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INTRODUCTION

In 2008, ECOWAS established a Youth Policy and Strategic Plan of Action as its main 
framework for meeting the diverse needs and aspirations of youths in the West Africa 
region. Since ECOWAS was established, it has made tangible gains in promoting the 
free movement of people and goods as a means of achieving regional integration. 
However, the task of dealing with the exodus of citizens, particularly youths, outside 
the continent still requires more discussion and action. This is because youth 
emigration drains West Africa of skilled workers and young talent essential for 
development. Many West African countries have not faithfully implemented policies 
aimed at assisting the youth. This is obvious considering the almost exclusion of 
youths in governance where individuals under 35 make up less than 20% of elected 
or appointed officials despite constituting over 50% of the population, alongside large 
scale unemployment often exceeding 30%, and lack of equal access to health and 
education in many West African countries as reflected in low-doctor-to-patient rations, 
out of school children, etc.

In the ECOWAS zone, the emigration rate among youths — defined in the ECOWAS 
Youth Policy as every person between the ages of 15 and 35 years — to destinations 
outside the African continent, has been rising steadily (migrationdataportal.org, 
2025; Schürmann et al., 2022). The movement, which started in the 1980s during 
the economic crisis, has gained enormous traction in the 21st century.  This has led 
to tangible consequences such as a reduction in the skilled workforce especially in 
healthcare, technology and education sectors, and slow industrial growth, weakened 
public services and increased dependency on remittances instead of the development 
of strong local economies. In Nigeria, the concept of japa, a word in the Yoruba 
language used to describe emigration, has become a prevalent term particularly 
among people who wish to seek greener pastures abroad. 

This paper argues that youth emigration could create opportunities in the ECOWAS 
zone through investments in the digital economy, establishing a diaspora skills 
database, optimising remittances by encouraging it for investments rather than using it 
for short-term consumption and lowering remittance transfer fees.

This paper is part of the ECOWAS Policy Analysis Series (EPAS)—a flagship initiative that 
highlights the   perspectives of African thought leaders and researchers on ECOWAS. EPAS 
aims to critically examine the evolution of ECOWAS over the past five decades, from the 
viewpoint of scholars and citizens alike, and to  contribute to a forward-looking vision for 
regional integration in West Africa. The series is coordinated by the Africa Policy Research 
Institute as part of the Support to the ECOWAS Commission on Organisational Development 
project. This project is implemented by the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH on behalf of the German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ).

https://www.ecowas.int/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Youth-Policy.pdf
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The paper uses Nigeria as a case 
study and gathers data from official 
reports from national and international 
institutions, academic literature and 
online sources. Nigeria is a useful example 
given its large population of an estimated 
228 million, which accounts for nearly half of the West African populace.

TRENDS AND DESTINATIONS OF WEST AFRICAN YOUTH MIGRANTS

According to the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), approximately 
300,000 West African migrants embarked on journeys through the Sahara Desert and 
across the Mediterranean Sea. Such irregular migration has raised concerns among  
stakeholders, ranging from the policy and security challenges it poses for national 
governments and ECOWAS, such as managing borders, combating human trafficking 
and addressing security risks, to the emotional and economic toll it takes on relatives of 
migrants and the local communities they come from.

While the population in West Africa is estimated at 423 million, the youths between the 
age of 15 and 35 according to the African Youth Charter comprise about 53 percent of 
this number (West Africa Network for Peacebuilding, 2021). With more than 1.2 million 
international youth migrants in 2015 - defined as  young people (typically aged 15–24, 
or up to 35 in Africa) who move to another country for at least 3 months, West African 
countries  are the leading source of youth migrants in Sub-Saharan Africa. The  IOM 
Gambia (2019) estimated that approximately 12,000 young Gambians arrived in Europe 
in 2016. Similarly, statistics showed that the number of Ivorian migrants using the 
Central Mediterranean route to Europe was the third highest in West Africa. It is worth 
noting that young people do not only emigrate from countries in the ECOWAS zone to 
Europe and other parts of the Global North, but also within the West Africa region, for 
instance an estimated 4 million West Africans are migrants within the ECOWAS region. 

Migration from West Africa to Europe increased from 12 percent in 1990 to 19 percent 
in 2020, while the rate of migration from West Africa to North America increased from 
3 percent to 10 percent during the same period.  Among other factors, this trend is 
down to increased collaboration between key stakeholders in West Africa and Europe 
to improve migration management with initiatives like the New Pact on Migration 
and Asylum and promoting legal labour migration between the continents (Adhikari, 
Clemens, Dempster, & Ekeator, 2021). For instance, the EU-third country cooperation 
under the Pact includes provisions for legal pathways and partnerships with origin 
countries, while ECOWAS has developed a regional labour migration strategy.

Ȉn 1979, ECOWAS adopted the 
Protocol on the Free Movement of 
Persons˝

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=NG
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=NG
https://businessday.ng/news/article/japa-300000-west-african-migrants-risk-lives-annually-on-dangerous-routes/
https://africarenewal.un.org/en/magazine/confronting-challenges-migration-west-and-central-africa
https://www.intechopen.com/chapters/1134177
https://gambia.iom.int/stories/path-adulthood-when-unaccompanied-migrant-children-return-home
https://gambia.iom.int/stories/path-adulthood-when-unaccompanied-migrant-children-return-home
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/information-alone-wont-stop-illegal-migration-from-cote-divoire
https://www.odu.edu/sites/default/files/2025/documents/ecowas-international-migration-brief.pdf
https://www.migrationdataportal.org/regional-data-overview/western-africa
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CHALLENGES AND KEY DRIVERS OF YOUTH EMIGRATION IN WEST AFRICA

Afrobarometer survey in 34 African countries, including West African countries 
(Asiamah, Sambou, & Bhoojedhur, 2021), revealed that nearly half of young Africans 
are emigrating as a result of unemployment. The exodus of many West African 
youths to destinations outside the sub-region is linked to high unemployment rates 
among youths, which stood at nearly 13 percent in the West Africa region in 2023. 
(Kelong, 2025:298; Okunade & Awosusi, 2023; and Aliyu, Salisu, & Kale, 2024). In 2022, 
Nigeria’s Ministry of Budget and National Planning stated that the country had a young 
population of about 151 million approximately 70 percent of the country’s estimated 
217 million from that year. More than 53 percent of Nigerian youths are unemployed, 
according to the ministry’s data. Other West African nations also face similar situations. 
Youth unemployment in Ghana stood at 21 percent in 2023, according to the country’s 
statistics agency. In Senegal, people aged 15 to 34 make up approximately 58 percent 
of the working-age population and approximately 62 percent of the unemployed 
population (Diallo, Dieye, Tall, and Mazu, 2024).

Youth emigration reflects more structural problems embedded within a geopolitical 
context marked by violent instability, economic fragility and regional security crises. 
The departure of educated and skilled youths contributes to a brain drain from the 
region, weakening its labour market and fuelling discontent among those left behind 
by depriving them of job creation, mentorship, and essential services that skilled 
youth could have provided. Scholars have framed West Africa’s brain drain as a threat 
to both development and security (UNDP, 2020; Falola, 2022). Emigration pressures 
are increased by jihadism as non-state actors such as Boko Haram and Islamic State 
– West Africa Province (ISWAP) significantly contribute to forced migration, with 
many displaced individuals in Nigeria and Mali reluctant to return due to persistent 
insecurity.  Since 2009, Nigeria has recorded more than 350,000 deaths that have 
been attributed to insurgent attacks. More than 2 million people in Nigeria have been 
displaced from their communities, especially in the Northeastern part of Nigeria, 
including over 244,000 refugees, scattered across the Lake Chad Basin region, due 
to jihadist extremism. ECOWAS’s credibility could be undermined by its inability to 
stabilise conflict areas or create opportunities for youths.

In the early 2020s, West African countries showed considerable promise. Cote d’Ivoire, 
Ghana, and Senegal were among the top 10 fastest-growing economies in the world 
(Oxfam, 2019). However, wealth inequality remains entrenched in the region, as the 
top 1 percent of earners in West Africa hold a disproportionate amount of the region’s 
wealth. Findings from Afrobarometer cited in IOM (2020) suggest that economic 
reasons and poverty is a major driver of the desire of many West Africans to seek 
greener pastures abroad.

Although regional initiatives such as the ECOWAS Youth Policy (2008) have not been 
efficiently implemented, some countries in the region are making fleeting attempts to 
address   youth migration. Nigeria’s President Bola Tinubu at a graduation ceremony in 

https://leadership.ng/japa-ecowas-parliament-expresses-concern-over-irregular-youth-migration/
https://fmino.gov.ng/fg-inaugurates-committee-to-tackle-increasing-youth-unemployment-in-nigeria/
https://www.statsghana.gov.gh/gssmain/fileUpload/pressrelease/12_International%20Youth%20Day%20press%20release%20from%20GSS.pdf
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/opinion/551986-japa-by-toyin-falola.html?tztc=1
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/west-africa-becomes-global-terrorism-hotspot-western-forces-leave-2024-09-24/
https://africacenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Early-Warning-and-Preventing-Violent-Extremism-A-Toolkit.pdf
https://www.justice-security.ng/sites/default/files/mcn_policy_brief_citad_web.pdf
https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/west-africa-inequality-crisis
https://nigeria.iom.int/news/iom-highlights-humanitarian-needs-24-million-displaced-northeast-nigeria
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2024 asked the youths to shun Japa Syndrome. Some initiatives like the Not Too Young 
to Run, the Student Loans Policy and the Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises Fund, 
are being established to help the youth develop their potential.

RECOMMENDATIONS

•	 West African governments must adopt a multi-pronged approach that 
begins with investing in the digital economy given its proven role in 
job creation and entrepreneurship for young people. Building on existing 
initiatives such as Nigeria’s Digital Transformation Centre, governments in 
West Africa can scale up and replicate  the  establishment of coding academies, 
technology hubs and incubator centres to train youths in programming, artificial 
intelligence and digital marketing. Governments must partner with ECOWAS and 
private sector organisations to expand broadband access and make it widely 
accessible. According to a research study conducted by Basol, Sevgi and Yalcin 
(2023), the digital economy was responsible for the creation of youth employment 
in 27 European countries from 2018 to 2021. For the EU during this period, every 
major improvement in digitalisation was linked to about a 4 percentage point drop 
in youth unemployment. This is a model that can be replicated in West Africa with 
timely investments in the digital economy.

•	 ECOWAS should establish a rapid response fund for emergency aid and a 
diaspora skills database that connects investors located abroad with local 
business initiatives. The bloc would need to create a West African Diaspora skills 
portal and host an annual ECOWAS Diaspora summit to ensure regular engagement 
with participants. Governments can help to facilitate the opportunities for young 
West Africans to acquire the skills they need to make a living by building stronger 
links with professionals in the diaspora, who can provide mentoring, consulting, and 
other opportunities for skills development.

https://punchng.com/tinubu-asks-youths-to-shun-japa-syndrome/
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/headlines/270538-breaking-buhari-signs-not-too-young-to-run-bill.html?tztc=1
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/headlines/270538-breaking-buhari-signs-not-too-young-to-run-bill.html?tztc=1
https://www.cbn.gov.ng/DFD/msmes/msmedf.html
https://doi.org/10.3390/au15141080
https://doi.org/10.3390/au15141080


7

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Adedeji Aina Ademola  is a doctoral researcher at the Department of International 
Relations, Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria, and a research fellow at the 
International Académie Internationale de Lutte le Terrorisime, Abidjan, Cote d’Ivoire. 
His research focusses on the political economy of inequality in Africa, security, conflict, 
and development issues in Africa. He is a fellow of the Ife Institute of Advanced 
Studies and a member of the Conflict Research Network West Africa. He has received 
recognition and funding support for various aspects of his research, including grants 
from the Hong Kong Research Council, the African Research Universities Alliance 
(ARUA) / United Kingdom Research and Innovation (UKRI), the European Union, the 
British Academy, the Swedish Research Development Council, and Obafemi Awolowo 
University, Ile-Ife, among others. 



8

BIBILIOGRAPHY

Adhikari, S., Clemens, M., Dempster, H., & Ekeator, N. L. (2021). Expanding legal 
migration pathways from Nigeria to Europe: From brain drain to brain gain. The World 
Bank.

Aliyu, S. U. R., Salisu, A. A., & Kale, O. (2024). Migration and youth unemployment in 
Africa: Implications for the African Continental Free Trade Area (Afreximbank Research 
Policy Series, APRWPS/2024/10). African Export-Import Bank.
https://media.afreximbank.com/afrexim/APRWPS202410_Migration-and-Youth-
Unemployment-in-Africa-Implications-for-the-African-Continental-Free-Trade-Area.pdf

Asiamah, G. B., Sambou, O. D., & Bhoojedhur, S. (2021, November 3). Africans say 
governments aren’t doing enough to help youth (Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 486). 
Afrobarometer.
 https://www.afrobarometer.org/publication/ad486-africans-say-governments-arent-
doing-enough-to-help-youth/ 

Basol, O. Sevgi, H. and Yalcin, E. C. (2023). The Effect of Digitalisation on Youth 
Employment for EU Countries: Treat or Threat? Sustainability 2023, 15, 1180. https://
doi.org/10.3390/au15141080

Bensah, J. (2025). The role of ECOWAS in international migration (ODUMUNC 2025 
Issue Brief). Old Dominion University Graduate Program in International Studies.

Danziger, R. (2018, December). Confronting the challenges of migration in West and 
Central Africa. Africa Renewal. Retrieved from https://www.un.org/africarenewal/
magazine/December-2018-march-2019/confronting-challenges-migration-west-and-
central-africa

Diallo, T. M., Dièye, A., Tall, T., & Mazu, A. (2024). An empirical review of youth 
employment policies and programmes and their impact in Senegal (Report No. 275). 
Partnership for Economic Policy.

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). (2010). ECOWAS Youth Policy 
and Strategic Plan of Action. ECOWAS Commission, Abuja, Nigeria.

Falola, T. (2022). Japa! The Premium Times. Retrieved from https://www.
premiumtimesng.com/opinion/551986-japa-by-toyin-falola.html?tztc=1

Fleming, L. (2023, October 1). Senegal’s navy intercepts boats carrying 600 
would-be migrants. BBC News. Retrieved from https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
africa-66976447

Fortune, F., Ismail, O., & Stephen, M. (2015). Rethinking youth, livelihoods, and fragility 

https://media.afreximbank.com/afrexim/APRWPS202410_Migration-and-Youth-Unemployment-in-Africa-Implications-for-the-African-Continental-Free-Trade-Area.pdf
https://media.afreximbank.com/afrexim/APRWPS202410_Migration-and-Youth-Unemployment-in-Africa-Implications-for-the-African-Continental-Free-Trade-Area.pdf
https://www.afrobarometer.org/publication/ad486-africans-say-governments-arent-doing-enough-to-help-youth/
https://www.afrobarometer.org/publication/ad486-africans-say-governments-arent-doing-enough-to-help-youth/


9

in West Africa: One size doesn’t fit all. Fragility, Conflict, and Violence Group, World 
Bank.

Ghana Statistical Service (GSS), 2024. Ghana Statistical Service Monthly Press Release, 
retrieved at https://www.statsghana.gov.gh/gssmain/fileUpload/pressrelease/12_
International%20Youth%20Day%20press%20release%20from%20GSS.pdf

Institute for Security Studies (ISS). (2021, July 26). Information alone won’t stop illegal 
migration from Cote d’Ivoire. ISS Today. Retrieved from https://issafrica.org/iss-today/
information-alone-wont-stop-illegal-migration-from-cote-divoire

International Organization for Migration (IOM). (2016). IOM highlights humanitarian 
needs of 2.4 million displaced in northeast Nigeria.Retrieved from https://nigeria.iom.
int/news/iom-highlights-humanitarian-needs-24-million-displaced-northeast-nigeria

IOM Gambia. (2019, June 19). In the path to adulthood: When unaccompanied migrant 
children return home. International Organization for Migration. 
https://gambia.iom.int/stories/path-adulthood-when-unaccompanied-migrant-
children-return-home

International Organization for Migration (IOM). (2020). Migration in West and North 
Africa and across the Mediterranean: Trends, risks, development and governance. 
International Organization for Migration, Geneva.

Kelong, N. N. (2025). The impact of youth unemployment on migration and 
development in Nigeria. International Journal of Social Science Research and Review, 
8(5), 297–322. https://doi.org/10.47814/ijssrr.v8i7.2819

Managing Conflict in Nigeria Policy Brief. (2021). Prospects and challenges of non-
violent resolution of insurgency in North East, Nigeria (Issue 1).

Mfum, M. S. (2025, February 25). Desperate journeys: Ghanaian youth risk death for a 
future in Europe. Radio France Internationale.

Migration Data Portal. (2025, January 31). Regional data overview: Western Africa. 
https://www.migrationdataportal.org/regional-data-overview/western-africa

National Planning Commission. (2022). FG inaugurates committee to tackle 
increasing unemployment in Nigeria. Retrieved from https://nationalplanning.gov.ng/
fg-inaugurates-committee-to-tackle-increasing-youth-unemployment-in-nigeria/

Nigerian Education Loan Fund. (2025). Frequently asked questions. 
https://nelf.gov.ng/faq

Odoh, I. (2024, July 24). Japa: ECOWAS Parliament expresses concern over irregular 

https://gambia.iom.int/stories/path-adulthood-when-unaccompanied-migrant-children-return-home
https://gambia.iom.int/stories/path-adulthood-when-unaccompanied-migrant-children-return-home
https://doi.org/10.47814/ijssrr.v8i7.2819
https://nelf.gov.ng/faq?utm_source=chatgpt.com


10

youth migration. Leadership. Retrieved from https://leadership.ng/japa-ecowas-
parliament-expresses-concern-over-irregular-youth-migration/

Okunade, S. K., & Awosusi, O. E. (2023). The Japa syndrome and the migration of 
Nigerians to the United Kingdom: An empirical analysis. Comparative Migration 
Studies, 11(27). https://doi.org/10.1186/s40878-023-00384-y

Onje, O. (2024, July 11). Japa: 300,000 West African migrants risk lives annually on 
dangerous routes. Business Day. Retrieved March 2, 2025, from https://businessday.
ng/news/article/japa-300000-west-african-migrants-risk-lives-annually-on-dangerous-
routes/

Oxfam. (2019). The West Africa inequality crisis. Retrieved from https://www.oxfam.
org/en/research/west-africa-inequality-crisis

Schürmann, A., Kleemann, J., Teucher, M., Fürst, C., & Conrad, C. (2022). Migration in 
West Africa: A visual analysis of motivation, causes, and routes. Ecology and Society, 
27(3), Article 16. https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-13489-270316

Selotlegeng-Mbe, L. (2023). Youth and migration: Perspective of African countries. 
In Recent Trends in Demographic Data. IntechOpen . https://doi.org/10.5772/
intechopen.1003529

Tukur, S. (2018, May 31). Buhari signs “Not Too Young To Run” bill. Premium Times. 
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/headlines/270538-breaking-buhari-signs-
not-too-young-to-run-bill.html

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). (2020). Early warning and preventing 
violent extremism: A toolkit. Retrieved from https://africacenter.org/wp-content/
uploads/2022/01/Early-Warning-and-Preventing-Violent-Extremism-A-Toolkit.pdf

West Africa Network for Peacebuilding. (2021, June). Youth and political governance in 
West Africa: Intergenerational dialogue and experience sharing with parliamentarians 
and local elected officials [Electronic bulletin]. 
https://wanep.org/wanep/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Youth_&_Political_
Governance.pdf

World Bank. (2024). Nigeria: Overview. Retrieved from https://www.worldbank.org/en/
country/nigeria/overview

https://wanep.org/wanep/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Youth_&_Political_Governance.pdf
https://wanep.org/wanep/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Youth_&_Political_Governance.pdf



