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An Appraisal of the Contributions of Ariria Market in Aba, Abia
State, to the Economic Development of Nigeria, 1999-2023
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Abstract—This study provides a comprehensive appraisal of the Ariaria
International Market’s contributions to Nigeria's economic development from
1999 to 2023. As one of West Africa’s largest and most vibrant markets, Ariaria is
renowned for its entrepreneurial dynamism, indigenous manufacturing capacity,
and innovation, particularly in leatherwork, footwear, and garment production.
This research investigates the market’s transformative role within Nigeria's
informal sector, focusing on its impact on job creation, domestic production,
poverty alleviation, and intra-African trade over a 24-year period marked by
economic liberalization, democratic consolidation, and significant infrastructural
challenges. Employing a qualitative historical methodology, the study draws on
primary data, including oral histories and semi-structured interviews with market
stakeholders, complemented by secondary sources from scholarly journals, books,
and government reports. An interdisciplinary lens is applied to synthesize insights
from economics, business management, and development studies. The period under
review, spanning Nigeria's return to democratic governance and its integration
into the global economy, positions Ariaria as a critical case study of grassroots
economic resilience and self-reliance. The findings demonstrate that Ariaria Market
is not merely a commercial hub but a significant engine of economic development,
contributing substantially to employment, industrial development in Southern
Nigeria, and the national Gross Domestic Product (GDP). The study concludes
that Ariaria symbolizes the potent potential of indigenous enterprise and serves as
a vital pillar for sustainable economic transformation in Nigeria.
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INTRODUCTION

The need to create a space where people could meet and exchange goods and
services in an organized manner prompted the establishment of one of Nigeria’s largest
and most important marketplaces, the Ariaria International Market, situated in Aba, Abia
State. Because of its extensive selection of locally manufactured goods, especially in the
categories of apparel, shoes, and leather goods, it is frequently referred to as the “China
of Africa” (Nwokoye, 2018). When it was first opened in late 1976, the Ariaria market
quickly became a hive of commerce that drew merchants, craftspeople, and consumers
from all across Nigeria and beyond. Due to its advantageous position in Nigeria’s
southeast, the market serves as a hub for trade, facilitating the movement of goods
throughout the nation as well as throughout West and Central Africa (Onuoha, 2007).

Through promoting entrepreneurship, creating jobs, and increasing GDP, the Ariaria
market has been instrumental in the development of the Nigerian economy over the
years. Because of the market’s well-known manufacturing of items created in Nigeria, the
nation has been less dependent on imports, and its local industries have been
strengthened (Adebayo, 2021). In the footwear and apparel industries, where local
craftsmen have established reputations for creating high-quality, reasonably priced
goods that rival foreign equivalents, its contributions have been especially noteworthy.
The market has seen significant transformations over the years. Ariaria market’s
operations and expansion have, over time, been impacted by the notable economic
reforms, technological advancements, and changes in consumer behaviour that Nigeria
experienced during this period (Ekanem, 2020). The market has prospered despite
obstacles like flooding, poor infrastructure, and unstable economic situations. It has done
so by adjusting to changing conditions and holding onto its important role in Nigeria's
informal economy, demonstrating remarkable resilience (Chukwu, 2022).

HISTORICIZING THE ARIARIA MARKET

The Ariaria market, being one of the biggest and most popular in West Africa, is
situated in Aba, Abia State, Nigeria. The market is well known for producing good
qualities and large quantities of locally made goods, especially textiles, leather goods, and
shoes. Its thriving informal manufacturing sector has also earned it the nickname “China
of Africa.” The development of Aba as an economic centre and the larger
industrialization initiatives in southeast Nigeria are closely linked to the history of the
market. Evidence reveals that the Ariaria market was established in 1976 following the
relocation of traders from the old Ekeoha market, which was destroyed by a fire outbreak.
The Nigerian government, immediately recognizing the need for a centralized trading
centre that could accommodate the displaced traders and also support economic growth
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in the state and the country at large, initiated the creation of the market in the then-
growing industrial city of Aba, Abia State (Onuoha, 2007).

The market expanded organically in its early years due to the entrepreneurial nature
of the people living in Aba. The Nigerian Civil War (1967-1970) had forced many traders
and craftsmen to flee; in the post-war era, many found safety and employment
opportunities in the market. The rapid growth of commerce and industry operations at
Ariaria was facilitated by the post-war influx of skilled labour and the availability of raw
materials in the southeast region. The Ariaria market was more than just a trading station
when it first opened; over time, it evolved into a significant hub for manufacturing,
particularly for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Many of the market’s
craftspeople are self-taught, with talents passed down through generations or acquired
through apprenticeships (Chukwu, 2022). Over time, Ariaria became synonymous with
made-in-Aba products, showcasing a distinctive style of craftsmanship that challenges
foreign goods in both quality and pricing (Okoye, 2019).

The market’s local manufacturing competence was aided by the availability of raw
materials such as hides and skins, textiles, and rubber in the surrounding region. To
expand their businesses, traders in the market adopted new technology trends and
integrated machinery and production methods. Historically, Ariaria has contributed to
Nigeria’s GDP through its thriving manufacturing and export of commodities, especially
to neighbouring nations like Cameroon, Ghana, and Cote d’Ivoire, despite the informal
character of many of these firms (Usman, 2018). Ariaria International Market stands as a
testament to the entrepreneurial spirit and resilience of Nigerian traders and craftsmen.
Its evolution from a small post-war trading centre into a thriving hub of commerce and
production underscores its importance to Nigeria’s economy and the wider West African
region.

STRUCTURE AND ORGANIZATION OF THE ARIARIA MARKET

The structure and organization of Ariaria Market are primarily characterized by a
fragmented, informal system with decentralized management (Adebayo, 2021). The
market is composed of several specialized sections dealing in various products, ranging
from clothing and footwear to electronics, machinery parts, and consumables. This
decentralization is a key feature that has allowed for specialization, adaptability, and the
flourishing of small and medium-scale enterprises. The market is set up into clusters,
with dealers of related goods occupying certain areas. For example, the "Power Line" is
known for electronics and generator parts, whereas the "Bakassi Line" is primarily
populated by merchants of used apparel. This type of segmentation makes it simpler for
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customers to explore and find specific goods while encouraging efficiency and
competition within product categories (Nwankwo, 2021).

The Ariaria market is structured around an unofficial system of governance that is
overseen by groups and market unions. These unions are essential for resolving conflicts,
assigning booths, and planning market events. One important organization that regulates
trade practices, ensures fair competition, and serves as an interface between traders and
the government is the Ariaria Traders Association. The market’s organizational structure
has managed to maintain a high degree of economic activity in spite of its decentralized
and informal nature. However, issues like poor waste management, insufficient
infrastructure, and recurrent fire outbreaks are exacerbated by the absence of robust
institutional regulation and planning (Adefolaju, 2016).

ARTARIA MARKET AND THE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT OF NIGERIA
Key Industries

Ariaria market is a major commercial hub for its role in promoting local industries
and economic growth. The market’s importance lies in its capacity to drive regional and
national economies through the production and distribution of a wide range of goods. A
respondent noted that Ariaria is important for Nigeria’s local manufacturing sector,
providing goods that meet the demands of local and international consumers. The
market’s industries contribute significantly to job creation, fostering entrepreneurial
opportunities for millions of Nigerians, from producers and artisans to traders and
suppliers (Adebayo, 2021).

Leather Goods and Footwear Industry

The leather goods and footwear industry in the Ariaria market is a cornerstone of the
local economy and a significant player on the international stage. Ariaria is renowned for
its vast array of high-quality leather products, which include shoes, bags, and belts. This
market has cultivated a vibrant manufacturing system where artisans utilize a blend of
traditional craftsmanship and semi-automated processes to produce goods that not only
meet local demand but also compete effectively with imported brands in quality and
price (Okoye, 2019).

A respondent, Emenike, posited that many of the skilled workers who make up the
Ariaria market’s artisans have been in their trades for generations. Thousands of people
can find work in these sectors, which especially helps young people by encouraging
technical skills and entrepreneurship. A more efficient supply chain is made possible by
the cooperatives established by local businesses, which boost creativity and production.
This has increased competitiveness both domestically and internationally, resulting in
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improved product options and the ability to serve specific market segments. From tiny
workshops to larger manufacturing facilities, Ariaria’s leather industry is characterized
by a diverse range of enterprises. Businesses like Chigozie Leather Works and Kings
Leather Fashion are examples of the calibre and artistry of goods produced in this
industry. They create fashionable designs that appeal to a broad market in addition to
useful products. This emphasis on quality has created a reputation that draws in foreign
customers, thereby increasing the market for Nigerian leather goods (Okoye, 2019).
Suffice it to say that, beyond its economic effects, this sector has a cultural impact that
highlights Nigerian innovation and artistry.

Textiles and Garment Manufacturing

The production of textiles and clothing is an important element of Ariaria’s economy,
especially in Aba, Abia state, which is known as the “Fashion Capital of Nigeria”.
Numerous Small and Medium-scale Enterprises (SMEs) that export clothing to
neighbouring West African nations, in addition to meeting local demand, are what make
this region famous for its thriving textile and apparel industry. Both traditional and
modern clothing styles are used in the Ariaria manufacture, which reflects the area’s rich
cultural legacy and flexibility in responding to current fashion trends (Nwokoye, 2018).
Many households in Aba rely on the textile sector for their livelihood, as it employs a
large number of craftspeople, tailors, and designers. This industry has grown to be a
crucial source of revenue, empowering local communities and promoting economic
prosperity. Because it provides reasonably priced, locally produced clothing, which is
becoming more and more desirable to customers looking for value in the face of global
competition, the apparel industry is especially significant. Additionally, the presence of
those SMEs boosts the local economy by promoting entrepreneurship and employment
development (Ekanem, 2020).

Peter Nwafor pointed out that the industry faces challenges, including issues related
to quality control, competition from imported textiles, and limited access to modern
production technologies. Addressing these challenges is essential for sustaining growth
and competitiveness in the global market.

Metalwork and Automotive Parts

The market is a hub for metalwork and the production of automotive spare parts,
which plays a vital role in the nation’s economy. Artisans in the market fabricate a range
of components, including engine parts, gears, and mechanical tools, catering to the
growing demands in Nigeria’s automotive repair sector. This activity reduces reliance on
imported parts, supports the informal economy, and creates employment opportunities
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for skilled and semi-skilled workers. Nigeria’s automotive industry has faced significant
challenges, including inconsistent policies and competition from imports. However,
recent initiatives by the National Automotive Design and Development Council
(NADDC) aim to revitalize the sector. These include training programs in automotive
engineering and software design, as well as efforts to increase the local content in vehicle
assembly. The goal is to move from importing nearly assembled vehicles to producing
key components domestically, thereby adding economic value and enhancing job
creation (Usman, 2018).

Furthermore, the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) offers an avenue for
Nigeria to integrate into regional value chains, enabling exports to other African markets.
This aligns with Nigeria’s National Automotive Industry Development Plan (NAIDP),
which emphasizes skill development, component standardization, and investment
promotion (World Bank, 2020). These frameworks are crucial for increasing local
production and strengthening the automotive spare parts market in areas like Ariaria.

Employment Generation and Entrepreneurship

Ariaria Market is renowned as a hub for small and medium-scale enterprises,
significantly contributing to employment generation and entrepreneurship in the region.
The market has become a centre for innovation and creativity, particularly in garment
production, leatherwork, and shoe manufacturing. Its economic significance extends
beyond Abia State, influencing national and regional trade. Ariaria International Market
and others across the country directly and indirectly employ millions of people. Workers
in these markets span categories such as traders, artisans, transporters, service providers,
and labourers who contribute to the steady demand for locally produced goods. Evidence
from the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS, 2022) indicates that over 40% of Nigeria’s
labour force operates in the informal sector, where markets are dominant. In the Ariaria
market alone, approximately 500,000 traders and artisans are employed directly, with
many others supported indirectly, including transport operators and manufacturers.
Furthermore, these markets foster opportunities for unskilled and semi-skilled workers,
providing critical income sources for many low-income families in their host
communities (Nwankwo, 2021).

Contribution to Local and National GDP

The Ariaria market in Aba exemplifies the transformative power of informal markets
in contributing to both local and national GDP. As a hub for small and medium-scale
enterprises, the market is integral to Nigeria’s economic framework. SMEs in Nigeria
contribute approximately 48% of the national GDP, according to the National Bureau of
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Statistics (NBS, 2022). Ariaria alone generates over 120 billion naira annually from its
leather and garment industries, solidifying its role as a cornerstone of Abia State’s
economy and a significant contributor to Internally Generated Revenue (IGR). Building
on its SME base, the Ariaria market is also a powerhouse for employment generation.

A report from the World Bank in 2020 estimates that the market provides direct and
indirect employment to over 1.5 million people, including artisans, tailors, shoemakers,
and transport workers (World Bank, 2020). The market equally plays a pivotal role in
Nigeria’s export economy. Ariaria market products, particularly shoes and garments, are
in demand across West and Central Africa. Evidently, the contributions to GDP begin
with local market dynamism and extend to export-driven industries and value chain
linkages. These interconnected economic activities underscore the importance of
strengthening local initiatives to drive national economic growth (Kalu, 2023).

CHALLENGES
Infrastructure and Modernisation Issues

Ariaria International Market, one of Nigeria’s largest commercial hubs, plays a
crucial role in the country’s economy, contributing to the country’s GDP growth.
However, infrastructure and modernization issues have posed significant challenges,
limiting the market’s growth potential and operational efficiency. Despite its economic
importance, much of the market’s infrastructure remains outdated and poorly
maintained, creating an environment that hampers both traders and customers. A
prominent issue is the lack of proper road networks within and around the market, except
for the effort made by the present Governor of the State in managing the situation. Major
entry points like Faulks Road and Ukwu Mango are plagued by potholes, flooding, and
congestion, particularly during the rainy season (Nwokoye, 2018). These poor conditions
not only discourage buyers but also increase transportation costs for traders, who often
struggle to move goods in and out of the market.

Traders from neighbouring countries like Cameroon, Ghana, and Niger have
reported delays due to infrastructural bottlenecks. Modern, well-paved roads, coupled
with drainage systems, could ease movement and improve access to the market.

Furthermore, inadequate electricity supply remains a pressing issue. Many parts of
the market, such as the powerline and Bakassi Line, lack reliable power, forcing traders
to depend on costly generators to operate machinery and light their stalls. Solar panels
or mini-grids could be installed to provide sustainable energy solutions, especially for
areas heavily reliant on tailoring, such as the Tailoring Materials Line and Shoe Line. The
market’s layout also needs modernization to meet the demands of its growing
population. Narrow pathways and poorly organized stalls in sections like A-Line and C-
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Line not only make navigation difficult but also pose safety risks in emergencies such as
tires. Market officials and urban planners could consider constructing multi-story
shopping complexes, complete with fire exits, parking spaces, and sanitation facilities, to
replace some of the congested open-air sections (Adefolaju, 2016).

Reacting to an interview, Chijioke Eze lamented, “Our businesses would grow faster
if the government provided us with better infrastructure. Imagine how much more
productive we’d be with steady power and proper drainage.” He also observed that from
the foodstuff section, “flooding makes it impossible to sell during the rainy season. We
need proper drainage systems in places like Old Express to unlock the full potential of
this market.”

Government Policies

Government policies, both at the federal and state levels, have posed significant
challenges to the market’s growth and operations. These policies, often well-intentioned,
have inadvertently stifled the efficiency and competitiveness of traders, artisans, and
other stakeholders in the market. One major policy affecting the market is Nigeria's
import restriction policy. While aimed at encouraging local production and reducing
dependency on foreign goods, the ban on certain textile materials and clothing items has
disrupted the supply chain in Ariaria. Many traders who rely on affordable imported
materials to produce garments have faced a reduction in profits or have had to source
alternatives at a higher cost. According to Uchenna, an Ariaria-based trader, “The
restrictions on fabric imports have hurt our business because local alternatives are
expensive and often of lower quality. Customers now complain about rising prices, and
we are losing buyers to other markets.”

Another challenge is the imposition of multiple taxes and levies on traders. Many
market stakeholders argue that taxes are excessive and poorly coordinated. Traders are
often required to pay levies to different authorities, including local government councils,
market unions, and state revenue agencies (Adefolaju, 2016). The cumulative effect is
reduced capital for reinvestment. Policies that attempt to privatize the power sector have
not delivered adequate electricity to the market. Consequently, many tailors and artisans
rely on generators, significantly increasing their cost of production.

Technological Adoption and E-Commerce Integration

The market faces significant challenges in adapting to technological advancements
and e-commerce integration. While the global economy increasingly pivots towards
digital platforms, the market’s reliance on traditional trade practices hampers its
competitiveness in an era of rapid technological change. The absence of structured
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logistic networks has posed a major obstacle to online sales. E-commerce requires
efficient delivery systems, but Ariaria traders often lack access to affordable and reliable
courier services. Emmanuel Udoh, a tailor, highlighted this issue in an interview: “Even
when we get orders from social media, sending them to Lagos or even neighbouring
states becomes a problem because delivery costs are too high.” This logistical gap makes
it difficult for the market to scale its operations and compete with more technologically
integrated marketplaces.

The limited adoption of digital payment systems is also a notable challenge. While
mobile payment solutions are gaining traction in urban centres, many Ariaria traders
continue to rely on cash transactions. This limits their ability to cater to tech-savvy
customers who prefer cashless payments. The lack of trust in digital payment platforms
further exacerbates this issue, as traders fear fraud and loss of hard-earned income. These
challenges have stifled the market’s growth potential. For instance, the absence of a
centralized e-commerce platform means that traders are missing out on access to
international markets, which could significantly increase their revenue streams. Without
technological integration, Ariaria risks losing younger customers who prefer the
convenience of online shopping (Ekanem, 2020; Tunde, 2021).

PROSPECTS
Strategies for Sustaining Competitiveness

To maintain its competitive edge, the Ariaria International Market must prioritize
innovation and local value addition, ensuring its relevance in both domestic and
international markets. The integration of unique products and services tailored to
evolving consumer preferences is key to achieving this. By leveraging its strengths in
craftsmanship and entrepreneurship, Ariaria can position itself as a hub for creativity and
quality. One strategy for fostering innovation is diversifying product offerings through a
blend of traditional designs and modern trends. Traders and manufacturers in Ariaria
can explore innovative ways to appeal to both local and global markets. For instance, the
tailoring industry — a significant component of the market — has the potential to adopt
sustainable practices, such as using eco-friendly materials and ethical production
methods. These efforts can help meet the rising demand for sustainable fashion among
environmentally conscious consumers. This approach not only addresses consumer
expectations but also contributes to broader global efforts for sustainable development
(Tunde, 2021).

The emphasis on indigenous designs with cultural significance further highlights the
market’s innovative potential. The adoption of value-added processes is another
pathway to competitiveness. By enhancing the quality of locally made goods, traders can
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offer products that meet international standards. Integrating advanced technologies such
as Computer-Aided Design (CAD) for textiles and mobile payment solutions can
streamline operations and attract tech-savvy customers. These innovations create
opportunities for premium pricing, stronger brand loyalty, and global recognition.
Moreover, fostering collaborations among local artisans, designers, and business leaders
can spur innovation. Through value addition and innovation, Ariaria can secure its
position as a leading market for quality and originality. Its ability to blend cultural
heritage with modern practices ensures it remains competitive in a rapidly evolving
global marketplace (Onuoha, 2007).

E-commerce platforms, such as online stores and social media channels, are powerful
tools that can increase visibility and sales opportunities for businesses in the Ariaria
market. The creation of digital catalogues, for example, enables traders to present their
products to potential buyers beyond local borders, thereby reaching international
customers. Social media marketing, particularly on platforms like Instagram, Facebook,
and TikTok, plays a great role in generating awareness and engaging with customers
across the globe. Digital tools can help streamline operations, making business processes
more efficient and cost-effective.

The integration of inventory management systems, online payment solutions, and
Customer Relationship Management (CRM) software can help traders keep track of stock
levels, handle transactions securely, and maintain strong relationships with customers.
These digital innovations reduce overhead costs, enhance operational efficiency, and
ultimately lead to improved customer satisfaction. Logistics and delivery systems are also
integral to achieving smooth e-commerce operations (Tunde, 2021). Collaborating with
reliable logistics providers ensures timely and cost-effective delivery to international
customers.

Potential for Growth and Expansion

The Ariaria market has immense growth potential, primarily driven by the need for
improved infrastructure. The market serves as a major trade centre for goods such as
textiles, electronics, and agricultural products. However, its current infrastructure limits
its ability to expand and efficiently serve the increasing demand for goods. Key areas in
need of improvement include basic utilities such as steady electricity, water, and
sanitation, which are essential for smooth operations and the health of both vendors and
customers. Currently, the Ariaria market suffers from frequent power outages,
inadequate water supply, and insufficient waste management systems. These challenges
reduce operational efficiency and make it difficult for businesses to thrive. If
infrastructure improvements were made in these areas, the market would not only
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become more attractive to traders but would also improve productivity by reducing
operational costs associated with power generation and water procurement (Nwankwo,
2021).

Enhancing transportation infrastructure would help streamline goods distribution
logistics, enabling vendors to extend their reach and serve a larger customer base.
Improved efficiency in transportation could also reduce the cost of goods, benefiting both
sellers and buyers. As the market expands, better access to transport would strengthen
economic links with neighbouring countries, especially in West Africa, making the
Ariaria market an even more important centre in regional trade. Investing in
infrastructure development at the Ariaria market is essential for its ongoing growth and
success (Okoye, 2019). Upgrading utilities and transport systems will not only boost
operational efficiency but also draw more traders and customers, creating greater
economic opportunities for the region. The Ariaria market has long been renowned for
its vibrant textiles industry, which has established it as a key player in the regional
economy. However, there is significant potential for growth through diversifying
product offerings. While textiles remain a dominant sector, expanding into other
industries such as electronics, furniture, and agro-processing could further strengthen
the market’s position and attract a broader customer base (Kalu, 2023).

The Ariaria market’s success in textiles provides a robust foundation for branching
out into new sectors. Expanding into electronics, for example, would cater to the growing
demand for affordable technology in Nigeria and other parts of Africa. Given the
increasing middle class and the rise of digital literacy across the continent, electronics
such as mobile phones, laptops, and household gadgets are seeing growing demand
(Tunde, 2021). By adding these items to their inventory, Ariaria traders could tap into a
significant market segment. Diversifying into agro-processing would align with regional
development initiatives and help meet local food security needs. With its central location
in a major commercial hub, the market could facilitate the processing and sale of food
products like palm oil, cassava, and rice, serving both local consumers and international
markets.

Partnerships with international suppliers could further bolster the market’s
diversification strategy. By fostering relationships with global manufacturers, the market
could introduce a variety of new products, enrich its offerings, and increase
competitiveness. These partnerships would also create opportunities to establish the
Ariaria market as a trading hub that attracts international buyers, particularly under the
frameworks of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) (World Bank, 2020).
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CONCLUSION

The research highlights the vital role that the Ariaria market plays in driving
economic development and fostering entrepreneurship. Despite facing challenges such
as infrastructural deficits, regulatory policies, and economic volatility, the Ariaria market
has remained a resilient hub of commerce, contributing significantly to employment,
revenue generation, and regional trade. Its ability to adapt to changing market dynamics,
such as the shift to e-commerce and digital platforms, further underscores its importance
in Nigeria’s economic landscape. However, to ensure its continued success and expand
its impact, it is necessary to address the underlying infrastructural challenges, provide
access to finance for market participants, and enhance digital literacy. Collaboration
between local authorities, businesses, and policymakers can help create an enabling
environment for growth and innovation. By emphasizing sustainable development
practices and promoting entrepreneurship, the Ariaria market can continue to serve as a
cornerstone of the Nigerian economy, benefiting future generations.
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