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Executive summary and policy 
recommendations

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

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

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

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

Background 

In January 2019, the African Trade Policy Cen-

tre (ATPC) of the United Nations Economic 

Commission for Africa (ECA) and the African 

Export Import Bank (Afreximbank) launched a 

joint one-year pilot project to collect data on 

informal cross-border trade along the Abidjan–

Lagos corridor in the Economic Community of 

West African States (ECOWAS). The African 

Union Commission and the ECOWAS Com-

mission served as key project partners and the 

Eastern Africa Grain Council was identified as 

the lead project implementation partner. 

Official trade statistics typically capture only 

formal trade, which leads to underestimation of 

intra-African and intra-regional economic com-

munity trade. Although some estimates exist 

of informal cross-border trade in Africa, they 

are few in number and are usually incomplete 

in terms of commodity coverage or location of 

data collection points. Typically, some compo-

nents of informal trade, such as night trade and 

underdeclared goods, are not captured. Meth-

odological tools used by agencies also differ 

and findings of monitoring exercises are often 

not widely distributed or made available. Data 

on services is even less available than data on 

goods. This dearth of reliable and regular data 

on informal cross-border trade has contributed 

to a lack of recognition of its important econom-

ic role in microeconomic, macroeconomic and 

regional policy frameworks. Typically, funding 

constraints and technical capacity gaps within 

national statistics offices in Africa limit efforts 

to collect such data.

In order to reflect informal cross-border trade 

issues more effectively in policy frameworks, 

the first step is to identify the scale, magnitude 

and characteristics of such trade. This is crucial 

to building awareness among policymakers of 

its importance and to making a case for policy 

action. This is why it was decided to focus the 

ECA-Afreximbank informal cross-border trade 

pilot project on data collection.1

In 2018, in recognition of the importance of 

informal trade in the economic and social life 

of ECOWAS Member States, the ECOWAS 

Commission launched the five-year regional 

informal trade regulatory support programme 

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

plementation of the strategy for the regula-

tion of informal trade in the ECOWAS region 

adopted in March 2012, and places particular 

emphasis on supporting improved availability 

of data on informal cross-border trade, an issue 

that has not been adequately addressed in ex-

isting national and regional projects.
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