
APN-CDD Conference on “Crises of Democracy in West Africa” in Abuja, Nigeria  
 
The African Peacebuilding Network (APN), in conjunction with the Centre for Democracy and 
Development (CDD), held a two-day planning meeting on “The Crises of Democracy in West 
Africa: Preventing Unconstitutional Change of Government—the Role for State and Non-state 
Actors.” The meeting was accompanied by an evening symposium that focused on “The 
Perspectives of 2015 Elections in West Africa: Toward State Integration or Disintegration?” 
Both events took place in Abuja, Nigeria, December 10–11, 2013. 
 
The year 2015 will prove to be a crucial year for many West African nations; Nigeria, Togo, 
Ivory Coast (Côte d’Ivoire), Burkina Faso, and Guinea are all due to have presidential elections. 
A host of factors, including friction between opposition parties and the government, ethnicity, 
civil war, weak democratic institutions and economies, election violence, abuse of incumbency 
powers, and endemic corruption, have all historically posed challenges to the political 
development of these countries and others in the region. The meeting and symposium were 
therefore meant to address the high volatility of these states and paint a candid picture of their 
political landscapes. Researchers, practitioners, international and regional community members, 
and others came together to discuss these issues, driven by the mutual concern that flawed 
elections in any one of these countries could destabilize not only a particular country but the 
entire West African region. 
 
Planning Meeting, December 10–11, 2013  
CDD director Idayat Hassan gave the opening remarks, followed by APN program director Cyril 
Obi. Topics over the two days ranged from what drives unconstitutional changes in West African 
governments, to the different forms these changes take, and to ways that the West African 
community can prevent such changes from taking place. Emphasis was placed on confronting 
leaders for their personal extensions of power and on taking measurable actions to cap both 
military coups d’état and incumbent abuses of power. It was agreed that states and regional and 
international bodies ought to find ways to punish those leaders who try to abuse their power.  
 
Many attendees agreed that an early warning mechanism should be set up but argued over ways 
to create one, and what would prove to be most effective. Also highlighted was the distinction 
between the capacity to prevent unconstitutional changes in government and the capacity to 
respond to such changes after the fact by bodies such as the African Union and the Economic 
Community of West African States. Another participant emphasized the fact that “leading from 



the back” was a good approach for West African politics, in order to affirm that “our younger 
generations know what it means to be good” state leaders. 
 
CDD senior fellow Jibrin Ibrahim discussed how the region’s history complicates efforts at 
reform: 
 
“We need to be careful about the types of conclusions that we reach. People still have fresh 
memories of past regimes where rights were totally absent. At the same time, there is a 
demographic issue for young people today who did not live through that period of one-party rule 
or military regime. Thus, how do we join those people in making a critique of the deficits of 
democracy, but in a way to correct these challenges rather than saying there needs to be a new 
system altogether?” 
 
The conversation on the second day focused more on the research of unconstitutional change in 
West Africa and on filling in methodological gaps. Abdon Kouassivi Sofonnou of the Council 
for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa (CODESRIA), an APN partner 
organization in Dakar, Senegal, led the discussion. Participants seemed to agree that in order to 
fill these gaps scholars must first define what kind of research is necessary, who will be able and 
willing to conduct it, and how the academic community can engage those researchers.  
 
Linda Darkwa, a research fellow at the Legon Centre for International Affairs and Diplomacy 
(LECIAD), recommended that close attention be paid to those countries that seem “OK”—stable 
countries not on high alert, politically speaking. “Mali was not supposed to happen,” she 
commented, explaining that even those countries that seem to be democratically sound on the 
surface must not be forgotten in the larger discussion of West African political stability.  
 
Overall, meeting participants concluded that civil society partnership is crucial to the political 
development of West African societies, and Obi noted that conclusion in his final remarks: “I 
used to think development and democracy were two sides of the same coin. But now I realize the 
only way for Africa to move forward is to be democratic and developmental. . . . We must now 
find an agenda for Africa.” 

Other distinguished guests included Shola Omotola, senior lecturer at Redeemer's University, 
Nigeria, and Ibrahim Sanusi of the African Union. 
 
Symposium, December 10 (evening) 



The symposium “The Perspectives of 2015 Elections in West Africa: Towards State Integration 
or Disintegration?” was designed to be a platform to discuss existing trends, possible scenarios, 
and pre- and postelection outcomes in West Africa in 2015. The panel included Nikiema 
Frederic of the Institute for Governance and Democracy in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso; Dodzi 
Kokoroko, director of the Centre for Public Law, University of Lome, Lome, Togo; Abdon 
Kouassivi Sofonnou of CODESRIA, Dakar, Senegal; Jibrin Ibrahim of the CDD; and Cyril Obi 
of the APN. Missing from the panel was representation from Côte d’Ivoire and Guinea. Each 
lecturer shed considerable light on the issues taking place in their respective countries, while also 
touching upon key areas of debate across the region.  
 
One problem highlighted was the financial disparity in African political campaigns between 
opposition parties and incumbents. Ruling parties, it was agreed, have a great deal of money to 
source their campaigns, while opposition parties have few resources. As one panel member said, 
“It’s one thing to come to power, but it’s another thing for leaders to manipulate the constitution 
and make themselves last in power.” Another chimed in: “People know how to vote; what we are 
missing [in Togo] is the essence of democratic value (constitutionalism).” 
 
A member from the audience also contributed: “We need not give people false impressions; it’s 
about the entire system and politics. There has been a general decline in citizenship in Africa, 
which is a low point of elections when they take place.” To reverse this trend, panelists believed 
that steps must be taken to ensure that states have legitimate constitutions and grant citizens their 
right to vote democratically and fairly. 
 
By the end of the evening, it was agreed that a stronger civil society is needed, along with 
credible national data from which electoral bodies can learn and grow. Every citizen must have 
the right to be heard, and each one has a duty to respond. As one panelist put it, “It’s not just 
about the institutions, but also the behavior of the citizens and their role in these institutions.”  

The APN and CDD hope that this symposium will be the beginning of a larger conversation, 
with the aim of encouraging researchers and practitioners to conduct more research and better 
articulate policy positions to create avenues of change, resolution, and positive outcomes.  
 
Location: Reiz Continental Hotel, Abuja, FCT, Nigeria 


