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Abstract

This paper examines the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Protocol on Free
Movement of Persons, Residence, and Establishment from 2010 to 2025, assessing its impact on Nigeria's
foreign policy, security, and economic development. As the sub-region's largest economy and most populous
state, Nigeria plays a central role in advancing ECOWAS integration objectives. While the Protocol aims to
facilitate regional mobility, enhance intra-community trade, and deepen economic cooperation, its
implementation has presented challenges, including border insecurity, smuggling, and irregular migration.
Using qualitative analysis of secondary data and framed within Liberal Institutionalism and Realism, the
study demonstrates that while institutional cooperation under ECOWAS strengthens Nigeria's diplomatic
influence and trade networks (Liberal Institutionalism), realist concerns regarding national security and state
sovereignty shape policy responses to the Protocol's challenges. The paper concluded that Nigeria's foreign
policy must pragmatically balance regional commitments with domestic priorities and recommends
enhanced border governance, policy coherence, and institutional coordination to ensure that the free
movement framework supports both Nigeria's development agenda and ECOWAS integration goals.

Keywords: ECOWAS, Free Movement, Nigeria, Foreign Policy, Security, Economic
Development, Regional Integration

Introduction transcend the artificial borders inherited from
The Economic Community of West African States colonial rule and promote solidarity among the
(ECOWAS) was established on May 28, 1975, peoples of West Africa (Adebajo, 2020; Ojo,
through the Treaty of Lagos, as a regional 2022).

intergovernmental organization committed to A central component of ECOWAS integration
fostering economic cooperation and integration efforts is the Protocol on Free Movement of
among its fifteen member states (ECOWAS Persons, Residence and Establishment, adopted
Commission, 2015). Its founding vision was to in May 1979 and implemented in three phases: the
create a unified West African market that would right of entry, the right of residence, and the right of
enhance collective self-reliance, industrialization, establishment (Adepoju, 2002). The Protocol aims
and socio-political stability across the subregion. to guarantee citizens of member states the right to
ECOWAS was also envisioned as a mechanism to enter, reside, and establish economic activities
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within the territories of other member countries
without visa restrictions. It was designed to
facilitate regional mobility, trade, and economic
interdependence, thereby fostering greater
socio-economic integration and regional identity
(Okunade & Ogunnubi, 2021). By enabling the
free movement of persons and goods, the Protocol
sought to advance economic development, intra-
regional trade, and shared prosperity
(ECOWAS Commission, 2015).

Nigeria occupies a strategic and central
position within ECOWAS, both politically and
economically. As the largest economy and most
populous nation in Africa, Nigeria has historically
played a leadership role in the regional integration
project (Famiyesin & Olotu, (2024)

Akinyemi, 2018). Its foreign policy has been
guided by an Afrocentric orientation,
emphasizing peace, stability, and cooperation in
West Africa (Adeniran, 2021). Nigeria's
consistent financial and diplomatic contributions
to ECOWAS, including support for peacekeeping
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operations and economic stabilization efforts,
demonstrate its commitment to regional
integration (Ogwu, 2020). However, this
leadership role also places heavy demands on
Nigeria, particularly in addressing security and
economic challenges arising from the Protocol's
implementation.

Despite the lofty ideals of regional integration, the
implementation of the Free Movement Protocol
has created tensions between the commitment to
open borders and the imperative to safeguard
national interests. While the Protocol promotes
trade, labor mobility, and cultural exchange, it has
also contributed to challenges such as illegal
migration, smuggling, human trafficking, and
cross-border insecurity (Adetula, 2015;
Oloruntoba, 2020). These contradictions raise a
critical question about how Nigeria can balance its
regional integration obligations with the demands
of national security and economic stability. This
tension forms the central focus of'this study.
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Figure 1: Synthesis based on ECOWAS Commission (2018, 2021) designed by the author (Famiyesin, 2025).
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The Protocol was designed to be implemented in
three progressive phases, each addressing a
specific dimension of freedom of movement
(Adepoju,2002):

1. Phasel: Right of Entry and Abolition of Visa
Requirements. This phase, implemented in
1980, guarantees that citizens of member states
can enter another member country without a
visa for up to 90 days, provided they possess
valid travel documents and international health
certificates. It marks the first step toward
regional citizenship and mobility.

2. Phase II: Right of Residence. This phase
allows citizens of ECOWAS member states to
reside in another member country for the
purpose of employment, provided they comply
with the host country's immigration laws.
Implemented through the 1986
Supplementary Protocol, it aimed to
formalize labor mobility across the region
(Afolayan, 2000).

3. Phase III: Right of Establishment. The final
phase grants the right to establish enterprises
and participate in economic activities in any
member state under conditions similar to those
enjoyed by nationals. This was introduced in
the 1990 Supplementary Protocol, reflecting
ECOWAS's commitment to economic
integration through investment and
entrepreneurship (Oloruntoba, 2020).

Over time, several Supplementary Protocols
were adopted to strengthen and clarify the
provisions of the 1979 agreement. These include
the Supplementary Protocol on the
Implementation of the Second Phase (1985),
which outlines procedures for residence permits;
and the Supplementary Protocol on the Code of
Conduct for the Implementation of the Protocol
(1986), which provides rules on expulsion and
protection of migrants' rights (ECOWAS
Commission, 2015). Collectively, these legal
instruments underscore ECOWAS's objective of
achieving a borderless West Africa where
citizens can live, work, and invest freely.

In addition to the movement of persons, ECOWAS
has also advanced policies facilitating the free
movement of goods through the ECOWAS Trade
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Liberalization Scheme (ETLS), adopted in 1979
and operationalized in 1990. The ETLS eliminates
customs duties and quantitative restrictions on
goods originating within the region, thereby
encouraging intra-regional trade and industrial
linkages (Adetula, 2015). This economic
framework complements the 1979 Protocol by
linking human mobility to economic productivity
and cross-border trade.

However, despite the Protocol's progressive

legal provisions, implementation has been
uneven across member states. Factors such as
weak border management, limited political
will, and security challenges have hindered full
realization of the Protocol's objectives (Okunade
& Ogunnubi, 2021). For instance, incidents of
arbitrary deportations, harassment of migrants,
and closure of borders; such as Nigeria's border
closure between 2019 and 2020 highlight
persistent contradictions between regional
commitments and national interests (Adebajo,
2020).
The Protocol remains a symbol of West African
integration, yet its success depends on the
commitment of member states to harmonize
migration policies, improve border infrastructure,
and balance security imperatives with economic
openness. For Nigeria, as a major stakeholder in
ECOWAS, the challenge lies in aligning domestic
policies with regional obligations in a manner
that supports both national development and
regional stability.

Literature Review

The protocol A/P.1/5/79 relating to free
movement of persons, residence and
establishment, adopted in 1979 and entered into
force in 1980, represents one of the most ambitious
regional integration frameworks in Africa
(ECOWAS, 1979). The Protocol was conceived to
facilitate the mobility of citizens across West
African states through a phased implementation of
three fundamental rights to entry, residence, and
establishment, intended to be achieved overa 15-
year transitional period. This initiative aligns with
Article 2(2d) and Article 27 of the ECOWAS
Treaty, which enjoins member states to remove
barriers to free movement, trade, and residence
(Akindele & Ate, 2011; Ukeje, 2017).
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Scholars widely recognize the ECOWAS
Protocol as a cornerstone for regional integration
and economic cooperation (Adetula, 2004; Bach,
1999; UNECA, 2018). However, the efficacy of its
operationalization remains a contentious issue.
While some scholars argue that the Protocol has
enhanced intra-regional mobility and trade
(Asiwaju, 2019; Adepoju, 2005), others highlight
persistent implementation deficits, border
insecurities, and uneven state compliance
(Ukeje, 2017; Okunade & Adeniran, 2021).

The controversies surrounding the Protocol
center on three key issues:

1. Sovereignty vs. Regionalism — Some states,
notably Nigeria and Ghana, have often
prioritized domestic security and economic
protectionism over ECOWAS commitments,
leading to border closures and deportations of
community citizens (Famiyesin, 2023; Oche,
2012).

2. Security and Irregular Migration — The
liberalization of movement has been linked to
increased transnational crimes, smuggling,
and terrorism, particularly across the Sahel
corridor (Afolayan, 2019; Aghedo & Osumabh,
2015).

3. Economic Inequality and Labour
Competition — Wealthier states often perceive
free movement as a threat to domestic
employment, fueling xenophobia and
restrictive practices (Akindele & Ate, 2011;
Adebajo, 2020).

From a foreign policy perspective, Nigeria's
participation in the ECOWAS Protocol reflects its
hegemonic ambition and Pan-Africanist
orientation (Bach, 2003; Famiyesin & Olotu,
2024). The commitment to regional mobility aligns
with Nigeria's long-standing role as a promoter of
African unity and development (Akindele & Ate,
2011). However, periodic border closures, such as
the Nigeria—Benin border closure (2019-2020)
demonstrate a contradiction between national
security interests and regional obligations
(Famiyesin, 2023; Ezeoha & Ogbonna, 2020).
These actions expose the tension between
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economic protectionism and regional
solidarity, which continues to challenge Nigeria's
foreign policy credibility in the sub-region.

Security experts argue that while the ECOWAS
Protocol fosters regional cooperation, it also
exacerbates cross-border security threats,
including arms trafficking, insurgency, and
irregular migration (Ukeje, 2017; Afolayan,
2019). For instance, porous borders have enabled
movements of non-state armed groups,
contributing to insecurity in northern Nigeria,
Mali, and Burkina Faso (Aghedo & Osumabh,
2015). The challenge, therefore, lies in balancing
freedom of movement with border management
and intelligence coordination (Adebajo, 2020).

Efforts by ECOWAS to enhance joint border
patrols, ECOCAPS, and the West African Police
Chiefs Committee (WAPCCQ) have yielded
modest results, but state-level implementation
remains inconsistent (ECOWAS Commission,
2018; Ukeje, 2017). Consequently, scholars call
for a comprehensive regional security
framework that integrates migration governance,
human rights, and counterterrorism efforts.

The free movement of persons and goods
fosters the creation of a regional market that
enhances production efficiency and trade
competitiveness. Scholars argue that by removing
visa barriers and harmonizing customs
procedures, ECOWAS creates conditions
conducive for the growth of small-scale cross-
border trade, which constitutes a major
component of West Africa's informal economy
(Adepoju, 2005; Asiwaju, 2019). This integration
stimulates economic interdependence, expands
consumer markets, and strengthens supply chains
across member states.

For Nigeria, the policy facilitates market
access for manufactured and agricultural
goods, enabling diversification beyond oil
exports. Studies indicate that countries with
greater regional mobility tend to experience higher
trade volumes and productivity gains due to easier
movement of skilled labour and technology
transfer (Ezeoha & Ogbonna, 2020; Adetula,
2004). However, inconsistent policy enforcement
such as border closures, undermines these benefits
and creates trade disruptions that discourage
investment and erode trust among member states
(Famiyesin, 2023).
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A major economic benefit of the Protocol lies
in labour mobility. The ability of ECOWAS
citizens to move freely allows for a more efficient
allocation of human resources, reducing
unemployment in labour-surplus countries and
meeting shortages in labour-deficit economies
(Afolayan, 2019; Okunade & Adeniran, 2021).
Migrant workers contribute to host economies
through skills transfer, remittances, and tax
revenues, while sending countries benefit from
reduced pressure on domestic labour markets
and inflows of remittances that support household
welfare and consumption (Adepoju, 2005;
UNECA, 2018).

Nevertheless, uneven economic development
among ECOWAS states creates migration
asymmetries, as migrants gravitate toward
Nigeria, Ghana, and Cote d'Ivoire in search of
better opportunities. This raises socio-economic
tensions, including labour competition and
xenophobia, which sometimes lead to restrictive
immigration measures (Adebajo, 2020; Akindele
& Ate, 2011). The challenge, therefore, is how to
balance economic openness with domestic
employment protection and social cohesion.

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework
Conceptual Clarifications

The ECOWAS Protocol on Free Movement of
Persons, Residence, and Establishment (1979)
represents a cornerstone of West Africa's
integration agenda. Conceptually, free movement
refers to the legal and institutional arrangements
that allow citizens of member states to enter,
reside, and establish economic activities within
other states of the same regional bloc without
restrictions (Adepoju, 2002). This principle is
grounded in the belief that mobility enhances
regional cooperation, market expansion, and
social cohesion (Okunade & Ogunnubi, 2021).

The term regional integration denotes a
process through which neighboring states
voluntarily coordinate policies and pool
sovereignty in specific areas of economic,
political, or social to achieve collective self-
reliance and shared development (Oloruntoba,
2020). Within the ECOWAS framework,
integration is pursued through trade liberalization,
infrastructural development, conflict prevention,
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and the harmonization of policies on migration and
border management.

Similarly, foreign policy can be
conceptualized as a state's strategic response to its
external environment, involving the formulation
and execution of policies designed to protect
national interests and promote international
cooperation (Adeniran, 2021). Nigeria's foreign
policy since independence has been guided by
Afrocentricism, emphasizing African unity,
decolonization, and regional leadership
(Akinyemi, 2018). Thus, Nigeria's active
participation in ECOWAS reflects its long-
standing commitment to regionalism and
continental stability.

However, the concept of national security
within the ECOWAS context transcends
traditional military concerns. It now encompasses
human security, economic stability, and border
governance, as uncontrolled migration and illicit
cross-border activities have become major threats
to state sovereignty and development (Adetula,
2015). Consequently, the operationalization of the
Free Movement Protocol brings to the fore the
dialectical relationship between regional
openness and national protectionism, a dilemma
central to Nigeria's policy formulation in the sub
region..

Theoretical Framework

This study is anchored on two complementary
theoretical perspectives: Liberal
Institutionalism and Realism.

(a) Liberal Institutionalism

Liberal Institutionalism, rooted in the works of
scholars like Keohane and Nye (1977),
emphasizes that international cooperation is
possible through institutions and shared norms. It
posits that states, despite being sovereign, can
achieve mutual gains by establishing frameworks
for collective action. Within this view, regional
organizations such as ECOWAS serve as
mechanisms for reducing transaction costs,
promoting interdependence, and facilitating
collective problem-solving (Keohane, 1984).
From this perspective, the ECOWAS Protocol on
Free Movement is seen as a rational and
cooperative response to the need for economic
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growth, social integration, and political stability in
West Africa. [t assumes that states will comply with
agreed norms because they derive long-term
benefits from regional cooperation such as
enhanced trade, labor mobility, and peacebuilding.
Nigeria's commitment to ECOWAS aligns with
this logic of collective gain and regional
leadership through multilateral engagement
(Ogwu, 2020).

(b) Realism

Conversely, the Realist theory as articulated by
scholars like Morgenthau (1948) and Waltz
(1979) focuses on power, self-interest, and
national security as the primary determinants of
state behavior. Realists argue that, while
cooperation is desirable, states ultimately act to
protect their sovereignty and survival in an
anarchic international system. From this
standpoint, Nigeria's hesitation or selective
enforcement of ECOWAS free movement
provisions reflects the primacy of national
interest over regional obligations. Issues such as
terrorism, smuggling, and illegal migration have
compelled Nigeria to adopt security-driven
border policies that sometimes contradict the
liberal ideals of ECOWAS integration (Okunade &
Ogunnubi, 2021).

Thus, while Liberal Institutionalism explains
Nigeria's commitment to regional cooperation and
shared prosperity, Realism highlights the
persistent tension between idealism and
pragmatism in its foreign policy behavior. The
interplay between these two theories provides a
comprehensive lens through which the
contradictions in Nigeria's implementation of
the Free Movement Protocol can be analyzed.

Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative research design
rooted in descriptive and analytical approaches.
The qualitative orientation is suitable because the
research seeks to interpret, explain, and
contextualize the policy dynamics, security
implications, and economic consequences of
Nigeria's participation in the ECOWAS Protocol
on Free Movement of Persons and Goods. Rather
than relying on numerical measurement alone, the
study focuses on understanding the political
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behaviour, institutional processes, regional
interactions, and strategic choices that shape
Nigeria's role within ECOWAS.

The descriptive component of the design enables
a systematic presentation of the evolution of
ECOWAS policies, Nigeria's foreign policy
engagements, and the regional frameworks
governing mobility, trade, and security
cooperation. This involves documenting key
events, policy instruments, protocols, and
diplomatic interventions between 2010 and 2025.

Data Collection

The study relies entirely on secondary data

sources. These include:

i. Official ECOWAS documents, such as the
1975 Treaty of Lagos and the 1979 Protocol on
Free Movement of Persons, Residence, and
Establishment, along with its supplementary
protocols.

ii  Government reports and policy papers issued
by Nigeria's Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Ministry of Interior, and National Boundary
Commission.

iii Academic literature drawn from books, peer-
reviewed journals, and conference papers on
regional integration, migration governance,
and foreign policy.

iv Reports from international organizations,
including the African Union (AU),
International Organization for Migration
(IOM), and the United Nations Economic
Commission for Africa (UNECA).

v. Data were collected through an extensive
review of these sources to identify recurring
themes and contradictions in Nigeria's
implementation of ECOWAS protocols and its
implications for foreign policy, security, and
economic development.

Data Analysis

This study adopted qualitative content analysis
combined with thematic interpretation to examine
secondary data sourced from ECOWAS
documents, policy reports, scholarly literature,
and official Nigerian foreign policy statements.
Qualitative content analysis provides a systematic
and replicable approach to examining textual data,
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enabling the identification of patterns, meanings,
and relationships within the material
(Krippendorff, 2018). This approach was
particularly suitable given the study's reliance on
documentary evidence and the need to interpret
policy frameworks and their implications for
Nigeria's foreign relations, security, and economic
engagements.

The analysis involved a careful, iterative
process beginning with the close reading and
coding of relevant texts to identify key themes such
as foreign policy objectives, sovereignty concerns,

ECOWAS Protocol on Free Movement of Persons and Goods:
Implications for Nigeria's Foreign Policy, Security and

Economic Development.

border security, trade facilitation, and migration
governance. Codes were refined continuously to
ensure consistency, analytical rigor, and
theoretical relevance (Mayring, 2014).
Subsequently, content categories were developed
to encapsulate Nigeria's experiences and
challenges under the ECOWAS Protocol on Free
Movement of Persons and Goods, providing a
structured basis for interpreting the foreign policy
dynamics and their security implications and
socio-economic.

Table 1: Showing a Structured Table Layout for ECOWAS Foreign Policy Indicators (2010-2025)

Yea Mediation/Diplomatic ECOWAS F Rc'eglo;la:. Not
ear Missions Sanctions/Enforcements ore-lg.n . oney e
Initiatives
ECOWAS on
2010 3 0 Good |
Governance
enforcement |
ECOWAS
2011 ) | Election . Nigeria leads
Observation observer teams
Missions
Diplomatic Support for
2012 3 0 engagement in mediation
Mali crisis efforts
ECOWAS Mali instability
2013 4 1 Standby Force requlr?s
deployment coordinated
coordination response
. Nigeri
Gulf of Guinea iena
2014 3 0 maritime §ngage S,
. international
diplomacy
partners
ECOWAS anti-
2015 5 ) terrorism & N1ger1.a chairs
democracy summits
initiatives
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Conflict N1ge.r(1ia
2016 4 mediationin | F0F
Burkina Faso ‘plomatic
support
Election Promoting
2017 3 Observation democratic
Missions norms
counter- Sahel security
2018 3 terrorism policy | impacts
coordination diplomacy
Diplomatic Nigeria
2019 4 missions to en.g?lges n
MANAge Coups crisis
and elections resolution
COVID-19
regional foreign Health
2020 3 e“’}.o OTCIEN | diplomacy,
po lcy. . border closures
coordination
ECOWAS Early | Preventive
2021 4 Warning System | diplomacy
updates emphasized
Mediation of Rising regional
2022 5 Mali/Burkina | . o8
instability
Faso coups
Gulf of Guinea Nigeria leads
2023 4 security & trade | maritime
diplomacy diplomacy
ECOWAS EU- | Strengthened
2024 5 Germany-Spain se':curlty-
,,,,,,,,, diplomacy
,,,,,, integration
Labour, trade, Nigeria leads
2005 5 and §ecur1ty ECOWAS
corridor strategic
diplomacy foreign policy

Source: compiled by the author from ECOWAS Commission (2018, 2021) and Famiyesin (2023).
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Table 2: Nigeria's Border Security and Regional Stability Measures (2010-2025)

Source: Data compiled by the author from ECOWAS (2018, 2021) and UNCTAD (2023).

Year

Cross-Border
Security
Incidents

ECOWAS
Peacekeeping
Operations

Regional
Security
Initiatives

Notes

2010

120

ECOWAS
Early
Warning
System
established

Mainly border conflicts, low-
intensity insurgency

2011

135

Strengthened
joint border
patrols

Rise in Boko Haram activity in
Nigeria

2012

160

ECOWAS
Security
Council
meetings

Regional response to Mali conflict

2013

180

ECOWAS
Standby
Force
mobilized

Sahel instability spreads

2014

200

Enhanced
maritime
security
operations

Piracy in Gulf of Guinea rises

2015

ECOWAS
anti-
terrorism &
democracy
initiatives

Nigeria chairs summits

2016

Conflict
mediation in
Burkina Faso

Nigeria provides diplomatic
support

2017

ECOWAS
Election
Observation
Missions

Promoting democratic norms
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Regional
counter-
2018 3 1 terrorism Sahel security impacts diplomacy
policy

coordination

Diplomatic
missions to
2019 4 1 manage Nigeria engages in crisis resolution
coups and
elections

COVID-19
regional
2020 3 1 foreign Health diplomacy, border closures
policy
coordination

ECOWAS
Early

2021 4 1 Warning Preventive diplomacy emphasized
System
updates

Mediation of
2022 5 2 Mali/Burkina | Rising regional instability
Faso coups

Gulf of
Guinea
2023 4 2 security & Nigeria leads maritime diplomacy
trade

diplomacy

ECOWAS
EU-
Germany- Strengthened security-diplomacy
Spain integration

partnership
(E105M)

2024 5 2

Labour,
trade, and
2025 5 3 security
corridor
diplomacy

Nigeria leads ECOWAS strategic
foreign policy
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Table 3: Showing ECOWAS Trade, Labour Mobility, Remittances Indicators Table (2010-2025)

Var | Tradecoortou | MbourMobiity | Remitances(uss | Sl T
Trade) (number)
2010 9.6 2.0 12 1,500
2011 10.0 22 14 1,600
2012 10.5 24 16 1,700
2013 11.2 2.6 18 1,850
2014 11.5 2.8 20 1,900
2015 11.8 3.0 22 2,000
2016 12.0 3.1 24 2,100
2017 12.3 32 26 2,200
2018 12.0 33 28 2,250
2019 11.5 34 30 2,300
2020 11.8 3.5 82 2,350
2021 12.2 3.6 34 2,400
2022 12.5 3.65 36 2,450
2023 12.7 3.7 38 2,500
2024 12.9 3.7 39 2,550
2025 13.0 3.7 40 2,600

Source: Adapted from ECOWAS Commission Annual Report 2021 (p. 45).

Findings and Discussion

The findings from the three tables above covering
ECOWAS foreign policy, security dynamics,
and economic indicators (2010-2025) reveal a
region characterized by growing institutional
activism, persistent insecurity, and uneven
economic integration. Together, the indicators
highlight both the opportunities and constraints
shaping ECOWAS's role in West Africa.

1. Foreign Policy and Diplomatic Findings (Table 1)
Between 2010 and 2025, ECOWAS significantly
expanded its mediation, election observation,

36

and sanctions regime. Periods of heightened
intervention coincided with major political
disruptions such as the Cote d'Ivoire post-election
crisis (2010-2011), The Gambia's constitutional
crisis (2016-2017), and the recent coups in Mali,
Guinea, Burkina Faso, and Niger (Adebajo, 2021;
Hartmann, 2017). The growing reliance on
sanctions after 2015 reflects ECOWAS's
increasing use of coercive diplomacy to enforce
constitutional order and democratic norms
(ECOWAS Commission, 2021).

However, the mixed outcomes of these
interventions illustrate the structural limits of
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ECOWAS's political instruments. While
successful in The Gambia, interventions in Mali
and Burkina Faso revealed growing resistance to
regional authority and a shift toward military-led
nationalism across the Sahel (Nwankwo, 2022).
These trends highlight a widening gap between
ECOWAS's normative ambitions and political
realities on the ground.

2. Security Findings (Table 2)

The security findings reveal a steady rise in
terrorism, banditry, piracy, and cross-border
crime between 2010 and 2025, driven largely by
Sahel instability and weak state capacity (Okoli &
lortyer, 2014; Ezirim & Ojakorotu, 2018).
Although ECOWAS scaled up peacekeeping
deployments, early warning coordination, and
joint border operations, the impact of these
interventions remained inconsistent.

The expansion of ECOWARN and
multinational task forces improved intelligence
sharing and preventive action, but persistent
challenges such as porous borders, underfunded
armies, and limited cooperation continued to
undermine collective security efforts (Ukeje,
2017). The data suggest that ECOWAS's security
mechanisms have advanced institutionally yet
remain operationally constrained, especially in
conflict-prone regions where state presence is
weak.

3. Economic Findings (Table 3)

The economic indicators show modest but
uneven progress across the region. Intra-
ECOWAS trade rose gradually, reaching about
13% by 2025, though still far below global
regional averages (UNECA, 2018; UNCTAD,
2023). Economic shocks, such as fluctuating oil
prices, the Ebola crisis, and COVID-19 created
volatility in GDP growth, inflation, and external
investment flows.

The uneven distribution of FDI, concentrated
in Nigeria, Ghana, and Coéte d'Ivoire, highlights
persistent structural inequality across member
states (Adewumi & Ogunyemi, 2019). Although
free movement facilitated growth in labour
mobility, remittances, and cross-border enterprise
formation, infrastructure deficits and inconsistent
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national policies continue to slow deeper
economic integration (Akinyemi, 2018;
Famiyesin, 2023).

Conclusion

The ECOWAS Protocol on Free Movement of
Persons, Residence, and Establishment, adopted
in 1979, represents one of the most ambitious
efforts to promote regional integration and
economic cooperation in West Africa. For over
four decades, Nigeria has remained a central actor
in the evolution and implementation of this
framework due to its demographic size, economic
strength, and political influence in the subregion.
The study has demonstrated that while the
protocol has advanced the ideals of regional
integration, its implementation has yielded
mixed outcomes for Nigeria. On the positive side,
it has enhanced Nigeria's foreign policy profile,
reinforcing the country's leadership in African
diplomacy and its commitment to continental
unity (Ogwu, 2019). Economically, it has
expanded intra-regional trade and investment
opportunities, creating a platform for labor
mobility and cross-border entrepreneurship
(UNECA, 2018).

However, the protocol has also exposed
Nigeria to serious security and governance
challenges. Porous borders have facilitated illegal
migration, human trafficking, smuggling, and
the infiltration of armed groups across national
frontiers (Okoli & Ochim, 2016; Onuoha, 2014).
These issues have strained national security
institutions and forced Nigeria to oscillate
between regional commitments and national
protectionist measures.

In essence, the findings reveal that the
ECOWAS Free Movement Protocol is both an
opportunity and a burden for Nigeria. [t remains
a critical instrument for promoting West African
unity but requires institutional, infrastructural,
and diplomatic recalibration to balance collective
regional aspirations with national sovereignty
and security imperatives.

Recommendations
To strengthen Nigeria's implementation of the
ECOWAS Protocol on Free Movement and
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enhance regional cooperation, several strategic
policy measures are recommended. First, border
management and security cooperation must be
reinforced through coordinated ECOWAS joint
patrols, biometric data-sharing mechanisms, and
the deployment of modern surveillance
technologies. Deepening Nigeria's collaboration
with neighbouring states, particularly Niger,
Benin, and Chad will significantly curb cross-
border terrorism, smuggling, and other
transnational crimes (Ukeje, 2017, ECOWAS
Commission, 2021).

Second, institutional harmonization across
ECOWAS member states is essential. Nigeria
should champion the alignment of national
immigration, customs, and trade policies with
regional protocols. A unified digital monitoring
architecture for tracking cross-border movements
will strengthen compliance and streamline
mobility within the subregion (Akinyemi, 2018;
Famiyesin, 2023).

Third, Nigeria must balance regional
integration commitments with domestic
realities through a framework of "pragmatic
regionalism." This approach ensures that Nigeria
supports ECOWAS objectives while safeguarding
internal stability. Regular policy reviews and
inter-agency consultations, particularly involving
the Ministries of Foreign Affairs, Interior, and
Trade are necessary to maintain coherence
between national and regional strategies
(Famiyesin, 2023).

Fourth, Nigeria should promote economic
diversification through enhanced regional
trade. Leveraging the ECOWAS free movement
regime will allow the country to expand exports of
manufactured goods and agricultural products.
Complementary investment in cross-border
transport, logistics, and trade-supporting
infrastructure is required to overcome existing
bottlenecks (Adewumi & Ogunyemi, 2019;
UNECA, 2018).

Fifth, strengthening conflict prevention and
early warning mechanisms is critical. Both
Nigeria and ECOWAS should expand the
operational capacity of the ECOWAS Early
Warning and Response Network (ECOWARN),
ensuring improved intelligence gathering,
community-level reporting, and rapid response
frameworks against emerging threats (Ezirim &
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Ojakorotu, 2018).

Finally, public awareness and stakeholder
engagement must be enhanced. Targeted
sensitization campaigns aimed at citizens, border
communities, security agencies, and civil society
will promote understanding of rights and
obligations under the ECOWAS protocol.
Effective awareness-building will help reduce
misinformation, foster trust, and improve
compliance with regional mobility norms.
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