitating interactions with border officials. 

These associations can also play a key role in 

the issuance of certificates of origin to comple-

ment the efforts of joint border management 

committees for the existing joint border posts 

in the region, the members of which are rep-

resentatives of countries with contiguous bor-

ders along the Abidjan–Lagos corridor.10

Finance the renovation and harmonization 
of border infrastructure. The activity noted 

variations in border infrastructure, including 

between neighbouring countries. For instance, 

vehicle scanners in Côte d’Ivoire accommodate 

larger vehicles than those in Ghana. This neces-

sitates off-loading and re-loading of goods on 

either side of the border for customs checks, 

which creates additional monetary and time 

costs for traders. In addition, some weighbridg-

es, such as at Noe–Elubo on the Ghanaian side, 

have been out of service for several years. The 

report recommends that development partners 

support ECOWAS member States to invest in 

standardized border facilities and rehabilita-

tion of existing facilities to improve operational 

efficiency at borders and facilitate trade.

Invest in gender-sensitive infrastructure, 
such as sanitary facilities, a crèche or space for 

breast-feeding and baby diaper changing, or 

facilities where expectant female traders can 

rest or leave their children in a safe space as 

they cross the border to buy or sell their goods. 

Implementation of this recommendation would 

provide a more comfortable environment for 

women traders, who often travel with children. 

These facilities could also be used for the in-

spection of women in cross-border trade and 

could be recommended as a measure to help 
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prevent harassment in often male-dominated 

environments at the border.

Provide financial support for the establish-
ment of special customs zones and free 
zones near border crossings. The aim of spe-

cial customs zones is to provide a wide range 

of economic incentives to attract foreign in-

vestment, foster economic activities led main-

ly by export-oriented activities, and boost 

employment.  Establishing such zones close to 

official border posts along the Abidjan–Lagos 

corridor would help to support the develop-

ment and sophistication of border markets to 

feed economic activity along the corridor. For 

a special customs zone to be effective, customs 

authorities should be actively involved in both 

the establishment and operation of the zone. 

Such zones can be complemented by develop-

ing dedicated business parks for cross-border 

traders operating close to the borders, includ-

ing secure warehousing facilities. Many infor-

mal cross-border traders try to make a living 

by hawking at the border, but face harassment 

and have no designated site in which to sell 

their goods. Many of these traders sometimes 

opt to sell their goods in no man’s land. How-

ever, such sites are uncertain and trading in no 

man’s land can create additional congestion 

(and accidents) for other traders. Dedicated 

and structured business parks close to borders 

could help to facilitate a more stable environ-

ment for trade, create more order and reduce 

congestion at borders, and incentivize traders 

to upscale their volumes, since traders could 

stock goods for sale rather than making do with 

profit margins on one or two baskets.

Develop a harmonized policy and legal 
framework for mobile banking and payment 
systems. Cash is the sole medium of transact-

ing informal cross-border trade, with bank pay-

ments typically performed only for payment of 

official taxes. Cash payments present a security 

risk, which in turn presents an opportunity to 

offer more secure modes of payment through 

formal financial channels. The report recom-

mends that development partners support 

ECOWAS to develop a harmonized policy and 

legal framework for mobile banking and pay-

ment systems to support a shift towards safer 

and more efficient methods. This would com-

plement the ECOWAS Trade Liberalization 

Scheme, help reduce the cost of cross-border 

trade and support the transition of informal 

traders into the formal trade ecosystem.

Create financial products that target informal 
traders to help them grow and formalize their 

businesses. Building on the proposed mobile 

banking and payment solutions (mobile wallets) 

for cross-border trade, Afreximbank and other 

financial institutions should consider piloting 

mobile lending solutions whereby traders can 

access short-term credit based on their trans-

action history on their mobile wallets. These 

mobile payment solutions could be integrated 

with banks and government authorities and 

used for easy payments between traders and to 

pay taxes and fees. The more traders transact 

through their mobile wallets, the higher their 

credit limit would be. Traders could request 

and obtain credit through the mobile wallet app 

much more conveniently than accessing credit 

conventionally through a physical bank branch. 

They could then use such credit to expand their 

businesses, which generally cover fast-moving 

goods, and repay their loans within a relative-

ly short period without accruing high interest 

rates or bank charges. Additionally, such an 

application would allow informal traders, most 

of whom are likely to have little tangible col-

lateral, to become more bankable. This model 

has been widely adopted in East Africa, where 
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several banks offer short-term credit through 

the M-Pesa® mobile wallet platform. Mobile 

payments solutions not only reduce the need to 

carry physical cash, but also promote financial 

inclusiveness and allow governments and trade 

facilitation agencies to monitor cross-border 

trade more effectively.

5.1.2. Policy and advocacy
The field exercises carried out under the pilot 

project uncovered inconsistencies in the im-

plementation of ECOWAS regional integration 

policy, and policy gaps in certain areas critical 

to informal traders. They also helped to identify 

best practices and innovative solutions which 

should be rolled out and scaled up across the 

region. Female informal traders were found to 

have a more limited understanding of ECOW-

AS trade policy than men and to be at acute 

risk of extortion. This highlights the need for 

targeted support, advocacy and training for 

female traders. This subsection presents a set 

of recommendations focused on policy and ad-

vocacy efforts, which should be coordinated by 

the ECOWAS Commission in close partnership 

with member States. 

Reduce the number of checkpoints along the 
corridor. One of the key challenges affecting 

traders is harassment by officials, exacerbated 

by the prevalence of checkpoints on roads lead-

ing to or from borders. For instance, at night, 

20 checkpoints were reported between Elubo 

and Accra, 24 between Accra and Aflao, and 34 

between Seme–Krake and Lagos. These check-

points increase both the time and monetary 

cost of carrying out cross-border trade, par-

ticularly once extortion payments to officials 

are factored in. The report recommends that 

ECOWAS Member States remove all check-

points along the corridor and maintain checks 

only at the borders. This can be implemented in 

phases, starting with a maximum of one or two 

checkpoints per 100 km of road. 

Discourage trade restrictions and border clo-
sures through a formal mechanism. The infor-

mal cross-border trade pilot uncovered several 

trade restrictions between neighbouring coun-

tries along the corridor, including requirements 

for permits from customs authorities to autho-

rize the importation of certain goods, import 

bans on some goods and outright border clo-

sures. These trade restrictions not only affect 

the volume of trade and the livelihoods of com-

munities on either side of the border, but also 

have an adverse multiplier effect along the en-

tire corridor. Trade restrictions contravene the 

provisions of the ECOWAS Trade Liberaliza-

tion Scheme and the ECOWAS Treaty. The re-

port recommends that ECOWAS take a strong 

stance against such trade restrictions and call 

for their immediate removal. ECOWAS mem-

ber States should cooperate to enforce the 

Trade Liberalization Scheme, including through 

joint operations at the border. ECOWAS should 

also strive to achieve full implementation of the 

Common External Tariff and eliminate exemp-

tions from enforcement. This would mean that 

all externally imported goods would face the 

same tariff in ECOWAS countries, which would 

go a long way to eliminating the unfair price dif-

ferentials that currently incentivize smuggling 

and, in turn, border closures. 

Expedite the roll-out of ECOWAS nation-
al biometric identity cards to facilitate free 

movement of persons in the region. The activity 

found that a sizeable proportion of cross-bor-

der traders lacked national identity cards or 

passports. In some cases, the cost of identity 

cards was considered too high by traders. Fur-

thermore, although ECOWAS is implementing 

the use of national biometric identity cards to 
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facilitate movement of people between mem-

ber States, only four member States are cur-

rently using them. The process has allegedly 

been stalled due to financial constraints and, 

in some instances, member States wishing to 

have more sovereignty over their immigration 

policies. This failure of most ECOWAS member 

States to implement the use of regional iden-

tity cards is constraining cross-border trade 

and the free movement of goods and persons. 

This report recommends expedited roll-out of 

ECOWAS national identity cards to facilitate 

free movement of people between member 

States. ECOWAS could consider teaming up 

with development partners to provide finan-

cial support to roll out the identity card pro-

gramme. To complement these efforts, ECOW-

AS should consider introducing a free pass for 

day-trippers. Currently, in West Africa, persons 

are charged fees for day trips to cross the bor-

der, whereas in Southern Africa, for example, 

joint border committees have agreed upon a 

free pass for day-trippers

Harmonize and enforce standards for prod-
ucts, including their packaging. One of the 

challenges faced during the data collection 

exercise was lack of standardization of goods, 

particularly with respect to packaging. Goods 

of the same nature were found packaged in a 

vast array of sizes, sometimes making it difficult 

to capture volumes of trade accurately. This re-

port recommends fast-tracking the harmoni-

zation of standards for key products produced 

and traded within the ECOWAS region, and in 

particular standardizing the size and measure-

ments of packaging. In order to accommodate 

small-scale informal cross-border traders, 

packaging should include the smallest possible 

sizes of products to avoid the risk of becoming 

a potential barrier to trade. Further efforts to 

implement the ECOWAS Quality Policy (ECO-

QUAL), ECOWAS mark for standards (ECO-

MARK) and other regional harmonized stan-

dards are also required. 

Enhance cooperation with border institu-
tions by effectively defining and explaining 

the concept of informal cross-border trade. As 

was expected, the informal cross-border trade 

data collection exercise uncovered significant 

challenges in defining informal cross-border 

trade along the Abidjan–Lagos corridor. West 

African borders are typically more porous than 

those in other subregions of Africa and there 

is considerable variation in the perception of 

what informal cross-border trade means. This 

makes defining informal cross-border trade in 

ECOWAS something of a moving target. This 

report, and other studies on the region, have 

established that most informal cross-border 

trade is small-scale. This finding suggests that 

informal cross-border trade data collection 

efforts should first focus on small-scale oper-

ations and that informal cross-border trade 

could be defined or described in a way that 

focuses on small-scale trade in order to create 

a shared understanding of informal cross-bor-

der trade among border stakeholders. Having 

a common and easy-to-understand definition 

of informal cross-border trade would make it 

easier to explain the objectives and scope of 

informal cross-border trade monitoring initia-

tives to border institutions, such as customs 

and immigration, with a view to enhancing co-

operation and buy-in. 

Implement standard customs procedure 
at ECOWAS joint border posts. Feasibility 
studies for establishing the Standard Cus-
toms Procedure were carried out by the 
ECOWAS Commission in November 2019. 
This procedure should be implemented and 
accompanied by a charter to define and 
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spell out informal cross-border trade, the 
procedures, and a plan for awareness-rais-
ing and the establishment of specific lanes 
at joint border posts for informal cross-bor-
der trade. 

Improve implementation of the ECOW-
AS laissez-passer card to support free 
movement of persons. The ECOWAS lais-
sez-passer card allows ECOWAS citizens to 
move freely between member States with-
out paying any fees. More broadly, ECOW-
AS should ensure effective implementation 
of the policy on free movement of people 
and especially traders within ECOWAS. 
With plans in place for the issuance of the 
laissez-passer at ECOWAS level, member 
States will need to issue directives for its 
implementation. Efforts are also required 
to ensure that informal cross-border trad-
ers fully understand the contents, require-
ments and benefits of ECOWAS trade-re-
lated policies and agreements. 

Harmonize border operating hours along 
the corridor. The analysis noted that there 
are no standard operating hours for border 
crossings along the corridor, some borders 
operating 24 hours a day and others oper-
ating for only 12 hours. This creates both 
uncertainties and delays in moving goods 
across borders. The report recommends 
that the ECOWAS Commission fast-track 
the harmonization of operating hours (al-
ready planned) to allow 24-hour operations 
at all border crossings along the corridor in 
order to reduce travel time and the overall 
cost of trade.

Raise awareness about cross-border trade 
procedures and requirements. Most trad-
ers engaged in the activity were not aware 

of cross-border trade procedures and re-
quirements. Several traders along the cor-
ridor in fact requested awareness-raising 
platforms and training on cross-border 
trade requirements to build capacity on 
carrying out cross-border trade efficient-
ly. Such training could be spearheaded by 
women’s associations and cross-border 
trade associations, in partnership with gov-
ernment trade facilitation agencies and 
with support from ECOWAS. The training 
should target informal cross-border trad-
ers and cover issues such as rights and 
obligations, availability of existing trade 
facilitation initiatives designed to simpli-
fy business operations (e.g. the simplified 
trade regime), trade requirements and pro-
cedures.

Implementation of trade facilitation com-
mitments under the Trade Facilitation 
Annex to the Agreement Establishing the 
African Continental Free Trade Area and 
the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement. 
Trade facilitation measures are crucial to 
maximizing the gains from the ECOWAS 
Trade Liberalization Scheme and the Afri-
can Continental Free Trade Area. The WTO 
Trade Facilitation Agreement Facility was 
established in 2014 to support develop-
ing and least developed country members 
to assess their specific needs and identify 
development partners to help meet those 
needs. This facility can be effectively used 
by ECOWAS member States to further 
their progress on trade facilitation

Introduce continuous monitoring and report-
ing of non-tariff barriers. Building upon the 

successful COMESA and EAC non-tariff barri-

ers mechanisms, the African Continental Free 

Trade Area includes a built-in online non-tariff 
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barrier monitoring mechanism. Implementa-

tion of this mechanism should be fast-tracked 

in the ECOWAS region to inform the identifica-

tion and resolution of costly non-tariff barriers, 

and active engagement of small-scale informal 

cross-border traders should be encouraged. 

This report also recommends that the ECOW-

AS Commission establish a regional non-tariff 

barrier strategy and action plan to progressive-

ly eliminate non-tariff barriers in line with the 

provisions of the ECOWAS Revised Treaty. The 

non-tariff mechanism initiative on the Trade 

Obstacle Alert Mechanism (TOAM) currently 

deployed in a number of WAEMU countries 

could be deployed throughout the region.

Introduction of one-way routes at border 
crossings. The data collection exercise found 

that some border crossings along the corridor 

are better organized than others with respect 

to facilitating movement of small-scale traders 

and goods. For instance, at the Aflao–Kodjo-

viakope and Seme–Krake crossings, all traders 

crossing in the same direction pass through the 

same single corridor without commingling with 

traders moving in the opposite direction (see 

photo 19). With this in mind, one-way routes 

should be established at all borders for the 

crossing of traders in order to facilitate effi-

cient and less chaotic cross-border trade. This 

would also make data collection easier by re-

ducing the risk of double counting.

Develop visual guides for cross-border trad-
ers. The exercise found that information con-

cerning cross-border trade requirements and 

Photo 19: A dedicated corridor for cross-
border traders crossing from Ghana into 

Togo at Aflao–Kodjoviakope

Source: Photo taken during data collection spot check.
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procedures is limited and not readily available 

at border crossings. There are no notice boards 

to guide traders at borders. Traders, especial-

ly women, face difficulties in cross-border 

trade, many being illiterate and having limited 

understanding of cross-border trade require-

ments. This can result in cross-border traders 

being unfairly taken advantage of, for example 

through paying fees or following procedures 

that do not apply to them. In the interests of 

transparency and fairness, customs officials at 

all border crossings should develop and dis-

play a visual step-by-step guide for cross-bor-

der traders to enhance understanding of re-

quirements (procedures and fees) and reduce 

exploitation.

Facilitate affordable cross-border Inter-
net and mobile phone connectivity across 
ECOWAS member States. Internet and 
mobile phone connectivity was reported 
as a key barrier to communication among 
traders and for service provision among 
trade facilitation agencies. Users (in this 
case, traders) should ideally not pay roam-
ing charges across the region or lose signal 
when they leave their home country. The 
implementation of the ECOWAS regulation 
on roaming which seeks to present a tariff 
ceiling for all member States (published in 
December 2019) should be fast-tracked. 
The regulation sets the parameters for a 
harmonized legal and tariff framework for 
roaming for mobile communication net-
works. This will help to reduce the costs of 
doing business across-borders. ECOWAS 
and mobile network operators could also 
consider developing regional mobile pay-
ment systems as a key feature in the devel-
opment of the regional e-commerce strate-
gy and action plan. 

Establish gender desks at border cross-
ings. Gender desks are essentially units or 
departments dedicated to addressing gen-
der-based discrimination They should be 
established at all border points along the 
corridor to provide female cross-border 
traders with an avenue to report cases of 
discrimination, with the expectation that 
such cases will be investigated and prose-
cuted, thus serving as a deterrent against 
such discrimination. The gender desks 
should act as resource centres within or 
close to the border facility where female 
traders can access information and get 
help in filling in required documentation 
(such as that required to seek arbitration 
in case of illegal confiscation of goods). The 
desks should also serve as the first port of 
call in case of harassment or violence. The 
establishment of hotlines at the gender 
desks could be a useful additional measure 
to allow women traders to voice their com-
plaints to higher authorities in the event of 
harassment or unfair procedures. It is cru-
cial to make sure that the agency operating 
the hotline is acting impartially and main-
taining the confidentiality of women trad-
ers’ requests. In East Africa, gender desks 
have been established at police stations in 
Kenya and the United Republic of Tanzania 
to facilitate the reporting, investigation and 
prosecution of cases of gender-based vio-
lence and discrimination. Some of the bor-
ders in East Africa have also introduced a 
gender champion within the customs office 
who is a female customs officer with whom 
female traders can comfortably interact if 
they face challenges at border crossings. 
These initiatives have proved very effective 
in alleviating the challenges faced by small-
scale female cross-border traders. 
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Capacity-building efforts targeting wom-
en cross-border traders. The activity found 
that women cross-border traders were less 
likely to be familiar with cross-border trade 
requirements than their male counterparts. 
This not only exposes them to manipula-
tion by border officials, it also makes them 
more vulnerable to sexual harassment. It 
is therefore recommended that ECOW-
AS and its partners institute dedicated 
capacity-building and awareness-raising 
programmes for women on cross-border 
trade requirements and procedures. These 
programmes should ideally include hosting 
periodic seminars for women cross-bor-
der traders and publishing and distributing 
communication materials on cross-bor-
der trade requirements and procedures. 
A simple charter of traders’ rights and ob-
ligations with visible signage at borders in 
local languages could serve as a first step to 
improving traders’ understanding of bor-
der requirements and relations between 
traders and border officials. Associations 
of women cross-border traders could also 
be established to give a voice to women en-
gaged in cross-border trade. 

Training and capacity-building of border 
officials. This report also recommends the 
introduction of training and capacity-build-
ing sessions for public trade facilitation 
agencies, especially male customs officers, 
to promote gender-sensitive attitudes, im-
prove the understanding of business op-
erators’ rights and obligations and reduce 
the incidence of harassment, bribes, undue 
confiscation of goods and verbal abuse.

Support female cross-border traders to 
grow and diversify their cross-border 
trade operations. Female traders account 

for 61 per cent of cross-border trade vol-
umes along the corridor. However, women 
tend to be engaged in informal cross-bor-
der trade in agricultural products at the 
lower end of the value chain, which results 
in their receiving lower revenues than men, 
who are more likely to trade in higher val-
ue goods (e.g. electronics and footwear). 
ECOWAS, in partnership with financial in-
stitutions and national cross-border trade 
associations, should therefore create op-
portunities to raise awareness among 
women cross-border traders of opportu-
nities other than trade in agricultural prod-
ucts, and simultaneously create awareness 
of the financial support services available 
for cross-border trade to empower women 
with capital investment. With financial sup-
port, women can invest in proper modes 
of transportation for cross-border trade 
in goods, rather than using their backs and 
heads, and diversify into higher value-add-
ed products.

5.1.3. Technical 
Informal cross-border trade is part of the 

ECOWAS intra-regional trade structure that 

the Trade Liberalization Scheme was designed 

to support. It remains the most efficient, orga-

nized and deep-rooted system of trade in West 

Africa. The collection of informal cross-border 

trade data is therefore key for monitoring the 

performance of ECOWAS trade and integra-

tion policies and strategies.

In East Africa, EAC has played a crucial role 

in encouraging the harmonization of informal 

cross-border trade data collection across na-

tional statistics offices. These efforts have been 

supported by the Market Analysis Sub-group 

of the Food Security and Nutrition Working 

Group, which monitors cross-border trade (in-
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cluding informal trade) of 88 food commodities 

and livestock in eastern Africa in order to quan-

tify the impact on regional food security. Data 

is provided by the Eastern Africa Grain Council, 

the Famine Early Warning Systems Network 

(FEWS NET), the Food and Agriculture Organi-

zation of the United Nations (FAO), the Nation-

al Bank of Rwanda and the World Food Pro-

gramme (WFP). Other members include the 

Alliance for Commodity Trade in Eastern and 

Southern Africa (ACTESA), the International 

Livestock Research Institute (ILRI), the Region-

al Strategic Analysis and Knowledge Support 

System (RE-SAKKS) and USAID.

In West Africa, in contrast, there are very 

few agencies involved in monitoring informal 

cross-border trade, and minimal coordination 

frameworks are in operation. CILSS is the lead-

ing player in informal cross-border trade data 

collection in the ECOWAS region and plans are 

in place to align CILSS data collection with HS 

product codes (HS-6) to facilitate the compar-

ison and integration of data with official trade 

statistics with customs-recorded trade. Other 

plans include the expansion of coverage to all 

ECOWAS Member States, in order to facilitate 

the internalization and integration process. The 

major challenge to full internalization and sus-

tainability, however, has been the high cost of 

data collection, combined with the constrained 

financial and technical capacities of national 

statistics offices and the reliance of CILSS on 

donor support. 

Ideally, informal cross-border trade monitor-

ing should be led by national governments 

to ensure full domestic ownership, institu-

tionalization and long-term sustainability. In 

ECOWAS, as in other African regions, national 

statistics offices face significant resource and 

capacity constraints and this compromises the 

quality of existing data collection efforts and 

makes it difficult to take on and institution-

alize any new data collection exercises, such 

as informal cross-border trade monitoring. 

This explains why all informal cross-border 

trade data collection initiatives in the ECOW-

AS region have been either donor-driven or 

one-off government exercises. No govern-

ment in West Africa has introduced informal 

cross-border trade data collection on a regu-

lar and sustainable basis.

This highlights an important gap, and points to 

the need for an agency to step in to lead the 

informal cross-border trade data collection 

process in the region and ensure effective co-

ordination. The ECOWAS Informal Trade Reg-

ulatory Support Programme could perform this 

role by establishing a regional agency dedicat-

ed to monitoring informal cross-border trade 

or collaborating with an existing agency such 

as CILSS in order to scale up and align infor-

mal cross-border trade data collection across 

ECOWAS member States. Directing financial 

and technical assistance to the ECOWAS sup-

port system would help to support the Pro-

gramme to serve as a coordinating mechanism 

for informal cross-border trade data collec-

tion. The Support Programme has the benefit 

of already being owned by ECOWAS member 

States and having close networks with import-

ant informal cross-border trade stakeholders 

along key corridors in West Africa. 

Since the scope of the of the Support Pro-

gramme is wide, this report recommends that 

financial assistance should be targeted at sup-

porting ECOWAS to implement its first pillar, 

which focuses on data collection. This pillar has 

two subcomponents: improving the cross-bor-

der informal trade data collection and process-

ing mechanism, and putting in place an informal 
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trade monitoring mechanism. Having access 

to reliable and accurate informal cross-border 

trade data will also be crucial to achieving the 

three other pillars of the Support Programme 

relating to institutional, organizational and reg-

ulatory matters.

One way to achieve this could be through the 

development of a three to five-year systemat-

ic work programme on establishing an opera-

tional arm of the support programme focused 

on data collection. Such a work programme 

could be led and supported by Afreximbank, 

as the premier financial institution on the con-

tinent, or take the form of a partnership with 

other international organizations, which have a 

presence in the ECOWAS region, such as ECA, 

the African Development Bank and the World 

Bank. The current Informal Trade Regulatory 

support programme document covers a five-

year period from 2018 to 2022, but to date 

limited financing has been made available to 

support any real kick-off in its implementation. 

The document identifies a $15 million financing 

gap for implementation of pillar 1 focused on 

informal cross-border trade data collection. 

5.2. Scaling up to ensure 
a single harmonized 
framework for informal 
cross-border trade data 
collection

5.2.1. ECOWAS
In East Africa, the East African Community has 

played a crucial role in encouraging harmo-

nized and reliable informal cross-border trade 

data collection. ECOWAS is similarly coordi-

nating informal cross-border trade activities 

and initiatives in West Africa under the Infor-

mal Trade Regulatory Support Programme 

which provides the legal basis for informal 

cross-border trade data collection, while its 

technical secretariat offers a comprehensive 

and centralized mechanism to ensure coordi-

nation between Member States and the vari-

ous informal cross-border trade actors in the 

region. ECOWAS has served as a key partner 

from the design to the implementation phase 

of the Afreximbank-ECA pilot project.

As demonstrated in earlier sections of this re-

port, various informal cross-border trade initia-

tives have emerged to track informal cross-bor-

der trade in the ECOWAS region. Most have 

taken the form of ad hoc exercises, which pro-

vide a snapshot of informal cross-border trade 

and its characteristics. The CILSS methodology 

is the only exercise that has been carried out 

on a continuous and sustainable basis. In order 

to gain a reliable, comprehensive and compa-

rable picture of informal cross-border trade 

across time and across Member States, the pi-

lot ECA-Afreximbank pilot project developed a 

harmonized informal cross-border trade data 

collection framework for the ECOWAS region.

The data collection methodology and the 

ECO-RATIN Android technology tool were 

piloted on the Abidjan–Lagos corridor, a key 

corridor for informal cross-border trade in 

ECOWAS. The pilot identified significant vol-

umes of informal cross-border trade taking 

place along the corridor, despite the associ-

ated risks, mainly due to the high costs of for-

malization, including registering for Trade Lib-

eralization Scheme benefits. Given, however, 

the above limitations associated with the pilot 

data collection exercise along the Abidjan–La-

gos corridor – in particular the Seme–Krake 

border closure – this report recommends that 
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the harmonized ECOWAS manual for infor-

mal cross-border trade data collection is test-

ed along another corridor in the region. This 

will demonstrate its effectiveness, allow for 

adaptations to other corridors, and provide 

a comparative and more comprehensive data 

set. The second pilot data collection exercise 

could also aim to be more comprehensive in 

terms of the number of border crossings cov-

ered, and number (and pay) of enumerators).

This report recommends that the same 
methodology be applied on other corridors 
in the region, which would benefit from finan-

cial and technical support from development 

partners, particularly in the initial phases. 

The data collected using the harmonized 

ECOWAS informal cross-border trade data 

collection will support the attainment of 

the Informal Trade Regulatory Support Pro-

gramme first outcome on data collection. 

This data can in turn provide the information 

needed to drive the attainment of the remain-

ing Support Programme outcomes related to 

building the institutional capacity of infor-

mal trade stakeholders and their participa-

tion in the formulation, implementation and 

monitoring of policies on the development of 

intraregional trade, carrying out reforms to 

eliminate the obstacles to the development of 

formal trade, and providing incentives to facil-

itate the migration of informal stakeholders to 

the formal sector.

Specifically, the data collected using the manu-

al can help policymakers and private investors 

to design interventions that can contribute to 

structured informal trade and eventual for-

malization. The quantitative data can be used 

to identify the magnitude and scale of informal 

cross-border trade, which is needed to justify 

calls to action. The qualitative information 

captured will be key to identifying the deter-

minants of informal cross-border trade (both 

push and pull factors), and the subsequent 

development of tailored trade facilitation pro-

grammes to bring informal cross-border trade 

into the formal trading system, and extending 

the benefits of freer trade to informal trad-

ers. Governments, development partners and 

the private sector will need to work together 

to design, finance and implement the various 

informal cross-border trade-related pro-

grammes and interventions identified. 

Gender-disaggregated data collection is an 

important feature of the report methodology 

and this practice should be applied as a best 

practice in data collection and monitoring to 

ensure that women’s interests are properly 

taken into account and progress is monitored 

and assessed.

5.2.2. Continental 
This report has highlighted the fact that there 

is no universally agreed definition of infor-

mal cross-border trade. Some data collection 

agencies include smuggling in the definition 

of informal cross-border trade, while others 

identify this as illegal trade that should not be 

captured within informal cross-border trade. 

Data collection is sometimes focused at border 

crossings where customs officials are already 

present, whereas other exercises also include 

unofficial routes. Some agencies limit the defi-

nition of informal cross-border trade adopted 

in data collection to agricultural goods, while 

others take a more comprehensive approach to 

include all products, and perhaps even include 

informal cross-border trade in services in the 

definition. The World Bank and COMESA have 

used the term “small-scale cross-border trade” 

instead of informal cross-border trade.
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This wide array of definitions on informal 

cross-border trade creates confusion and 

makes comparability of data sets impossi-

ble. Without a common definition of informal 

cross-border trade, it is difficult to explain what 

informal cross-border trade truly means to 

stakeholders. This not only causes confusion, 

but risks undermining buy-in and support for 

informal cross-border trade data collection 

initiatives, which may be misinterpreted as 

tax-raising efforts. At the same time, without 

a unified definition of informal cross-border 

trade, it is difficult to make comparisons across 

informal trade data sets and create an aggre-

gated picture of informal cross-border trade. 

There are also significant differences in the 

methodologies adopted to track informal 

cross-border trade. Surveys typically adopt 

one of three techniques for collecting informal 

cross-border trade data: border observation, 

tracking of movement of large vehicles, and 

stocktaking at open markets. Some methodol-

ogies collect informal cross-border trade data 

flows according to the general trade system 

of compiling international merchandise trade 

statistics, while others adopt a more ad hoc 

approach. Different units of measurement are 

applied to the same product. Moreover, data is 

not always collected with the same frequency: 

some survey exercises collect data every day 

of the month, while others collect data on a 

selected number of days of the month and ex-

trapolate for the remaining days. Daily data col-

lection may be constrained to daylight hours or 

also include night trade. Some data collection 

methodologies have been automated and now 

rely on Android technology, whereas others 

have maintained manual data collection sheets. 

Gender disaggregation has been incorporated 

into some survey methodologies. Going be-

yond surveys, some researchers have conduct-

ed econometric studies based on formally re-

ported ‘mirror’ trade flows to measure informal 

trade created by formally registered traders. 

Like formal trade, informal cross-border trade 

requires a common methodology, including a 

common definition. Good international prac-

tice recommends the use of a common no-

menclature in the collection and dissemination 

of trade statistics, with the aim of facilitating 

comparability of data. The rule with respect to 

formal data collection is use of the Harmonized 

Commodity Description and Coding System 

(HS) developed by the World Customs Orga-

nization and in use since 1998, and the Stan-

dard International Trade Classification (SITC). 

Informal cross-border trade data estimates 

that have been recorded using the HS and SITC 

systems, such as those of the national statis-

tics offices of Benin, Kenya, Nigeria, Rwanda, 

and Uganda, have been more easily integrated 

into official statistics and therefore useful in 

informing improved balance of payments sta-

tistics, macro-management and policymaking. 

In developing a common definition of informal 

cross-border trade, it is therefore crucial to en-

sure alignment with formal trade statistics.

The Uganda Bureau of Statistics methodology 
for informal cross-border trade data collection 
should be used as a starting point for devel-
oping a common African Union framework. 
This methodology forms the basis of the harmo-

nized methodology for informal cross-border 

trade data collection in the Eastern and South-

ern African regions and the methodology used 

in the ECA-Afreximbank informal cross-border 

trade data collection pilot. It is also identified 

as best practice for the measurement of infor-

mal cross-border trade in the 2010 United Na-

tions International Merchandise Trade Statistics 

Compilers Manual (United Nations, 2013).
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Given existing resource and capacity con-
straints at the national level, regional eco-
nomic communities must play an important 
role in coordinating informal cross-border 
trade data collection. National statistics of-

fices face acute resource and capacity con-

straints. This compromises the quality of exist-

ing data collection efforts and makes it difficult 

for them to take on and institutionalize any 

new data collection exercises, such as infor-

mal cross-border trade monitoring. This ex-

plains why many informal cross-border trade 

data collection initiatives in Africa have been 

either donor-driven or one-off government 

exercises (excluding Kenya, Rwanda and Ugan-

da). Regional economic communities already 

have in place a number of strategic plans that 

require them to monitor and collect a range 

of trade-related data. In East and Southern 

Africa, EAC and COMESA have designed sim-

plified trade regimes to help informal traders 

to benefit from existing trade arrangements. 

The harmonized methodology for informal 

cross-border trade data collection in the East-

ern and Southern African regions has also de-

veloped a standardized manual for monitoring 

informal cross-border trade. In West Africa, 

the ECOWAS Commission has developed the 

2018–2022 Informal Trade Regulatory Sup-

port Programme to guide efforts to integrate 

informal trade in national and regional strate-

gies, including in the area of data.

The landmark Agreement Establishing the 
African Continental Free Trade Area should 

be used as an opportunity to ensure that 
the full potential of informal cross-border 
trade is harnessed under a single compre-
hensive African Union framework for col-
lecting informal cross-border trade in Africa. 
The Agreement has demonstrated that, with a 

pan-African approach, it is possible to negoti-

ate a free trade area agreement in record time. 

A similar pan-African approach is required to 

coordinate efforts towards the adoption of a 

common continental informal cross-border 

trade definition and data collection method-

ology. This can be coordinated by a continen-

tal informal cross-border trade task force 

composed of the African Union Commission, 

regional economic communities and leading 

pan-African institutions, including Afrexim-

bank, ECA and the African Development Bank. 

The responsibility of the task force would be 

to provide technical guidance to the process 

of developing a common African Union frame-

work for informal cross-border trade data col-

lection, and to support the subsequent imple-

mentation phase. The task force would achieve 

this through regular consultations with mem-

ber States, including key national institutions 

such as national statistics offices, central banks 

and ministries of trade (including customs). 

The proposed task force approach is a proven 

model for delivering pan-African results in a 

timely and collaborative manner. The African 

Continental Free Trade Area task force played 

an important role in preparing the substantive 

content of the draft agreement and driving the 

negotiations process. 
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Annex 4: Summary of policy recommendations 
Observation Recommendation Suggested 

responsible 
party(ies)

A – Financing and investment

A1 Not all border crossings along the 
Abidjan–Lagos corridor have joint border 
posts and those there are typically 
not fully operational or do not have 
harmonized and coordinated cross-
border trade procedures.

Invest in rolling out and putting into 
operation joint border posts along the 
corridor, including the establishment of 
uniform cross-border trade requirements 
across all member States, and joint 
border committees.

ECOWAS 

Development 
finance 
institutions

A2 Cross-border traders consider the cost of 
meeting cross-border trade requirements, 
such as obtaining certificates of origin 
and paying customs fees, exorbitantly 
high, which incentivizes informal trade.

Design and implement a simplified trade 
regime for small-scale traders operating 
in the ECOWAS region, building upon the 
successes and challenges of the COMESA 
and EAC simplified trade regimes. This 
should include targeted awareness-
building efforts on the benefits and 
requirements of those regimes.

ECOWAS

ECA

Development 
finance 
institutions

A3 Most cross-border trade associations 
along the corridor are located in cities or 
towns far away from border posts, which 
limits their effectiveness.

Invest in establishing cross-border trade 
associations closer to the borders so that 
they are able to more effectively provide 
trade facilitation support and information 
to informal cross-border traders.

ECOWAS

member States

A4 There are significant variations in border 
infrastructure between neighbouring 
countries and poor maintenance of cross-
border infrastructure is a concern.

Finance the renovation and 
harmonization of border infrastructure 
to improve operational efficiencies and 
facilitate trade.

Development 
finance 
institutions

A5 Female informal cross-border traders 
face particularly acute infrastructure 
challenges at border crossings.

Invest in gender-sensitive infrastructure 
such as sanitary facilities, a crèche or 
space for breast- feeding and baby diaper 
changing, to provide a more comfortable 
environment for female traders, who 
often travel with children. 

Development 
finance 
institutions

Women’s 
organizations

A6 Many informal traders operating close 
to the borders do not have access to 
dedicated and structured facilities, which 
creates an unstable and congested cross-
border trading environment.

Provide financial support for the 
establishment of special customs zones 
/ free zones near border crossings 
to support the development and 
sophistication of border markets.

Development 
finance 
institutions
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Observation Recommendation Suggested 
responsible 
party(ies)

A7 Cash is the sole medium of transacting 
informal cross-border trade, which 
presents a security risk.

Develop a harmonized policy and 
legal framework for mobile banking 
and payment systems to support a 
shift towards safer and more efficient 
payments methods.

ECOWAS 

Development 
finance 
institutions

A8 Informal cross-border traders typically 
lack affordable access to credit, which 
constrains their ability to scale up 
operations and move up the value chain.

Create financial products that respond 
to the specific needs of informal traders 
(e.g. lack of collateral), including mobile 
wallets, which have proved successful in 
East Africa

Development 
finance 
institutions

Commercial 
banks

B – Policy and advocacy

B1 Harassment and extortion by officials, 
which is exacerbated by the prevalence 
of checkpoints, increases the monetary 
and time costs of conducting informal 
trade along the corridor.

Remove all checkpoints along the 
corridor and maintain checks only at the 
borders. This can be implemented in 
phases, starting with a maximum of one 
or two checkpoints per 100 km of road.

ECOWAS

member States

B2 There are trade restrictions which exist 
between neighbouring countries, 
including requirements for permits to 
authorize import of certain goods, import 
bans and outright border closures. These 
restrictions adversely impact the volumes 
and prices of goods traded along the 
entire corridor.

Discourage trade restrictions through 
a formal monitoring mechanism, and 
fully implement the ECOWAS Trade 
Liberalization Scheme and Common 
External Tariff, in order to reduce 
incentives for smuggling and trade 
restrictions.

ECOWAS

member States

B3 A sizeable proportion of cross-border 
traders lack national identity cards or 
passports due to the high monetary 
costs and time-consuming nature of 
the application procedure. Although 
ECOWAS is implementing a policy of 
national biometric identity cards, only 
four member States currently use them. 

Expedite the roll-out of ECOWAS national 
biometric identity cards to facilitate the 
free movement of persons in the region, 
and introduce a free-pass for day-trippers 
similar to the one in Southern Africa.

ECOWAS

Development 
partners
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Observation Recommendation Suggested 
responsible 
party(ies)

B4 There is a lack of standardization of goods 
traded along the corridor, particularly 
with respect to packaging.

Fast-track the harmonization of 
standards for key products produced 
within the ECOWAS region. In order 
to accommodate small-scale traders, 
packaging standards should include the 
smallest possible sizes of products to 
avoid the risk of becoming a barrier to 
trade.

ECOWAS

member States

Development 
finance 
institutions

B5 Some informal traders are charged fees to 
move freely between ECOWAS member 
States, despite holding the ECOWAS 
laissez-passer card

Improve implementation of the ECOWAS 
laissez-passer card, including by issuing 
directives for implementation.

ECOWAS

member States

B6 There are no standard operating hours for 
the border crossings along the corridor, 
which creates uncertainties and delays in 
moving goods across borders. 

Fast-track the harmonization of border 
operating hours (already planned) to 
allow 24-hour operation at all border 
crossings along the corridor.

ECOWAS

member States

B7 Most informal traders (particularly 
women) are not aware of cross-border 
trade procedures and requirements, 
which makes them vulnerable to 
extortion and being taken advantage of.

Organize awareness-raising platforms 
and training on ECOWAS cross-border 
trade requirements and benefits, and 
display simple visual step-by-step guides 
on cross-border trade procedures at 
border posts.

ECOWAS

Development 
partners

Women’s 
organizations

B8 There are significant non-tariff barriers 
to trade along the corridor, and trade 
facilitation is still a substantial challenge, 
despite efforts to introduce joint border 
posts.

Fast track implementation of the WTO 
Trade Facilitation Agreement and 
the Trade Facilitation Annex to the 
Agreement Establishing the African 
Continental Free Trade Area, and 
introduce continuous monitoring and 
reporting of non-tariff barriers, building 
on the successful COMESA and EAC non-
tariff barrier mechanisms.

ECOWAS

member States

Development 
partners

B9 Apart from Aflao–Kodjoviakope and 
Seme–Krake, border posts along the 
corridor did not have one-way routes for 
persons crossing the border on foot.

Introduce one-way routes at all official 
border crossings to facilitate more 
efficient, less chaotic trade, and easier 
data collection.

ECOWAS

member States
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Observation Recommendation Suggested 
responsible 
party(ies)

B10 Poor quality Internet and phone 
connectivity is a key barrier to 
communication among traders and for 
service provision among trade facilitation 
agencies. 

Facilitate affordable cross-border 
Internet and mobile phone connectivity 
within the ECOWAS region, including 
by fast-tracking implementation of the 
ECOWAS regulation to remove roaming 
fees and enable seamless cross-border 
connectivity.

ECOWAS

member States

B11 Female informal cross-border 
traders along the corridor face acute 
challenges related to infrastructure, 
finance, sexual harassment, extortion 
and a lack of awareness of cross-
border trade requirements, indicating 
gender inequalities and gender-based 
discrimination. 

Establish gender desks at border posts 
along the corridor to serve as resource 
centres where female traders can access 
information and get help filling in 
required documentation, including for 
reporting and resolving cases of gender-
based harassment and violence. Gender 
champions should also be introduced 
within customs offices to help reduce 
gender-based discrimination by border 
authorities. 

ECOWAS

member States

Development 
partners

B12 Female traders account for 61 per cent 
of informal cross-border trade volumes 
along the corridor, but are typically 
engaged in informal cross-border trade 
in agricultural products at the lower 
end of the value chain, which results in 
lower revenues than men, who are more 
likely to trade in higher value goods (e.g. 
electronics and footwear).

Support female cross-border traders to 
grow and diversify their cross-border 
trade operations by raising awareness of 
higher value trade opportunities and the 
financial support services available.

ECOWAS

Development 
finance 
institutions

Cross-border 
traders 
associations

Women’s 
organizations
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Observation Recommendation Suggested 
responsible 
party(ies)

C – Technical

C1 Ideally, informal cross-border trade 
monitoring would be led by national 
governments to ensure full domestic 
ownership, institutionalization and 
long-term sustainability. In ECOWAS, like 
other African regions, national statistics 
offices face significant resource and 
capacity constraints. This compromises 
the quality of existing data collection 
efforts and makes it difficult to take 
on and institutionalize any new data 
collection exercises, such as informal 
cross-border trade monitoring. This 
explains why all informal cross-border 
trade data collection initiatives in the 
ECOWAS region have been either 
donor-driven or one-off government 
exercises. No government in West Africa 
has introduced informal cross-border 
trade data collection on a regular and 
sustainable basis. CILSS is the leading 
player in collecting informal cross-border 
trade data in the ECOWAS region, with 
plans in place to increase both product 
and country coverage.

There is a need for an agency to step in 
to lead the informal cross-border trade 
data collection process in the region 
and ensure effective coordination. The 
ECOWAS Informal Trade Regulatory 
Support Programme could perform this 
role by establishing a regional agency 
dedicated to monitoring informal cross-
border trade or collaborating with an 
existing agency such as CILSS in order 
to scale up and align informal cross-
border trade data collection across 
ECOWAS member States. Directing 
financial and technical assistance to 
the ECOWAS Informal Trade Regulatory 
Support Programme would help to 
support the Programme to serve as a 
coordinating mechanism for informal 
cross-border trade data collection. It has 
the advantage of already being owned 
by ECOWAS member States and having 
close networks with important informal 
cross-border trade stakeholders along 
key corridors in West Africa.

ECOWAS

Member States

Development 
finance 
institutions

Development 
partners
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Observation Recommendation Suggested 
responsible 
party(ies)

C2 The scope of the Informal Trade 
Regulatory Support Programme is wide 
and includes four key priority areas, 
the first being “ensuring reliable and 
up-to-date information on informal 
trade is available”. The current support 
programme document covers a five-
year period from 2018 to 2022, but to 
date limited financing has been made 
available to support any real kick-off 
in its implementation. The document 
identifies a $ 15 million financing gap for 
implementation of priority area 1 focused 
on informal cross-border trade data 
collection.

Target financial assistance at supporting 
ECOWAS to implement the first pillar of 
the Support Programme, which focuses 
on data collection. This pillar has two 
subcomponents: improving the cross-
border informal trade data collection 
and processing mechanism, and putting 
in place an informal trade monitoring 
mechanism. One way to achieve this 
could be through the development 
of a three to five-year systematic work 
programme focused on establishing 
an operational arm of the Support 
Programme focused on data collection. 
Such a work programme could be 
led and supported by Afreximbank, 
as the premier financial institution on 
the continent, or take the form of a 
partnership with other international 
organizations with a presence in the 
ECOWAS region, such as ECA, the African 
Development Bank and the World Bank

ECOWAS

Member States

Development 
finance 
institutions

Development 
partners

D – Scaling-up

D1 The ECA-Afreximbank ECOWAS 
informal cross-border trade data 
collection methodology and the ECO-
RATIN Android technology tool were 
successfully piloted on the Abidjan–
Lagos corridor, a key corridor for informal 
cross-border trade in ECOWAS. The pilot 
identified significant volumes of informal 
cross-border trade taking place along 
the corridor, despite the associated 
risks, mainly due to the high costs of 
formalization, including registering for 
Trade Liberalization Scheme benefits.

The same methodology can easily be 
applied on other corridors in the region, 
which would benefit from financial and 
technical support from development 
partners, particularly in the initial phases. 
Gender-disaggregated data collection 
is an important feature of the ECA-
Afreximbank ECOWAS methodology 
and this practice should be applied as 
a best practice in data collection and 
monitoring to ensure that women’s 
interests are properly taken into account 
and progress is monitored and assessed.

ECOWAS

Member States

Development 
finance 
institutions

Development 
partners
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Observation Recommendation Suggested 
responsible 
party(ies)

D2 There is no universally agreed definition 
of informal cross-border trade, and 
there are significant differences in 
the methodologies adopted to track 
informal cross-border trade across the 
continent. This creates confusion and 
makes comparability of informal cross-
border trade data sets impossible. Just 
like formal trade, informal cross-border 
trade requires a common methodology, 
including a common definition.

The Uganda Bureau of Statistics 
methodology for informal cross-border 
trade data collection should be used 
as a starting-point for developing a 
common African Union framework. This 
methodology forms the basis of the 
harmonized methodology for informal 
cross-border trade data collection in the 
Eastern and Southern African regions, 
and the methodology used in the ECA-
Afreximbank informal cross-border trade 
data collection pilot. It is also identified 
as a best practice for the measurement of 
informal cross-border trade in the 2010 
United Nations International Merchandise 
Trade Statistics Compilers’ Manual,.

African Union 
Commission

Regional 
economic 
communities

Member States

Development 
partners

Development 
finance 
institutions

D3 National statistics offices face acute 
resource and capacity constraints. This 
compromises the quality of existing data 
collection efforts and makes it difficult 
for them to take on and institutionalize 
any new data collection exercises, such as 
informal cross-border trade monitoring. 
This explains why many informal cross-
border trade data collection initiatives in 
Africa have been either donor-driven or 
one-off government exercises (excluding 
Kenya, Rwanda and Uganda).

Regional economic communities must 
play an important role in coordinating 
informal cross-border trade data 
collection. They already have in place a 
number of strategic plans that require 
that they monitor and collect a range of 
trade-related data. In East and Southern 
Africa, EAC and COMESA have designed 
simplified trade regimes to help 
informal traders to benefit from existing 
trade arrangements. The harmonized 
methodology for informal cross-border 
trade data collection in the Eastern 
and Southern African regions has also 
developed a standardized manual for 
monitoring informal cross-border trade. 
In West Africa, the ECOWAS Commission 
has developed the 2018-2022 Informal 
Trade Regulatory Support Programme 
to guide efforts to integrate informal 
trade in national and regional strategies, 
including in the area of data.

African Union 
Commission

Regional 
economic 
communities

Member States
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party(ies)

D4 The African Continental Free Trade 
Area has demonstrated that, with a 
pan-African approach, it is possible to 
negotiate a free trade area agreement in 
record time. The African Continental Free 
Trade Area task force played an important 
role in preparing the substantive content 
of the draft agreement and driving 
the negotiations process. A similar 
pan-African approach is required to 
coordinate efforts towards the adoption 
of a common definition of continental 
informal cross-border trade and data 
collection methodology.

The African Continental Free Trade Area 
should be used as an opportunity to 
ensure that the full potential of informal 
cross-border trade is harnessed under 
a single comprehensive African Union 
framework for collecting informal 
cross-border trade in Africa. This can be 
coordinated by a continental informal 
cross-border trade task force comprising 
the African Union Commission, regional 
economic communities and leading 
pan-African institutions, including 
Afreximbank, ECA and the African 
Development Bank. The responsibility 
of the task force would be to provide 
technical guidance to the process of 
developing a common African Union 
framework for informal cross-border 
trade data collection, and to support the 
subsequent implementation phase. The 
task force would achieve this through 
regular consultations with member 
States, including key national institutions 
such as national statistics offices, central 
banks and ministries of trade (including 
customs). 

African Union 
Commission

Regional 
economic 
communities

Member States

Development 
finance 
institutions

Development 
partners
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Annex 5: Informal cross-border trade project team
S/N Name Position

A: ECA

1 David Luke Coordinator

2 Lily Sommer Trade Policy Expert

B: Eastern Africa Grain Council

3 Gerald Masila Executive Director

4 Jacinta Mwau Regional Manager – Market Information Systems and 
Communications

5 Kimwaga Mhando Trade Policy, Research and Advocacy Manager

6 Claude Musalia Programme Officer – Trade Policy and Market Information 
Systems

7 Allan Kiprop ICT Consultant

C: ECOWAS Commission

8 Christopher Mensah-Yawson Programme Officer, Trade and Development

9 Seydou Sacko Programme Officer, Competition and Informal Trade

D: Data Collection team

9 Capo Chichi Jocelyne Coordinator – Seme–Krake border

10 Andre Constant Gbato Coordinator – Noe–Elubo border

11 Koumira Kadjama Coordinator – Aflao–Kodjoviakope and Segbe–Kpoglo borders

12 Kounodji Devena Coordinator – Hillacondji–Sanveecondji borders

13 Wolou Ferdinand Enumerator – Sanveecondji

14 Kodjo Adjidjola Enumerator – Hillacondji

15 Agbegninou Jacquelin Enumerator – Krake 

16 Dansou Frejus Enumerator – Krake 

17 Fernand Kouakou Enumerator – Noe 

18 Benjamin Crosby Enumerator – Elubo

19 Pierrette Dzirackor Enumerator – Aflao

20 Bernice Yayra Enumerator – Aflao

21 Opamiwenu Jimoh Enumerator – Seme

22 Olagunju Abiodun Enumerator – Seme

23 Richmond Tshoeke Enumerator – Kodjoviakope

24 Opportune Kuaovi Enumerator – Kodjoviakope

25 Pargo Paloukinam Enumerator – Segbe


