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Abstract 

M igration, which is a recurrent pattern in human history, is an 
important part of the agenda of ECOWAS with regard to the formal 
agreement on 'Free Movement of Persons, Rights of Residence and 

Establishment' within the West African region. The emphasis is placed on the 
incorporation of surrounding states within the framework of policies as 
developed at the level of ECOWAS. Migration is viewed as both a problem and 
strength for development in both the receiving and sending states. The 
migratory phenomena are still at the phase of exceptional expansion , that 
tend to generalize over the region ofWestAfrica that are divided into zones of 
immigration . The massive wave of migration especially from the Sahelian 
areas to the hub of economic activities in the urban centres and coastal areas 
can be attributed to the collapse of agriculture, perennial drought and famine, 
as well as civil wars and political crisis, which have led to the movements of 
millions of people from their homes to other countries. In some countries, it 
also coincided with the unexpected expansion of manufacturing sector 
activities, which have pulled majority of these migrants from within and 
outside. Politically, some migrants constitute a political force that threatens 
the national security of the receiving states. In this age of migration, the 
patterns of migration within this region shall be discussed under the reason 
people move and security implications oftheir movement in the nation- states 
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of West Africa. The paper will outline the 
contemporary development of migration as 
a foreign policy issue among the member 
states ,and assess the implications of these 
developments for the ECOWAS's identity as 
an international actor. 

Introduction 
In Africa, the movement of people, 

across national, regional and continental 
borders is a phenomenon that can be referred 
to as human migration. This phenomenon is 
historically linked to important features of the 
socio-cultural, economic and political lives of 
the people. There is a widespread intra­
regional migration within the ECOWAS 
m~mber States. Migration issues are shrouded 
by speculations and sentiments. The major 
motives for current migration within West 
Africa could be attributed to the lack of job 
opportunities evidenced by the high 
unemployment rates, lingering issues of 
endemic corruption an,d perspectives for self­
development and persecution, conflict and 
insecurity. Within the West African region, 
extreme vulnerability which includes 
illnesses and disabilities, exploitation are 
experienced by a number of migrants. These 
are rarely documented and the human security 
challenges remain largely unaddressed. Also, 
there are concerns that are related to the 
generally degrading residence and work 
conditions experienced by migrants, refugees 
and asylum seekers, which are facing 
discrimination and regular assaults on other 
fundamental rights. Hence, migration issues 
have become the focus of attention among the 
member States of origin and destination in the 
ECOWAS region. The migratory flows, 
features, trends and processes are more 
complex and diverse consequences in the 
migrants and the countries of origin, transit 
and destination within the region. According 
to Barclay (2009), these consequences impact 
on the development of opportunities for and 

constraints to peace, security, political 
advancement and socio-economic growth and 
human development. 

Historical Antecedents of Migration in 
West Africa 

There has been the existence of 
African Kingdoms and other social dynamic 
Africa social organizations before the arrival 
of European explorers in the 15th Century, 
According to MSU (2000), several places in 
Africa which also include Egyptian and Nubia 
Kingdoms in Northern Africa, the Ghana, 
Mali and Songhai Kingdoms in West Africa, 
the Zulu and Rhodesia Kingdoms in Southern 
Africa, the Axum and Buganda Kingdoms in 
East Africa, and other lesser Kingdoms, 
experience rich dynamic interactions which 
were obvious through the exchanges of 
goods, services, ideas and people through 
migration over a period of time. De Haas 
(2007), describes the nature of migration as 
nomadic or semi-nomadic movements over 
relatively long distances which were common 
especially among the herdsmen. During such 
period, frequent conflicts between tribal 
groups over natural resources and the control 
over trade routes were associated with the 
regular uprooting, movement and 
resettlement of people. 

Pre-Colonial Era Migration 
The Pre-Colonial migration is also 

referred to as the Bantu Migration. Guthrie 
( 1970), traces the historical homeland of the 
Bantu language family to the modem-day 
area of Nigeria and Cameroon, Congo, and 
Niger. The influx of people into Eastern, 
Western, and Southern Africa began thousand 
of years ago with the creation of different 
dialects, physical types, and social customs 
through their assimilation of various groups 
along their migration routes. Also for 
instance, in Nigeria, Fadayomi and Toure 
(1992), are of the view ··that . .throughout 
history, Nigerians have been engaged· in 
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migration across borders of the West African 
sub-region: In the Pre-colonial period, there 
were intensive migratory movements 
dominated by •'long-distance trade and 
warfare. 

There is a disagreement among the 
historians as to the reasons for migration of 
the Bantu speaking peoples. Some historians 
attributed the reason for migration to rapid 
population growth that resulted in a shortage 
ofland and others point to the development of 
centralized kingdoms. Whatever the reasons 
for migration in this era, the migrants left with 
new skills that changed the economic, social, 
political practices to their new destinations. 
MSU (2000), describes the migration as 
inclusive of growing of crops and 
domestication of animals, the skill of mining 
and smelting metal, and methods of forging 
tools and weapons from copper, bronze, and 
iron. In addition, the migrants brought with 
them new ideas of social and political 
knowledge that resulted in the development of 
many important kingdoms in the East and 
Southern Africa. 

Colonial Era Migration 
There is a difference between 

colonial-induced migrations. The migration is 
dependent on the massive movement of 
people and goods within African colonies and 
between the colonies and Europe since 1885. 
Adepoju (2005), notes that "colonial regimes 
altered the motivation and composition of 
introducing and enforcing various blend of 
political and economic structures, imposing 
tax regimes and establishing territorial 
boundaries". 

The regimes employed various 
economic and recruitment policies which 
included compulsory contract and forced 
labour legislation and agreements to stimulate 
regional labour migration during the colonial 
era. According to MSU (200), these 
movements resulted in the growth of large 
urban areas, but they also have a negative 

impact on many rural areas where able-bodied 
men were forced to leave their home areas to 
work in mines and on large farms, whereby 
leaving families and communities with a 
shortage of labour to produce food and other 
goods necessary for survival. It should be 
noted that historical evidence suggests that 
many of the regions of rural Africa suffered 
economically as a result of labour migration 
during the colonial era. 

Post-Colonial Era Migration 
Intra- Africa migration during the 

Post-colonial period has evolved into a 
dynamic occurrence, which Konseiga(2005), 
describes as "a complex grid of relations and 
interdependence". The gradual development 
of this dynamic migration occurrence in the 
Post -colonial era began with the same reason 
as the Pre-colonial migration. Adepoju 
(2005), is of the view that people move 
between and among different African 
geographic areas in search ofbetter economic 
opportunities and living conditions. 
Currently, while taking into consideration 
variance in the economic status of individual 
African countries, people tend to move from 
countries with fewer opportunities to those 
with more opportunities largely for 
employment and other income generating 
activities. According to Adepoju (2006), 
return migration, circular migration, labour 
migration and commercial migration are 
distinctive features of current migration in 
West African region. The movement within 
Africa which also includes inter-regional 
migration is also influenced by the facilitative 
and disruptive effects of globalization. 
Globalisation has impacted on the increased 
availability of and use of modern 
transportation and communication systems, 
which inform the migration process with 
resultant easier and faster movement of 
people. The impact of globalization in this 
period has also excluded virtually an 
increasing number of people from economic 
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participation. This exclusion has contributed 
to high incidence of poverty and other 
migratory 'push' factors that are believed to 
have intensified emigration. 

'Vithin the West African region, 
people migrate due to involuntary and 
voluntary circumstances. The voluntary 
movements are largely due to forced 
circumstances such as escape from civil wars 
(e.g. during the Biafran-Nigerian Civil war), 
Ivory Coast, Sierra Leone and Liberia civil 
wars, other political upheavals like the natural 
resources struggles in Darfur, in Sudan, 
political and ethnic persecution and human 
rights violations as well as severe 
environmental degradation and natural 
disasters (e.g. the famine crises in Niger · .. 
Republic) 

It is pertinent to note that migration 
within the region is propelled by various 
reasons which include the quest for security 
(which may be personal or group), 
professional advancement in profession, and 
increment in income through hired labour, 
trade, commerce, environmental condition, 
and better living conditions. 

Conceptualisation 
In the literature on migration, the first 

scholarly contribution to migration consisted 
of two articles by the 19'h Century geographer 
Ravenstein (1885), in which he formulated 
the "laws of migration". Migration was seen 
as an inseparable part of development, and he 
asserted that the major causes of migration 
were economic. Skeldon ( 1997), describes 
migration patterns as been assumed to be 
influenced by factors such as distance and 
population densities . This is the perspective, 
in which people are expected to move from 
low income to high income areas, and from 
densely to sparsely populated areas and this is 
the underlying assumption of 'Push-Pull' 
theories. 

The definition of migration is 
ambiguous. Migration means different thing 

to different people. Tavern (1996) is of the 
opinion that people in different situations may 
or may not be migrants, depending on the 
definition accepted. For instance, it is 
customary to classify persons who move 
within a political or administrative unit ·as 
local movers, but not as migrants. In this 
definition, a migrant must actually move 
across definite area boundaries within that 
country, even if the migrant only moves 
across a street in the process. In essence, a 
local mover may go a hundred miles or more 
within the same large local district and may 
not be classified as a migrant. Other type of 
mobile persons who frequently present 
classification difficulties are seasonal or 
temporary, contract migrants or guest worker, 
forced migrants, commuters, and internal 
refugees 

Mora and Taylor (2006), define, 
migration as the result of individuals and 
households weighing the utility that is 
attainable under different migration regimes 
with the utility from not migrating. A 
migration regime in this context is defined as a 
combination of place; the place implies the 
village of origin in case of non-migration, 
internal migration destinations, or foreign 
destinations, and sector of employment 
incommensurability issues and associated 
disciplinary divisions. 

Mabogunje (1970), who propounded 
migration system theory, by borrowing from 
the Systems Theory, defines migration system 
as a set of places linked by flows and counter 
flows of people, goods services, information, 
which tend to facilitate exchange further, 
including migration, between places. In this 
analysis, the importance of feedback 
mechanism is stressed, through which 
information about migrants' reception and 
progress at the country of destination is 
transmitted back to the place of origin. This 
may further encourage migration. The 
assumption of this theory is that migration 
alters the social, cultural, economic, and 

317 



A Conceptual Analysis of Migration in the Context of National Security in West Africa 

institutional conditions at both . the sending 
and receiving countries, which has to do with 
the entire developmental space within which 
migrat~on processes operate. Whereas· 
network theory mainly focuses on the vital 
role of personal relations between migrants 
and non-migrants, and the way this social 
capital facilitates, perpetuates and transforms 
migration processes, migration systems 
theory goes beyond this point in stressing that 
migration not only affects and is affected by 
the direct social environment of migrants, but 
restructures the entire societal - or 
"developmental" - context of the concrete 
spaces in which migration takes place, both at 
the receiving and sending countries de Haas 
(2008), notes that the current policy and 
scholarly discourses do emphasise on 
migration, remittances and transnational 
engagement as self-help development "from 
below" also shift attention away from the 
relevance of structural constraints and the 
important role states and other institutions 
play in shaping favourable general conditions 
for social and economic development to 
occur: This raises the fundamental question 
whether the recent shift towards optimistic 
views reflects a veritable change in 
(increasingly transnationally framed) 
migration-development interactions, the use 
of other methodological and analytical tools, 
or is rather the deductive echo of a general 
paradigm shift from dependency and state­
centrist to neoliberal and neoclassical views 
in general. The historical structuralists have 
criticized neo-classical migration theory, 
stating that individuals do not have a free 
choice, because they are fundamentally 
constrained by structural forces. Their 
argument is based on the assumption that 
rather than a matter of free choice, people are 
forced to move because traditional economic 
structures have been undermined as a result of 
their incorporation into the global political 
economic system. Through these processes, 
rural populations become increasingly 

deprived of their traditional livelihoods, and 
these uprooted populations become part of the 
urban proletariat to the benefit of those core 
areas that rely on cheap (immigrant) labour. 

Also, there have some criticisms of 
historical structuralists for being too 
determinist and rigid in their thinking in 
viewing individuals as victims or "pawns" 
that passively adapt to macro-forces, thereby 
largely ruling out individual agency. de Haas 
(2008) points out the lack of theoretical 
rootedness and largely descriptive nature of 
much empirical work has haunted the 
improvement of theories. As a result of the 
general lack of a common theoretical thread, 
most empirical work on migration- especially 
from outside migration economics - remains 
isolated, scattered, and theoretically 
underexplored. Real progress in the 
understanding of the factors determining the 
fundamental heterogeneity of migration and 
development interactions is only possible if 
more empirical work is designed to test 
theoretically derived hypotheses and, hence, 
to improve the generalized understanding of 
migration-development interactions in order 
to be able to assess the security implications of 
migration in the countries of destination of the 
migrants. 

Transnational Perspectives of Migration 
on Issue ofN ational Security 

De Haas (2005), raises the issue of de 
facto transnationalisation of migrants' lives 
which challenge assimilationist models of 
migration integration, as well as the modernist 
political construct of the nation-state and 
citizenship .. The implication is that of clear­
cut dichotomies of'origin' or 'destination' and 
categories such as 'permanent', 'temporary', 
and 'return' migration are increasingly 
difficult to sustain in a world in which the 
lives of migrants are characterized by 
circulation and simultaneous commitment to 
two or more countries. 

There has been an assumption that the 
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integration of migrants would coincide with 
gradual loosening of ties with their countries 
of origin .. According to de Haas (2008), this 
erosion of ties explains much of the prior 
pessimism on the sustainability of .. 
remittances as well as the fact that migrants' 
contribution to the development of their 
countries of origin was typically linked to 
return migration. This assertion has been 
proved otherwise because many migrant 
groups maintain strong transnational ties over 
sustained periods. Their connection with the 
countries of origin is sustained through 
telecommunication, holiday visits and 
pendular or circular migration patterns. 

From the perspective of national 
security of both the countries of origin and 
destination, Ammassari and Black (2001), 
state that migration may constrain 
development of the countries of origin 
through brain drain phenomenon that 
adversely affects the quality ofhuman capital. 
Migration can also cause general labour 
depletion, rural exodus, and social 
inequalities and reduced service delivery 
capacity as well as engender over­
dependency on remittance, among other. The 
argument goes further that economic 
remittances do not necessarily yield a positive 
developmental impact as they may be used for 
consumption rather than investment 
purposes. In addition, the large flow of 
remittance could generate spiral inflation. 

In the some countries of destination 
and transit, the migration security risks 
include the potential undermining of local 
wages, loss of jobs to migrants and 
deterioration in working conditions. In 
African Union (2006), it is argued that 
migration "can have serious negative 
consequences for states and migrants' well­
being including potential destabilizing effects 
on national and regional security and 
jeopardizing inter-state relations and tensions 
between host communities and migrants and 
give rise to xenophobia, discrimination and 

other social pathologies". In addition, other 
risk association with migration in the 
countries of destination and transit is the 
escalation in the cost of providing public 
befits and services .to the people. It is argued 
that these factors have potential and real 
negative consequences for socio-economic 
and political development, peace and 
stability. In the discourses on the issue of 
national security, it should be emphasized that 
the challenges to security and its protectors 
have become complex but nation-states, to a 
great extent remain the fundamental purveyor 
of security. 

Migration and Foreign Policy 
There are links between international 

migration in its various forms and foreign 
policy. 

Weiner (1993 ), is of the opinion that 
international migration has gained 
prominence on the agenda of heads of 
governments and various inter-governmental 
organisations, thereby becoming a important 
issue of "high politics". It is no longer 
confined to the realms of humanitarianism, 
labour market and social integration 
concerns. 

In both developing and developed 
countries, governments, public opinion, 
media, and scholars perceive international 
migration as a threat to national, regional and 
global stability. Collinson (2000), notes that 
migration has the propensity to feature 
prominently in connection with a variety of 
broader security issues because it fits together 
closely with a number of deepening concerns 
about national, regional and global economic, 
political and strategic environment. 

On the contrary, international 
migration was also considered as the 
peripheral to analysing foreign policy. It 
belonged to the domain of "low politics" 
Miller andPapademetriou (1983) observe that . ~ 
the underlying assumption with regard to the : 
fundamental nature of foreign policy has left 
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migration . matters outside the traditional 
focus of foreign policy analysis in the way 
that the foreign policy significance of energy, 
finance, and political terrorism issues were 
long underestimated. 

But in the mid-late 1990s, according 
to Hollifield (2000), the discipline of 
international relations began to recognize the 
dramatic effects that international movements 
can pose on the security and foreign policy of 
states. 

According to Castles (2000), migrants 
are classified into certain categories, and seek 
to encourage certain types of mobility while 
restricting others. What then are the states 
actions at the domestic level in adjusting or 
influencing movement of people? Weiner 
(1985), develops three propositions that have 
relevance to this question and these include 
the relations between states are often 
influenced by the actions or inactions 
regarding international migration. The second 
proposition has to do with how states affect 
international migration by the rules they 
create regarding the means of leaving and 
going into the country. States in international 
system take into consideration the actions of 
other states in determining policies they are to 
pursue with regard to international migration 
of people. The third proposition refers to 
international migrants often become a 
political force in the country of residence. The 
level of their relationship with the politics of 
the receiving country and the political 
relationship with the country of their origin 
has become relevant factors in the adoption of 
policies that affect the two countries. 

In furtherance of the nexus between 
international migration and international 
relations, Weiner (1985), is of the view that 
the rules of entry and exit are important 
variables influencing the direction, 
composition and magnitude of international 
migration. Four clusters of variables that 
shape international migrations are identified 
which include and are characterized as 

differential variables as differences in 
employment rates, differences in land prices, 
and differences in degree days . The second 
group of variables is spatial, such as distance 
and transportation costs. A third group can be 
identified as affinity variables, such as 
religion, culture, language, and kinship 
networks. And the fourth cluster refers to the 
access variables which are the entry and exit 
rules. These clusters are of concern to both 
academics and practitioners because 
differential and spatial variables are usually 
concern of economists; spatial variables are 
of particular interest to geographers; affinity 
variables attract the interest of sociologists 
and anthropologists; and access variables are 
of concern to the political scientists and 
students of international relations. Therefore, 
it is necessary to agree with the assertion that 
access variables affect both international 
migration and international relations because 
the congruence or incongruence of rules 
between states will influence the patterns of 
international cooperation and conflict. Also, 
the rules are often shaped by relations 
between states. 

Conclusion 
While considering the overall 

migration phenomenon and linkages to 
national security issues, it should be noted that 
one can not easily draw general conclusions 
with validity to every situation. Massey et al 
(1993), suggests a reason which has to do with 
weaknesses of the theoretical base for the 
migration-development nexus. Ammassari 
and Black (200 1 ), state that the difficulty may 
also be attributed to dynamic and complex 
processes that characterise both migration and 
development processes which vary across 
time and space, and can be considered from 
very differ~nt perspectives, including short­
term and long-term. It should be emphasized 
that migration has both negative and positive 
impact, despite the difficulty in generalizing 
the context in which these impacts are 
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manifested. This impact depends on the 
political, economic, legal, social 
environments where the migration takes 
place, and also the resources, personality and 
behaviour of the individual migrants. Within 
the context ECOWAS member states, it 
should be emphasized that formulation of 
policies requires adequate statistical data of 
migrant to their countries and emigrants from 
their countries, and other reliable 
information, as well as rigorous analytical 
policy -oriented research in order to have 
evidence-based policy formulation. At the 
regional level, there is need for political 
commitment, a common position, 
harmonization of policies and shared 
responsibility among all member states intra­
regionally. 
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