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1. Introduction 

The present report was informed by interviews conducted electronically with experts in 

relevant fields (a list of the experts contacted can be found in the annex). Of the 27 experts 

targeted, 22 (81.5 per cent) were interviewed. They were from eight countries in Africa and were 

drawn from three regional economic commissions, two central banks, four national statistical 

offices, three regional secretariats and five specialized institutions involved in studies on ICBT. 

The information that they provided was supplemented by an extensive literature review of ICBT 

data collection initiatives in the (ECOWAS) region.  

 

The report is structured as follows. Section 2 contains a brief description of ECOWAS and 

the status of regional integration in Africa, in order to set the stage for the discussion and explain 

why Africa should be targeting informal cross-border traders under the AfCFTA arrangement. 

Section 3 contains an extensive literature review, which revealed issues related to ICBT. In 

section 4, the methodological framework for measuring ICBT is examined. In section 5, ICBT 

institutionalization and coordination measures within the ECOWAS region are discussed, while 

section 6 contains the conclusions and recommendations of the report. 

 

2. Brief description of the Economic Community of West African States 

and the status of regional integration in Africa 

2.1 Brief description of the Economic Community of West African States  

To put the discussions in the present report into context, a brief description is given of 

ECOWAS as a REC in Africa. ECOWAS was established on 28 May 1975 to promote economic 

cooperation and integration among its members, with a view to establishing an economic union 

in West Africa and raising the living standards of its peoples. It became a free trade area in 1990 

and adopted a common external tariff in January 2015. ECOWAS consists of 15 countries: 

Benin, Burkina Faso, Cabo Verde, Côte d’Ivoire, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, 

Liberia, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone and Togo.  

 

There are two monetary zones in the ECOWAS region: the West African Economic and 

Monetary Union) and the West African Monetary Zone. WAEMU is made up of Benin, Burkina 

Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea-Bissau, Mali, the Niger, Senegal and Togo, while WAMZ is made 

up of the Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Liberia, Nigeria and Sierra Leone. Table 1 shows some of the 

characteristics of the 15 States members of ECOWAS.  

 

ECOWAS is a heterogeneous group of countries in terms of the size and scale of their 

economic activities. The natural locations of the countries at times pose problems for trade 

integration within the region. For instance, there are three landlocked countries (Burkina Faso, 

Mali and Niger), while the others are all coastal countries. All the members of WAEMU have 

French as an official language, while all the WAMZ member countries, except Guinea, where 

French is spoken, have English as an official language. Cabo Verde, meanwhile, has Portuguese 

as its official language.
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Table 1 

Characteristics of States members of the Economic Community of West African States (2019 figures) 

Country/monetary zone Population (millions) Area (km2) Annual GDP (millions of 

United States dollars) 

GDP per capita 

(United States dollars) 

Population density 

(number of persons per 

km2) 

Demographic weight 

(%) 

Geographic weight (%) Economic weight (%) 

  11.49              115 000                   14 269                 1 241.86                     100                      3.05              2.25            2.32  

Burkina Faso           19.75              274 000                   14 138                    715.85                       72                      5.24              5.36            2.30  

Côte d'Ivoire           25.07              322 000                   43 007                 1 715.48                       78                      6.65              6.30            6.99  

Guinea-Bissau             1.87                36 000                     1 429                    764.17                       52                      0.50              0.70            0.23  

Mali           19.08           1 240 000                   17 180                    900.42                       15                      5.06            24.24            2.79  

Niger           22.44           1 267 000                     9 299                    414.39                       18                      5.96            24.77            1.51  

Senegal           15.85              197 000                   23 498                 1 482.52                       80                      4.21              3.85            3.82  

Togo             7.89                57 000                     5 356                    678.83                     138                      2.09              1.11            0.87  

WAEMU         123.44           3 508 000                 128 176                 1 038.37                       35                    32.76            68.58          20.84  

Gambia             2.28                11 000                     1 625                    712.72                     207                      0.61              0.22            0.26  

Ghana           29.77              239 000                   65 518                 2 200.81                     125                      7.90              4.67          10.65  

Guinea            12.41              246 000                   12 099                    974.94                       50                      3.29              4.81            1.97  

Liberia             4.82              111 000                     3 248                    673.86                       43                      1.28              2.17            0.53  

Nigeria         195.87              924 000                 398 186                 2 032.91                     212                    51.99            18.06          64.75  

Sierra Leone             7.65                72 000                     4 085                    533.99                     106                      2.03              1.41            0.66  

WAMZ         252.80           1 603 000                 484 761                 1 917.57                     158                    67.09            31.34          78.83  

Cabo Verde             0.54                  4 030                     1 979                 3 664.81                     134                      0.14              0.08            0.32  

ECOWAS         376.78           5 115 030                 614 916                 1 632.03                       74                  100.00          100.00        100.00  

 

Source: Data compiled by the author from https://countryeconomy.com/countries/groups/economic-community-west-african-states 

and www.worlddata.info/alliances/ecowas-economic-community-of-west-african-states.php.

https://countryeconomy.com/countries/groups/economic-community-west-african-states
file:///C:/Users/hmartinez/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/3E7Q4BJ4/www.worlddata.info/alliances/ecowas-economic-community-of-west-african-states.php
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As demonstrated by the 2019 figures, ECOWAS covers a total area of 5.1 million km2, 

with a population of about 376.8 million. It has a combined nominal GDP of about $614.9 

billion. WAEMU has a dominant geographic weight of 68.6 per cent, covering about 3.5 million 

km2 but with a combined GDP of only $128.2 billion, or 20.8 per cent of that of ECOWAS. 

WAMZ, despite its smaller geographic weight of 31.3 per cent and area of 1.6 million km2, has 

both a dominant demographic weight of 67.1 per cent and a dominant economic weight of 78.8 

per cent in ECOWAS. These equate to a total population of 252.8 million and a combined GDP 

of $484.8 billion. At the country level, Nigeria has a dominant GDP of $398.2 billion, or 64.8 

per cent of total ECOWAS GDP. It also has a dominant population of 195.9 million people, or 

52.0 per cent of the total, but occupies only 18.1 per cent of the surface area of ECOWAS. After 

Nigeria, Ghana is next in terms of economic weight, with GDP of $65.5 billion, or 10.7 per cent. 

In terms of surface area, the Niger and Mali have dominant geographic weights of 24.8 and 24.2 

per cent, but with meagre economic weights of 1.5 and 2.8 per cent, respectively.  

 

The member States of ECOWAS are also characterized by low population density. This is 

because ECOWAS as a group has 74 persons per km2, while WAEMU and WAMZ have 35 and 

158 persons per km2, respectively. Nigeria has the highest population density of 212 persons per 

km2, followed by the Gambia, Togo and Cabo Verde, with 207, 138 and 134 persons per km2, 

respectively. Apart from Ghana, Sierra Leone and Benin, with population densities of 125, 106 

and 100 persons per km2, all the other ECOWAS countries have fewer than 100 persons per km2. 

Although Cabo Verde is the lowest in terms of population and surface area, it has the highest 

per capita income in ECOWAS, at $3,664.8. It is followed by Ghana and Nigeria in WAMZ, 

with $2,200.8 and $2,032.9 per capita incomes, respectively. The other countries are Côte 

d’Ivoire ($1,715.5), Senegal ($1,482.5) and Benin ($1,241.9), all in WAEMU. All the other 

countries in ECOWAS have per capita incomes of less than $1,000.0, indicating low purchasing 

power and a high level of poverty, which have resulted in a low level of economic development 

within the subregion. This is despite ECOWAS having enormous natural and mineral resources, 

which puts it at an obvious advantage for creating a viable market within the African region. 

However, given the small size of member countries, Oshikoya (2010) observed that “the small 

size of most of the economies in the region is often regarded as growth-retarding and, thus, a 

combination of these countries in the context of an appropriate regional integration scheme 

would bring about a sufficiently large market size to generate lower production cost that might 

enable the integrated region to compete better with the rest of the world”. He added that “a 

grouping of several small countries into a regional bloc could help Africa negotiate more 

effectively either bilaterally or multilaterally”. IMF observed that “a central tenet of trade theory 

is that trade flows increase along with countries’ size, level of development, and geographic and 

cultural proximity” (IMF, 2019). This probably explains the creation of other RECs within 

Africa. 

2.2 Other regional economic commissions and regional trade in Africa 

There are eight RECs recognized by the African Union: Arab Maghreb Union, Common 

Market for Eastern and Southern Africa, Community of Sahelo-Saharan States, East African 

Community, Economic Community of Central African States, Economic Community of West 

African States, Intergovernmental Authority on Development and Southern African 

Development Community. RECs were created as the basis for wider African integration, with a 

view to regional and eventual continental integration. However, as shown in tables 2 and 3, they 

have not done well in terms of intraregional trade, in particular, and trade within Africa, in 

general. 
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Table 2 shows that between 2010 and 2017 intracommunity (or intraregional) export in 

Africa was only 10 per cent on average, while exports by individual RECs to elsewhere in Africa 

averaged 7 per cent of total exports during the same period. This is in contradistinction to 

intraregional trade within other trading blocks, such as the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations or the European Union. In 2016, for example, intra-African exports accounted for 18 

per cent of total exports, compared with 59 per cent and 69 per cent, respectively, for intra-Asian 

and intra-European exports (Sow, 2018). 

 

Table 2 

Export trade of regional economic commissions, by partner (2010–2017 average) 

(Percentage) 
Regional economic commission Intra-

communi

ty 

China United States 

of America 

European 

Union 

Africa Rest of world 

Economic Community of Central African States  2 34 15 20 4 25 

SADC 19 20 18 20 3 30 

Arab Maghreb Union 3 5 8 63 2 19 

ECOWAS 9 3 12 29 7 40 

COMESA 9 12 4 37 8 30 

Intergovernmental Authority on Development 14 21 3 16 12 34 

Community of Sahelo-Saharan States 7 5 9 40 5 34 

East African Community 20 5 4 19 18 34 

Africa, average 10 13 8 31 7 30 

Source: ECA, compiled from UNCTAD database (as culled from ECA and others, 2019). 

 

Table 3 shows that between 2010 and 2017 intraregional imports from countries of 

different RECs in Africa were only 9 per cent on average, while imports by individual RECs 

from elsewhere in Africa averaged 6 per cent of total imports during the same period (see ECA 

and others (2019) for details).  

 

Tables 2 and 3 show that, for ECOWAS, total intracommunity exports stood at 9 per cent, 

while 7 per cent of exports went to the rest of Africa on average between 2010 and 2017. 

Similarly, intra-ECOWAS imports accounted for 8 per cent of its total imports, while it imported 

about 6 per cent from the rest of Africa during the same period. 

 

Table 3 

Import trade of regional economic commissions, by partner (2010–2017 average) 
(Percentage) 

Regional economic commission Intra-

commu

nity 

China United 

States of 

America 

European 

Union 

Africa Rest of 

world 

Economic Community of Central African States  3 34 13 19 5 26 

SADC 16 27 8 21 3 25 

Arab Maghreb Union 3 5 8 64 2 18 

ECOWAS 8 4 13 31 6 38 

COMESA 9 13 5 38 5 29 

Invergovernmental Authority on Development 14 21 3 16 12 34 

Community of Sahelo-Saharan States 6 5 11 41 4 33 

East African Community  17 14 5 19 14 31 

Africa, average 9 17 8 31 6 28 

Source: ECA, compiled from UNCTAD database (as culled from ECA and others, 2019). 
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While constructing the WAMZ Trade Integration Index, Okafor (2016) reported that, for 

WAMZ countries, “intra-WAMZ and intra-ECOWAS exports were on the average slightly less 

than 2 and 6 per cent, respectively, while intra-WAMZ and intra-ECOWAS imports were also 

on the average slightly less than 2 and 4 per cent, respectively, during 2001–2015. On the other 

hand, WAMZ exports and imports to the rest of the world stood on the average at about 94 and 

96 per cent, respectively, during the same period”. It is clear from the analysis that intraregional 

trade (exports and imports) remains low in ECOWAS and in Africa, in general, and that both 

ECOWAS and African countries trade more with other countries around the world than they do 

among themselves. It may be necessary to state at this point that intra-ECOWAS trade figures 

as cited above are not a true representation of total intraregional trade since they reflect only 

formal data. Data must therefore be collected on ICBT, too, in order to increase and reflect the 

total value of intraregional trade.  

2.2.1 Barriers to intraregional trade  

Studies have shown that particular circumstances in Africa make trade barriers between 

African countries higher than those between them and other countries around the world. 

Structural constraints, infrastructure deficiency and policy-induced impediments have been 

found to be the main barriers to intraregional trade. Furthermore, low intra-African trade is 

attributable to the lack of product diversification and trade complementarities. Studies have also 

shown that Africa is one of the regions with the highest trading costs. The problems created by 

structural constraints are compounded by inadequate and inefficient hard and soft infrastructure. 

Hard or physical infrastructure includes roads, transportation, community markets, warehousing 

facilities and energy. Although these barriers apply to both formal and informal trade, some are 

particularly burdensome for informal cross-border traders. 

 

Informal cross-border traders usually deal in perishable consumable goods, such as 

agricultural produce, so if there are inadequate private and public transportation systems, they 

may experience delays while transporting their goods, which could lead to spoilage of their 

wares and possible erosion of their profits. Where there are no community markets, bad roads 

and inadequate transportation systems may prevent poor peasant cross-border traders from being 

able to reach more profitable markets farther away. The absence of storage facilities at borders, 

such as cold rooms and storage spaces, leads to the spoilage of goods and therefore adds to the 

transaction costs of informal cross-border traders. Notwithstanding, “women informal cross-

border traders still suffer from invisibility, stigmatization, violence, harassment, poor working 

conditions and lack of recognition of their economic contribution” (Albert, 2019). Since 

informal cross-border traders do not insure their goods, the impacts of bad roads, poor 

transportation systems and poor border infrastructure act in concert to exacerbate their problems.  

 

Soft infrastructure includes information and communications technology, customs systems 

and policies that facilitate intraregional trade. Given the low level of education of most ICBT 

participants, access to ICT facilities is usually limited, which therefore constrains access to 

market information on a real-time basis. ICBT participants may not be aware of the latest prices 

and goods that are mostly in demand. Although most may have cell phones, they are usually 

confronted with the problem of low availability of mobile credit coupled with poor network 

connectivity, thus denying them the opportunity of taking advantage of such facilities. 

Consequently, they rely heavily on word of mouth as their most important channel of 

information, which could expose them to the risk of being exploited by better-informed 

intermediaries. Owing to a lack of trade facilitation, informal cross-border traders are subject to 

several inspections at the border, which also attracts multiple payments, thereby making the 

journey lengthy and costly. As cited by ECA (2020), “the average customs transaction in Africa 
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involves between 20 and 30 different parties, 40 documents, 200 data elements, and the rekeying 

of 60–70 per cent of all data at least once. The typical multiplicity of government agencies 

operating on both sides of the same border doubles the bureaucracy at border posts and results 

in significant congestion and delays. It is estimated that the existing cumbersome procedures in 

customs processing can cost a consignment about $185 for each day of delay” (African Union 

Development Agency-New Partnership for Africa’s Development, 2020). 

 

It must also be stressed that bad policies and a poor regulatory or macroeconomic 

environment adversely affect intraregional trade. The full implementation of trade agreements 

and ECOWAS protocols and conventions by member States, as well as the reduction of non-

tariff barriers, are therefore important goals. Progress in this regard could be tracked using a 

system of indicators that are measurable and scientific.  

2.2.2 Monitoring trade and regional integration in Africa 

The WAMZ Trade Integration Index is a tool for assessing progress towards trade 

integration in WAMZ. It has four components and eight indicators. The components are trade 

flows and other factors that influence trade (see table 4). To ensure data comparability, the data 

used to construct the index were normalized to obtain the index scores. The normalization 

procedure converted the data to a scale ranging from 0 to 1. For convenience, the resultant 

indices were multiplied by 100 to provide a scale of 0 to 100, in which 100 denotes the maximum 

level of trade integration. 

 

Table 4 

West African Monetary Zone Trade Integration Index, 2016–2017 
(Index point) 

State member/group Intraregional trade flows Financial environment Connectivity across 

transport modes 

Physical 

infrastructure 

Overall score 

2016 2017 2016 2017 2016 2017 2016 2017 2016 2017 

Gambia 67.54 34.15 28.66 21.84 13.39 13.33 67.58 86.22 44.29 38.89 

Ghana 13.22 9.14 100.00 71.01 44.07 39.98 79.87 66.97 59.29 46.78 

Guinea 58.00 62.59 33.76 29.03 9.55 7.92 25.96 36.69 31.82 34.06 

Liberia 76.42 25.26 96.18 100.00 4.14 4.14 32.39 12.79 52.28 35.60 

Nigeria 2.59 1.23 69.43 48.21 84.34 84.84 71.27 68.67 56.91 50.66 

Sierra Leone 56.64 57.20 0.00 0.00 8.84 8.90 3.48 14.35 17.24 20.11 

WAMZ 45.74 31.66 54.67 45.02 29.28 26.43 46.76 47.62 44.11 37.68 

Source: Compiled from Egbuna (2018). 

 

Table 4 shows that the WAMZ Trade Integration Index fell from 44.11 index points in 

2016 to 37.68 in 2017. All components of the Index fell below their previous year’s levels except 

for physical infrastructure, which increased from 46.76 to 47.62 index points. During the same 

period, the scores for intraregional trade flows remained poor, falling from 45.74 to 31.66, while 

the financial environment, which was initially at 54.67 points, fell to 45.02 points in 2017. Worst 

hit was connectivity across transport modes, which fell from 29.28 in 2016 to 26.43 in 2017. It 

is not surprising that the scores for both intraregional trade flows and connectivity across 

transport modes are below the threshold for the overall score because connectivity across 

transport modes has remained the greatest drag on trade and regional integration within WAMZ. 

This is largely attributable to poor road infrastructure as most of the roads in the region are 

characterized by poor quality construction, poor road maintenance culture and overloading of 

trucks. There is also inadequate investment in road networks within the subregion (see Okafor 

(2016) and African Development Bank (2014) for details). 
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The African Regional Integration Index is another index for monitoring trade and regional 

integration in Africa. It is a multidimensional index with five dimensions and 16 indicators. The 

2019 Index computed the weights based on the structure of the data, using a principal component 

analysis. It ranked African countries not only within their RECs, but also within Africa. It has 

the AfCFTA indicator in the trade dimension. The scores for each dimension of the Index range 

from 0 to 1, with 1 denoting the maximum level of integration. It is, however, important to stress 

that all computed indices are synthetic measurements of existing indicators (see table 5). It 

should also be highlighted that all the indices are based on formal trade data, as similar 

monitoring indices and frameworks do not exist for informal trade. 

 

Table 5 

Scores for dimensions of regional integration in Africa, 2019 
(Score) 

Regional economic commission Regional 

integrati

on 

Trade 

integration 

Productive 

integration 

Macroeconom

ic integration 

Infrastructu

ral 

integration 

Free 

movement of 

people 

Economic Community of Central African States 0.442 0.357 0.323 0.684 0.373 0.469 

SADC 0.337 0.340 0.239 0.422 0.214 0.490 

Arab Maghreb Union 0.488 0.481 0.449 0.571 0.509 0.438 

ECOWAS 0.425 0.438 0.220 0.469 0.298 0.733 

COMESA 0.367 0.445 0.328 0.365 0.317 0.385 

Intergovernmental Authority on Development 0.438 0.444 0.321 0.423 0.480 0.540 

Community of Sahelo-Saharan States 0.377 0.377 0.256 0.441 0.302 0.508 

East African Community  0.537 0.440 0.434 0.660 0.555 0.664 

Africa 0.327 0.383 0.201 0.399 0.220 0.441 

Source: Compiled from African Union and others (2019). 

 

According to table 5, the overall integration score stood at an average of 0.327, or 32.7 per 

cent of the potential level of integration in Africa. With a score of 0.441, Africa was most 

integrated in the free movement of people but poorly integrated in the productive and 

infrastructural integration dimensions, with scores of 0.201 and 0.220, respectively. The scores 

for trade integration and macroeconomic integration dimensions were above the overall score. 

Among RECs, the East African Community was the most integrated at 0.537, followed by the 

Arab Maghreb Union at 0.488, the Economic Community of Central African States at 0.442 and 

ECOWAS in fourth position with a score of 0.425. The least integrated REC was SADC, with a 

score of 0.337.   

 

ECOWAS was most integrated in the free movement of people, as travellers largely faced 

no constraints in moving around the region before Nigeria shut its borders on 20 August 2019. 

However, the performance of ECOWAS on trade integration was only moderate, with a score of 

0.438, indicating that Africa has considerable potential yet to be tapped. ECA (2019) observed 

that “regional integration expands markets and trade, enhances cooperation and mitigates risk, 

and fosters sociocultural cooperation and regional stability”. However, experts have argued that 

the implementation of AfCFTA could generate a range of benefits by supporting trade creation, 

structural transformation, productive employment and poverty reduction. The nature of AfCFTA 

is examined below. 

2.3 Study as a regional response strategy to the African Continental Free Trade Area 

Given the above discussions, the present study is, therefore, being undertaken as a strategic 

response to the implementation of the Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free 

Trade Area. However, to derive maximum benefit from such a discussion, the issues related to 
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the Agreement must be understood before the associated benefits are examined. The key features 

of AfCFTA and other tangential discussions are set out below.   

 

The AfCFTA Agreement was adopted and opened for signature in Kigali on 21 March 

2018. Initially, 44 States signed the Agreement. However, there are now 54 signatories. The 

twenty-second instrument of ratification was deposited on 29 April 2019, in conformity with 

legal provisions, and the Agreement entered into force 30 days later, on 30 May. Although all 

the milestones set for the Agreement were not achieved, its operational phase was eventually 

launched during the twelfth extraordinary session of the Assembly of Heads of State and 

Government of the African Union, held in Niamey on 7 July 2019. Important outstanding issues 

were left as annexes to the Agreement for later negotiation. 

 

Meanwhile, AfCFTA is expected to be governed by the following five operational 

instruments: 

  

• Rules of origin  

• Online negotiating forum 

• Monitoring and elimination of non-tariff barriers 

• Digital payments system 

• African Trade Observatory 

 

Before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, trading under the AfCFTA framework 

had been scheduled to start on 1 July 2020. It is expected that, through successive rounds of 

negotiations aimed at progressively eliminating tariffs and non-tariff barriers to trade in goods 

and liberalizing trade in services, AfCFTA will assist in the growth of trade in Africa. In this 

regard, 90 per cent of tariff lines are expected to be eliminated in the first instance. The private 

sector stands to gain from AfCFTA by increasing economies of scale and access to cheaper raw 

materials and intermediate inputs. In concrete terms, the main promise of AfCFTA is that the 

combined market of 55 African countries, trading among themselves and made up of 1.2 billion 

people, could translate to GDP of $2.5 trillion. Proponents also envisage that the introduction of 

AfCFTA will lead to 52.3 per cent growth in intra-African trade by 2022. By facilitating job 

creation and greater competitiveness of African MSMEs, AfCFTA will be a crucial ingredient 

in lifting people out of poverty and invigorating the continent’s growth trajectory.  

 

Although the establishment of AfCFTA is a welcome development, it must be pointed out 

that a trade agreement does not guarantee trade but provides incentives to make trade with other 

partners to that agreement more accessible and attractive. Trade liberalization on its own does 

not lead to lower poverty levels in the absence of financial sector development, rising education 

levels and strong governance structures (for other views of AfCFTA, see ECA (2012), Mo 

Ibrahim Foundation (2019), Le Goff and Singh (2014), Matheson (2019) and IMF (2019)). 

 

It is known that intra-African and intra-REC trade statistics are continually being 

underestimated as they are usually based on official data, which typically capture only formal 

trade. This has an adverse knock-on effect on the effective formulation, implementation and 

monitoring of trade policies within the African region. As Africa prepares for the 

implementation of the AfCFTA Agreement, there is a need for a paradigm shift, as there exists 

a type of trade that is already guaranteed and flourishing among Africans but largely 

underreported, namely ICBT, which is currently estimated at over $93 billion. All that is needed 

is to focus greater attention on studying and measuring ICBT in order to guide appropriate policy 
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responses and strategies for encouraging the formalization of a greater number of ICBT 

participants, as a way of ensuring that they benefit from the AfCFTA arrangement. 

 

2.4 Informal Trade Regulation Support Programme as a plank for informal cross-

border trade data capture in the Economic Community of West African States 

 

In order to lay the foundation for the regulation and measurement of ICBT within the 

region, the ECOWAS Commission prepared the Informal Trade Regulation Support Programme 

in 2018 in acknowledgment of the crucial role played by informal trade in the economic and 

social life of its member States. The programme is aimed at operationalizing the strategy for the 

regulation of informal trade in the ECOWAS region adopted in March 2012. Under the strategy, 

informal trade in the region was analysed and an inventory made of the major areas of 

intervention of ITRSP. It is a five-year programme prepared by the ECOWAS Commission for 

the period 2018–2022 through a participatory and inclusive process involving member States. 

Relevant stakeholders, such as the private sector, regional and national professional trade 

organizations, non-governmental organizations and other technical and financial partners with 

policy interest in ICBT activities, were also consulted during the process.  

 

As indicated above, ITRSP was prepared in recognition of the fact that recorded figures 

for intraregional trade among members could be higher if ICBT activities were taken into 

consideration. The existence and rapid expansion of informal trade in the ECOWAS region were 

attributed partly to vulnerable groups, such as women, seeing informal trade as an answer to 

their deteriorating living conditions and partly to distorted or wrong public policies regarding 

the promotion of businesses and tariff and non-tariff barriers to regional trade. 

 

Although ICBT has many positive attributes, such as boosting intra- and inter-African 

trade, thereby generating employment, enhancing household incomes and reducing poverty 

levels, it can also have negative effects, such as distorting competition, non-compliance with 

sanitary norms and standards, lack of insurance and a shortfall in State budgets. Consequently, 

the concept of informal trade in ITRSP is restricted to the non-registration of a business activity 

involving legal products and services. It excludes criminal or clandestine activities involving 

illegal products and services. 

 

On the basis of the above-mentioned considerations, it was underscored that the cardinal 

focus of ITRSP should be to resolve the poor capacity of the ECOWAS region to handle the 

negative effects of informal trade while exploiting its potential for developing trade in the region. 

However, efforts to ensure the continued availability of statistical data that have not been 

adequately addressed in existing projects should be intensified. This is because, without data on 

the magnitude and scope of ICBT, it would be difficult to make the policy case for addressing 

informal trade and designing tailored interventions. ITRSP should strive to include informal 

trade in regional integration and to contribute to the implementation of ECOWAS trade policy. 

In its implementation, ITRSP will combine regional and national activities. The regional 

programmes will be focused on the regional dimensions of informal trade, ensure 

interdependence between the countries and provide a common pool of interventions on matters 

of common interest, while the national programmes will reflect the specific priorities of States.  

 

It is expected that informal sector stakeholders, such as women and young people involved 

in cross-border informal trade and companies (especially MSMEs), would benefit immensely 

from ITRSP, while it would also facilitate border crossing, especially for those from border 

communities. 
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The broad objective of the programme is to contribute to the growth of intraregional trade 

within the framework of the creation of a common market aimed at poverty reduction within 

ECOWAS. Having said that, it must be emphasized that it is not claimed that ITRSP would 

regularize informal trade, but that it would regulate it. 

 

The programme is expected to lead to the following four major outcomes: 

• Outcome 1: availability of reliable and up-to-date information on informal trade 

• Outcome 2: enhancement of institutional capacities of informal trade 

stakeholders and their participation in the formulation, implementation and 

monitoring of policies on the development of intraregional trade 

• Outcome 3: institutionalization of reforms essential for the elimination of 

obstacles to the development of formal trade 

• Outcome 4: provision of incentives to facilitate the migration of informal sector 

stakeholders to the formal sector 

 

Every component of the expected result is broken down into subcomponents within which 

the activities of ITRSP are structured. The implementation of ITRSP is a complex process 

undertaken at both the regional and national levels. At the regional level, there will be: (a) a 

committee responsible for defining strategic guidelines and ensuring supervision of the 

programme; and (b) a programme management unit responsible for the programming and 

technical execution of the programme. At the national level, the national coordinating committee 

will be responsible for implementing the programme, which will enable regional action to be 

extended in member States. 

 

To further this objective, a workshop was held in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, on 24 April 2019 

to discuss how cross-border trade data collected by the Permanent Inter-State Committee on 

Drought Control in the Sahel could be internalized into the foreign trade databases of the member 

States of ECOWAS or WAEMU and the setting up of the ITRSP steering committee. At the 

workshop, the Directors General of NSOs of ECOWAS countries approved the creation of the 

ITRSP-1 Steering Committee and its technical secretariat. ITRSP-1 was set up for the 

implementation of outcome 1. The ITRSP-1 Steering Committee is made up of the Directors 

General of NSOs of member States and the Executive Secretary of CILSS. The Committee has 

decision-making power.  

 

The technical secretariat is the operational body for the implementation of ITRSP-1 

activities and is therefore responsible for the collection of ICBT data on food and agro-forestry-

pastoral and fisheries products. It is also responsible for the implementation of other trade 

facilitation, advocacy and capacity-building activities. The technical experts of the technical 

secretariat are already familiar with and working on ICBT issues at the CILSS, ECOWAS and 

WAEMU levels. 

 

It is estimated that the five-year programme will cost $65,000,000, as shown in table 6. 

Member States of ECOWAS are expected to contribute to its funding, while development 

partners will also be called upon for financial support. 
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Table 6  

Estimated cost of the Informal Trade Regulatory Support Programme 
(United States dollars) 

Item Description Estimated cost 

Component 1 Enhancing the informal trade information system 15 000 000.00 

Component 2 Institutional capacity-building for informal trade stakeholders and their involvement in the 

formulation, implementation and monitoring of policies on intraregional trade development 

15 000 000.00 

Component 3 Essential reforms for the elimination of obstacles to the development of informal trade 5 000 000.00 

Component 4 Introduction of incentive measures to facilitate the transition from the informal to the formal 

sector 

25 000 000.00 

Other Programme steering and management 5 000 000.00 

Total   65 000 000.00 

Source: Compiled from ITRSP for the ECOWAS region (ECOWAS Commission, 2018). 

 

A logical beginning would be the sourcing of the $15.0 million budgeted for enhancing 

the informal trade information system, as there seems to be a substantial funding gap for the 

implementation of ITRSP. This is in recognition of the fact that data are a critical resource, and 

monitoring progress in addressing ICBT issues will require significant improvements in data 

availability and the data collection methodology. The availability of data could also assist in 

expanding the policy space and providing a basis for targeting financial and non-financial 

assistance to informal cross-border traders. Currently, not much is known about the funding 

arrangements, except that ECOWAS is expected to fund ITRSP from its budget for informal 

trade. Partial funding for data collection through CILSS, which manages the fund from the 

International Fund for Agricultural Development and the International Trade Centre, is also 

available. Another important and reliable source of funding is the contribution from some 

members of the West Africa Association for Cross-border Trade in Agro-Forestry-Pastoral and 

Fisheries Products. The objective is to enable members of the association to take ownership of 

their activities, as they adopt practical approaches to issues. 

 

From the interviews conducted, it was understood that the implementation of ITRSP-1 is 

in progress as ICBT data are collected on a daily basis using tablets and stored on a cloud server 

owned by WACTAF. However, it is not known how much progress has been made in capturing 

other products, as CILSS is mainly concerned with agricultural products, while ITRSP 

emphasizes the collection of data on agricultural and non-agricultural products. On ITRSP-2, 

WACTAF has obtained funds from the International Fund for Agricultural Development to 

conduct some activities on trade developments, but action on the matter was suspended as a 

result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The five main activities to be covered are: (a) management 

linkages between farmers and traders; (b) storage of data on the cloud; (c) border information 

centres (to be financed by the International Trade Centre); (d) facilitation of meetings among 

border communities; and (e) monitoring and evaluation and policy implementation. However, it 

is also necessary to know about developments in terms of the internalization of CILSS data in 

the national statistical frameworks of member States of ECOWAS. This is crucial as the ITRSP 

programme period is now half complete and, therefore, there is a need to make informed 

assessments of the achievements made thus far and gaps to be addressed, both financially and 

technically, in order to ensure appropriate measurement of ICBT activities within the region. 

Issues relating to ICBT will be examined in detail below in order to improve its measurement.  
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3. Literature review 

3.1 Issues involved in informal cross-border trade  

The present study benefited immensely from an unpublished work by the author in 2010. 

The relevant issues will be discussed at both the micro and macro levels.  

 

At the micro level, studies have shown that ICBT is an aspect of the informal sector of an 

economy. Informal sector trade thrives in most developing countries’ economies because it 

offers short-term solutions to poor households. However, some informal cross-border traders 

carry on their activities undetected and, even when they cross borders, they resort to all kinds of 

malpractice, such as underinvoicing, misclassification of goods and declaration of the wrong 

country of origin, in an attempt to pay lower duties or subvert the law. However, not all ICBT is 

“deceiving” or “illegitimate” per se. Much of it is motivational, and much of the trade is too 

small for customs authorities to worry about. 

 

At the macro level, ICBT has evolved over time as it continues to provide employment 

and income to many poor households and constitutes one of the main ways of overcoming 

barriers to regional trade in Africa and in ECOWAS, in particular. It has also been found to play 

a major role in regional food security. Despite these obvious advantages, inadequate knowledge 

of the magnitude of ICBT between countries and their neighbours has prevented the articulation 

of appropriate policies that might lead to the integration of ICBT into formal trade.  

 

Wauschkuhn and Singer (2010) argue that “policies are unlikely to succeed unless they 

take account of poor people’s coping strategies. Accordingly, developing countries need 

statistics that correspond to the reality of their daily lives”. Since ICBT is part of the realities of 

the ECOWAS economy, even though its magnitude, determinants and consequences are largely 

not understood, there is a need to articulate a methodological framework that will assist in the 

estimation of the level of activities taking place in that sector. There are so many porous borders 

in the countries of the ECOWAS region, in particular, and in Africa, in general, that are not 

adequately staffed and lead to the underestimation of the magnitude of ICBT. All of these factors 

have serious implications for the countries’ balance of payments estimates. Since external trade 

statistics (imports and exports) are significant in determining the current account balance of the 

balance of payments in any given country, measuring ICBT will greatly assist in filling in some 

data gaps. Similarly, inadequate knowledge of the magnitude of ICBT leads to misleading 

figures in a country’s GDP. 

 

This can be illustrated using the GDP equation, given by: 

 

Y = C + G +I + X – M        ................... (1) 

 

Where  Y = GDP 

C = household consumption 

G = government consumption 

I = investment (gross capital formation) 

X = export of goods and services 

M = import of goods and services 

 

The implications of underestimating the exports (X) and imports (M) of the countries of 

the ECOWAS region, through the omission of ICBT counterparts, are discussed below. Given 

the prevalence of ICBT in the region and the near absence of the measurement of such trade, 
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total cross-border trade among the member States of ECOWAS is underestimated, which has 

serious implications for the current account balance of the balance of payments of the countries 

of the region. This situation arises as only the level of trade flows measured through official 

sources is usually taken into consideration when determining trade flows among States. By 

obvious extension, inadequate knowledge of the magnitude of the ICBT component leads to 

misleading figures in the GDP of ECOWAS and Africa, with its attendant adverse impact on 

economic management. This is illustrated more graphically using the equations below. 

 

If total exports and imports are broken down into their formal and informal components, 

then: 

 

X = Xf + Xi …………………………. (2) and  

 

M = Mf + Mi …………………………. (3) 

 

Where  Xf = formal exports of goods and services 

            Xi = informal exports of goods and services  

            Mf = formal imports of goods and services 

            Mi = informal imports of goods and services  

 

Employing the above definitions and rearranging equation (1) gives:  

 

Y = C + G +I + (Xf – Mf) + (Xi – Mi)      ................... (4) 

 

The magnitude of Y in (4) will depend on the signs assumed by (Xf – Mf) and (Xi – Mi). 

 

This is because (Xf – Mf), which represents the formal trade balance, could be positive or 

negative and (Xi – Mi), which represents the informal trade balance, could also be positive or 

negative, depending on whether formal exports are greater than formal imports or informal 

exports are greater than informal imports, and vice versa. If (Xf – Mf) > 0 (positive) and (Xi – 

Mi) > 0, and if the ICBT component (Xi – Mi) is not measured, the GDP of a particular country 

is grossly underestimated. Similarly, if (Xf – Mf) < 0 (negative) and (Xi – Mi) < 0, and if the 

ICBT component (Xi – Mi) is not measured, the GDP of the country is grossly overestimated. 

The value of GDP lies between those two extremes when the signs of (Xf – Mf) and (Xi – Mi) 

are mixed, namely when one assumes a positive sign while the other is negative at the same time. 

 

Using the same GDP equation as in (1), it can also be shown that: 

 

S – I = CAB........................................... (5) 

 

Where  S = gross saving 

  CAB = current account balance 

 

If saving and investment are split into their government and private components and the 

current account balance into its formal and informal components, CABf and CABi, respectively, 

this results in: 

 

(Sp – Ip) + (Sg – Ig) = CAB = CABf +CABi    .................... (6) 

 

Equation (6) shows that the budgetary balance of a Government (Sg – Ig) may be an 

important factor influencing the current account balance, especially based on the assumption that 
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not accounting for ICBT could lead to lower CAB. Also, if ICBT exports are lower than ICBT 

imports, then accounting for ICBT would also lead to a deterioration of CAB. Thus, ICBT erodes 

government revenues, as a substantial amount of money is lost in unpaid customs duties and 

value added tax. With revenue losses that may result from this situation, countries with low 

revenue bases but a higher incidence of ICBT along their borders may experience 

macroeconomic imbalances. Nevertheless, UNCTAD (2019) observed that “informal traders’ 

purchasing behavior shows that they contribute significantly to the broader formal economy, 

particularly in Malawi; goods are more commonly sourced from formal wholesalers and retailers 

(mainly supermarkets) than from the informal market”. UNCTAD (2019) went on to state that 

“this shows that informal traders contribute to the formal economy, for instance by paying value 

added tax in the country where they purchase their goods”. 

3.2 Reasons for the existence of informal cross-border trade 

A number of authors have tried to adduce reasons for the existence of ICBT in various 

economies. These issues will be examined by looking at pull and push factors, even though in 

some cases there could be a combination of both.  

3.2.1 Pull factors 

Holtom (2004) observes that “borders create economic opportunities to be exploited by 

those who are able to cross them regularly and take advantage of differences in the supply, 

demand and price of various goods and services existing on either side of the border”. He went 

on to remark that the practice of small-scale cross-border trading was one of the strategies 

employed by inhabitants of the post-socialist space in Europe to cushion the shocks of economic 

transition. Reinforcing the above argument, Seiler (1997) observed that “people living near 

borders regularly buy goods in neighbouring countries because the goods are offered at lower 

prices, can be procured more conveniently, or include better service than that provided by 

domestic shops”. Meagher (2003) added that, as local currencies become devalued, officially 

imported consumer goods become too costly for both traders and consumers in West Africa. If 

there are large price differentials between formally and informally imported or exported goods 

owing to high import or export duties on some selected commodities, informal cross-border 

traders would try to take advantage of that. Macamo (1999) sums this up by saying that “ICBT 

has evolved over time and constitutes one of the main ways of overcoming barriers to regional 

trade”. The conduct of ICBT is also facilitated by weak law enforcement at borders. Meagher 

(2003) has also remarked that “reduced levels of monitoring of financial transactions, combined 

with the increased speed of international and intercontinental currency movements, have reduced 

both the risk and the turnover time of cross-border activities”. Ackello-Ogutu and Echessah 

(1998) argue that the “staggering cropping seasonality and differences in comparative advantage 

and impact of weather create vast opportunities for trade”. Another remarkable thing is that, 

compared with formal trade, ICBT is more responsive to food crises and shocks and is largely 

practised by the most vulnerable groups, such as women, young people and MSMEs. 

3.2.2 Push factors 

Some ICBT participants sell agricultural and other goods on a small scale across borders. 

In addition, seasonal workers may transfer part of their wages in the form of goods and carry the 

goods across the border when they visit their home countries. Similarly, individuals working 

across a border (border workers) may take goods from their country of employment to their 

home country. Meagher (2003) noted that “economic restructuring has encouraged an expansion 

of West Africa’s unofficial cross-border trade in consumer goods from world markets”. She 

further noted that, “far from integrating West Africa into the global economy, unofficial trade 

reinforces the region’s economic marginalization by depriving States of revenue from duties and 
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taxes and doing little to promote trade in local products”. The observed limitations 

notwithstanding, recent research efforts have found that cross-border trading networks provide 

useful institutional resources that should be incorporated into the formal economy rather than 

being criminalized.  

 

Other factors include unfavourable agricultural and macroeconomic policies adopted by 

most Governments in Africa. Ackello-Oguta (1996) argues that “uncoordinated and partial 

implementation of structural adjustment programmes and the reluctance to eliminate all formal 

trade barriers” are some of the factors responsible for ICBT. Supporting this view, it was 

observed in a foreword for a work by Macamo (1999) that structural adjustment programmes 

had “led to retrenchment and erosion of consumer purchasing power; a weak private sector kept 

out of the rural areas by poor infrastructure; and neighbouring countries enjoying superiority in 

industry and value-added production”. Meagher (2003) also argues that, “although economic 

restructuring was expected to limit unofficial trade, variations in its timing and degree of reform 

have created new legal gaps and weaknesses for traders to exploit”.  ICBT activities may also 

be encouraged if officially traded goods are subject to complex, non-transparent or divergent 

regulatory requirements that contribute to increasing transaction costs. These situations, in turn, 

encourage traders to escape formal procedures and duties. Where certain commodities are made 

scarce owing to import prohibition, export bans or foreign exchange controls, ICBT becomes 

attractive.  

 

Other identified factors that encourage ICBT include poverty, rising formal sector 

unemployment and falling incomes. It has also been observed that trade in agricultural 

commodities arises because food crop production typically depends on rainfall in Africa. 

Consequently, both producer and consumer prices vary significantly between seasons and from 

one country to another. One variant of ICBT in Asia is the so-called suitcase trade, which is a 

common activity along State borders. For instance, thousands of suitcase traders carry goods 

across the borders between mainland China and its two Special Administrative Regions, Hong 

Kong and Macao. Although individual transactions are small-scale in nature and based on 

informal networks, the entire chain of operations is run by syndicates that are highly organized, 

commercial, with well-defined divisions of labour, and large-scale. Hung and others (2019) 

describe such a combination of organizational competence and informal networks as “organised 

informality”. 

 

Notwithstanding some of the negative consequences of ICBT, Meagher (2003) observes 

that ICBT “remains the most efficient, organized and deep-rooted system of trade in the (West 

African) sub-region. The commercial skills, experience and organizational infrastructure of 

cross-border networks represent invaluable resources for the development of effective West 

African trade. Cross-border trade needs to be incorporated into the formal economy through 

more appropriate policy incentives to guide and redirect its activities”. This is in line with the 

submissions by Sommer and Nshimbi (2018), who argue that, “although ICBT is not explicitly 

reflected in the AfCFTA agreement and the separate [African Union] protocol on free movement 

of people, indirectly, the AfCFTA has the potential to generate significant benefits for informal 

cross-border traders. In addition, there is still time to incorporate ICBT issues into the AfCFTA’s 

second phase of negotiations around investment, intellectual property rights, and competition 

policy, as well as in the AfCFTA implementation stage”. Earlier, they had opined that AfCFTA 

would offer a veritable platform to “ensure that the full potential of ICBT is harnessed under a 

single comprehensive framework”. 
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3.3 Survey of selected country or regional experience in informal cross-border trade 

data collection exercises 

Attempts have been made in a number of studies to quantify the level of ICBT in Africa. 

One such study is the ICBT survey carried out by the Uganda Bureau of Statistics in close 

collaboration with the Bank of Uganda and the Uganda Revenue Authority. The main survey, 

conducted over a 10-month period in 2004 and 2005, was preceded by a pilot survey and covered 

14 customs stations. During that period, informal (unrecorded) exports were estimated at $162.0 

million but constituted 85.0 per cent of official exports, while informal imports were about $54.2 

million, or 12.5 per cent of official imports. In another study of unrecorded cross-border trade 

between the United Republic of Tanzania and its neighbours, Ackello-Ogutu and Echessah 

(1998) observed that, during the review period, “ICBT constituted over 98 per cent of trade [of 

the United Republic of Tanzania] with the Democratic Republic of the Congo, about 66 per cent 

of the total trade with Malawi and 41 per cent of the total trade with Zambia”. Although ICBT 

constituted only 11 per cent of total trade between the United Republic of Tanzania and Kenya, 

it accounted for 12 per cent of the country’s trade with the rest of the world.  

 

Macamo (1999) discusses the results of an ICBT assessment between Mozambique and its 

neighbours. The survey was carried out over a 12-month period from December 1995 to 

November 1996. The results showed that informal trade between Mozambique and its 

neighbours was predominantly agricultural and that, in 1996, about 90 per cent of the total value 

of trade between Mozambique and Swaziland (now Eswatini) was unrecorded. However, it was 

estimated that the total informal exports and imports of Mozambique amounted to $31 million 

and $51 million, respectively, with trade in favour of Swaziland by about $20 million. The study 

also showed that ICBT in Mozambique accounted for about 10, 16, 26, 65 and 67 per cent of the 

total value of trade between the country and South Africa, Zimbabwe, Malawi, the United 

Republic of Tanzania and Zambia, respectively. 

 

The Uganda Bureau of Statistics conducted the first ICBT qualitative baseline study in 

September 2008 in order to collect information on the informal trade environment and the 

constraints experienced by traders. The study was conducted at the border posts of several 

countries that border Uganda, namely the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Kenya, Rwanda, 

the Sudan and the United Republic of Tanzania. This was to guide policy formulation, planning 

and decision-making in the ICBT subsector. During the study, attention was focused on gender 

roles in ICBT, access to financial services, marketing information, food security and tariff and 

non-tariff barriers to trade, among other things. Meanwhile, the ICBT quantitative module 

showed that during 2008 informal export earnings stood at $1.3 billion compared with $776.5 

million in 2007. Informal imports also increased significantly, from $57.2 million in 2007 to 

$78.1 million in 2008. By 2013, Uganda was covering 19 border posts and four bus terminals. 

Results from the ICBT survey conducted in Uganda in 2018 show that informal exports 

decreased by 0.4 per cent to $546.6 million from $549.0 million in 2017. On the other hand, 

informal imports amounted to $60.0 million, a decrease of 25.7 per cent compared with the $80.7 

million estimated in 2017. 

 

According to the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of 

Women (UN-Women) (2010), women constitute about 70 per cent of informal cross-border 

traders in the SADC region. Studies in the countries of the East African Community indicate 

that 74 per cent of ICBT is conducted by women and, for the majority of them, it is their only 

source of income. In West and Central Africa, women represent nearly 60 per cent of informal 

traders (Afrika and Ajumbo, 2012). In addition, they trade predominantly in lower-value, low-

profit products, given the gender patterns in the composition of traded goods. Even though 
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women play a critical role in cross-border trade, they often benefit only marginally from their 

trading activity owing to a number of factors, including policy, institutional, cultural, economic 

and regulatory issues (Ityavayar, 2013). 

 

Sommer and Nshimbi (2018) pointed out that “data on ICBT [are] also consistently 

collected by the Eastern Africa Grain Council, Famine Early Warning Systems Network, 

Alliance for Commodity Trade in East and Southern Africa, and Brahima Cissé (CILSS). 

Further, the COMESA simplified trade regime has proved to be an important tool for capturing 

ICBT’s contribution to total trade through the simplified trade regime form, whereby 

information is captured in the automated system for customs data”. These institutions are 

considered specialized institutions involved in ICBT activities. 

 

3.4 Informal cross-border trade initiatives in the Economic Community of West 

African States region 

A literature search reveals that there have not been many ICBT studies within the 

ECOWAS region. The few ICBT initiatives identified have been found to be ad hoc and have 

not been institutionalized. They are nevertheless discussed below in order to determine existing 

gaps within the ICBT system. 

 

An enterprise baseline survey was commissioned by the German Agency for International 

Cooperation in Abuja and undertaken by Xtokaf Nigeria Limited (Okafor, 2012). The survey 

was focused on individuals and MSMEs engaged in ICBT and formal cross-border trade in Ogun 

State from 3 to 24 September 2012 and covered five local government areas, namely Abeokuta 

North, Abeokuta South, Ipokia (Idi-Iroko), Sagamu and Imeko/Ilara, with Idi-Iroko and Imeko-

Ilara as major ICBT routes. The survey outcome showed that 97.9 per cent of the sampled 

enterprises were micro in nature (with fewer than 10 persons per enterprise) and that women 

owned about 52.2 per cent of microenterprises. The results suggest that cross-border trade 

activities in the rural economy seem to be driven by women, while activities in urban centres are 

driven by men. The results showed that, although 52.4 per cent of the owners of cross-border 

trade enterprises were women, they owned only 33 per cent of the equity of such enterprises. 

Men, on the other hand, who owned only 47.6 per cent of the enterprises, owned 51 per cent of 

the equity. 

 

Cross-border trade was also found to be more prominent with ECOWAS countries, as 93.3 

per cent of importers and all exporters claim that they trade within ECOWAS. A total of 48 

import items were identified. On an aggregate basis, imports were found to comprise food (29.8 

per cent), animal and vegetable oil (8.9 per cent) and non-food items (61.3 per cent). In this 

regard, the findings of the survey suggest a link between high tariffs and import prohibitions for 

specific products, on the one hand, and the volume of informal trade in such products as textiles 

and rice, on the other. The importation of food (about 30 per cent of imports) is an indication of 

the role that ICBT plays in ensuring food security within the region.  

 

In addition, about 22 export items were identified. Unlike imports, only 4.0 per cent of 

export items were food, while non-food items constituted the largest share, at 96.0 per cent. 

Agricultural imports constituted about 44.3 per cent of total imports, while manufactured items 

constituted 51.5 per cent. On the other hand, exports were predominantly manufactured items, 

accounting for about 93.7 per cent of total exports, although exports were still carried out at the 

primary level, as only 5.6 per cent of exporters agreed that they added value to the exports from 

local inputs. The majority of importers and exporters also traded mainly in low-value items. 

Knowledge of ECOWAS trade-related rules and regulations was found to be very low among 
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cross-border traders, as 89.2 per cent of respondents claimed to be unaware of any of the rules 

and regulations. Only 10.5 per cent of respondents were aware that Nigerian goods were exempt 

from import duties and taxes when exported to ECOWAS countries and fewer than 1.0 per cent 

were aware of the conditions for exemption. 

 

According to Bouet and others (2018), the Institut National de la Statistique et de l’Analyse 

Économique of Benin, which is supported by the European Union, conducted an ICBT survey 

from 19 to 28 September 2011. The survey recorded 17,749 individual transactions and covered 

171 illegal border posts in an attempt to measure the level of smuggling. It concentrated on 

registered formal firms that tried to avoid official border crossing points in order to evade trade-

related regulations and duties.  

 

The Central Bank of Nigeria conducted its first ICBT survey over a 12-month period from 

June 2013 to May 2014. A total of 16 active border sites that provide trading platforms between 

Nigeria and three of its key trading neighbour countries, namely Benin, Cameroon and the Niger, 

were selected on the basis of the volume of trading activities observed. The study was originally 

designed to cover all of the officially designated land borders and their adjoining routes, but, 

owing to the prevailing security concerns at the time and the difficult geographic terrain at some 

borders, the other border sites were not covered. The eight border sites eliminated are located at 

Banki, Gamboru-Ngala, Gilbe, Sigal, Duji, Daban-Masar, Baga and Yusufari – all in the north-

eastern part of the country. The survey covered all merchandise moving into and out of Nigeria, 

transported by any means, in both large and small quantities, that was not recorded by customs 

authorities. Findings from the survey revealed that total informal trade across the selected 

borders during the period stood at $6,912.96 million. Total exports amounted to $2,758.35 

million, representing 39.9 per cent of total trade, while imports accounted for the balance of 

$4,154.61 million, or 60.1 per cent. This showed a negative informal trade balance of $1,396.26 

million. Vegetable products accounted for 56.7 per cent of total informal trade between Nigeria 

and its neighbours, followed by animals and animal products (12.6 per cent), transportation 

equipment (8.6 per cent) and foodstuffs (6.4 per cent). Overall, food products constituted the 

bulk of the goods traded informally across the borders covered, reflecting the nature of the 

predominant economic activities of the communities around the selected borders as well as the 

need to ensure food security in the region. 

 

CILSS is the main organization responsible for collecting formal and informal data on 

staple foods and livestock in West Africa. This responsibility has been assumed by the 

Agricultural Market and Trade Department of CILSS since 2013. It tracks 10 main corridors 

disaggregated by means of transport (truck, rail and hoof/livestock). Along each corridor, 

enumerators collect information on trade flows and trade barriers, with a particular emphasis on 

bribes and time delays at security checkpoints implemented by customs officers, police and/or 

gendarmerie. The initiative is funded by the United States Agency for International 

Development. CILSS attempts to capture all formal and informal trade in cattle, sheep, goats, 

maize, cowpea, millet, sorghum and rice occurring in the major markets and along the key 

borders of the West African region. It is assumed that 85 to 100 per cent of trade is captured 

using this method. CILSS also collects data on road harassment by customs officers, police, 

gendarmerie, city halls and sanitary and phytosanitary institutes. According to Bouet and others 

(2018), “in June 2017, the average number of checkpoints were five controls per 100 km in Côte 

d’Ivoire. Along the livestock corridor between Mauritania and Senegal, recorded illegal 

payments per 100 km averaged $24.0 in the same month, while delays in the delivery of cola 

caused by road harassment averaged 231 minutes per 100 km”. 
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The World Bank Group and the German Agency for International Cooperation are 

currently implementing the Trade Facilitation West Africa programme, a five-year programme 

that started in September 2018. It is a multi-donor initiative aimed at improving the effectiveness 

with which goods are moved within the region and internationally. This is done by reducing the 

time and cost of trade borne by the private sector in West Africa and by strengthening the ability 

of regional trading networks to take advantage of the improvements.  

 

The programme has three main components: (a) improving existing trade facilitation 

measures in West Africa and international obligations under the World Trade Organization 

Trade Facilitation Agreement Facility, as well as implementing them more efficiently; (b) 

improving the movement of goods along selected corridors; and (c) supporting small-scale 

traders, including women and other stakeholders, in trade facilitation reforms and programmes. 

It is interesting to note that gender is being systematically mainstreamed across all programme 

components. The six priority corridors under the Trade Facilitation West Africa programme are 

Abidjan-Ouagadougou, Tema-Ouagadougou, Lagos-northern Nigeria-Niamey, Cotonou-

Niamey, Dakar-Bamako and Lomé-Ouagadougou.  

 

According to Stephens (2019), “‘small-scale’ cross-border trade is the preferred 

terminology in the context of this program, as opposed to ‘informal’ trade. This is due to three 

main reasons, as follows: (a) the term ‘small-scale’ tends to better represent the reality on the 

ground, which often features small-sized consignments traded across borders by unregistered 

operators using both formal and informal channels; (b) facilitation of small-scale trade flows, as 

opposed to larger, commercial-scale ones, can have a more direct impact on livelihoods 

generation and poverty eradication at grass-roots level; and (c) the term ‘informal’ tends to carry 

a negative connotation and can be easily confused with ‘illegal’ – in this sense, small-scale trade 

should not be confused with or equated to smuggling”. A total of 56 sites will be surveyed in 

nine countries across the six corridors, and approximately 2,500 quantitative observations are 

expected. Given the prominent role played by women in this activity, special attention is given 

to the gender ramifications of the issues investigated as part of the study, and ambitious sex-

disaggregation targets have been set for all categories of survey respondents.   

 

It is pertinent to note that ECA and the African Export-Import Bank recently launched a 

pilot project to collect data on ICBT along the Abidjan-Lagos corridor. The project was 

implemented over a 12-month period and the data collection exercise took place over four 

months, from 1 September to 31 December 2019. The Eastern Africa Grain Council was the 

technical partner and the outcome is expected to provide a useful methodological framework for 

scale-up at the continental level. The ICBT data pilot project tried to gauge both the scale of 

trade between neighbouring countries, such as Benin and Togo, and transit trade between non-

neighbouring countries along the corridor, such as Ghana and Nigeria. The data collection 

exercise went beyond agricultural products to include all products traded. Data were captured 

and processed using ECO-RATIN, an android application developed jointly by ECOWAS and 

the Eastern Africa Grain Council (RATIN being the acronym of the Regional Agricultural Trade 

Intelligence Network). The use of this data collection application enables the ICBT data captured 

in the field to be automatically sent through a wireless data network to a centralized database.  

 

The Abidjan-Lagos Corridor Organization, based in Benin, is an intergovernmental 

organization established on 30 April 2002 by the Heads of State of Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, 

Nigeria and Togo, with a mandate to provide its member States, ECOWAS and other 

international organizations with information related to trade and transport facilitation for 

decision-making. There are 10 borders posts along the corridor: Noe, Elubo, Aflao, 
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Kodjoviakopé, Sanvee Condji, Hillacondji, Krake, Seme, Noepe and Akanu. The corridor covers 

1,022 km, has a transit and resident population of about 62 million and 30 million, respectively, 

and accounts for 75 per cent of economic activities within the ECOWAS region.    

 

The Abidjan-Lagos Corridor Organization has data from 2008 to 2018 on trade and 

transport facilitation along the Abidjan-Lagos corridor. Data are usually collected on the number 

of roadblocks, the border crossing time of trucks loaded with goods, the type of goods, cargo 

dwell time in ports and the state of roads. Studies are also carried out on traffic, the origin and 

destination of goods, and abnormal practices, among other things. Within the framework of the 

project conducted by WAEMU and the African Development Bank from 2016 to 2018, the 

Organization collected data on external trade (imports and exports) between Benin and Togo. 

Analysis of the trade balance revealed gaps that represented the proportion of informal trade 

involved.  

 

Since May 2020, the Abidjan-Lagos Corridor Organisation has been engaged in ICBT data 

collection under the Trade Facilitation West Africa programme. The purpose of the exercise is 

to measure the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on trade along the Abidjan-Lagos corridor. 

Data are collected on the number, gender and health status of traders, the type of product, the 

origin and destination, as well as the mode of transport, among other things. The Organization 

has developed a data-wise system to capture and process the data using digital platforms (see 

figure; see also table 7 for a summary of ICBT initiatives in ECOWAS). 
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Table 7 

Summary of informal cross-border trade initiatives in the Economic Community of West African States region 
Serial 

number 

Country Type of study Year of study Period covered Institution involved Sponsor Products covered Remarks 

1 Benin  Survey of 

smuggling 

activities  

2011 19–28 September 

(10 days) 

Institut National de la 

Statistique et de 

l’Analyse Économique  

Support from 

European Union 

All goods 17,749 individual transactions 

recorded and 171 illegal border 

posts covered 

2 Nigeria Enterprise baseline 

survey on cross-

border trade issues 

in Ogun State 

2012 3–24 September (3 

weeks) 

Xtokaf Nigeria Limited 

(data management 

consultants) 

Commissioned by 

German Agency 

for International 

Cooperation, Abuja 

All goods Qualitative survey of formal and 

informal MSMEs and households, 

involving 2 major ICBT routes (Idi-

Iroko and Imeko-Ilara) and 5 local 

government areas 

3 Nigeria First ICBT survey  2013–2014 June 2013–May 

2014 (12 months) 

Statistics Department, 

Central Bank of 

Nigeria, Abuja 

Central Bank of 

Nigeria 

management 

All merchandise 

into and out of 

Nigeria 

16 active border sites between 

Benin, Cameroon, the Niger and 

Nigeria; all merchandise covered, 

transported by any means, in both 

large and small quantities, not 

recorded by customs  

4 Headquartered in 

Burkina Faso, with a 

presence in 17 

countries, including all 

ECOWAS countries 

Formal and 

informal survey 

Since 2013 2013–present CILSS Funded by United 

States Agency for 

International 

Development 

All formal and 

informal trade in 

cattle, sheep, 

goats, maize, 

cowpea, millet, 

sorghum and rice  

Formal and informal data collected 

on staple foods and livestock along 

10 corridors in West Africa; it is 

assumed that 85–100 per cent of 

trade is captured using this method 

5 ECOWAS countries Trade Facilitation 

West Africa 

programme 

Since 

September 

2018 

2018–present World Bank Group and 

German Agency for 

International 

Cooperation  

World Bank Group 

and German 

Agency for 

International 

Cooperation  

Non-recorded 

cross-border 

trade due to 

small-scale 

transactions in 

West Africa 

5-year programme with 3 main 

components, including supporting 

small-scale traders, women and 

other stakeholders in trade 

facilitation reforms and 

programmes; there are 6 Trade 

Facilitation West Africa priority 

corridors  

6 Abidjan-Lagos corridor 

project 

Pilot survey to 

collect ICBT data 

2019–2020 1 September–31 

December 2019 (4 

months) 

ECA and African 

Export-Import Bank, 

with Eastern Africa 

Grain Council as 

technical partner 

ECA and African 

Export-Import 

Bank 

All products 

traded 

Pilot project implemented over a 

12-month period, aimed at gauging 

both the scale of trade between 

neighbouring countries and transit 

trade between non-neighbouring 

countries along the corridor 

7 Benin  Survey to measure 

the impact of 

COVID-19 on 

trade along the 

Abidjan-Lagos 

corridor  

2020 May 2020–present Abidjan-Lagos 

Corridor Organisation 

World Bank Group All products 

traded 

Data collected on number, gender 

and health status of traders, type of 

product, origin and destination, 

mode of transport, etc. 
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Abidjan-Lagos Corridor Organisation data-wise system 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Abidjan-Lagos Corridor Organisation. 
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3.5 Sustainability management issues in informal cross-border trade 

In the present section, sustainability management principles are incorporated into the 

analysis, in order not to fall prey to looking only at the economic issues involved in ICBT. This 

is because sustainability management involves a holistic view of development as it is aimed at 

integrating the economic, social and environmental issues affecting development. It is evident 

that the countries in which ICBT takes place are global neighbours and that what affects one 

affects the other, which explains the need to study ICBT activities to ensure sustainable 

development. The World Commission on Environment and Development defined sustainable 

development as “development that meets the needs of the present generation without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. Thus, as has been seen 

from some of the issues discussed above, ICBT could be a means of empowering some 

marginalized groups as it contributes to poverty reduction and employment generation, but its 

practice also “lowers the efficiency of measures put in place to ensure health, safety and 

environmental protection”. For instance, “agricultural commodities which are traded informally 

can escape sanitary and phytosanitary controls meant to ensure adequate food safety at home 

and avoid proliferation of diseases across borders” (Lesser and Moisé-Leeman, 2009). 

According to Afrika and Ajumbo (2012), sanitary and phytosanitary measures are “regulations 

for food safety, animal and plant health standards which aim at enhancing consumer welfare 

through consumption of safe food products”. ICBT erodes government revenues as a 

considerable amount of money is lost in unpaid customs duties and value added tax. Moreover, 

unregistered trade flows lead to unreliable external trade statistics, which would distort the 

balance of payments position and hinder the formulation of appropriate trade and 

macroeconomic policies. It is evident that all of these factors would frustrate economic 

management and sustainable development. This situation further underscores the need to 

measure the activities of informal cross-border traders in order to design appropriate measures 

that may mitigate any adverse effects of such activities and thus ensure sustainable development. 

3.6 Challenges facing informal cross-border trade data collection in the Economic 

Community of West African States region 

Some of the challenges faced in collecting ICBT data in the ECOWAS region are 

examined below. This analysis is necessary in order to understand the dynamics of the sector 

and be in a position to measure ICBT for both policy advocacy and prescriptions. The few 

challenges identified are set out below. 

3.6.1 Lack of a uniform methodology for data capture 

A cursory look at the various ICBT initiatives analysed above will reveal the lack of a 

uniform methodology used in the study of ICBT by various institutions and agencies. This stems 

from the fact that the concepts and definitions of ICBT vary from one organization to another. 

Consequently, people are not measuring the same thing, and this makes the comparison and 

integration of results difficult. Data on ICBT are also limited despite their importance in trade 

policy decision-making, at both the national and regional levels. Thus, national and intraregional 

trade and GDP are underestimated. 

3.6.2 Lack of technical capacity 

Since many institutions have not shown an interest in measuring ICBT, there is a gap in 

the technical capacity necessary for conceptualizing and measuring it, which probably explains 

the inertia on the part of some organizations to take up responsibility. As could be observed from 

a literature search, apart from the Institut National de la Statistique et de l’Analyse Économique 
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of Benin, no other NSO has carried out studies on ICBT within the region, suggesting a lack of 

technical capacity to do so. 

3.6.3 Lack of government support 

Some policy advocates within government still see ICBT as illegal or a source of depletion 

of government revenue, consequently stalling progress in the study and measurement of ICBT 

within the region. With very minimal investments by Governments, most of the studies were 

either at the initiative of, or supported by, development partners. 

3.6.4 Insecurity  

The existence of pockets of insecurity within the region has prevented the comprehensive 

measurement of ICBT. Since measurements are taken at the border and most insurgents infiltrate 

across borders, it becomes difficult for enumerators to observe, assess and record ICBT at the 

borders. A case in point is the study by the Central Bank of Nigeria, from which eight border 

sites were exempted owing to the menace of Boko Haram terrorists operating mainly in the 

north-eastern part of the country. There is also insecurity attached to some commodities, such as 

rice and petroleum products in the case of Nigeria. This means that persons seeking to collect 

information on the movement of such goods could be mistaken as interfering in the business of 

some of the smugglers. 

3.6.5 Border closure and its adverse impact on informal cross-border trade 

Border closure by Governments, especially in Nigeria, affected ICBT adversely within the 

region. First, it disguised the level of trade flows that normally pass along the Abidjan-Lagos 

corridor, thereby distorting the figures recorded during the ICBT study of the corridor. Second, 

many agricultural products were wasted, as items such as kola nuts and maize were spoiled while 

the border closure lasted, as some started sprouting inside bags.  

3.6.6 Insufficient information and communications technology platforms for data 

capture and processing 

Apart from the ECO-RATIN application used during the Abidjan-Lagos corridor pilot 

project and the Abidjan-Lagos Corridor Organisation data-wise system, most institutions still 

capture ICBT data manually. There are insufficient computers and associated software packages 

for data processing within NSOs. This makes data management rather tedious and leads to errors 

and the late release of survey results. The COVID-19 pandemic has led to calls for less human 

contact and has therefore resulted in challenges for innovative solutions for managing ICBT 

data. 

3.6.7 Lack of mainstreaming of informal cross-border trade into the Economic 

Community of West African States trade policy and statistical systems 

Although ITRSP has been set up, the observed slow implementation of the Programme 

suggests that ICBT has not been properly mainstreamed into ECOWAS trade policy. This is 

reflected in the funding gap being experienced by the Programme and the fact that ICBT surveys 

have not been mainstreamed into the statistical activities of NSOs in the ECOWAS region. 

Another indicator of this development is the fact that, even though CILSS works closely with 

WACTAF in ICBT data collection at borders, the process does not seem to be driven or funded 

by ECOWAS. 
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3.6.8 Lack of sustainable funding  

Insufficient funding of ICBT activities has been identified as the major cause of all the 

problems that militate against the development of ICBT within the ECOWAS region. This is 

mainly because most institutions and NSOs do not have line budget items for ICBT studies in 

their organizations, as Governments do not consider them a top priority. Consequently, 

development partners come in to fill these gaps, but there is also a problem with funding from 

development partners as they lack medium- to long-term sustainability. This is because their 

funds are usually earmarked for the lifespan of identified projects and, once they end, the ICBT 

activities start to haemorrhage funds and eventually cease to exist. With limited funding, 

coverage is restricted and not all components of informal trade are captured. At the regional 

level, the funding gap being experienced in the implementation of ITRSP has not allowed the 

mechanisms required for sustained collection of ICBT data to be set up. 

 

3.6.9 Lack of institutionalization or coordination of informal cross-border trade within 

national statistical offices 

Since ICBT has not been mainstreamed within the primary responsibilities of NSOs, its 

study and measurement have become significant problems. Studies have become ad hoc and are 

few and far between. There also does not seem to be any coordination among the various 

agencies measuring ICBT, either within a country or within ECOWAS. 

 

The reviews and issues described above have led to support for one of the cardinal 

objectives of the present study, which is to deliver a conceptual foundation and put in place a 

promising process for measuring ICBT activities within the ECOWAS region. 

 

4. Methodological framework for measuring informal cross-border trade 

activities 

4.1 Definitional and conceptual issues in informal cross-border trade measurement   

In order to situate contextually the process of measuring ICBT activities, it may be 

necessary to begin with a definition of ICBT. A typology of participants must be provided, 

because the methodology for measuring ICBT must take into consideration the characteristics 

and circumstances of participants at the border. It should be noted that, in ICBT, there could be 

agents or transporters who act on behalf of other traders. It is also necessary to use a pedagogical 

perspective as the present methodology document is expected to provide a generic framework 

for sustaining capacity in ICBT measurements within the ECOWAS region and beyond. 

 

4.1.1 Definitions 

The lack of a universally accepted definition has plagued the study and measurement of 

ICBT, as the phenomenon means different things to different people. This highlights the need 

for a common definition and methodological framework for measuring ICBT at the ECOWAS 

and continental levels; it is also necessary to ask what institutional coordination mechanisms 

would be required to implement such a methodology. A few examples will suffice to expose the 

inadequacies that result in calls for urgent action. Lesser and Moisé-Leeman (2009) observed 

that ICBT is “trade in legitimately produced goods and services, which escapes the regulatory 

framework set by the government, as such avoiding certain tax and regulatory burdens”. They 

went on to refer to informal trade as “goods traded by formal and informal firms that are 

unrecorded on official government records and that fully or partly evade payment of duties and 

charges”. According to them, some of these goods could pass through unofficial routes and avoid 
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customs controls, while others could pass through official routes with border crossing points and 

customs offices yet involve illegal practices. They explained that “such practices can comprise 

underinvoicing (i.e. reporting a lower quantity, weight or value of goods to pay lower import 

tariffs), misclassification (i.e. falsifying the description of products so that they are misclassified 

as products subject to lower tariffs), misdeclaration of the country of origin, or bribery of 

customs officials”. Another characterization is that goods traded informally could cover small 

and large volumes of goods and could originate from (and be produced in) world markets or 

come from neighbouring countries. Based on this, Lesser and Moisé-Leeman (2009) came up 

with three types of ICBT (see table 8).  

 

Table 8 

Types of informal cross-border trade 
Category Description 

A Informal (unregistered) traders or firms operating entirely outside the formal economy  

B Formal (registered) firms fully evading trade-related regulations and duties (e.g. avoiding official border crossing 

posts) 

C Formal (registered) firms partially evading trade-related regulations and duties by resorting to illegal practices 

(e.g. underinvoicing) 

Source : Lesser and Moisé-Leeman (2009). 

 

Afrika and Ajumbo (2012) defined ICBT as “trade in processed or non-processed 

merchandise which may be legal imports or exports on one side of the border and illicit on the 

other side and vice-versa, on account of not having been subjected to statutory border formalities 

such as customs clearance”. Governments tend to regard the overall objective of ICBT as the 

evasion of payments of charges, duties and other transaction costs, suggesting that formal and 

informal traders could be involved.  

 

Furthermore, as seen in section 3.4, the World Bank Group and the German Agency for 

International Cooperation, while implementing the Trade Facilitation West Africa programme, 

stated that “small-scale” cross-border trade, instead of “informal” trade, was the preferred 

terminology. This is partly because the term “small-scale” tends to better represent the reality 

on the ground, which often features small-sized consignments traded across borders by 

unregistered operators using both formal and informal channels, and partly because the term 

“informal” tends to carry a negative connotation and can be easily confused or equated with 

illegality. In that sense, small-scale trade should not be confused or equated with smuggling. 

UNCTAD (2019), however, remarks that “the terms ‘informal cross-border trade’ and ‘small-

scale cross-border trade’ are often used interchangeably”, adding that, for the purposes of its 

study, “small-scale cross-border trade is defined as formal trade of small volumes of 

merchandise that allows traders to earn a living but provides limited opportunities for significant 

capital accumulation or business expansion”. The Central Bank of Nigeria tended not to be 

persuaded by the argument that some traders embark on ICBT to evade customs duties, stating 

that “the bulk of such informal trade in Africa involves little or no intent to deceive the custom 

authorities, but constitutes a set of economic activities embarked upon by peasants and herders 

to mitigate surpluses and shortages of staple foods, thereby alleviating price fluctuations and 

contributing to food security and poverty reduction”. The size of the commodities traded did not 

matter to the Bank as it argued that, “based on the general trade system procedure for compiling 

international merchandise trade statistics, which requires that all goods leaving or entering the 

country are recorded as they cross the customs frontiers, the survey covered all merchandise 

into/out of Nigeria carried on foot, bicycles, push carts, motorcycles, vehicles other than lorry, 

wheelchairs, donkeys, boats and lorries, both in large and small quantities, that was not recorded 

by customs authorities”. 
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In all of these studies, it is observed that authors usually base their definitions or concepts 

on size, legality or informality criteria. In the present report, it is argued that all these criteria 

need to be extricated from the definition of ICBT. First, the size criterion is only important for 

policy purposes, since a greater number of informal cross-border traders carry small quantities 

of goods across the border purely for subsistence living. It should be noted that, in a strict sense, 

informality refers to traders because they are unregistered and not to trade, which may or may 

not be recorded by the customs system. Consequently, it is the lack of recognition of ICBT as a 

form of business by some people that is principally responsible for the criminalization of the 

trade, which in turn leads to the harassment and abuse of participants by the authorities. As has 

been made sufficiently clear in the present report, what is legal on one side of the border could 

be illegal on the other side. That being the case, it should be asked whether smuggled goods that 

may actually be traded freely in informal border markets should be excluded from informal trade. 

Those who erroneously regard ICBT as illegal must be reminded that even IMF, on pages 151 

and 152 of the sixth edition of the Balance of Payments and International Investment Position 

Manual, issued in 2009, describes what constitutes general merchandise and the items to be 

included in it. According to paragraph 10.17 of the Manual, “because there is a change of 

ownership of goods between a resident and non-resident”, items 10.17 (i), illegal goods, and 

10.17 (j), smuggled goods that are otherwise legal, are candidates to be included in the balance 

of payments definition of general merchandise. This is because the transactions between 

informal cross-border traders satisfy the principles of quid pro quo, namely the exchange of 

“something for something”. A common denominator in all these arguments is that ICBT is the 

complement of formal trade and, if unrecorded, it needs to be recorded and incorporated as part 

of total trade within the ECOWAS region. 

 

The present report follows the guide provided by Ackello-Ogutu, who played a pioneering 

role in estimating ICBT in East and Southern Africa. Ackello-Ogutu (1996) asserted that the 

emphasis should be on unrecorded trade, even if it is called informal or unofficial trade. The aim 

is to take a holistic view of ICBT activities. In another paper, Ackello-Ogutu and Echessah 

(1998) argued that ICBT “does not necessarily mean illegal trade even though aspects of 

smuggling cannot be ruled out”. Rather, they observed that “informal trading activities are 

genuinely productive and earn economic rent due to the inadequacies and inefficiencies in the 

system”. 

  

Consequently, ICBT is defined in the present report as the exchange of unrecorded goods 

and services among resident and non-resident participants acting either on their own or on behalf 

of others.  

 

This is in line with the assertion by ECA (2012) that “the conventional trade 

macroeconomist is concerned with whether trade is recorded or unrecorded irrespective of the 

status of the trader. In this regard, this group of professionals defines ICBT as unrecorded trade 

irrespective of who is conducting it (formal registered company or an unregistered trader). 

Accordingly, the trade economist’s concern is to maximally record trade for national accounting 

purposes (covering all categories, A, B and C), with minimum concern as to who is trading and 

under what circumstances”. However, for policy purposes and in order to capture the impact of 

ICBT on total trade, poverty reduction, job creation and vulnerable groups, instruments for data 

collection should be designed in such a way as to capture, among other things, the size of trade, 

whether by individuals, MSMEs or large-scale enterprises, as well as the gender of the 

participants. This underscores the need for occasionally conducting the mixed household-

enterprise survey outlined below, as a complement to the monitoring exercises. 
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4.1.2 Nature of goods traded 

The nature of goods traded in both small and large quantities should be distinguished 

between agricultural products and inputs, and manufactured consumer goods. This is because 

both food and non-food commodities could be exchanged for each other, depending on the level 

of industrial development and agricultural production in the trading partner countries. The 

distinction would also ensure that the results could be used to establish any linkages between the 

commodity markets and national food security. Food products would include cereals, tubers and 

pulses as well as marine and animal products, while cash crops would include cocoa and palm 

produce. Provision should also be made for the capture of any exchange of food products for 

textiles, minerals and forest resources. The commodities may also be classified according to their 

origin. For instance, whether they are locally produced goods, re-exports from a third country or 

goods in transit. 

4.1.3 Imports and exports 

For a study of this nature, it is important to define what constitutes imports and exports, in 

order to guide enumerators. To that effect, exports are defined as goods purchased by foreigners 

from residents in a neighbouring country’s market. The residents who sell the goods then become 

the exporters, while the foreigners are the importers. On the other hand, imports are goods sold 

by foreigners to residents in a neighbouring country’s market. The residents who purchase the 

goods from non-residents in a local market then become the importers and the non-residents the 

exporters. 

4.1.4 Typology of participants 

It should be observed that there is no homogeneous group of informal cross-border traders. 

They are classified according to the type of goods that they carry across the border. Even so, the 

groupings discussed below represent “ideal groups” as individual participants may move from 

one group to another, depending on, for example, available opportunities, supply of and demand 

for certain goods or differences in price. Participants could also be educated or uneducated, 

residing in rural or urban areas or around border towns. They could be employed or unemployed, 

male or female and a whole range of other categorizations. The participants can also be classified 

into two main groups, namely those who engage in ICBT to supplement their income and 

professional traders who have no other job but ICBT. The groups are, however, broadly 

classified as outlined below. 

4.1.4.1 Traders 

Traders could be described as registered wholesalers or retailers from both sides of the 

border as well as informal hawkers and dealers. Attempts must be made during the exercise to 

estimate the proportion of the traders’ stocks meant for export as different from those to be sold 

at local markets. It should be noted that most informal cross-border traders are customers of 

registered wholesalers and retailers from neighbouring countries. They could also act as informal 

wholesalers or retailers depending on the circumstances. It has been observed that, at times, they 

could also act as suppliers of registered wholesalers and retailers on both sides of the border. 

4.1.4.2 Agents 

Agents may comprise registered firms or individuals that act on behalf of importers and 

exporters. Ackello-Ogutu (1996) observed that, “at some of the border towns, public officials 

double as agents, but this is usually a very closely guarded secret”. He went on to state that “the 

involvement of public officials in the informal trade makes it extremely difficult to stamp out 

the habit of non-registration of goods”. Shopkeepers and some retail traders have also been 
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classified as agents for large-scale importers, as they provide temporary storage facilities for 

them.  

4.1.4.3 Hawkers 

Hawkers are a class of ICBT participants that do not have permanent structures and, 

therefore, operate at open border markets and along roads in competition with registered 

retailers. Hawkers usually sell on behalf of larger shops or dealers. Some of the goods that they 

sell are cheaper than those sold in retail shops because they may have been smuggled. This group 

of ICBT participants fits into what Holtom (2004) described as “ants”. These are professional 

traders who have no other job but small-scale cross-border trade. Quoting Cichocki and others 

(2001), Holtom observed that “in Poland ant trade … is the phenomenon of repeated carrying of 

relatively small amounts of goods by the same persons in order to sell them at a profit on the 

other side of the border”, and that ants can make up to 10 border crossings in a day. However, 

because hawkers may carry the same items back and forth across the border in search of buyers, 

Ackello-Ogutu (1996) observes that this act disqualifies the goods that they are carrying from 

the observational techniques employed in this type of study. 

4.1.4.4 Transporters and couriers 

Transporters are a heterogeneous group that is highly visible at the most active borders. 

Goods are transported using various means, depending on the load, route and distance. For long 

distances, more sophisticated means of transportation are used. It should be noted that larger 

volumes could be transported in containers by land, sea or air. The usual means of transportation 

include lorries and pick-up trucks, boats, carts, motorcycles and bicycles. Relatively smaller 

quantities of goods are also transported by hand or carried on the head across the border. The 

number and type of transporters are usually dictated by the distances to supply and consumer 

centres, the cargo weight and, at times, the age and gender of the transporter. Some of the goods 

that pass through unofficial channels could, in fact, have been brought in large trucks, but 

subsequently broken down into convenient parts that can easily be carried across borders by 

couriers. Small agents and transporters who are familiar with the terrain are used, especially to 

evade customs posts. 

4.1.4.5 Consumers 

Residents of border towns are usually allowed to cross the border with what customs 

officials call hand or head luggage. This usually takes place on specific local market days during 

the week, when residents of border communities are allowed to cross freely to buy and sell 

agricultural and consumer goods. These goods are mainly for consumption purposes and are 

never recorded or taxed. However, the small transactions could actually amount to substantial 

unrecorded trade between neighbouring counties. There are also instances in which wealthier 

consumers from larger cities cross the border to purchase goods. Such goods are usually kept in 

the boot of their cars and are brought in without any declaration or any requirement to be 

declared. 

4.1.4.6 Public officials 

Public officials could be classified as customs and immigration officials, police officers or 

provincial and district administrators who operate around border posts. They constitute an 

important source of secondary data and other information related to the conduct of ICBT. 

However, some have also been found to be involved in ICBT themselves or charging unofficial 

rents to formal and informal traders. 
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4.2 Techniques for measuring informal cross-border trade  

As indicated above, measuring ICBT would require ingenious techniques that accord with 

the nature of informal trade activities, the participants involved and the busy nature of activities 

at the border. It therefore becomes necessary to supplement any secondary data that might be 

obtained from customs officials with outright monitoring of border activities. Apart from the 

collection of data through secondary sources, three techniques are therefore proposed for 

collecting primary data on ICBT: the direct observation method; the tracking technique, which 

entails tracing the movement of vehicles in order to establish the origin, destination, nature and 

value of goods transported and detect any unrecorded trade due to underinvoicing or 

misclassification of goods at border posts; and the stocktaking technique applied in open border 

markets. The latter technique is usually combined with border observation on non-market days, 

when the level of trading activities is usually very low. In general, it is important to observe that 

each of these techniques could be applied on its own or in combination with others, depending 

on the prevailing circumstances.    

4.2.1 Collection of secondary data 

The collection of secondary data from customs records at borders may be a logical way to 

begin the survey. However, it should be borne in mind that customs data suffer from a number 

of defects due to underinvoicing or misclassification aimed at paying lower import duties. Such 

records do not capture smuggled goods, which might actually be traded freely in informal border 

markets. Similarly, customs records do not capture contraband goods or most trade flows with 

respect to basic foodstuffs, such as rice, beans, maize, yams, fish, fruits and vegetables. Because 

border communities usually have cultural ties, such trade in food items takes place freely across 

borders, especially in small quantities (head loads), making it difficult for customs officials to 

record. Comparing trade flows recorded between two neighbouring countries is, as a result, also 

difficult, as the countries rarely agree, owing to these limitations. Nevertheless, customs records 

would provide some basic characteristics, such as the nature of goods traded, the nationalities of 

traders and the type of goods usually traded.  

4.2.2 Direct observation method for measuring informal cross-border trade 

Actual border monitoring is the most viable option in the quantification of ICBT activities. 

However, for it to be successful, monitoring sites must be concentrated around major crossing 

points. Experience has also shown that unofficial trade routes are concentrated around 

established towns and customs points along the borders. This is because such places are usually 

well serviced with basic infrastructure, such as roads, electricity, telephone, storage facilities, a 

resident commercial population and some form of public security. The sampling procedure 

usually starts with selecting the border monitoring sites and determining the observation time 

frame. 

4.2.2.1 Selection of border monitoring sites 

It would have been ideal to identify all trade routes and carry out a complete enumeration 

of activities. However, owing to logistics problems and the attendant cost implications, this is 

not usually feasible, and therefore the purposive sampling of sites to be monitored is usually 

carried out. Reconnaissance visits or border profiling usually precede the selection of border 

sites to be monitored. The sites monitored are also selected taking into consideration the volume 

of trade and communication and transport links, while all strategically located customs border 

posts are sampled with certainty. There are also busy routes that need to be monitored 

comprehensively. Other critical success factors include the availability of supporting institutions 

and personnel who are knowledgeable or trainable on the conduct of surveys. The advantage of 
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purposive sampling, even though it is a non-probabilistic method, is that it minimizes resource 

wastage at border posts that are experiencing minimal informal activities. It is pertinent to 

remark that insecure border posts and trading activities that take place at risky times of the day 

are excluded from the study population. The major West African corridors in which ICBT 

monitoring can take place in the ECOWAS region are outlined below. 

 

The major West African corridors in the report by SAANA Consulting (2015) on 

accelerating trade in West Africa, stage 1, can be divided into two categories, namely transit and 

intraregional corridors. Transit corridors link a port with a landlocked country, running from 

north to south, while intraregional trade corridors link a number of countries from east to west. 

The major corridors in West Africa from west to east include: 

 

(a) Lagos-Kano-Jibiya in Nigeria to the border with the Niger and beyond; 

(b) Cotonou, Benin, to Niamey; 

(c) Lomé to Ouagadougou; 

(d) Tema, Ghana, to Ouagadougou; 

(e) Abidjan to Ouagadougou; 

(f) Abidjan to Bamako; 

(g) San Pedro, Côte d’Ivoire, to Bamako; 

(h) Conakry to Bamako; 

(i) Dakar to Bamako. 

 

It should also be mentioned that the Abidjan-Lagos corridor was recently canvassed during 

the ECOWAS pilot survey on ICBT activities. This was a strategic decision, as Torres and Seters 

(2016) observed that “the coastal (west-east) Abidjan-Lagos corridor is by far the busiest 

corridor in West Africa. It is very important for the movement of people and informal trade. As 

for goods transport, the Abidjan-Lagos corridor is very busy but serves mostly local and bilateral 

traffic. It serves a more economically dense region with lots of short-distance transport rather 

than long-distance routes from one end to the other”. 

 

SAANA Consulting (2015) also remarked that there was less information available on 

intraregional corridors in ECOWAS, but listed the following two main east-west corridors in the 

region: 

 

(a) Dakar to Niamey; 

(b) Dakar to Lagos. 

 

According to Bouet and others (2018), “CILSS defines a trade corridor as a geographical 

route that links at least two countries and contributes to food security, i.e. to transport agricultural 

products from surplus zones to deficit zones, with significant volume and value of the product 

that passes through that route”. It follows that, in trying to identify trade routes to be covered for 

ICBT studies within the ECOWAS region, the above West African corridors serve as a good 

guide. This is because, as has been seen above, all sites to be monitored are to be selected taking 

into consideration the volume of trade and communication and transport links, as well as all 

strategically located customs border posts. 
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4.2.2.2 Observation time frame 

In order to observe seasonal patterns in trading activities and cover the entire agricultural 

production cycle, year-round monitoring of informal cross-border trading activities is usually 

recommended. In addition, to be able to take into consideration trade variability within a month, 

two weeks, which need not necessarily be contiguous, are randomly selected for each of the 12 

months. This is done with the restriction that each week of the month is sampled six times. 

 

In that case, it can be seen in table 9 that the second and third weeks of August (8.2 and 

8.3) would be covered, as would the first and fourth weeks of September (9.1. and 9.4), and so 

on. Apart from randomizing the process, using this approach to select the weeks in which 

informal cross-border trading activities would be monitored helps to eliminate the possibility of 

enumerators and their supervisors influencing the activities of traders by staying too long at one 

point over a period of time. Programme discipline requires that, once the monitoring chart has 

been generated, it is strictly adhered to. 

 

Table 9  

Time chart for monitoring informal cross-border trade along borders 

 
Month Monitoring weeks in month 

August (8) 8.2 and 8.3 

September (9) 9.1 and 9.4 

October (10) 10.2 and 10.3 

November (11) 11.1 and 11.4 

December (12) 12.2 and 12.3 

January (1) 1.1 and 1.4 

February (2) 2.1 and 2.3 

March (3) 3.2 and 3.4 

April (4) 4.2 and 4.3 

May (5) 5.1 and 5.4 

June (6) 6.2 and 6.4 

July (7) 7.1 and 7.3 

 

Under this arrangement, a four-week month is assumed. For February or when months 

begin midweek, forward or backward shifts are made to ensure that the monitoring covers seven 

days, for example by starting on a Monday and ending on a Sunday.  

 

Despite the above arguments, the Uganda Bureau of Statistics had to modify the above 

process and monitored the border posts for two consecutive weeks, owing to budget constraints. 

The procedure that it adopted was to select the starting week in each of the months randomly 

and cover the succeeding week automatically. The aim of covering a two-week period is to 

minimize the cost of moving in and out of border posts at different time intervals and to provide 

adequate data for estimating realistic trade flows in volume and value terms. 

4.2.2.3 Requirements for successful monitoring exercises 

Before the exercise begins, enumerators and their supervisors should be trained properly 

so as to understand the objectives of the survey, the data collection instruments and other 

technicalities related to ICBT measurement. Enumerators must be located strategically at border 

posts, so as to record through direct observation all goods that were not recorded by customs 

officials at the point of crossing the border. Two enumerators would normally be sufficient to 
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collect data at the border posts in both directions, namely on informal imports and exports. 

However, for very busy posts, four or more enumerators would be required for effective 

monitoring, given the border conditions. The enumerators should tactfully observe, assess and 

record in predesigned questionnaires the content and quantity of goods being traded informally 

and need not enter into dialogue with the traders, as it could intimidate them and contribute to 

changes in their border-crossing tactics, thus introducing elements of bias into the 

measurements. The value of the goods would be calculated later by converting local units into 

standard units using conversion factors established during the reconnaissance exercise. It may 

be worth observing that the recruitment of enumerators could take into account the degree of 

their knowledge of informal trade activities and practices at their places of deployment. Close 

monitoring of enumerators and their supervisors would be a critical requirement for the success 

of the exercise. Consequently, those who would conduct the monitoring also need to be trained. 

The enumerators should also be trained in such a way that they can detect the contents of cars 

without being a nuisance to commuters. 

 

The problem of double counting could be overcome by conducting the monitoring exercise 

from one side of the border, while enumerators and their supervisors could cross over 

occasionally to the neighbouring country to compile price data, trader profiles and such relevant 

secondary information. Goods traded at night could be captured by identifying the crossing 

points where they are usually assembled during the day for transportation across the border at 

night. Onloading and offloading sites could also be identified in order to capture transit trade. 

Such goods could be recorded at these points. However, the methodology provides for recording 

the easily observable exchange of goods. Major stakeholders such as customs services, 

immigration services and district heads of border towns should be notified about the survey 

exercise. Where time and financial resources are available, a pilot survey is usually 

recommended so that survey instruments can be tested and a firm basis provided for launching 

the main survey. 

4.2.3 Tracking movements of goods 

Ackello-Ogutu (1996) recommends that, where practicable, the direct observation method 

could be complemented by the tracking system. This is because it has been realized that, with 

the tacit collaboration of some customs and other public officials, importers and exporters 

engage in underinvoicing, misspecification of goods and other such malpractice aimed at 

avoiding duties or paying lower duties. It is, at times, difficult to obtain a realistic estimate of 

the goods carried inside vehicles through mere observation. Consequently, the tracking system 

involves tracing the movement of, for example, a sample of 10 per cent of containerized vehicles 

and trucks in order to establish their mode of movement, their origin and destination and the 

nature and value of the goods transported. This could be done once a month for selected border 

posts and the data obtained used to complement those derived from routine border observation. 

The advantage of this exercise is that it concentrates on tracing bulk movements of goods across 

the border, as opposed to the border observation method, which collects data on a piecemeal 

basis. It would also reveal the differences in the volume and value of goods traded when the 

information is cross-checked against the official customs declaration papers at relevant ports of 

entry and exit. This type of exercise would be most successful if retired customs and police 

officers were among the enumerators recruited. 

4.2.4 Quantifying cross-border sales at frontier open markets 

At times there are open markets that operate on specific days along frontier roads. They 

usually service both individual consumers and traders who come from neighbouring countries 

to purchase or sell goods. Where they exist, it may not be possible to apply the usual observation 
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techniques owing to the intensity of trading activities on such days. Consequently, a stocktaking 

approach is applied in order to estimate the volume and value of goods bought and/or sold by 

informal traders, established retailers and individual consumers from either country. To do this, 

either a sample or a census of traders is taken in order to estimate, at the end of the trading day, 

the goods traded and the carry-over stocks. This implies that the opening or carry-over stocks 

and any replenishment must be carefully noted. At the end of the day, the closing stock is 

subtracted from the opening stock and any possible replenishment to determine the volume of 

transactions. On the basis of these daily figures, weekly and monthly import and export figures 

are estimated. An optimal application of this procedure requires taking into consideration the 

volume of trade, the storage facilities available, the experience of enumerators, the frequency of 

active market days and the nature of the commodities traded, as some perishable agricultural 

commodities may also be involved.  

 

4.2.5 Weaknesses of data to be collected using informal cross-border trade survey 

procedures 

The ICBT data to be collected using the survey procedures described above suffer from a 

number of weaknesses. First, the results will be affected by the fact that the survey is not 

designed to cover all border stations. This can introduce some elements of bias, if significant 

trading activities take place in some of the stations that are not covered. The observations do not 

cover all the days of a month, as about two weeks of trading activities were proposed. These 

factors may lead to the underestimation of ICBT activities. The quantities of traded items may 

not be estimated accurately as there may be assorted items in a package. Estimation problems 

may also arise if the observed items are in non-transparent packages or are too bulky. As the unit 

of measurement may not be uniform for some commodities, errors may arise when values are 

being assigned to such commodities, owing to incorrect pricing. However, the problem of 

quantification and pricing could be tackled by first conducting a survey of items and their prices 

in non-standard units and later converting them to standard units (probably in the office), using 

appropriate conversion factors. 

4.2.6 Data requirements 

The data required for measuring ICBT activities would be collected from two primary 

sources, namely the weekly monitoring exercise and the baseline survey.  

4.2.6.1 Data from the monitoring exercise 

The observed data would include the composition of goods, the quantity and value of 

goods traded, exchange rates and commodity prices. The direction of trade would be determined 

from the trade flows between the various countries. Changes in weather conditions as well as 

the demand and supply of goods would be captured, as they constitute observable determinants 

of trade.  

4.2.6.2 Baseline survey 

A baseline survey of a convenient sample of ICBT participants, such as traders, agents and 

public officials, would be conducted using structured questionnaires. However, for  sampling 

and logistical reasons, hawkers, couriers and consumers would not be included. The survey 

should be conducted midway through the project in identified geographical zones. Although the 

survey is conducted once, it is believed that the baseline data would not change significantly on 

a weekly basis. The baseline survey would also provide the opportunity for ICBT participants to 

air their views and discuss their experiences of informal trade practices. The types of data to be 
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collected include trader characteristics, such as gender and age distribution, educational 

attainment and specialized commodities traded. Sources of information for ICBT participants 

and their mode of communication would also be ascertained. The origin and destination of goods 

traded as well as the prices of consumer and wholesale goods (local cross-border) would be 

determined. Costs of licences, transport (and its mode), tariffs and other rents, including 

unofficial ones, would be ascertained. Issues relating to exchange rates, sources and availability 

of finance, as well as the nature of contracts and payment methods, would be determined. Data 

on the most common packaging materials and sizes would be collected to assist in the conversion 

from local to standard units of measure. The procedure for grading goods and available storage 

facilities would also be determined. 

 

4.2.7 Data processing and analysis 

An analysis of the data obtained from the ICBT survey would require the use of simple 

descriptive statistics to expose the implications of trade policies and other constraints militating 

against informal cross-border traders. The baseline data could also be used to examine, for 

selected commodities, the marketing structure, price formation and other issues that may be 

relevant in deepening the understanding of the dynamics of ICBT. This includes examining the 

profitability of the major marketing channels, the role of transportation and information, as well 

as how informal cross-border traders overcome issues related to financing, exchange rates and 

risks. The data captured from the survey are quantified in value terms using the procedure 

adopted by Ackello-Ogutu (1996). 

 

Where m stands for a given month of the year (m = 1, 2, …, 12) and w for a given week 

of the two weeks monitored in month m, then (w = 1, 2). Where d represents the day of the week 

(d = 1, 2, …., 7), then, assuming a 30-day month, the average monthly quantity traded, mq
, for 

a given commodity is given by the formula: 
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Similarly, the annual trade volume, Q, is given by: 
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The total value, V, for each of the commodities traded could be estimated by applying the 

corresponding average monthly price, mp
, to obtain: 

 

V = 

=
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mq
mp

........................................................................................ (6) 

 

The estimated values could be converted to United States dollars using the appropriate 

exchange rates. After applying the above procedures to all relevant commodities and summing 

up the values of imports and exports, an import-export matrix could then be constructed to obtain 

the balance of trade between neighbouring countries. 
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It is envisaged that, in the future, ICBT data capture and processing would benefit from 

the capabilities of ECO-RATIN and the Abidjan-Lagos Corridor Organization data-wise system. 

The use of these systems is expected to automate data capture and processing, which would 

remove much of the tedium and enable real-time data capture, as well as ensuring data quality 

through a robust data processing mechanism. Moreover, as interest in ICBT measurement within 

ECOWAS broadens, the systems could be enhanced through further improvements and the 

involvement of other institutions. 

4.3 Mixed household-enterprise survey for qualitative issues 

Given the itinerant nature of informal cross-border traders, it is not always easy to combine 

monitoring of their goods with asking probing questions that may reveal ramifying insights into 

the nature of their activities. Owing to interest in using ICBT as a vehicle for reducing poverty, 

creating employment and generally improving the welfare of vulnerable groups, such as women, 

young people and MSMEs, such a survey becomes imperative in making it possible to see the 

interaction among formal and informal traders, MSMEs and even household enterprises that are 

involved in ICBT. The qualitative survey of ICBT participants would be conducted occasionally 

to elicit answers that would inform policy, especially with regard to the transition to formality.  

 

The main objectives would be to:  

• Determine the key demographic characteristics of ICBT participants, such as age, 

gender, highest level of educational attainment or marital status 

• Identify the major border posts and a typology of participants involved in ICBT 

• Ascertain the business categories of respondents 

• Categorize enterprises (MSMEs) by the gender of the owner 

• Estimate the employment size (e.g. by gender) of enterprises involved in ICBT 

• Attempt to quantify the non-tariff barriers that impede trade flows within the ECOWAS 

region, which would include estimating the number of illegal checkpoints (standardized 

per 100 km) and examining issues relating to bribe-taking by some officials along 

borders, including the coping strategies of ICBT participants 

• Estimate the volume and value of ICBT within the ECOWAS region and its source of 

credit, including the use of financial technology 

• Determine the origin of imports and the destination of exports involved in ICBT within 

the region 

• Determine the direction of trade, the product category and the mode of transportation of 

goods traded within the sector 

• Determine participants’ knowledge of ECOWAS and AfCFTA trade-related guidelines 

• Ascertain, among other things, the  contribution of ICBT to food security and any form 

of seasonality associated with ICBT within the region 

 

The mixed method will be adopted for survey management, whereby some informal sector 

respondents will be located at the household level and interviewed at the enterprise level, if 

different from their abode. Other respondents operating informal business enterprises will be 

interviewed at their place of work. This approach was used by the Central Bank of Nigeria, the 

Federal Office of Statistics (now the National Bureau of Statistics) and the Nigerian Institute of 

Social and Economic Studies in their joint study of the informal sector in Nigeria in 1998, which 

was published in 2001, and Okafor (2012) employed it in the enterprise baseline survey of 2012. 

The advantage of this method is that it links different types of reporting and observation units, 

such as households and their members, on the one hand, with informal sector owners and their 
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enterprises, on the other. The household survey aspect makes it possible to cover most informal 

sector cross-border trade enterprises, irrespective of size, nature of activity and location. 
 

In this design, and depending on the type of statistical infrastructure available in each of 

the member States of ECOWAS, subuniverses or enumeration areas are selected as first-stage 

sampling units or primary sampling units, while housing units or households constitute second-

stage sampling units or secondary sampling units for the survey. In each enumeration area, a 

listing of housing units or households is undertaken, from which a sample of an agreed number 

of households is selected systematically. Meanwhile, the enterprise component facilitates the 

elicitation of detailed information on owners and other persons engaged in various businesses 

previously identified as involved in ICBT. A sample of these businesses (importers and 

exporters) is generated using a systematic random sampling technique, whereby the sampling 

interval k (knowing the sample size) would be applied to select subsequent units.  

 

Furthermore, the survey design philosophy recognizes the need to classify the 

contributions of participants by residence; hence, the survey would be designed to cover 

activities at both the urban and rural levels. An attempt would also be made, where practicable, 

to incorporate in the survey instrument elements to make the statistics generated from the survey 

gender-sensitive. 

 

5. Institutionalizing the measurement and coordination of informal cross-

border trade within the Economic Community of West African States  

In trying to examine ways of institutionalizing the measurement of ICBT within the 

ECOWAS region, it would be wrong to view efforts from the narrow perspective of fixing ICBT 

in isolation. This is because there are underlying currents that lead to such negligence. Unless 

Governments begin to consider statistics as a priority sector and appreciate the critical role of 

ICBT in economic development, studies of ICBT will continue to suffer from the observed 

neglect. Consequently, the broad and specific strategies for overcoming this challenge will be 

examined below. 

5.1 Broad strategies for institutionalization 

It has been observed that most countries have come to realize that statistical information 

is a strategic resource and that how well it is harnessed and utilized for development purposes 

depends on how well their national statistical systems are engineered and operationalized. 

Unfortunately, most member States of ECOWAS have not been able to tap into this strategic 

resource, given that poor funding of statistical activities by Governments, in the main, has 

compromised data quality. It could also be safely argued that this has made it difficult for robust 

and self-sustaining statistical infrastructure to be built within most national statistical systems. 

The reduced priority for investment in statistics and the inability to attract and retain qualified 

staff may have militated against statistical production. This tends to account for the observed 

lags and gaps in data produced by NSOs. These developments have continued to have deleterious 

effects on some NSOs and could very well explain the despondency usually observed on the part 

of users. 

 

Further scrutiny shows that some NSOs are highly underresourced in terms of funding, 

human resources and equipment, as evidenced by a visit to them. One role for the African 

Export-Import Bank, the African Development Bank, ECA and ECOWAS in this regard could 

be to mount an advocacy drive for the member States of ECOWAS to develop or review their 
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National Strategy for the Development of Statistics, which would integrate the production of 

statistics at the national, subnational, ministerial, departmental and agency levels. 

 

This, of course, would be done in tandem with the development of their Sector Statistics 

Development Strategy, in which ICBT data capture would take centre stage within the external 

sector. In particular, such institutions as NSOs, ministries of trade and finance, customs and 

immigration departments and, to a lesser extent, central banks (whose statistics are relatively 

more developed) must be accorded priority in the exercise. This is the only way to guarantee a 

seamless flow of statistical data for policy analysis, whether for ICBT or otherwise. It must be 

done in such a way that all the institutions work in a computer-mediated environment, such that 

their databases would ultimately be linked to the ECOWAS data infrastructure. All of this is 

possible if only Governments consider statistics as a priority sector and statistics champions are 

raised within Governments and among NSOs. When this is done, the more specific actions to be 

taken in respect of ICBT would yield the desired fruits and become more sustainable. 

5.2 Specific strategies for institutionalization 

The reason for attempting to measure ICBT is not only to determine the size of such trade 

but also to be in a position to monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of policies, and to satisfy 

the ever-evolving needs of users in the public and private sectors of the economy, at both the 

national and regional levels. With this in mind, there should be increased advocacy for high-

quality data and a substantial premium placed on data generation processes and reporting 

formats. In order for the member States of ECOWAS to arrive at consistent, reliable and 

comparable quantitative descriptions of ICBT, the collection process must be based on common 

concepts, definitions and classifications as well as a clear method for the standardization of local 

units. 

5.2.1 Developing a uniform methodology for informal cross-border trade data 

compilation 

One of the objectives of the Abidjan-Lagos corridor pilot project was to provide a useful 

methodological framework for the ECOWAS region and for scale-up at the continental level, 

using harmonized instruments and procedures. This is a step in the right direction as it would 

ensure that data are collected using a common definition and that the scope and coverage of 

ICBT by all countries and agencies within the ECOWAS region are the same. In that case, the 

type and number of commodities, whether agricultural or manufactured, would be uniform for 

all countries. This would also enable the integration of the data so produced with the external 

trade statistics of the formal sector by first converting ICBT data to international commodity 

classifications such as the Harmonized Commodity Coding and Description System and the 

Standard International Trade Classification. When this is done, comparison across countries 

becomes easier, making integration at the ECOWAS level feasible. 

5.2.2 Building of technical capacities among informal cross-border trade actors 

Institutional capacities must be built among ICBT actors in order to collect and compile 

data on ICBT issues. To achieve this, there would be a need to organize workshops and seminars 

during which ICBT and its modus operandi are conceptualized among representatives of 

different countries at the central level and later cascaded to the country and institutional levels. 

The representatives should be drawn mainly from NSOs, central banks, ministries of trade and 

finance or revenue authorities, as well as customs and immigration departments. Other 

specialized agencies involved in ICBT data collection should be included in the technical 

capacity-building processes. 
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5.2.3 Need to institutionalize regular surveys on informal cross-border trade 

As observed, there are no institutionalized regular ICBT surveys carried out by either 

NSOs or other institutions within the ECOWAS region. Therefore, this must be institutionalized 

as part of the regular survey activities of NSOs within the region, with surveys carried out 

regularly. 

5.2.4 Delineation of areas of responsibility 

Given the number of actors within the ICBT ecosystem, there should be proper delineation 

of areas of responsibility to avoid duplication of efforts or double counting of ICBT figures. 

5.2.5 Proper dimensioning of informal cross-border trade 

ICBT has been found to play a significant role in household poverty reduction through the 

engagement of vulnerable groups, such as women, young people and MSMEs, in productive 

economic activities, thereby leading to income and employment generation. This is because it 

plays a sponge role by absorbing the excess workforce arising from shrinkage of the formal 

sector economy. Consequently, for the purposes of institutionalizing ICBT within the ECOWAS 

region and determining policy action and policy direction, instruments for data capture must be 

designed to capture differences in trade practices, which vary from country to country within the 

ECOWAS region. The size of goods traded, whether small or large, the type of goods traded, 

whether agricultural or industrial products or livestock, and the proportion of, for example, 

women or young people involved, their ages and highest level of educational attainment would 

be of policy interest. For effectiveness, this would be complemented occasionally with the mixed 

household-enterprise survey to further determine the characteristics of MSMEs involved in 

ICBT and their owners, and to investigate some of the non-tariff barriers that impede regional 

trade. 

5.2.6 Information and communications technology infrastructure 

The current ICT infrastructure at NSOs for the management of statistics generally and 

ICBT data in particular is quite weak within countries, and most data are therefore collected 

manually. Computer hardware and software are rarely sufficient for data analysis. However, 

some of the specialized institutions that have undertaken ICBT studies thus far have used ICT-

enhanced data processing facilities. Tablets have been used to capture data, which are later 

exported to a central server for processing and analysis. It is hoped that the use of such data 

collection applications by enumerators would be replicated in various countries so that the ICBT 

data captured in the field would be sent automatically to a centralized database through a wireless 

data network. More importantly, the features of the various systems could be enhanced and the 

systems linked for more efficiency. In that way, a central repository for all ICBT data collected 

within the ECOWAS region could be achieved. 

5.2.7 Funding requirements and estimates based on interviews  

As has been observed, the funding of ICBT initiatives within the ECOWAS region has 

been ad hoc, with most of the support coming from development partners, and almost none 

initiated by Governments. Central banks have, however, been of tremendous assistance in most 

initiatives. Since funding is at the core of the institutionalization of ICBT within the ECOWAS 

region, Governments must learn to provide budget lines for statistical production in general and 

for ICBT initiatives in particular. Sufficient provisions must also be made since data production 

is capital-intensive. On the basis of interviews conducted with major stakeholders within the 

ICBT ecosystem, table 10 shows the approximate requirements for conducting ICBT monitoring 

at border posts and involving about 60 enumerators, eight supervisors and four coordinators. 

Enumerators are expected to work for 14 days or 15 nights, while supervisors and coordinators 
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would work for 6 and 4 nights in a month, respectively. Provision was also made for the support 

of NSOs and other ICBT initiatives within the subregion. 

 

Table 10  

Cost of monitoring typical border posts for 14 days and extension to one year 
(United States dollars)  

Item Enumerator Supervisor Coordinator 

Salary 180.00     

Allowance 225.00 180.00 160.00 

Fuel   210.00 220.00 

Public transport 15.00     

Driver's allowance   90.00 60.00 

Subtotal 420.00 480.00 440.00 

Number of persons 60 8 4 

Total    25 200.00           3 840.00                1 760.00  

Total cost for 14 days or 15 nights in 1 month             30 800.00  

Total cost for daily monitoring for 1 month             61 600.00  

Total cost for daily monitoring for 12 months per country           739 200.00  

Total cost for daily monitoring for 15 ECOWAS countries      11 088 000.00  

Cost of tablets at $150 each for 72 field workers in 15 countries           162 000.00  

Support of NSOs for ICBT studies in 15 ECOWAS countries        2 000 000.00  

Support for other ICBT initiatives in 15 ECOWAS countries        1 000 000.00  

Miscellaneous           750 000.00  

Overall total      15 000 000.00  

 

To institutionalize ICBT within the subregion, it is estimated that it would cost about 

$739,200 to conduct daily monitoring for 12 months in each ECOWAS country, amounting to a 

total of $11,088,000 at the ECOWAS level. However, given the variable sizes of countries and 

the number of border posts, among other things, the amounts could in practice be adjusted to 

take into account such realities. The sum of $2.0 million has been earmarked to support NSOs, 

while $1.0 million is budgeted for assisting other ICBT efforts related to data initiatives. The 

provision of $162,000 was also made for the purchase of tablets for field workers. The estimates 

tend to suggest that the provision of $15.0 million for five years for the activities of ITRSP-1, 

which deals with the availability of reliable and up-to-date information on informal trade, is quite 

conservative, except if the estimates were not on a daily basis, but based on some other time 

frame. 

5.3 Coordination 

The statistical system to be set up for ICBT initiatives must include a mechanism for the 

effective coordination of statistical activities within ECOWAS, using well-established 

institutionalized arrangements. Such a system should also ensure collaboration among 

stakeholders within the ICBT system for the optimum utilization of resources. There should be 

networking and information-sharing among key actors within the system to enable NSOs and 

specialized institutions to synergize and avoid duplication of efforts. This would eliminate data 

conflicts and the wasteful utilization of resources among countries. More importantly, there 

should be horizontal coordination among ICBT data producers at the country level and vertical 

coordination between ECOWAS and various countries and institutions, with a specialized 

statistical agency created by ECOWAS at the apex of the coordination. To ensure that the data 

sets from different countries and institutions are mutually consistent or capable of being 
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compared, the specialized statistical agency should ensure the technical coordination of all 

statistical efforts. This coordination could be achieved by standardizing the definitions, concepts 

and classifications used within the ICBT ecosystem. As has been emphasized above, institutions 

within the ICBT ecosystem must be well resourced in terms of funds, human resources and 

equipment. To ensure statistical governance, the specialized statistical agency to be created by 

ECOWAS should be independent of political influence, while its operations should be governed 

by well-articulated statistical legislation. With this type of arrangement, RECs would begin to 

play a greater role in coordinating ICBT activities within their communities. This is already 

happening to some extent in COMESA and the East African Community but needs to be 

strengthened and scaled up to the continental level. 

 

6. Conclusions and recommendations 

6.1 Conclusions 

A brief characterization revealed that ECOWAS consists of a heterogeneous group of 

countries in terms of size and scale of economic activities. The natural locations of the countries 

at times pose problems for trade integration within the region as there are three landlocked 

countries. ECOWAS covers a total area of 5.1 million km2, with a population of about 376.8 

million. It has a combined nominal GDP of about $614.9 billion, which translates to per capita 

GDP of about $1,632. The low per capita income indicates low purchasing power and a high 

level of poverty, which have resulted in a low level of economic development within the 

subregion. The small size of most of the economies in the region is often regarded as growth-

retarding and probably explains the creation of ECOWAS and other RECs in Africa. 

 

The analysis revealed that intraregional trade remains low in ECOWAS and in Africa in 

general and that both ECOWAS and African countries trade more with other countries of the 

world than they do among themselves. Furthermore, intra-ECOWAS and intra-African trade 

figures as usually published are not a true representation of total intraregional trade since they 

only reflect formal data. This has an adverse knock-on effect on the effective formulation, 

implementation and monitoring of trade policies within the region. It makes the collection of 

ICBT data inevitable as it would increase and reflect the total value of intraregional trade. It was 

found that specific circumstances in Africa made trade barriers between African countries higher 

than those between them and other countries of the world. Even though these barriers apply to 

both formal and informal trade, some barriers were found to be particularly more burdensome 

for informal cross-border traders. 

 

Using the WAMZ Trade Integration Index, it was found that trade integration fell in 

WAMZ from 44.11 index points in 2016 to 37.68 in 2017. The overall integration level in Africa 

in 2019 corresponded to an average score of 0.327, or just 32.7 per cent of the potential level. 

Therefore, the full implementation of trade agreements and ECOWAS protocols and 

conventions by member States, as well as the reduction of non-tariff barriers, are important 

goals. Experts have also argued that the implementation of the AfCFTA Agreement could 

generate a range of benefits by supporting trade creation, structural transformation, productive 

employment and poverty reduction.  

 

As Africa prepares for the implementation of the AfCFTA Agreement, there is a need for 

a paradigm shift to ICBT, which is currently estimated at over $93 billion. All that is needed is 

to focus greater attention on studying and measuring ICBT in order to guide appropriate policy 

responses and strategies for encouraging the formalization of a greater number of ICBT 

participants. That would be a way of ensuring that informal cross-border traders benefit from the 
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AfCFTA arrangements as it is estimated that the combined market of 55 African countries, 

trading among themselves and made up of 1.2 billion people, could translate to GDP of $2.5 

trillion. By facilitating job creation and greater competitiveness of African MSMEs, AfCFTA 

will be a crucial ingredient in lifting people out of poverty and invigorating the growth trajectory 

of the continent.  

 

In order to lay the foundation for the regulation and measurement of ICBT within the 

region, the ECOWAS Commission prepared ITRSP in 2018 in acknowledgment of the crucial 

role played by informal trade in the economic and social life of the member States of ECOWAS. 

ITRSP, therefore, acts as a plank for ICBT data capture in ECOWAS, with outcome 1 targeting 

the availability of reliable and up-to-date information on informal trade. It is estimated that the 

five-year programme will cost $65,000,000. However, an urgent requirement is the sourcing of 

$15.0 million budgeted for the enhancement of the informal trade information system, as there 

seems to be a substantial funding gap for the implementation of ITRSP. This is in recognition of 

the fact that data are a critical resource and monitoring progress in addressing ICBT issues will 

require significant improvements in data availability and data collection methodology. It could 

also assist in expanding the policy space as well as providing a basis for targeting financial and 

non-financial assistance to informal cross-border traders.  

 

Continuing the discussions, the implications of underestimating the exports and imports 

of countries of the ECOWAS region, through the omission of ICBT counterparts, were 

discussed. For instance, total cross-border trade among ECOWAS countries is underestimated, 

which has serious implications for the current account balance of the balance of payments as 

well as GDP in ECOWAS and Africa, with its attendant adverse impact on economic 

management. 

 

A survey of selected country or regional experience in ICBT studies showed that women 

dominate ICBT, which remains the only source of income for a majority of them. However, a 

literature search revealed that there had not been many ICBT studies within the ECOWAS 

region. The few ICBT initiatives identified have been ad hoc and have not been institutionalized.  

 

Challenges facing ICBT data collection in the ECOWAS region were found to include: 

the lack of a uniform methodology for data capture; a lack of technical capacity; a lack of 

government support; insecurity; border closure and its adverse impact on ICBT; insufficient ICT 

platforms for data capture and processing; a lack of mainstreaming of ICBT into ECOWAS trade 

policy and statistical systems; a lack of sustainable funding; and a lack of institutionalization or 

coordination of ICBT within NSOs.  

 

The methodological framework as well as the definitional and conceptual issues involved 

in ICBT measurement were outlined. However, it was observed that authors usually based their 

definitions or concepts of ICBT on size, legality or informality criteria. The need to extricate all 

of these criteria from the definition of ICBT was emphasized. Nevertheless, for policy purposes 

and in order to capture the impact of ICBT on total trade, poverty reduction, job creation and 

vulnerable groups, instruments for data collection should be designed in such a way as to capture, 

among other things, the size of trade, whether by individuals, MSMEs or large-scale enterprises, 

as well as the gender of participants. This also underscores the need for occasionally conducting 

the mixed household-enterprise survey outlined in the present report as a complement to the 

monitoring exercise, since it is not always easy to combine the activities of monitoring goods 

and asking probing questions. The responses elicited would inform policy, especially towards 

the transition of participants to formality.  
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It is envisaged that, in the future, ICBT data capture and processing would benefit from 

the capabilities of the various ICT systems currently in use. The use of these systems is expected 

to automate data capture and processing in order to remove much of the tedium and enable real-

time data capture, as well as ensuring data quality through a robust data processing mechanism. 

Also, as interest in ICBT measurement within ECOWAS broadens, the various applications 

could be enhanced through further improvements. Broad and specific strategies for the 

institutionalization of ICBT data collection within the ECOWAS region were outlined. An 

advocacy drive for the member States of ECOWAS to develop or review their National Strategy 

for the Development of Statistics was advocated. This, of course, would be done in tandem with 

the development of their Sector Statistics Development Strategy. It is proposed that a specialized 

statistical agency be set up for the effective coordination of statistical activities within 

ECOWAS, using well-established institutionalized arrangements. To ensure statistical 

governance, such an agency should be independent of political influence, while its operations 

should be governed by well-articulated statistical legislation. With this type of arrangement, 

RECs would begin to play a greater role in coordinating ICBT activities within their 

communities and this could be replicated and adopted by other RECs for effective coordination 

at the continental level. 

 

With a better understanding of the nature of ICBT activities and the methodologies for 

measuring them, it would be possible to undertake studies that show the nature and size of goods 

traded and the gender and age of participants, among other things, so that policies could be 

enunciated for vulnerable groups involved in ICBT within the ECOWAS region. By 

understanding their characteristics and coping strategies, policymakers would be in a position to 

formulate policies that would lead to the formalization of a greater number of ICBT participants. 

Also, through improved trade facilitation, some formal traders would be prevented from sliding 

into informality. Furthermore, with the progressive elimination of tariffs and non-tariff barriers 

to trade in goods and services, and greater awareness of trade rules as well as access to market 

information, ICBT participants within the ECOWAS region would be less harassed and therefore 

in a better position to derive maximum benefits from the AfCFTA Agreement.  

6.2 Recommendations 

Based on the outcome of the above analysis, the following recommendations are made. It 

is hoped that faithful implementation of the recommendations would enable ICBT actors to 

derive maximum benefits under the AfCFTA arrangement. 

6.2.1 Adoption of a uniform definition of informal cross-border trade 

It is proposed that, on the basis of the arguments set out above, ICBT should be defined at 

the ECOWAS level and elsewhere as “the exchange of unrecorded goods and services among 

resident and non-resident participants either acting on their own or on behalf of others”. This is 

very crucial because if it cannot be defined, it cannot be measured, and if it cannot be measured, 

it cannot be managed. Data capture should be well dimensioned in order to capture such 

attributes as the nature and size of trade and the gender of participants for policy purposes. 

6.2.2 Use of a common instrument 

The harmonized manual recently used during the Abidjan-Lagos corridor pilot project 

should be further reviewed by a team of experts appointed by ECA on the basis of field 

experience in order to incorporate any new variables or delete others that have been found to be 

redundant or inappropriate. Thereafter, it should be adopted for the conduct of ICBT studies in 

all ECOWAS countries. 
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6.2.3 Mainstreaming of informal cross-border trade into the trade policy and statistical 

system of the Economic Community of West African States countries 

Just as gender has been mainstreamed into ECOWAS activities, ICBT should also be 

strategically mainstreamed. This would ensure that ICBT surveys become a regular feature of 

the activities of NSOs within the region and that surveys are carried out regularly, for example 

daily. By investing in such surveys and producing reliable statistics that promote trade flows, 

ECOWAS would indirectly assist researchers and policymakers in expanding their analytical 

horizons, thereby leading to better economic management. 

6.2.4 Creation of a special statistical agency by the Economic Community of West 

African States 

The world today is driven by data and technology. Consequently, data management should 

be given top priority at the ECOWAS level. A situation in which basic data on ECOWAS are 

obtained through third parties does not augur well for statistical development. This arises 

because there is no centralized coordinating mechanism among member States. Consequently, 

just as there is the West African Health Organization, a specialized ECOWAS institution 

responsible for health issues, and the ECOWAS Centre for Renewable Energy and Energy 

Efficiency, there needs to be an agency responsible for ECOWAS statistics that would be 

headquartered independently in any of the ECOWAS countries and with offices in different 

countries. The offices would be responsible for all statistical activities of ECOWAS and would 

work collaboratively with the NSOs of various countries. This would ensure ownership as all 

data produced at the country level would be verified and validated before being uploaded to the 

agency’s database. Such surveys as the ICBT survey could be conducted by NSOs, WACTAF 

and other specialized institutions in collaboration with the agency, which also acts as the apex 

coordinating body, by coordinating all data efforts. Funding for the agency would come from 

the annual budget of ECOWAS and development finance institutions, with possible donor 

support. However, in the interim, ECOWAS should use existing mechanisms to organize NSOs 

and other ICBT institutions and actors towards delivering a more coordinated ICBT data 

infrastructure that would guarantee quality statistics within the ECOWAS region. ECA would 

support these initiatives by providing technical support as well as mobilizing financial resources 

from development finance institutions, development partners and Governments towards the 

attainment of these laudable objectives. 

 

The African Trade Observatory is a key feature of AfCFTA and an important instrument 

for access to and analysis of African trade and market information. This is because it has trade 

data, expertise and tools all in one place. It also has an online dashboard that features real-time 

trade and market access information across countries, products and markets. Consequently, if a 

specialized statistical agency is formed at the ECOWAS level and replicated in other RECs, it 

could constitute a formidable data network that can easily hook up with the Observatory to 

provide data seamlessly on ICBT and other statistical information. 

6.2.5 Technical coordination 

CILSS is already working with WACTAF on ICBT data collection. The specialized 

statistical agency would then, in collaboration with NSOs, identify concepts, definitions and 

classifications of various data to be produced at the community level. In the specific case of 

ICBT studies, it would ensure that the harmonized and adopted methodology is implemented 

professionally. Focal points should then be created in these institutions to promote access to peer 

networks or expert working groups. 
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6.2.6 Building technical capacity among informal cross-border trade actors 

Given the fact that ICBT studies have been conducted within the ECOWAS region on an 

ad hoc basis, there is a need to organize workshops or seminars during which ICBT and its 

modus operandi is conceptualized among representatives of different countries at the central 

level and later cascaded to the country and institutional levels. Therefore, ECA, in consultation 

with other stakeholders, could organize centralized training for NSOs, central banks, ministries 

of trade and finance or revenue authorities, as well as customs and immigration departments, on 

ICBT issues. Other specialized agencies involved in ICBT data collection should be included in 

the technical capacity-building processes. ECOWAS, through its specialized statistical agency, 

and other RECs would then need to either train NSOs to collect the data or recruit and deploy 

their own enumerators to collect the data. For the private sector, especially MSMEs, training 

should be based on trade-related rules and regulations as they affect AfCFTA. This is because 

the trade negotiations usually carried out by Governments are mainly for their own benefit and 

they need to understand the issues involved. Since women have been identified as dominating 

cross-border trade activities, targeted programmes that would help them to obtain access to 

formal trade channels and also assist their economic emancipation should be organized. They 

should also be taught that data are needed for decision-making. 

6.2.7 Delineation of responsibility 

There should be proper delineation of areas of responsibility to avoid duplication of efforts 

and double counting of ICBT figures, given the number of actors within the ICBT ecosystem. 

This should be done by the apex statistical coordinating body, but in the meantime ECOWAS 

and ECA would handle the responsibility. 

6.2.8 Informal cross-border trade infrastructure 

The ECO-RATIN application and Abidjan-Lagos Corridor Organisation data-wise system 

are currently being deployed for ICBT data capture and processing within the ECOWAS region. 

The use of these systems is expected to automate data capture and processing so as to remove 

much of the tedium and enable real-time data capture, as well as ensuring data quality through 

robust data processing mechanisms. It is expected that, as interest in ICBT measurement within 

ECOWAS broadens, the systems could be enhanced through further improvements and the 

involvement of other institutions. Drones could be employed at a later stage to assist in capturing 

transit trade and movements along trade corridors. For NSOs to function optimally, initial ICBT 

data should be captured using a uniform format embedded in tablets. The data would later be 

processed and deposited in a central repository at ECOWAS. 

6.2.9 Funding 

It is estimated that the five-year programme under ITRSP will cost $65,000,000. However, 

the immediate concern should be how to source the $15.0 million budgeted for the enhancement 

of the informal trade information system. It was estimated above that it would cost about $15.0 

million to collect ICBT data for a year on a daily basis within the ECOWAS region. That 

estimate tends to suggest that the provision of $15.0 million for five years for the activities of 

ITRSP-1, which deals with the availability of reliable and up-to-date information on informal 

trade, is quite conservative. However, it should be added that, even if the estimate were to hold, 

it is still highly justified. This is because, if it is expected that ICBT would be worth about $93.0 

billion under the AfCFTA arrangement, then spending an average of $120.0 million for 

measuring ICBT within the eight RECs in Africa is worthwhile. A more coordinated approach 

to donor funding is therefore recommended so as to optimize resources. Furthermore, central 

banks should maintain their financial support, especially to NSOs, while development finance 

institutions such as the African Export-Import Bank and the African Development Bank should 
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invest in ECOWAS and other RECs to support the collection of comparable ICBT data across 

the continent. ECA could support this process by providing capacity-building to RECs on the 

common methodology and the concept of ICBT more broadly. 

6.2.10 Physical infrastructure  

Governments should fix general infrastructure, including good major and feeder roads as 

well as regular power supply. For instance, feeder roads that lead to major rural markets where 

ICBT products are traded would help to reduce wastage and prices and increase supply, 

especially of agricultural products. Also, storage facilities and adequate power supply could be 

provided around border areas since long delays occasioned by many roadblocks lead to the 

spoilage of perishable goods and consequently increase the cost of transactions. This is 

especially so as ICBT participants have no insurance for their goods. 

 

Short berths in some ports limit the number of vessels that can be handled at one time, thus 

causing congestion at the ports. To be able to handle vessels with larger draughts, ports have to 

be dredged regularly. For instance, most of the member States of ECOWAS are coastal 

countries, so their Governments should be encouraged to develop seaports for trade facilitation, 

including allowing ports to maintain adequate depths by dredging. For Nigeria, only Lagos port 

is working and congested, while Port Harcourt, Calabar and Warri ports are idle and remain 

unutilized. These bottlenecks, if taken care of, will boost formal trade and indirectly reduce 

informal trade. 

6.2.11 Developing a gender strategy 

An appropriate gender strategy would assist in transforming the opportunities of women 

involved in ICBT in the context of AfCFTA. Policy dialogue sessions on gender and trade that 

involve policymakers and women traders should be a regular feature of capacity-building 

initiatives. With the right training, they would know their rights, trade rules and regulations, 

price developments and correct tariffs, if any, and would not be easily cheated or harassed. Aid 

for Trade projects that specifically target women and young people should be pursued. Women 

should be organized into cooperatives, as belonging to these bodies confers on members such 

privileges as greater government support, increased security and improved contact with relevant 

institutions and agencies. Although women dominate the ICBT sector, they rarely belong to 

these cooperatives and so miss out on such advantages.   

6.2.12 Provision of technical and financial support to micro-, small and medium-sized 

enterprises 

AfCFTA presents excellent opportunities for expanded markets and easy entry into 

regional markets for MSMEs. These enterprises would contribute to economic diversification, 

thereby leading to the creation of economic opportunities. However, Governments and 

development finance institutions have to provide technical and financial support to enable 

MSMEs to improve quality and diversify their products so that they are in a position to face 

strong international competition occasioned by the dumping of cheap inferior goods. 

6.2.13 Providing market information-sharing systems and skill sets 

Electronic and phone-based market information services should be provided for young 

people and MSMEs to widen their understanding of market dynamics, such as price variations, 

and give them the opportunity to sell to markets where prices are best. This will enable them to 

reduce the information gap that exists in the market because of intermediaries. Connectivity in 

rural areas and remote places should also be enhanced to enable ICBT participants to share 
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knowledge and secure online payment platforms. To enable them to respond to these market 

needs, they should be fully equipped with soft and digital skills through routine training. 

6.2.14 Policy advocacy 

ECA should use the present report as a policy advocacy tool and a major research 

document for capacity-building to influence benefits for informal cross-border traders within 

AfCFTA. It could also assist in expanding the policy space and in providing a basis for targeting 

financial and non-financial assistance to informal cross-border traders.  
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