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Abstract 

The paper analyses cross-border economic flows across Nigeria’s 

international boundaries and its implication for human security in 

the Nigeria-Benin border region. The approach adopted is that of 

studies in economics of criminality. The objective is to show how 

economic analysis can be used to formulate appropriate policy 

prescription for the control of such externalities as illegal trade 

across the border, illegal immigration, border criminality and to 

ameliorate the problem of tax evasion in cross-border trade. The 

cultural and geographic landscape of the borderland is analyzed and 

the nature of cross-border activities identified. It is argued that a 

more holistic approach is necessary when examining border issues, 

taking into account the nexus between security and development. 

The paper concludes that a more efficient border management 

strategy that would guarantee border region infrastructure 

development is at the heart of all efforts to make the Nigeria-Benin 

borderland an economically viable business environment, and 

recommends that a new security policy orientation for border 
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security is required to counter emerging security threats in the 

changing global security system. 

 

Keywords: Border region, Economic analysis, Criminality, Security, Trade. 

 

Introduction 

Borderlands are both melting pots and security hot spots. Often 

neglected in the development strategies of post-colonial African states. 

They are areas for cross-border crimes represented as a dynamic place of 

historically fostered cultural and socio-economic exchange at the same time 

(Blum 3). As has been demonstrated by the partitioned African peoples, the 

drawing of international boundaries through coherent culture area has 

made it inevitable for peoples of the same race and culture are found in the 

immediate neighbourhood on both sides of the borderlines to interact 

freely. The particular part of the culture areas immediately affected by the 

boundary location are mostly areas of established kinship ties. Thus, cross-

border social relations are made necessary on the basis not just of the factor 

of identical culture but even more by considerations of parental connections 

such as identified almost everywhere in the predominantly rural continent 

of Africa; where the lineage has continued to count as the most important 

social unit (Collins 195). 

In spite of cultural identity, the ethnography of Africa’s international 

boundaries poses a prominent challenge to the role of modern state 

institutions designed to screen the movement of humans and materials into 

the areas of jurisdiction of the given state. Almost all of Africa’s 

international boundaries are generally characterised by the neglect and 

remarkable absence of government efforts to integrate the border-located 

communities into larger state societies. The local communities often have 

no choice but to persist in the pre-colonial mode of social relations. This 

runs contrary to the theoretical demands of the post-colonial state and 

provides sanctuaries for activities which offend against the states’ border 

management mechanism.  
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In this study, emphasis is placed in the phenomenon of cross-border 

economic flows (both legal and illegal) is a global problem of all territorial 

states, but views smuggling as an example of anti-state activities that are 

facilitated, though not necessarily caused by the fact of identical cultural 

landscape that prevail astride the international boundary. In this regard, 

smuggling is herein seen as part of a wider network of activities featuring 

not only illegal or unrecorded trade in goods but all forms of unauthorized 

movements of persons across states’ territorial boundaries, including 

political refugees and even criminals who seek asylum from policies or laws 

operating on their home state (Collins 196). In other words, the study takes 

a broader view of smuggling as any effort to penetrate the border security 

institutions erected by the state to control the inward and outward flows of 

persons and goods across its territorial boundaries (Price 165). 

 The study is focus on Nigeria’s western borderlands cultural 

coherent areas, partitioned by the Anglo-French colonial boundary treaty 

of 1889. The boundary stretches up to roughly 700 kilimetres and devoid of 

physical natural features of boundaries. In some parts, the exact 

demarcation of the boundaries remains unclear (Blum 3). This is because 

the border region is characterised by a large surface of lagoon, marshlands 

and creeks, especially in the Ouémé valley, which has been traditionally 

used as transport and trade routes and are very difficult to control and 

monitor by immigration and custom authorities. The area has become the 

international boundary between Nigeria and Benin Republic since political 

independence in 1960 (Asiwaju 7). The cultural homogeneity of the border 

region like every other African culture area was more immediately affected 

by what M. O. Bonchuk described as “ the colonial political surgery” which 

mindlessly split ethnic groups into two or more colonial jurisdictions and 

later independent African successor states (86). Within this borderlands, for 

example, sub-groups such as the Ketu, Sabe, Ifoyin and Anago, were 

divided by the international boundary regime (Collins 196). 

In this specifically divided culture areas, A. I. Asiwaju argues that 

the boundaries have been drawn across well-established lines of 
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communication including, in every case, a dormant or active sense of 

community based on traditions concerning common ancestry, usually very 

strong kinship ties, shared socio-political institutions and economic 

resources, common customs and practices, and sometimes acceptance of a 

common political control (2). In many instances, such as the Uganda-Sudan 

boundary through the Kakwa area, the boundaries have separated 

communities of worshippers from ancient sacred groves and shrines. In 

other instances, well exemplified by the Somali experience, the water 

resources of predominantly pastoral and nomadic culture area were located 

in one state; while, the pastures were in another (2-3). 

Apart from the division which arose routinely from the mere 

location of boundaries, partitioned ethnic groups were further pulled apart 

in consequence of the opposing integrative processes set in motion by the 

different states. Such processes have tended to make the so divided peoples 

to look in different political, economic and social directions (Asiwaju 

Partitioned Africans… 3). This has generally been the effect on the 

partitioned culture areas of distinct policies which the various nation-states 

pursue in matters of trade and currency, transport and communication, 

politics and administration (Asiwaju Western Yorubaland… 28-32); and 

different symbols of formal status, including citizenship, are imposed on 

the same but divided people. 

Deeply ingrained amongst the local peoples, is a manifestation of the 

attempts to emphasize separation by way of the systematic application of 

different cover-names for the same peoples to distinguish between those on 

different sides of particular inter-state boundaries. Anthony Asiwaju 

submits that this phenomenon dates back to the establishment of the 

boundaries themselves. For instance, this separatist tendencies are a 

common manifestation in West Africa where the two sides of a particular 

boundary fell under respectively under the control of different colonial 

powers, each imposing its own metropolitan culture and particularly, its 

language and orthographic tradition (Asiwaju Partitioned Africans… 3). 

Thus, for the people who were called the Yoruba in British controlled 
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Nigeria, the name in French Dahomey (Benin Republic) is ‘Nago.’ The 

boundary line divided up the Shabe Yoruba of which the majority became 

part of French Dahomey, while some of the eastern Shabe villages joined 

British Nigeria (Asiwaju Western Yorubaland… 37). This separation, which 

forced many Yoruba into a nation with the Dahomean Fon, a former enemy, 

became the major impetus for resentment. 

Some notable examples in relation to Nigeria are the Gude, Higis and 

the Matakam who on the Cameroonian side of the international boundary, 

the ancient kingdom of the Mandara came to be called the ‘Djimi’,  the 

‘Kpasiki’ and the ‘Wula’ (Barkindo 29-49). Others include the Kpelle and 

Loma in Liberia, referred to respectively as the ‘Guerze’ and the ‘Toma’ in 

French Guinea. The Fulani in the former British colonies of Nigeria and 

Sierra Leone, whose kinsmen in the adjacent former French colonies of 

Niger, Mali and Guinea are often referred to as the ‘Peuls’; and the Tubu in 

French Niger, and the ‘Goranes’ in Chad (Asiwaju Partitioned Africans… 3). 

Linguistically and ethnically similar groups are also found astride the 

border, the Yoruba in the south together with the Gun and Ajo speaking 

group; the Beriba in the center and the Hausa-Fulani in the northern parts 

of both countries (Blum 2; Asiwaju 3). 

In spite all the divisive influences, the vivisected African peoples 

have nevertheless tended in their normal activities to ignore the boundaries 

as the dividing lines and carry on social relations across the borders more 

or less as it were before the partitions. This is manifested in the different 

aspects of cross-border trade and migrations, which have been undertaken 

especially in the West African sub-region, shows that these activities are on 

an exponential scale (Collins 258). The cultural element has built the basis 

for a high density of economic and social exchange across the border as the 

majority of these border people consider the presence beacon stones 

signifying official boundary marks as mere symbols of the geographical 

state, which for them has no bearing on the social and cultural ties of their 

kith and kin across the border (Oshita 372).    
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 Accordingly, studies by Robin Mills have indicated that the cultural 

element in this borderlands contributed greatly to the smuggling of the 

western Nigerian cocoa into Benin through the predominantly Yoruba 

section of the international boundary during and immediately after the 

Nigerian civil war (44). On the same scale and the same policy implications 

as clandestine movement of groundnut back and forth across the Nigerian-

Niger boundary by Hausa farmers and traders constantly in search of 

higher prices for their crops (Igue 237). There is also Boki and Ejagham with 

cocoa, bush mango and other consumer goods in the south, and with cattle 

and among the Hausa/Fulani, the Mandara and Kanuri in the northern 

sections of the Nigerian-Cameroon international boundary (Bonchuk 34). 

These Nigerian examples can easily be expanded by inclusion of several 

other African parallels including those of the Ewe astride the Ghana-Togo 

boundary with cocoa, gold and coffee and the Wolof and Serer across the 

Senegal-Gambian borders also with groundnuts (Collins 196). The same 

goes with maize and coffee across the Chewa inhabited section of the 

Zambia-Mozambique border (Phiri 28) and ivory trade across the 

Ethiopian-Sudanese international boundary (Renner 246). As one of the 

most vital border regions in West Africa, the frontier between Nigeria and 

the Republic of Benin. Both economies depend to a large extent on their 

cross-border flows in trade (both illegal and legal). As an indispensable part 

of the Abidjan - Lagos transport and migration corridor, it also represents 

a key commercial artery in the West African economic region (Blum 3).  

Worries of border permeability and fears of criminal activity 

spilling-over from Nigeria to Benin and vice versa have remain an 

increasing phenomenon. This is due to the potential spread of threats 

related to international terrorism and cross-border crime in the Sahel region 

to the coastal states, especially linked to the growing influence of Boko 

Haram in the northeast border region of Nigeria. The focus of this study is 

to discuss the concrete security challenges resulting from the cross-border 

economic exchange between Nigeria and her western neighbour. The 

emphasis is on the phenomenon of smuggling, which is a universal 
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problem of all territorial states, an example of anti-state activities that are 

facilitated, though not necessarily caused by the fact of identical cultural 

landscape that prevail astride the international boundary. The multiple 

local markets found along the border line, from North to South, are the 

backbone for the buzzing web of exchange taking place astride the 

international boundary. These markets also serve as the main places of 

contact and exchange between people (Sossou-Agbo 196) who come from 

both rural and urban areas thereby fostering integration. 

From the historical point of view, the border region has always been 

the epi-centre of economic activities between both countries. In the 

southeast region in particular, with its numerous local markets including 

Lagos and Badagry, has been a focal point of economic activities dating 

back to colonial times. Consequently, the border region is particularly busy 

between Lagos and Sémé-Podji (popularly known as Seme border) in the 

south. Today, the economic needs of the metropolitan cities of Porto Novo, 

Cotonou and Lagos which are linked through the border corridor in the 

south are constitutive of this cross-border liveliness. This is further fuelled 

by a high permeability of the borders. Along the entire border region lies a 

plethora of creeks and streams, which have never been forbidden and are 

unmonitored by the police and the border control. More so, the lagoon 

linking Porto Novo to Lagos and its heavy traffic further facilitates the 

transport of agricultural goods such as rice, beans and cooking oil. 

Geographical conditions play a vital role: the proximity of major 

consumption markets and the absence of natural boundaries are important 

contributing factors in making smuggling business an “institution” within 

the entire region. 

 

Framework of Analysis 

 In this study, the analysis of the problems of border regions is 

approached through an examination of two case studies on the problem 

and other anecdotal evidences. First, is Hansen’s argument on the border 

economy of the United States-Mexico border which clearly indicates that 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies |www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 
 

Cross-Border Economic Flows across Nigeria’s International Boundaries           104 

the international boundary between two nation-states influences economic 

activity far beyond the border itself; and economic decisions made in areas 

far distant from the border also influences economic activity near the border 

region as well. Thus, any definition of exactly what geographic areas should 

be included in such analysis of a border region is arbitrary (Hansen 10). The 

second is Phiri’s propositions on the Zambia-Malawi-Mozambique border 

which provides ample examples of smuggling and tax evasion in cross-

border movements which demonstrate that the type of economy prevailing 

within the border regions disobeys the national laws of countries 

concerned. This explains the special characteristics of the border regions 

and the economic policies pursued by the governments of the adjacent 

states as providing the necessary environment for the existence of illegal 

transactions and other negative externalities. 

 In other word, one important economic consequence of the existence 

of artificial boundaries is the phenomenon of cross-boundary movements 

and extra-legal activities including smuggling of goods. More so, the 

identical cultural environment prevailing astride the prescribed boundaries 

provides a conducive cover under which these clandestine cross-border 

movements take place. These cross-border clandestine movements and 

activities often take place at the expense of one or both states that share the 

international boundary. These however, negatively affect the governments 

of the adjacent states in the loss of revenue and foreign exchange earnings.   

 However, classical and neo-classical theory of international trade is 

not adapted to the analysis of cross-border clandestine economic activities 

rather it is oriented towards the notion of equilibrium. Its main postulations 

centre on the fact that both states astride the international boundary gain 

from the exchange. The theory was not conceived to capture economic 

inequalities, and cannot explain the phenomena associated with under-

developed border regions (Bonchuk, “Unrecorded Trade” 3). In the same 

vein, modern vision of international trade emphasizes the generalization of 

free trade in order to promote the well-being of nation-states. Most 

importantly, the notion of homogenous markets bears little resemblance to 
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the realities of most border regions; they are influenced by particular 

geographical, political and economic conditions. 

 Therefore, the existence of tariffs in international trade does not 

cause a diminution of economic activities in border regions particularly at 

the unofficial level; especially, as the cross-border unrecorded trading 

activities are not captured in the official balance of trade receipts. Thus, the 

underdeveloped nature of the border region has given rise to a systematic 

and increased clandestine trade across the border.    

 

Informal Cross Border Economic Activities and Criminalisation 

 The Nigeria-Benin borderland is vital for the economies of both 

countries and to a large extent, the West African sub-region. But it is much 

more important to the Beninese economy because of its high dependence 

on informal trade with Nigeria particularly, in the practice of re-exportation 

of goods. It is important to indicate here that these informal activities are 

lucrative mainly because of the non-harmonisation of economic policies at 

the border. Apart from having two divergent monetary regimes (the Naira 

and the CFA Franc), which are not pegged to each other. It is rather the 

difference in import taxes especially, generally higher in Nigeria (Blum 4). 

This has spurred undeclared economic and commercial activities and 

engendered benefits from re-exportation. 

 In a study conducted by Catherine Blum on the borderlands, it 

reveals that Benin Republic as well as Nigeria have structured the 

development policies around trade re-exportation. Benin import goods 

from Europe and Asia and re-export the same goods to the Nigerian market 

(4). It should be emphatically stressed that re-exportation is practiced by all 

of Nigeria’s neighbouring countries, but Benin seem to derive the greatest 

benefit from it. This is mainly due to the geographical proximity between 

the commercial cities of Cotonou and Lagos. The study further indicate that 

informal cross-border trade constitutes about seventy-five percent of Benin 

Republic’s gross domestic product (GDP), a figure which directly contrasts 

with an average of forty-three percent in all of sub-Sahara Africa (4). This 
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illustrates the dependency of Beninese economy on cross-border trading 

activities and its strategic location as an entrepot give the country 

additional advantage on the one hand (Igue 210; Sossou-Agbo 11). On the 

other hand, Nigeria with her ever and steady growing national consumer 

market, represents and remains Benin’s main trading partner in the 

ECOWAS sub-region. 

 On the Nigerian side however, informal cross-border trade is 

estimated around twenty percent of its GDP and includes trade with all its 

neighbours, especially Niger and Cameroon. Hence, one observes a highly 

unequal trading relationship, with Benin being much more dependent on 

the openness of the Nigeria (illegal) markets than vice versa. Nigeria has 

already taken advantage of this in the past by using its border policies to 

exercise its power. For instance, in 2003, when Nigeria closed its western 

borders, the Beninese economy was said to have frozen with distress 

(www.irinnews.org 3).  

 The key commodity illegally imported to Benin Republic is petrol. 

Cheap petrol in Nigeria is smuggled into Benin in large quantities. This 

contraband business is an important source of income for many of the 

border communities. Between 2004 and 2007, over seventy-three percent 

demand of the Beninese market was satisfied by illegally imported petrol 

which is more readily available in remote border areas and more affordable 

than that which is offered by the state-owned SENACOP (Lesser 13). 

Whereas, subsidized Nigerian petrol which accounted for only ten to 

twenty percent of Niger’s and nearly two-third of northern Cameroon’s 

petrol consumption. For some other commodities such as agricultural 

goods, the volume of informal cross-border trade between Benin and 

Nigeria is estimated to be ten times higher than declared by customs official 

records (Blum 5). Transborder flows of manufactured and subsidized 

goods from Nigeria have also increased dramatically in the face of rapidly 

devaluing the Naira accompanied by increased demand for cheaper goods 

throughout the West African sub-region (Meagher 10). Nigerian made 

building materials, spare parts, music, textiles, detergents and 
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pharmaceuticals have also enjoyed a similar boom in the transborder 

distribution network.  

 Informal cross-border trade has both positive and negative impact 

depending on the perspective of observation. To the border people, it is a 

manifestation of ancient bonds of solidarity between peoples that were 

separated by the colonial superimposed boundary (Sossou-Agbo 11). It is 

also seen as an expression of entrepreneurship and economic dynamism 

that is healthy for any economy and which secures the livelihoods of many 

families (Igue 18). The dense economic activities are also fostered by the 

socio-economic structures of Yoruba societies. Present in the south and 

central regions of the border, the Yoruba follow the practice of building 

associations between members of different Yoruba states residing in Benin, 

Nigeria or elsewhere in the region (LARES 44). These associations create 

strong social bonds through structures such as the “réseaux de tontine” 

(solidarity/protective networks) which enable joint cross-border trade 

ventures to take place between members.  

Micro-finance structures offer necessary financial support for start-

ups of business ventures and commercial activities in the region. These has 

been in existence for decades and are based on criteria such as kinship and 

solidarity. The ethnic and linguistic proximity together with the laid out 

forms of social organization favour a close web of trade relations (Blum 4). 

Also, all kinds of exchange and commercial endeavours are undertaken. On 

the other hand, Custom evasion deprives the state of important revenues 

which contributes to institutional weakness and the state’s legitimacy. 

Benin Republic for instance, which depends to a large extent on its fiscal 

income through the port of Cotonou and the border custom official, losses 

a huge volume of revenue accruable to the state (Lesser 13). 

 Trends in flows of criminal commodities are not well documented, 

though the reasons are as much ideological as practical. As several 

commentators have noted, studies on the subject matter tend to be long 

narratives, hearsay and innuendo, and short on substantiated information 

or systematic comparisons with transborder trade in legal commodities 
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(Allen 14). For example, credible estimates suggests that flows of conflict or 

‘blood’ diamonds in West Africa reached about USD 400 million in 2008, 

though a significant quantity was diverted from Angola (Sherman 693). 

Estimates of illicit arms and drugs are more vague and subject to 

exaggeration, and tend to gloss over the fact that West Africa acts largely as 

an entrepot in the drug trade; while, the main profit earners are 

concentrated in the centres of production (Meagher 10). Equally too, there 

is little evidence that the share of illegal goods in the Nigerian-Benin 

transborder circuit overweighs the trade in cheap and used consumer 

goods. 

 It should be noted that the trade in criminal commodities is not 

merely a product of opportunistic shifts in the commodity portfolio of 

cross-border economic activities. On the contrary, criminal activities are 

linked to the entry of new participants thrown up by the social and 

economic upheavals of state’s economic policy failure (Blum 4). More so, 

the commercial skills of many of the mainstream transborder commercial 

networks are incompartible with participation in the trade in contraband 

goods (Bayart et al 29). However, the Nigeria-Benin cross-border trade is 

replete with trafficking in narcotics, small arms and light weapons, 

prostitution as well as cross-border armed attacks after which the criminals 

often retreat to either side of the border to evade prosecution (Adeola 6-7). 

The connivance of unscrupulous security officials at the border post, 

permeable nature of the borders and mass youth unemployment contribute 

to criminalize the cross-border exchange. 

 However, the phenomenon of globalisation has not just contributed 

to the extension of cross-border trading circuits; it has forced the operators 

to restructure in order to remain competitive. In some cases, reduction in 

price disparities have squeezed profits, thereby provoking a decline in 

cross-border flows in a range of local agricultural commodities, and driving 

out many small-scale cross-border operators (Egg and Igue 34). These 

developments have been met with shifts from declining cross-border 

activities into those with greater promise, and with new strategies to 
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combat the impact of liberalization on profit margins. Some commentators 

have argued that these pressures are encouraging a shift into criminal 

activities as traders and the unemployed search for new sources of profit 

(MacGaffey and Bazenguissa-Ganga 43, Allen 34; Bach 535). This process 

has tended to stimulate rather than eliminate informal activities across the 

borderlands, creating the need for a more systematic analysis of its impact 

on cross-border economic organisation. Three features of globalisation have 

played a significant role in promoting the expansion of cross-border flows 

in the Nigeria-Benin border region and by extension, West Africa.  

First, the imposition of global liberal policy framework of 

deregulation and privatization lies behind the changing economic policies 

of nation-states. The implications of this trend have been to facilitate the 

expansion of cross-border trade;  

Secondly, rapid technological advancement in transport and 

communications has further contributed to the development of cross- 

border trade by facilitating the operation, consolidation and extension of 

cross-border trading networks. They have improved interaction with 

overseas contacts, as well as facilitating the establishment of formal 

commercial relations with overseas firms. In other words, the official 

complications of ordering and arranging shipments have been greatly 

reduced by the globalisation of communication and information 

technology. Using telephones, faxes, the internet, and electronic banking, 

cross-border operators can place orders, arrange delivery and remit 

payments for international goods without passing through regulated 

channels or having to resort to developing personal contacts abroad. 

However, because of the limited availability and often poor quality of 

communications infrastructure in the Nigeria-Benin border area, the 

growing role of modern telecommunications and information technology 

in cross-border activities tends to reinforce the comparative advantage of 

large-scale urban-based participants relative to small-scale rural 

participants. 
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Thirdly, the growth of global financial markets which derives from 

the fusion of advances in communications technology with financial 

deregulation, has made a powerful contribution to the development of 

cross-border trade. Not only has it increased the ease with which payments 

can be made by cross-border traders to their overseas suppliers, it has also 

facilitated access to foreign exchange with which to purchase imports or 

engage in currency speculation. Interestingly, reduced levels of monitoring 

of financial transactions, combined with the increased speed of 

international currency movements has reduced both the risk and the 

turnover time of cross-border activities (Meagher 10-11).  

It is important to emphasize that the increasing globalisation of 

transport, finance and communications combined with the liberalization of 

commodity and financial markets, have both facilitated and instigated the 

expansion of intercontinental operations among a wider trading network. 

In the process too, it has squeezed profit margins and motivated several 

local networks to bypass their better connected middlemen and enter 

directly into the global trading network (Meagher 12). In spite of the 

successes recorded in the global dynamics, border populations and criminal 

elements who have little access to major parallel currency markets normally 

located in the urban centres, are still likely to depend on export-import 

circuits in their cross-border trading activities. For example, in Nigeria, the 

Hausa-Fulani networks have expanded from trade based predominantly on 

relations with Maradi, Niamey and Cotonou, to direct trading links with 

Belgium, Dubai and Indonesia, increasingly bypassing their Igbo and 

Lebanese suppliers, who throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, played a 

major role in supplying the re-export depots of Cotonou and Lome (Forest 

86). 

Nevertheless, the fortunes of the nation-state in contemporary global 

system is being threatened by pressures of globalisation, which advocates 

for a borderless world. In the African cross-border trade however, M.O. 

Bonchuk has indicated clearly that attention has been focused almost 

exclusively on the role of the pressures from the grassroots, which are seen 
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to reflect popular rejection of colonial borders and post-colonial state. This 

argument has a primordial implication because “globalisation violate 

ethnically defined boundaries and traditional forms of economic 

organisation, while nation-states are plagued by an indigenous propensity 

to corruption and clientelist forms of organisation” (Bonchuk 10). Within 

this perspective, the argument is portrayed as an official recognition of 

pressures from the grassroots, as border populations attempt to cut-off the 

inappropriate and enfeebled institutions of the nation-state so as to become 

integrated into the wider economic opportunities of the global market. 

Unfortunately, the thrust of this argument has more to do with ideology 

and African stereotype than the reality, not only is the will of the grassroots 

deduced without reference to social differentiation, economic constraints or 

the politics of mobilization, but almost no attention is paid to the role of the 

powerful external forces of globalisation in the disruption and dismantling 

of the nation-state capacity (Meagher 13). 

Against the backdrop of globalisation thesis, the centripetal forces 

unleashed by globalisation have been linked not to spontaneous social 

impulse or pre-existing state incapacity, but to the deliberate dismantling 

of the developmental state. But whatever their deficiencies, the post-

colonial African state had managed to maintain some hold on political and 

economic loyalties and delivery of at least some material benefits to the 

citizenry (Meagher 13). Therefore, the increasing role of cross-border trade 

in social regulation derives more from a lack of alternative in the official 

economy than from any over-riding allegiance to forms of economic or 

political organisation defined by family, ethnic or kinship ties, hence, the 

state collusion (Bonchuk 12). 

The second perspective why the state cannot wish away its 

collaborative tendencies relates to the image of cross-border trade as an 

activity carried out in complete negation to colonial borders and against the 

nation-state existence. On this score, evidence from extant studies has 

demonstrated that the organisation and survival of cross-border trade 

depends on the existence of borders and the complicity of the state (Asiwaju 
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12; Bonchuk 13; Flynn 316). Borders in this instance are regarded by the 

border-impacted populations not as barriers to their activities, but as 

corridors of opportunity, where policy and disparities or protectionist 

barriers can be turned into profits (Bonchuk 13). In other words, apart from 

agitating for their dissolution, both the state and the grassroots border 

populations are fully conscious of the importance of borders to the 

profitability of their cross-border economic activities (Meagher 13; Blum 6). 

Indeed, the state itself is more a collaborator than an opponent in 

cross-border flows. First, successful accumulation through cross-border 

channels is highly dependent on connections and collaboration with state 

officials. Outright evasion of the state controls and border posts defines the 

activities of small-scale businesses where quantities of merchandise are 

small enough to allow for concealment (Lambert). A second level of state 

involvement is the role the state as the ‘arbiter’ of the distribution of rent 

from illicit cross-border activities. In the face of declining state control of 

resources for patronage and social welfare provision, allowing certain 

groups to participate in, or even monopolize, various lines of parallel 

economic activity remains an important means of maintaining loyalty 

(Meagher 14). But as analysts have argued, with case studies like the 

Mourides of Senegal, the Hausa and Lebanese traders of Nigeria and the 

Lebanese traders in Cote d’Ivoire, are all captains of cross-border 

commercial activity, and are not sources of threats to the state, but pillars 

of support (Meagher 14). 

 

Cross-Border Trade and Implications for Human Security 

 The concept of security is inherently linked border management and 

national security. Security remains the platform upon which the political 

objective of the state is institutionalised. Security in whatever form is a 

standard measurement of the viability of any nation-state. A state of 

heightened security means, a threat has arisen, and the very existence of 

that nation-state is in a flux. Security is categorized into two broad 

perspectives namely traditional and human security. While the traditional 
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conception views security in the realist construct in which the referent 

object is the state. The dominant ideology of this thought reached it feverish 

pitch during the era of the cold war, when nation-states strongly believed 

in the concept of balance of power among states in the east-west divides 

(Eselebor 3). Nation-states were deemed to be rational entities driven by the 

desire for absolute power which manifested its ugly consequences by 

scramble for territories, spheres of influence and other clandestine activities 

least beneficial to mankind (Walt 212). 

 Human security is an emerging concept and it is aligned to current 

thought about global security, with emphasis on human safety and 

survival. It is antagonistic to the traditional/militarist approach to security. 

Human security emphasizes that the referent object should be the 

individual, where the integrity of mankind is upheld (Eselebor 4). It was 

first conceptualised in the Human Development Report of 1994 and focuses 

on a range of non-military threats to nation-states and individuals, such as 

violence, environmental degradation and that transcends national 

boundaries (Olawale 167). Although, it exact meaning remains disputed, it 

stipulates a people-centred development approach. However, in designing 

migration and border policies, traditional security concept still prevail with 

the human security element insufficiently conceptualised. This clearly 

illustrated by the stigmatization and illegalization of informal cross-border 

trade and the state’s reaction in complete border closure as a main strategy 

to curb cross-border criminal activities (Blum 8), is a negation of the 

ECOWAS protocol. 

 According to Ismail Olawale, the ECOWAS peace and security 

framework captures the human security component, but trans-border 

security in the sub-region is inadequately reflected in its implementation. 

In principle, Olawale argues, there exists sufficient provisions in ECOWAS 

documents that guarantees the rights of ECOWAS citizens to mobility and 

security (167). The principle of free movement of people is laid out in both 

Articles (2) and (27) of the ECOWAS Treaty which forms one of its cardinal 

objectives. The Protocol relating to Free Movement of Persons, Residence 
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and Establishment and its four Supplementary Protocols - all ratified by 

both Benin and Nigeria - contain detailed rights of Community citizens. 

They allow them to enter, reside, and establish in the territory of all Member 

States. Moreover, bilateral agreements have been signed between the two 

countries concerning border management, resulting for example in the 

“Fire for Fire” cooperation, where security forces from both countries 

perform common anti-piracy patrols along their common sea border.  

Security provisions, including human security aspects, are 

integrated in the regional legal corpus and are applicable to both countries. 

However, the everyday experiences of travelers and traders crossing the 

border are highly contradictory to these legal stipulations. The behavior of 

security officials, who – in some cases systematically – violate these 

provisions, is crucial in this respect. It is the lack of implementation of an 

existing legal framework, which theoretically provides for human security 

in the border region, that is the main challenge and creates such difficulties 

for citizens at the border. The enforcement of free mobility is the 

responsibility of the member states that are usually more willing to sign 

treaties and agreements than willing to (and/or being capable of) 

implementing their contents. 

The various aspects of cross border flows pose several challenges to 

security. They do not only challenge the state system by circumventing its 

control and threatening its institutions, but also put the border people at 

risk. They are the ones exposed to the increasing insecurity in border 

crossing. In the Nigeria-Benin border corridor, border traders encounter 

many difficulties due to lack of effective and safe public transport at their 

disposal, and often travelling by night and through marshlands, where 

gangs are waiting to intercept arriving convoys of goods. According to 

Willie Eselebor, the real problem of security in the Nigeria-Benin border 

region is vertically conceptualised, where no single agency has the 

authority to make decisions for public safety or efficient and effective 

management of security at the borders (10). For Eselebor, too many agencies 

with duplicated and overlapping functions operate at Seme border 
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pursuing divergent and sometimes conflicting goals without unity of 

command.  

The Joint Nigeria-Benin Border Patrol operates with at least two 

commands and none is subordinate to the other. Though cohesion and 

unity of command operates as internal mechanism within specific agencies 

like the Police, Immigration, Customs, etc., harmony of overall national 

objectives continue to remain elusive in attempts at border security and 

management; for no agency is willing to subordinate its authority to 

another (Eselebor 10). Therefore, the span of control is lost, thus 

compromising the overall peace and security objectives border 

management. As a consequence of lack of vertical dimensional structure at 

the Nigeria-Benin border region, common clichés one hears on approaching 

the border post that further confirms the struggle for span of control include 

such as “Custom controlled areas,” for Customs; “gatekeepers,” for 

Immigration; “security zone or baggage,” for the police and army, are 

commonly used by all (Afolayan 12).   

There currently two functional and jointly managed international 

borders between Nigeria and Benin. The Seme border on the Beninese 

territory, while Idiroko is on the Nigerian side. The Seme border present 

challenges in terms of policing due to the complex arrangements in which 

the Beniniose authorities are resistant to joint sharing of facilities (Eselebor 

11). It may seem an irony that Nigeria security checks and clearance are 

conducted on the Beniniose territory, and further subjected to counter 

checks before crossing into Nigeria. This development seems untidy and it 

hinders integration. But the greatest challenge arises largely from linguistic 

differences and disconnect between Anglophone Nigeria and Francophone 

Benin. The sharing of vital information between the two security regimes is 

almost non-existent. To that extent, Benin has continued has continued to 

remain a sanctuary for transnational criminal networks and the database 

on cross-border criminal activities in its common borders with Nigeria have 

remained largely restricted, there constituting a serious security challenge 

to transborder security management in the border region. 
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Conclusion 

 The creation of security zones in border regions especially in the 

post-cold war era is continuous process both at the grassroots and the state-

centric spatial levels of analysis. Border security equation appears dynamic 

and responding to the global trends of a borderless world system. 

Achieving a comprehensive understanding of the dynamics of border 

security requires a combination of both top-down and bottom-up 

approaches. While the general framework of effective border security is 

obviously pressurized through the processes of globalisation, the process 

challenges the hitherto concept of cross-border interaction from both ends 

and produces outcomes mostly unexpected.  

The influx of illegal goods and undesirable immigrants into Nigeria, 

have and are still producing serious security threats, leading to social 

dislocation and pressure on our national security, and even the border 

communities. There is an urgent need for a revision of operational control 

strategy of Nigeria’s borders to focus on building constrain to interdict 

illegal border crossings overland, air and sea. This strategy should involve 

strong legislations with no escape clauses for criminals, and should by 

dynamic, competitive and flexible to allow for constant re-engineering to 

counter new threats. This new strategy must seek to disrupt the flow 

pattern quickly. A mix of combat in the land, air and sea can suffice, because 

experience has shown that criminals’ best know how to shift grounds if the 

battle is tough on a particular arena. 

Finally, granted that human security demands are made more on the 

state-states and the international system than envisaged, the nation-state is 

still very active despite influence of the civil societies in prompting actions 

based on non-military approaches to security. Human security addresses 

more grassroots problems as well as global issues such as environmental 

issues and pandemics. It is therefore concluded that unless people have 

peace in their daily lives, peace would continue to elude to society.  

Rethinking and formulating the notion of security requires a more 
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comprehensive conceptualization of the issues that are capable of 

addressing fears, hunger and death of humans.  
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