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Abstract: This article examines the phenomenon of town-twinning be-tween 
Idiroko (Nigeria) and Igolo (Benin). While transboundary town twinning is the 
integration of settlements across distinct state territo-ries—an emerging pattern 
of borderland urban evolution—this seems to be a new impact of the colonially 
determined borders in West Africa. Despite the challenges posed by the 
partition of West African culture ar-eas, town twinning has more recently 
turned into an established form of regional integration based on a “bottom-up” 
rather than “top-down” approach in the region. Using qualitative methodology 
based on de-scriptive analysis of oral interviews, government records, 
geographical data, as well as diverse literature, this paper uncovers the role of 
“bor-derlanders” in negotiating borders through increased non-state transna-
tional sociospatial cooperation and networking. Apart from altering the 
traditional state-centric territoriality, this new development may entail broader 
economic and socio-political implications in the region. 
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This study examines the nexus between space and society in West Africa using the 
Nigeria–Benin borderlands as a case study. Indeed, governmental institutions in the 
region have used the state as the major unit of policy formulation thereby 
implementing regulations from “above” rather than from “below.” As observed by 
Asiwaju, the top-to-bottom approach has “deprived African regional integration 
process the opportunity of a solid foundation in the mass of socio-economic 
integrative realities that operate with vigor below state and officialdom, making 
projects like ECOWAS, as it were, castles in the air!” (2010, p. 137). In this 
regard, border policies in West Africa are unrealistically dominated by 
governmental preferences rather than the people. This is especially so in such 
critical domains as the strategically located state periphery.  
 

 



Studies have shown that in such areas where there is under representation of the 
state, the more vibrant and the more enduring networks of social and economic 
relations thrive in a transnational space (Asiwaju, 1984, 1985, 2001; Baud & 
Van-Schendel, 1997; Coplan, 2010; Faleye, 2014; Nugent, 2008, 2012; Walther, 
Howard & Retaille, 2015). In advancing this discourse, this study examines 
border-land dynamics from the experience of the partitioned people themselves 
using space as a unit of analysis. This work, therefore, provides a tangible 
examination of the bordering process and how it impacts on society overtime. 
 

 

Explaining transboundary town-twinning 
 
Transboundary town-twinning exemplifies regionalization of settlements. Twin 
towns are a special case of two towns located in close geographic proximity and then 
growing into each other over time. Indeed, the craving for larger and more 
productive entities is bound to stimulate the quest for mergers. In the international 
perspective, the term “twin towns” or “twin cities” has been used to show 
cooperative agreements between cit-ies, towns, and even counties that are not 
neighbors but are located at a considerable distance and even in separate countries to 
promote eco-nomic, commercial, and cultural ties (Stephen, 2008). Most town-
twinning occurs between cities with similar historical, social, economic, and polit-
ical heritage and situation. There are double towns that aim at cooperation and 
supplementing each other, and town couples that often compete with each other. 
However, double towns interlocked by historical heritage prior to bifurcation are 
often seen as real twins (Joennienni & Serguine, 2011; Schultz, 2009). As observed 
by Arreola (1996), twinning is inevitably transnational and international. It 
contributes in varying degrees to the formation of commonality reaching beyond 
national configurations.  

In Europe, twinning has a recognized position as part of European 
integration and is officially supported by the European Union through the 
“Europe for Citizens” program, the Council of European Municipali-ties and 
Regions (CEMR), and the City Twins Association (CTA) focuses on fostering 
active European citizenship through integration of the twin border towns and 
cities. This encourages mutual cooperation in the area of city administration, 
industrialization, labor mobility, socio-cultural, economic, and political 
development. In this way, twinning, more than a 



tool to promote peace and stability in the region, enhances a single Euro-pean 
identity and citizenship (CEMR, 2014; Joennienni & Serguine, 2011; Schultz, 
2009). Eurocities constitutes a network consisting of major Euro-pean cities. It 
brings together the local governments of 130 large cities in 35 European 
countries. The network’s activities address a wide range of policies concerning 
economic development and cohesion policy, the pro-vision of public services, 
climate change, energy, transport, employment, culture, education, information, 
and knowledge society as well as gover-nance and international cooperation 
(Eurocities, 2015).  

Currently, there are four formally established city-pairs in North-ern 
Europe: Tornio and Haparanda, Imatra and Svetogorsk, Narva and Ivangorod, 
and Valga and Valka. The need for a border market at the Swedish side of the 
Finnish–Swedish borderland has stimulated the evolution of Haparanda side by 
side with Tornio. The town of Tornio was initially established by the Swedish 
King in 1621 on the western side of the Torne River but was later ceded to the 
Grand Duchy of Finland in 1809. Haparanda (in Sweden) was established in 
1821 as a border market and entrepôt for the exportation of commodities such as 
Timber and furs im-ported from across the arctic maritime borders to the outside 
world (Tor-nio, n.d; Haparanda, n.d.). Tornio and Haparanda presents an 
obvious case of successful twin cities in the Finnish–Swedish borderland, North-
ern Europe (Buursink, 2001; Ehlers, 2001; Joennienni & Serguine, 2011). Other 
cases of transboundary town-twinning in Europe include the case of Brugg, 
Switzerland, and Rottweil, Germany, in 1918 (Zelinsky, 1991). In 1920, town-
twinning was established between Keighley, Great Britain, and Poix du Nord, 
France, as well as between Montbeliard, France, and Ludwigsburg, Germany, in 
the 1950s (Burger & Rahm, 1996; Handley, 2001). In the post-war era, town-
twinning became an effective tool in the process of peace, conflict resolution and 
reconciliation. By 1995, Europe had more than 7,000 bilateral relations 
involving almost 10,000 municipalities (Lucke & Bellocchi, 1997).  

In Asia, the pre-colonial Sino–Vietnamese borderlands were cultural frontiers 
of inter-regional relations. However, state making in the region led to the 
institutionalization of borders which initially acted as barrier to intergroup and 
intragroup relations in the area. The post-colonial period witnessed the 
transformation of these borders from barriers to conduit of opportunities. Indeed, in 
this era, the Sino–Vietnamese borderland witnessed an intense rigidification and 
militarization due to the War of 1979– 1989. Notwithstanding, the globalization of 
neoliberalism impacted on the command regimes of Southeast Asia stimulating 
economic reforms (such as the Doi Moi of 1986) and integrative border policies 
between China and Vietnam since 1991 (Schoenberger & Turner, 2008; Turner, 
2010).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Cross border flows between China and Vietnam has led to the twinning of bor-
der settlements such as Hecou (China) and Lao-cai (Vietnam). Bilateral 
municipal cooperation also developed in Japan with the special activity of 
Japanese local governments (Alger, 2014; Schep, Angenent, Wismans, & 
Hillenius, 1995).  

Examining the catalyst for the growth of twin towns/cities in the US– 
Mexico and South Africa–Lesotho borderlands, Coplan asserts: 
 

This is the primary reason for the particular relation on both the US-Mex-ico and 
SA-Lesotho borders of “twin towns”: municipalities linked by a formal border 
crossing that have developed because of one another. On the US-Mexico border 
these twins include Brownsville/Matamoros, Laredo/Nuevo Laredo, Eagle 
Pass/Piedras Negras, Presidio/Ojinaga, El Paso-Santa Teresa/Ciudad Juarez (a 
triplet city), Columbus/Palomas, Douglas/Agua Prieta, Nogales/Nogales (a Siamese 
twin), Calexico/ Mexi-cali, San Diego/Tĳuana, and several others. On the SA (Free 
State)-Lesotho border, the twins are Fouriesburg/Butha Buthe, Ficksburg/Maputsoe-
Leribe (a triplet), Clocolan/ Teyateyaneng, Ladybrand/Maseru, Wepener/ Mafeteng, 
and Zastron/Mohale’s Hoek. Such parallel development is due not simply to 
commerce of one kind and another, but also to the deter-mining factor of imbalance 
or inequality that makes cross-border neigh-bors at once into friends, kin, and 
enemies. Equalizing these inequalities drives the social economy of a border, where 
the economic lifeline is al-ways based in differential valuation. (2010, p. 57) 

 
While the evolution of town-twinning in the United States–Mexico 

borderlands may be determined by transboundary inequalities, since 1956 twin 
city relationships have been encouraged on a national scale in the United States 
based on Eisenhower’s policy of “people-to-people diplo-macy” (Schep, et al., 
1995; Zelinsky, 1991).  

Social networks serve as conduit for informal reunion of partitioned ethnic 
nationalities in Africa (Asiwaju, 2001; Feyissa & Hoehne, 2010). In East Africa, 
the presence of the Borana, Garri, and Gabra ethnic groups in Kenya and 
Ethiopia has created opportunities for informal cross-border socio-political 
allegiance (Adugna, 2010). For example, Moyale, a mar-ket town partitioned 
between Ethiopia and Kenya provides a rich case of transboundary town-
twinning. The larger portion is in the Oromia Region of Ethiopia and the smaller 
is in Marsabit County, Kenya (Moyale, n.d.). The presence of the Borana ethnic 
group on both sides of the border settlement facilitates intra-ethnic social 
solidarity across Ethiopia and Kenya. As observed by Adugna: 
 

Over the two decades since 1990, many inhabitants of the Ethiopian Moyale town 
had acquired Kenyan identity cards, and were therefore eligible to vote in Kenya. 
To enlarge their constituency, chiefs, councilors 



 
 

and Members of Parliament had to multiply the numbers of their sup-porters. 
So they distributed more ID cards to their kin, regardless of the arbitrary 
international border. (2010, p. 53) 

 
Similarly, the Kenya–Somalia borderland showcases the opportu-nistic 

informal economy of an African international boundary. As noted by Cassanelli 
(2010), trans-border trade rouse primordial social affinities among 
geographically dispersed groups like the Somalis thereby creating social norms 
that serve to regulate economic interests across the Kenya– Somali borderline. 
The residents of Mandera town (Kenya) and its neighbor Baled Hawo (Somalia) 
are largely from the Gurri and Galti Marehean sub-clans of Somalia. This social 
network encourages mutual cooperation in war and trade. As observed by Kore 
(2015), Mandera town serves as a refuge for many Somalis fleeing war from the 
other side of the border. Socio-economically, the livestock market, hospital and 
schools in Mandera are jointly shared across the adjacent border settlements. In 
essence, these borderlanders continue to benefit from inequalities and 
differential valuation across state territories, “ignoring political boundaries in the 
process and threatening to leave their squabbling politicians far behind” (Cas-
sanelli, 2010, pp. 147–148).  

In West Africa, informal trans-border relations between the Hausa settlements 
straddling the border between Niger and Nigeria showcase the vital place of social 
network in regional integration. For example, the affinity between Birnin-N’Konni 
(Niger) and Illela (Nigeria), amongst others, illustrates how ethnic cleavages create 
conduits for informal regional integration in West Africa. In the pre-colonial era, 
Birnin-N’Konni and Illela were Hausa settlements under the Gobir Kingdom 
(Samaila, 2009). However, European imperialism in the nineteenth century 
witnessed the bifurcation of these settlements. While the former fell under French 
rule, the later was administered by the British. Hence, the two settlements developed 
under the trajectory of French and British colonial administrations (Miles, 1994; 
Odihi, 1989). Despite their distinct colonial experience, the two adjacent border 
communities have continued to be united socio-economically. Strategically located 
at the Niger–Nigeria borderland, Birnin-N’Konni and Illela constitute thriving 
border markets for farm pro-duce and petroleum products from Nigeria and re-
export commodities from Benin and Niger as well as a regional hub for currency 
exchange. The urban growth of the area has been attributed to trans-border trade and 
the social affinity pulling economic immigrants in the region (Liman, 2012).  



 
 
While the phenomenon of town-twinning is not necessarily a new de-velopment 
in West Africa, it is being increasingly reestablished under the postcolonial 
system of governance in the region. Idiroko (Nigeria) and Igolo (Benin) are 
Yoruba settlements prior to their partitioning by the co-lonialists. These 
settlements are connected historically and to a large ex-tent complement each 
other socio-economically. The availability of social capital across the borderland 
stimulates social solidarity and makes the borders inherently porous. Hence, the 
border is transformed from a gap to a bridge and a resource for a unified 
agglomeration to emerge. The urban agglomeration of Idiroko and Igolo provide 
a striking example of transboundary town-twinning in West Africa. Whereas, 
this development is encouraged by state actors in Europe and Asia, the case in 
view relies mostly on stimuli derived from social networks across borders in 
West Africa. These circumstances symbolize the dwindling influence of the 
state-centric paradigm in the region. A detailed analysis of this phenome-non is 
the subject of the subsequent section. 
 

 

Transboundary town-twinning and regional 
integration from “below” in West Africa: Idiroko 
(Nigeria) and Igolo (Benin) in perspective 
 
The spatial pattern of societies reflects the various principles that guided its socio-
economic development (Andah, 1995; Lefebvre, 1991). Thus, the settlement history 
of West Africa showcases its dominant system of production, distribution, 
communication, and consumption. Despite the region’s tradition of integration 
through trade and social networks, the colonially determined geographic boundaries 
diverge from this socio-spatial norm with attendant consequences for regional 
development. This study examines the reestablishment of this pre-colonial 
arrangement through informal transboundary town-twinning and its implication in 
the region.  

West Africa witnessed an increased spread of agglomerations going from 125 to 
1,500 units coupled with a shrinking distance of 111 km to 33 km between 1950 and 
2000 (Africapolis, 2009). The rapid densification of already urbanized areas 
characterized by circular migration from rural exodus to urban exodus gained 
momentum since 1980 due to the onset of economic crisis in the region (Potts, 
2012). This trend of urbanization has undermined the colonially determined 
boundaries and has continued in spite of several constraints especially in areas of 
diverse transnational and international intercourse, such as in resourceful maritime 
and landed border towns and cities. This scenario necessitated a series of movements 
from city or state centers to the periphery in search of new opportunities. Thus, a 
variety of informal networks of people evolved in the margins of towns, cities, and 
the state to negotiate formal authority and circumvent the deleterious impacts of 
boundary-making and state regulations. This



 
was the case at the borderlands where homogenous ethnic nationalities 
bifurcated across modern state territories in Nigeria and Benin reenacted their 
pre-colonial heritage as vital resources to negotiate the seemingly unrewarding 
and limited state power at the periphery. This situation is summarized by Flynn 
in his study of identity politics and transboundary trade networks across the 
Yoruba region of Nigeria and Benin as follows: 
 

Unfortunately, political and economic circumstances in the recent history of 
Benin and Nigeria have caused transborder trade to wax and wane in Shabe 
much as the Okpara does. The region has experienced a trend of economic 
decline, beginning with the collapse of the Nigerian cocoa market in the 1970s 
and compounded by structural adjustment programs implemented in both 
countries … One way in which border residents have responded to the 
decreased trade traffic, omnipresent customs guards, and plunging economic 
opportunities is by forging a collective “border identity” based on their 
territorial claims to the region and their perceived right to participate in, and 
profit from transborder trade. (1997, pp. 311–312) 

 
The circumstance arouses the quest to derive resources from the mar-gins due to 

the dichotomy in currency and importation regulations as well as under-
representation of the state. All these combine to foster the growth of informal urban 
spaces inhabited by deviant economic communities. At the spatial level, the 
existence of twin border entrepôts encourages trans-boundary solidarity and urban 
agglomeration of informal economies.  

As West Africa experiences a spatial history characterized by a transition from 
“dispersion” to “agglomeration” of settlements, an emerging trend is the 
regionalization of transboundary twin towns. The case in view is Idiroko and Igolo 
situated on either side of the Nigeria–Benin international border. More specifically, 
the leaning here is one of analyzing a case of twinning in order to subvert state 
territoriality and political sovereignty through spatial networking across frontier. 
Idiroko and Igolo were neigh-boring Yoruba settlements prior to the scramble and 
partition of Africa in the late nineteenth century. However, the bifurcation of Yoruba 
culture area in West Africa by the British and French colonial powers witnessed the 
separation of the settlements across the international boundary. The two settlements 
developed in line with the French and British colonial trajectories. According to oral 
tradition, the Yoruba were the first inhabitants of Idiroko and Igolo. This was as a 
result of streams of migration from Ikoegun (Oyo) in the eighteenth century. Thus, 
the royal line of the settlement bears its historical root “Iko of Ikolaje.” As observed 
by Afolayan (2000), the earlier phase of Idiroko’s urbanization witnessed the rural 
agglomeration of Ikolaje, Eti- Koto, Itaoba, Idiroko, Sale, Kajola and Ajegunle. 



 
The case of town-twinning in the Idiroko–Igolo borderlands shows that 

market processes based on price interaction and price variation could stimulate 
spatial growth. These processes are not unconnected with economic networks 
built on nodes of social capital and solidarity at the state periphery. The growth 
of the borderland economies through the supply of diverse products enhances 
efficiency as a result of proximity to rare trans-boundary economic regimes. In 
this light, the twinning of Idiroko and Igolo was stimulated by the minimal input 
and delivery cost of frontier ventures due to their proximity for transaction costs. 
This arises from a spatial location relative to input suppliers, providing inputs 
with lower transaction costs and making output at lower prices in border 
markets. At the Nigerian side, drivers commuting between Idiroko and the 
interior often pass through about 18 security checkpoints. This difficulty in 
transporting goods from the borderland into the interior has encouraged the 
localization of border market by commercial settlers in the area.1 In essence, the 
input supply and output demand at short distances reduces total costs of 
merchants, and these linkages at the intersection of two different economic and 
common cultural spheres (Benin and Nigeria) stimulates cross border town-
twinning. As observed by Johansson and Quigley (2004), with proximity and 
transaction, delivery costs can be lower inside an agglomeration than they are 
when the product is delivered to buyers outside the cluster.  

Historically, the Idiroko and Igolo configuration stands out as a case of what 
Buursink (2001) regards as duplicated towns. They have a joint history in the sense 
of having been part of a unified entity consisting of Yoruba-speaking population and 
have also varied in size as well as wealth. Similarly, the exploitation of its strategic 
location in a borderland as a re-source is not a new phenomenon. Being divided only 
by a border post and united by many informal routes, the two towns enjoy a tradition 
of many informal contacts driven by primordial social affinity and differential 
valuation. This “bottom-up” pattern of regional integration has been instituted over 
time. While Idiroko is located in Ipokia local government of Ogun State Nigeria, 
Igolo is a border town in the Commune Urbaine d’ Ifangni in the province de L’ 
Queme in the Republic of Benin. At the local level, Idiroko is governed by an Oba 
(king) who presides over a Council of Chiefs, whereas Igolo is under the traditional 
authority of a Baale (Chief) (Omoniyi, 2004). Thus, in the socio-cultural context, 
since the Baale is in-herently a subordinate of the Oba in Yoruba tradition, Igolo 
symbolizes a vassal town to Idiroko. This phenomenon seems to have manifested in 
the relationship between the two settlements. The colonially determined boundaries 
and the administration of the twin towns under different political and economic 
regimes have been conducive to solving a consider able number of rather practical 
problems of unemployment, inadequate educational and health facilities. In essence, 
the divisive effects of national borders have been radically circumvented as a 
consequence of twinning. Idiroko and Igolo complement each other in the area of 
health care services and economy. According to local residents, Idiroko has few 
health centers and depended on health facilities in Igolo overtime. On the other hand, 
Idiroko provides a thriving market for Igolo’s re-export commodities.2 



  
The economies of Idiroko and Igolo are being sustained through trans-boundary 

trade. Disparities in the economies of the two countries (Nigeria and Benin) are the 
central forces of change and continuity in the trans-boundary commerce of the 
region. These are cases of unequal endowment of resources and the choice of often 
opposing restrictive import (Nigeria) and re-export (Benin) economic policies. 
Idiroko with a population of 29,208 inhabitants in 1991 and Igolo with 5,902 
inhabitants in 1992, the two border towns continued to experience annual population 
growth rate of 2.7% (National Institute for Statistics and Economic Analysis of 
Benin, 2015; National Population Commission of Nigeria, 2015). Population 
disparities between the two countries (140 million Nigerians and 10 million 
Beninois) automatically reflect in market variations. While Benin has a very limited 
domestic market, Nigeria is blessed with the largest domestic market in Africa. As 
observed by Golub (2012), Benin pursues a re-export and predatory economic policy 
sustained by Nigeria’s restrictive import measures and large domestic market. The 
structural adjustment of the Nigerian economy and the subsequent devaluation of the 
Naira in the 1980s made Benin a re-exporter of rice, wheat flour and used cars from 
Eu-rope to Nigeria. Benin also became an entrepôrt for low-cost Nigeria made 
products and farm produce to other Francophone West African countries. In terms of 
natural resources, Nigeria is the sixth largest producer of crude oil globally. Hence, 
the cost of gasoline in the country is cheaper than what is obtainable in Benin (a non 
oil-producing country) due mainly to subsidies enjoyed by Nigerians. Gasoline and 
other petrochemicals are often smuggled through jerry cans and sold openly in 
bottles, kegs and drums at the Igolo axis of the borderland.3 This pattern of relations 
is largely in-formal and facilitated by the Yorubaness across the boundary. Idiroko’s 
and Igolo’s strategic locations in transit corridors stimulate the localization of 
commercial activities, spatial growth and agglomeration of the two settlements over 
time. 

 
This pattern of “bottom-up” regional cohesion impacts development. In 

examining the relationship between informality and development, the former has 
been described as an embodiment of underemployed entrepreneurial potentials 
and a reaction to rigid state regulation. In this perspective, the grooming of the 
informal sector is pertinent for economic growth (De Soto, 1989, 2000). On the 
other hand, the comparative advantage enjoyed by the informal sector, 
especially in the areas of tax evasion and smuggling, has been seen as 
undermining economic growth (Farrell, 2004). Contrarily, in a study of informal 
cross-border trade in West Africa, Nugent shows that the “gains are still more 
limited because of the changes which have come with economic liberalization” 
(2008, p. 101). In essence, informality of this nature does not obstruct economic 
progress. Other scholars have traced the growth of the informal sector to poverty 
due to the poor performance of state (Docquier, Muller & Naval, 2014; Harris & 
Todaro, 1970; La Porta, 2014; Lewis, 1954; Meagher & Yunnusa, 1996). As 
observed by Meagher (1994), disparities in currency values, protection-ist 
policies and subsidies, as well as the exploitation of national crises by state 
actors negate regional cooperation and food security in West Africa. Moreover, 
despite the efficacy of informal enterprises in ensuring the survival of the poor, 
the deployment of social networks has been inadequate to overcome the barrier 
of social and legal marginalization in the region (Meagher, 2011, 2014). Hence, 
the optimization of the informal economy to abate poverty and aid development 
is dependent on its formalization within the neoliberal system. 



  
The theories of regional integration are becoming increasingly irrelevant due to 

the incoherent pattern of state behavior as well as weaknesses in policy formulation 
and implementation (Haas, 1976). The state-centric approach reinforces hindrances 
to potential economies of scale in intra-regional production and cross-border trade 
thereby undermining macro-economic integration in West Africa (Fielding & 
Shields, 2003). Whereas, the Economic Community of West African States’ 
(ECOWAS) protocol relating to the free movement of persons, residence and 
establishment guarantees limited challenges to trans-border migration on paper, the 
corrupt attitude of state officials at border posts has rendered this pol-icy redundant.4 
The extortion of between 1,000 and 10,000 CFA from legitimate migrants is the 
practical norm at official border posts in West Africa.5 This phenomenon makes 
informal border crossing more convenient for non-state actors who have mastered 
the “spatial” and “mobile” regional networks that infiltrate states (Walther & 
Retaille, 2014; Walther, et al., 2015). In this vein, regulations designed to promote 
formality encourages informality. Affirming this debacle, Kaplan (2006) has called 
for an anti-corruption surveillance of the border posts and road blocks as well as the 
unification of the custom and immigration authorities in West Africa. Indeed, this 
procedure could reduce official hindrances to legitimate cross-border movement in 
the region.  

ECOWAS and the West African Economic and Monetary Union (EUMOA) 
have failed to actualize their basic mandate of forging a functional common 
market in West Africa due to the issue of complementarity whereby most 
member countries produce similar primary goods and derive significant revenue 
from tariffs placed on foreign imports. While removing trade barriers in tariff-
dependent economies may reduce government revenue in the short-term, forging 
of a common market coupled with the harmonization of regional import and 
export regulations would stimulate local ingenuity, productivity and socio-
economic cohesion in the long-run. This is an effective strategy that could shield 
the region from the virulent economic torrent of globalization. 

It is now clear that “development is a complex process that can succeed 
only when societal dynamics create a self-propelling momentum for positive 
evolution” (Kaplan, 2006, p. 95). Going forward, policies of regional integration 
in West Africa should put into cognizance the vitality of economic functional 
areas such as twin border towns and cities within a distance of 25 km and 150 
km with an average population above 10,000 and 100,000, respectively. These 
are border markets and strategic locations of intra-regional commerce, such as 
Idiroko (Nigeria) and Igolo (Benin), Illela (Nigeria) and Birni N’Konni (Niger), 
Maradi (Niger) and Katsina (Nigeria), Lome (Togo), and Aflao (Ghana), among 
others (Figure 1). As noted by Asiwaju, these borderlands “must be recognized 
both as the natural starting points for regional integration and as critical arenas 
for its propagation and sustenance” (1994, p. 80). This informal organization of 
traders in West Africa can provide a feasible framework for economic 
integration rather than the dysfunctional state-centric modus operandi (Walther, 
et al., 2015). The strategic investment into these nodes of commerce could be 
West Africa’s economic miracle—cementing this historical tradition would help 
solve the challenges of the region’s disparate micro-economic projections. 

 
Furthermore, an obstacle to market union in West Africa is currency 

instability. In this context, intra-African trade is weakened by the harsh macro-
economic environment due to exchange rate disparity (O’Con-nell, 1997). Thus, 
the formalization of informal trade networks might not significantly increase 
regional trade volume if exchange rates are not synchronized. The experience of 



West African Economic and Monetary Union (UEMOA) shows a relationship 
between macroeconomic integration and countries’ exchange rate regime in the 
CFA Franc Zone (Fielding & Shields, 2003). Under UEMOA, the Francophone 
countries of West Africa have reduced fiscal deficits, eliminated payment 
arrears, decreased the public wage bill, encouraged local finance, improved 
government revenue, and lowered external current account deficit (Masson & 
Pattillo, 2001). This suggests that the promotion of border markets and the 
forging of a monetary union vis-à-vis the harmonization of regional import and 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1 • A map of border markets and potential cross-border functional 
regions in West Africa. © Sahel and West Africa Club & Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development 
Source: OECD (2014). 

 
export regulations would lower relative price variability, abate inflation, and 
encourage macroeconomic integration as well as sustainable development in 
West Africa. The reconfiguration and unification of ECOWAS and UEMOA is 
vital in this regard. 

 



Concluding Remarks 

Idiroko and Igolo in the Nigeria-Benin borderlands intensified cooperation 

through transnational networking and informal socio-economic activities. 

Spatially, the settlements have experienced transformation over time through 

communal pattern of spatial development thereby instituting a conceptual basis 

for a “transboundary twin town.” This case appears to be complementary in 

nature and positioned within a broader sphere of commonality based on the 

agglomeration of informal economies, historical heritage, common identity, and 

regional cooperation. 

This work shows that the design and implementation of transboundary 

regulations from “above” rather than from “below” has failed in West Africa. 

Indeed, the agglomeration of informal economies at spatial level symbolizes the 

“glocalization” of neoliberalism as well as economic regionalism “below” the 

state-centric framework. In essence, macroeconomic integration based on the 

promotion of functional economic areas like border markets as well the forging 

of a monetary union and the harmonization of export and import policies is 

imperative for socio-economic cohesion and sustainable development in West 

Africa. ECOWAS and UEMOA have pivotal roles to play in this respect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
NOTES 
 
 1.  Interview with T. Sodende and P. Williams at Idiroko, Nigeria, August 
2014. 
 2.  Interview with D. Coker and J. Abolaji at Igolo, Benin, November 2014. 
 3. The information provided here is based on the researcher’s personal 
observation during field work at Igolo in January and February 2015. 
 4. The Part III, article 3, Protocol A/P 1/5/79 guarantees the free movement of 
citizens of the community through the official entry point, free of visa 
requirements. 
 
 5. This type of extortion was observed during my vacation trip to Aflao 
(Ghana) and Lome (Togo) border posts in August 1998 and in the course of my 
field work at the Idiroko–Igolo border post in August and November 2014 as 
well as January and February 2015. This is buttressed by the experiences of 
other border crossers (see Koranteng & Abdulai, 2012 and Folarin 2014). 
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