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1. Purpose of the visit

The purpose of the visit was twofold. Firstly, I was expected to work on the organization of the Annual Conference of the African Borderlands Research Network (ABORNE) which was organised in Basel, September 8-11 2010. The conference was dedicated to ‘Cross-Border Trade in Africa: The Local Politics of a Global Economy”. The ABORNE Annual Conference is one of the largest events in the field of border studies in Africa, which make it an unmistakable event for the community of African scholars regardless of their origin. The quality of the presentations I attended was really good. Some lectures were given by leading specialists in African studies, including Paul Nugent (University of Edinburgh) and Kate Meagher (London School of Economics). The conference certainly allows a fruitful networking between scholars from all round the world.
Secondly, I was expected to work on the hypothesis and methodology of a research project called CROSSTRADE “Informal Trade and Cross-Border Integration in West Africa” which was submitted to the National Research Fund of Luxembourg (FNR). Since then, this project has been selected for funding by FNR and will start in January 2011. The project engage several of the core themes of the 2010 ABORNE Conference - namely, the global connections of informal traders, the development of border towns, and the future of regional integration. The project’s main objective is to evaluate the contribution of informal economic networks to the development of cross-border integration in West Africa. The consortium consists of a group of three institutions with expertise and experience in developing countries: the Department of Geography at the Centre for Population, Poverty and Public Policy Studies (Luxembourg), the ADES Research Unit at the University of Bordeaux III-CNRS (France), and the Department of Geography at the University of Niamey (Niger).

2. Description of the work carried out during the visit

The first two weeks were dedicated to the organisation of the Annual Conference of the African Borderlands Research Network (ABORNE). I was more particularly in charge of Panels 6, 8 and 9 on Trade and Regional Integration during which I also presented my work on entrepreneurship in border regions in West Africa based on a paper submitted to Entrepreneurship and Regional Development recently.
The following weeks were dedicated to work on the hypothesis and methodology of the CROSSTRADE research project and to produce related joint publications. During my stay in Basel, I had frequent contacts with Dr Gregor Dobler, and also took the opportunity to meet some scholars working in the field of African studies, notably Dr Veit Arlt, Head of the Centre for African Studies Basel; Dr Giorgio Miescher, Basler Afrika Bibliographien; Dr Lucy Koechlin from the Ethnologisches Seminar; Prof. Rita Schneider-Sliwa, Head of the Institute of Human Geography; Prof. Nikolaus Kuhn, Head of the Institute of Physical Geography; and Dr Lena Bloemertz, Institute of Geography. In October I also attended the AEGIS thematic conference on urbanisation in Africa, organized by the Centre for African Studies in Basel.
3. Description of the main results obtained

As far as the Annual Conference is concerned, nine papers were presented during the three sessions which I chaired:
Panel 6: Trade and Regional Integration 1

Olukoya Ogen, Oshogbo: ‘We are Traders and not Smugglers’: Reappraising the Socio-economic Dynamics of Cross-border Trade along the Bakassi Borderland
Wilma Nchito, Lusaka: Examining the impact of trade agreements on the local trade dynamics of the cross border trade in Zambia
Terhemba Nom Ambe-Uva, Lagos: Cross-Border Cooperation Between Niger and Nigeria: Opportunities and Challenges for the Maradi Micro-Region in West Africa
Manuela Zips-Mairitsch and Werner Zips, Vienna: Trading Tourists Cross Border: Exclusive Mobility in Southern African Transfrontier Areas
Panel 8: Trade and Regional Integration 2

Olivier Walther, Luxembourg: Traders, agricultural entrepreneurs and the development of border markets in West Africa
Amy Niang, Edinburgh: Regional integration, the informal way
Jean-Louis Sanka, Bordeaux: Cross-border markets and regionalization in Africa: the case of Diaobé (Senegal) and São Domingos (Guinea-Bissau)
Panel 9: Trade and Regional Integration 3

Peter Wafula Wekesa, Nairobi: Magendo, Economic Ingenuity and the Paradoxes of Inter-State relations on the Kenya-Uganda border, 1966-1980
Michael Bonchuk, Calabar: Cross-Border Trade: An Analysis of Trade and Market Integration along the Nigeria-Cameroon Borderlands
As far as the CROSSTRADE research project is concerned, three publications are currently under review or already submitted: 

Retaillé D, Walther O. Conceptualizing mobility: A mobile space paradigm in geography. To be submitted to Progress in Human Geography.

Walther O, Retaillé D. Sahara or Sahel: Why is the geography of terrorism in West Africa so fuzzy? Submitted to the Review of African Political Economy, 23 October 2010.

Walther O. Sons of the country and conquerors who came on foot: The historical construction of the Dendi border region (West Africa), in Amadou B, Dambo L. (eds) Agriculture et mutations des activities socio-économiques au Sahel. Paris, L’Harmattan. To be published in 2011.

Please see Point 5 for a more detailed description of the papers.
4. Future collaboration with host institution
Firstly, my participation in the ABORNE Conference allowed me to meet Paul Nugent and Wolfgang Zeller from the University of Edinburgh, respectively Head and Coordinator of the ABORNE Network. Prof. Paul Nugent has accepted to be a member of the CROSSTRADE research project called CROSSTRADE on informal trade and cross-border integration in West Africa which I will be coordinating next year. Together with two other scholars, he will be charge of discussing the methodologies, data collection procedures, and preliminary results of the project.
Secondly, a joint paper with Dr Gregor Dobler will be published either in Africa, Third World Quarterly, or World Development. The provisional title of the paper is “African border markets: A conceptual and methodological approach”. The aim of this paper is twofold. Firstly, we would like to examine the importance of border markets in the contemporary sub-Saharan African economy. Our hypothesis is that the specificity of border markets within the spatial organisation of West African networks is to offer a prime location for brokers, i.e. economic agents capable of building bridges between disconnected parts of markets. Secondly, we wish to explore new methodological ways of analysing the characteristics of border markets. Our hypothesis is that to date, most of the geographical and historical literature on cross-border economic networks in West Africa has considered networks in a metaphorical way. The aim of the paper is to go one step further by considering networks as an analytical concept, using a combination of both social network analysis and qualitative tools.
Thirdly, Dr Arlt offered me to become a Research Associate at the Centre for African Studies Basel if we can maintain scientific collaboration between our two institutions in the forthcoming years.

5. Project publications

Three publications resulting from the ESF grant are currently under review or will be submitted.
Retaillé D, Walther O. Conceptualizing mobility: A mobile space paradigm in geography. To be submitted to Progress in Human Geography.

Abstract. Geographers have so far conceptualized the increased mobility that characterizes the contemporary world by looking at the conflicting or complementary relationships between spaces of places and spaces of flows. These approaches are, however, influenced by a “sedentary” vision of geography, in which mobility is seen as a movement between two relatively fixed locations in networks. This article offers a conceptual alternative to this view. The paper first examine how the tension between place and mobility had been treated in the history of geographical thought and how the increased mobility of good, people, capital, and knowledge had made the idea of a sedentary world problematic. It then describes an alternative to dominant representations of space based on what could be considered a model of space mobility.  The model is based on a mobile paradigm in which mobility is considered as the primary driving force of the transformation of geographic space. Two major elements of ‘sedentary’ geography are then reconceptualised: the place and the limit. The paper suggests in particular that the contemporary production of places is the result of the meeting of flows world and that new forms of limits should be taken into consideration when dealing with a globalised world.

Walther O, Retaillé D. Sahara or Sahel: Why is the geography of terrorism in West Africa so fuzzy? Submitted to the Review of African Political Economy, 23 October 2010.
Abstract. Since the mid-2000s, terrorism has pushed the peripheries of West Africa into the news and the public eye. While the political implications of this phenomenon have been extensively documented, most commentators have adopted a zonal approach to terrorism in which the Sahel and the Sahara are usually confused. This paper assumes that this confusion dramatically highlights the failure of academic and common geography to think beyond territories in West Africa, and to move away from a ‘sedentary’ vision of West African societies. The paper contributes to an understanding of the geographical locations of terrorism in West Africa by showing, firstly, what the main reason behind the current confusion between the Sahel and Sahara is. Secondly, we show that this confusion arose from a territorial vision of space, which has important implications not only for local economic activities, but also for our own understanding of the spatiality of networks in West Africa.

Walther O. Sons of the country and conquerors who came on foot: The historical construction of the Dendi border region (West Africa), in Amadou B, Dambo L. (eds) Agriculture et mutations des activities socio-économiques au Sahel. Paris, L’Harmattan. To be published in 2011.
Abstract. This article discusses the historical construction of Dendi, a border region now located across Niger, Benin and Nigeria. On the basis of colonial literature and mythological accounts collected in the cities of Gaya, Malanville and Kamba, the paper shows that the Dendi identity is based on the binary opposition between “indigenous people” and “rulers”. Urban foundation myths traditionally present the former as “sons of the country”, worshippers of the earth and land, while emphasising the aristocratic origins of the latter, “who came on foot”. In this, Dendi is comparable to other West African socio-political entities such as Yatenga in Burkina Faso and the Hombori Mountains in Mali.

6. Other comments
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