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Key policy message
•	 Migration and translocality are major livelihood strategies in West Africa.

•	 Climate change is a key underlying driver of rural-urban migration in West Africa.

•	 Rural poverty emanating from poor agricultural yields, the lack of or poor infrastructure, land 
fragmentation, conflict and falling profitability in agriculture are key proximate drivers of rural-
urban migration in West Africa.

•	 Migration does not mean severing ties with one’s community of origin. Translocality thrives on 
network and kinship ties.

•	 Translocality in West Africa challenges conventional conceptualisation of the concept of 
household.

•	 Migrant remittances play critical roles in wellbeing of households and community development 
while also enduring several challenges.
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Figure 1. Study concept 
Source: Wehner 2023, based on Greiner, Sakdapolrak 2012 (DOI 10.1007/s11111-012-0178-0)

INTRODUCTION
Migration and translocality are common livelihood 
diversification and risk-aversion strategies in West 
Africa. However, migration is often conceptualised 
as a unidirectional phenomenon where people 
move from one place to another over time. However, 
the complex interactions, interdependencies and 
the flow of resources as well as the associated 
networks emerging from migration, which is 
termed as translocality (Steinbrink and Niedenführ 
2020), has hitherto, not been given adequate 
considerations. Consequently, there are few, if any, 
effective policy or strategies on translocality and 
the current migration policies in West Africa are 
translocality-blind. To address this developmental 
gap, the Migration and Translocality in West 
Africa (MiTra|WA) Project, funded by the German 
Federal Ministry of Education and Research with 
grant number 01LG2079A, sought to investigate 
the structures, processes, practices and outcomes 
of migration and translocality in four countries in 
the region(See figure 1). Specifically, the MiTra|WA 
project was conducted in Ghana, Nigeria, Burkina 
Faso and Sierra Leone, involving 4 West African and 
2 German Universities1. 

All the universities in the consortium followed 
the same multi-local research approach in their 
respective study locations. The studies were 
conducted in 11 areas of origin and 8 areas of 
destination (regional/provincial levels) of migrants 
in the 4 selected West African countries. We first 
conducted a baseline survey at the area of origin 
(AoO) involving more than 2,900 randomly selected 
rural households.

Household roasters were developed during the 
baseline survey, which guided us to follow more 
than 500 migrants at their urban areas of destination 
(AoD) for another quantitative survey. The surveys 
were used to glean socio-economic data, structures, 
processes, and the outcomes of migration and 
translocality, perceptions about climate change 
and its impacts as well as adaptive strategies being 
employed by households. Aside from the special 
interest questions on forest management, all the 
research teams used the same questionnaire (see 
Wehner et al., 2024). In addition to the quantitative 
surveys, we conducted in-depth interviews with 
individuals, key informants, and organised focus 
group discussions to collect qualitative data. For 
the practical implementation of the multi-local 
research methods adopted, see Narh et al. (2023) 
for an example of how the MiTra|WA study was 
conducted.

This synthesised policy brief is based on some of 
the policy papers emanating from the MiTra|WA 
project in Ghana, Sierra Leone, Nigeria and Burkina 
Faso.  We structure the remainder of this policy 
brief in 3 main sections. In the first section, we 
present the main findings from the studies in these 
countries by focusing on the drivers of migration 
and translocality, nature, practices and outcomes 
of translocality. In the next section, we draw 
conclusion from the main findings and in the last 
we present key policy recommendations for the 
formulation of translocality-sensitive policy in West 
Africa.

1	 University of Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology, University of Ibadan, Joseph Ki-
Zerbo University of Ouagadougou, Technical University of Dortmund and University of Passau (Lead)
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KEY FINDINGS
What are the drivers of migration 
and translocality in West Africa?
We sought to understand both the underlying and 
proximate drivers of migration in West Africa. One 
of the key underlying drivers of migration from rural 
communities in Northern and Upper East regions 
of Ghana is changing climatic conditions. Changing 
and unpredictable rainfall pattern in this Savannah 
agro-ecological zone of Ghana is contributing to 
many youths moving to the capital cities in the 
Greater Accra, Northern and Ashanti regions. This is 
also the case for South Eastern Nigeria and Burkina 
Faso where changing climatic conditions are driving 
rural-urban migration in these countries. The main 
economic activity at these AoO is rain-fed agriculture 
and with the unpredictable variabilities in rainfall 
and increasing temperatures as both perceived by 
farmers and recorded by weathers stations, farm 
yields have reduced drastically. This has compelled 
many to migrate to engage in non-farming activities 
in the cities to diversify their livelihood. 

Furthermore, some have also migrated because 
they are not interested in agriculture, due to lack 
of farmland resulting from land fragmentation and/
or rural poverty and lack of diversified livelihood 
opportunities at rural areas. Consequently, the 
main proximate driver of? migration across the 
study areas is to look for jobs at the AoD.

Another driver of rural-urban migration and the 
subsequently, translocality, is the inadequate 
infrastructural development at the AoO. For 
instance, education is a major driver as most of 
the AoO of migrants lack secondary and tertiary 
educational institution. As a result, many people 
have to migrated to the cities where such facilities 
are concentrated to further their education. After 
graduation, they continue to stay in the cities 
because there are no opportunities for optimum 
employment at the AoO.

Translocality: Connecting spaces 
and maintaining ties
Migration is often seen as a one-time unidirectional 
phenomenon of people moving from one place to 
another over time. We found, across all our study 
locations in West Africa, that migration is the 
beginning of a complex livelihood strategy that is 
often based on, and expand, existing networks. 
People leverage on their existing network to migrate 
and afterwards, they create more networks at the 
AoD with natives and other migrants. Our findings 
collaborate Steinbrink and Niedenführ (2020) 
assertion that networks are precondition and 
outcome of migration. Migrants from same region 
tend to live in the same or close neighbourhoods 
in the cities, which is a result of the exploitation of 
social network for migration. Consequently, there 

is establishment of migrant enclaves in the popular 
migrant destination cities of West Africa such 
as Accra, Kumasi, Lagos, Port Harcourt, Ibadan, 
Ouagadougou, Bobo-Dioulasso and Freetown. The 
migrants leverage on their socio-economic ties 
to form home association to sustain and further 
expand their networks.

Translocal Practices
Our study reveals that most households in 
West Africa are stretched over space and time 
sustained by kinship ties and landed properties 
at the AoO. As all other project partner have 
reported, Narh (forthcoming) found that most of 
the selected households in the Eastern regions of 
Ghana organise their livelihood activities across 
space. Our finding challenges the conventional 
conceptualisation of the concept of household. We 
found that transportation and telecommunication 
technologies have compressed space and time 
and have enable migrants and the left behind 
to be more connected (Amponsah et al. 2023). 
Improving road networks to rural communities 
facilitates migration of people while at the same 
enables frequent exchange of visits between 
member of the household at the AoO and migrants. 
The main purpose for visiting was to spend time 
with members and transact family and other 
businesses, share resources as well as to attend 
cultural and social functions and to work on the 
farm (Narh et al., 2023). Aside from regular visits, 
migrants and their household members maintain 
constant communication mainly through telephone 
conversation and to a lesser degree, through 
text messages. Telecommunication ensures that 
migrants and household members are involved in 
critical household decision making irrespective of 
their locations.

Another critical practice of translocality is the 
exchange of remittances. We found that migrants 
and their household members share cash and 
material remittances as well as crucial information 
for their wellbeing. While migrants send mainly 
cash remittances and household items to their 

Accra main train station. Photo: Christian Ungruhe
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household members at the AoO, they receive 
foodstuff mostly when they are paid visits at the 
AoD (Narh forthcoming). Migrants also share 
business ideas and new (farming) technologies 
with their household members and members of 
their communities of origin.

What are the outcomes of 
translocality?
The outcomes of translocality or translocal livelihood 
are both positive and negative but the former 
outweigh the latter. One of the positive outcomes 
of translocality is that it enables diversification of 
livelihood activities of many households. Migrants 
often engage in non-agricultural activities at the 
AoD and earn income on daily, weekly or monthly 
basis unlike irregular flow of income mostly 
experienced by the household prior to migration. 
The engagement in other activity becomes a form 
of insurance against the risk of engaging in a single 
economic (mostly farming) activity in the AoO. 

Additionally, translocality has enabled many 
households to adapt to climate change. For 
instances, with the receipts of cash remittances, 
many translocal households are able to afford 
drought-resistant crop varieties  and fertilisers for 
their farming activities to address the challenges 
of rainfall variabilities and declining soil fertility 
to boost crop yields in Northern Ghana. Food 
transfers ensure that households at the AoO do not 
starve when there is climate-induced crop failure 
and translocality protect migrants against food 
insecurity at the AoD. In Nigeria, migrants share 
new farming technologies with their household 
members to minimise the effects of climate change 
on their economic activities. In the Eastern Region 
of Ghana, migrants visit their AoO to engage in 
agroforestry which is contributing to forest recovery 
and mitigation against climate change (Narh et al., 
2023).

Another positive outcome of migration and 
translocality is community development. In Burkina 
Faso, migrant associations contribute to community 

development by constructing social infrastructure 
such as schools, boreholes, local market facilities 
and libraries. Migrant associations also facilitate 
the migration of other people by providing financial 
and housing support for new migrants (Blija et al., 
2024), which enables other households to diversify 
their livelihoods and reduce poverty.

Although most households have reported that 
migration and translocality have contributed to 
their socio-economic advancement, there are 
some challenges associated with it. First, migrants 
face significant housing challenges in the AoD. 
Rapid natural growth and rural-urban migration 
put  pressure on, and contribute to deficits in urban 
housing. Many migrants find it difficult to rent 
decent housing. Migrants tend to stay with family 
and friends or in shared rented accommodation, 
which causes overcrowding and contributes to 
migrant enclaves and expansion of slums (Blija et 
al. 2024). In Agbogbloshie, Old Fadama, and Tema 
Station in Accra and Suame Kotoko in Kumasi, it is 
commonplace to see 5 or more female migrants 
who are mostly engaged in head porterage (kayayei) 
sharing small cubicles with no toilet and cooking 
facilities. This creates serious sanitation problems 
in migrant enclaves and neighbourhoods. The 
overreliance on social networks for survival in the 
cities is a bane on the independence and freedom 
of hosting migrants.

Urban food insecurity is another negative outcome 
of rural-urban migration. Although many migrants 
feel they have high quality of life because they earn 
money to remit and have a sense of belonging to 
the city, they face food insecurity. Many migrants 
across West Africa, and particularly, female migrants 
in Ghana, work under precarious conditions and 
unprotected working environments. As such, 
many migrant workers are paid low wages and are 
exposed to sexual harassment and exploitation. Low 
wages and the urge to remit money home prevent 
many migrants from buying healthy and adequate 
food. Consequently, most of them consume more 
of cheap carbohydrate foods than healthy meals. 
Sexual harassment often results in unwanted 
pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases.

Source: Freepik
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CONCLUSION
Rural-unban migration and subsequently, 
translocality are commonplace in in West Africa. 
The drivers of migration and translocality in West 
Africa are changing climatic conditions, poor 
rural infrastructure, lack of  alternative economic 
activities and unlucrative agriculture. Increasingly, 
many households are adopting migration and 
translocality to diversify their livelihoods, address 
the impacts of climate change and enhance their 
general wellbeing all within the spatial inequalities 
carved since the colonial era. The flow of resources 
and diversification of livelihood activities as well as 
the establishment and expansion of networks are 
enabling many households migrate out of risks and 
poverty but also creating some challenges for both 
urban development and individual households.

Migration and translocality are expected to be 
adopted by many more West Africans as their 
drivers are more likely to persist. Therefore, there 
is a need for appropriate and translocality-sensitive 
policies to harness the benefits of translocality and 
to minimize the associated risks and challenges. We 
provide some key policy recommendation below.

Policy Recommendations
•	 Policies to enhance local livelihoods and 

ensure that people have the right information 
to make the right migration decisions as rural-
urban migration and translocality are preferred 
by some people to enhance their economic 
opportunities and are forms of adaptation 
to climate change. Governments should 
encourage the extension and enhancement of 
telecommunication networks to rural areas to 
enhance translocality. 

•	 Central government should reduce or eradicate 
taxes on mobile money transfers in West Africa. 
Almost all translocal households transact cash 
remittances via mobile money platforms and 
tax makes transfer cost expensive which affect 
the real value of remittances.

•	 Governments must develop small towns 
closer to rural area into “growth poles”. These 
towns must be targeted for infrastructural 
development. Construction of good roads, 
secondary and tertiary educational institutions 
will ease the pressure on the few concentrated 
facilities in the primate cities in West Africa. 
Besides, these growth poles will create jobs 
and widen the scope of options for migration 
decision making, thereby reducing distress 
movements.

•	 There is a need to maintain traditional land 
tenure norms that ensure that migrants 
maintain their allodial titles to land. These 
norms are currently being challenged by an 
era of neoliberal land commodification and 
land grabbing. Thus, the central government 

need to enforce traditional tenure regimes 
through appropriate local consultation and 
joint judgement procedures in land litigation 
matters.

•	 Local government and traditional authorities 
should provide incentives for and encourage 
the formation of migrant associations. These 
authorities should cultivate the culture of 
sense of belonging to migrants’ areas of origin 
to ensure that the full potentials of migrant 
association for community development are 
harnessed.

•	 The District Forestry Commissions of Ghana 
and similar institutions in other West African 
countries must identify migrant associations 
that have allegiance to their jurisdictions and 
allocate degraded forest reserves to them to 
support reforestation in the region. This has 
great potential in mitigating climate change in 
West Africa.

•	 It is important that the central government 
provides affordable housing at migrant enclaves 
to enable migrants have access to decent 
housing. Where the government does not have 
adequate resources to construct complete 
structure, it must construct formidable ground 
floor for migrants to continue upwards to 
reduce urban sprawl. The central government 
must give special tax breaks to private real 
estate developers who wants to construct 
housing facilities in migrant enclaves to make it 
affordable to migrants.

•	 Central governments through their regional 
development and regional civic education 
institutions should target and leverage on 
migrant associations to help in disseminating 
climate change adaption information and 
strategies to enhance climate literacy rural 
West Africa. Also, these regional or provincial 
institutions should provide institutional 
support, capacity-building opportunities, and 
networking platforms to strengthen migrant 
associations

•	 In addition to intensifying agricultural extensions 
services, central governments, particularly in 
Ghana, should prioritise the construction of 
irrigation dams to address drought-induced crop 
failure as a crucial climate change adaptation 
strategy.

•	 The central government should create gender-
sensitive tribunal and courts for migrant workers 
to seek redress and receive instant justice for all 
forms of abuses.

•	 Finally, the central government should 
incorporate translocality in the existing and 
future development policies at all levels of 
government.
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