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CONCEPT NOTE 

 

FOR A REGIONAL POLICY DIALOGUE ON 

ECOWAS AT 40 AND THE FUTURE OF DEMOCRACY AND PEACE IN WEST 

AFRICA 

 

Background and Project Context 

Although some cases of malfeasances have characterized elections in West Africa, periodic 

elections have successfully facilitated the transition from authoritarian/unconstitutional rule to 

democratically elected governments or the peaceful transfer of power from one elected 

government to another.  It should be noted that post-conflict countries like Liberia and Sierra 

Leone have been able to consolidate post-war democracy by holding successive elections and 

changing governments without any violence. In spite of a few setbacks, it is firmly established 

that multi-party democracy in West Africa is widely accepted as the legitimate form of 

governance in the sub-region. Between now and the end of this year three West African countries 

namely Burkina Faso, Cote d’Ivoire and Guinea-Conakry will conduct elections, in addition to 

the recently concluded successful general elections in Nigeria and Togo. However, while 

elections are critical to building democracy, it is important to emphasize that democracy is not 

only about conducting elections, but includes various aspects of political behavior and culture, 

institutions, social justice, equity, respect for human rights and the rule of law.   

 

The absence of viable political institutions and these values may undermine democratic 

governance and contribute to political instability to the point of triggering violent conflict. More 

recently there have been concerns that in spite of the holding of successive elections, democracy 

in West Africa remains fragile. Some commentators even go as far as saying that the sub-region 

is facing a real threat of democratic regression. Where there are  no coup d’état (Mali has since 

returned to democratic rule in 2013), a few incumbents have sought to legitimize their continued 

hold on power by changing the constitution to remove term limits, repressing or dividing 

opposition parties or merely allowing multi-partyism to the extent that is only a symbolic value.
1
 

Some incumbents reportedly erode democratic practices by engaging in corruption and 

manipulating state institutions to secure tenure elongation for themselves or members of their 

families. Popular protests and the violent activities of non-state actors can be interpreted as some 
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of the unsavoury consequences of the erosion of democracy.  If unchecked, the gradual erosion 

of democracy has the potential of worsening poverty, and triggering violence in the region.  

 

Studies have established a negative association between conflict, economic and human 

development. As noted in the 2004 UNDP report, a country with a civil war within its borders 

typically has only one third the per capita income of a country with similar characteristics but at 

peace. The study further shows that the poorest countries have the highest risks of new conflict 

because poverty has the tendency to weaken state capacity to provide alternatives for its citizens. 

The 2014 human development index features 13 out of the 15 ECOWAS states on the low 

human development index.
2
 This is a cause for worry as inequality continues to soar while 

democracy appears to be receding in the region.  

Fig 1: 

 

Fig: 1 presents line graph of the Human Development Index (HDI) estimate of some African Countries, showing all 

countries in West Africa. For the purpose of analysis, it is important to note that countries below 0.756 and 0.573 are 

regarded as Medium and Low HDI countries respectively. From the graph, it is obvious that only Ghana and Cape 

Verde are Medium HDI countries, while 13 West African States are Low HDI countries. 

 

Given the debates around the future of democracy and its links to development and peace in 

West Africa, it is very important to reflect on the institutional framework for democracy 

established in December 2001 when the Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS) adopted the Supplementary Protocol relating to the mechanism for the conflict 

prevention management, resolution, peacekeeping and security.
3
 The Supplementary Protocol 
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has zero tolerance for power obtained or maintained by unconstitutional means. To ensure the 

participation of the citizenry in decision making, the Protocol provides for popular participation 

in decision making, strict adherence to democratic principles and decentralization of power at all 

levels of governance. 

 

Evidence of increasing political violence and intimidation, declining state of freedom and respect 

for human rights in some countries appear to be gradually reaching a threshold. These can be 

seen as potential and real threats to democracy in the region. There is also a growing consensus 

among scholars, activists and practitioners that the Supplementary Protocol needs to be updated 

and revised to address recent developments and the emerging threats to democracy, including the 

possible spillover effects on stability, peace and development in West Africa.  

 

It is against this background that the Center for Democracy and Development (CDD), West 

Africa in collaboration with ECOWAS and African Peacebuilding Network (APN) of the Social 

Science Research Council (SSRC), is proposing a two-day meeting to examine the future of 

democracy and peace in West Africa. The meeting will bring together ECOWAS representatives, 

Nigerian government representatives, the international community and academics, CSOs and 

members of the media to help review the democratic journey so far, identify the gains and 

challenges, and proffer actionable recommendations to strengthen and consolidate democratic 

governance and peace in West Africa. This policy dialogue will hold on 27 and 28 July 2015 in 

Abuja and coincides with the 40 years anniversary of the formation of ECOWAS.  

 

Objectives: 

The objectives of the meeting are as follows: 

- To facilitate a discussion of the state and future of democracy, peace and stability in West 

Africa. 

- To examine the role ECOWAS has played over the decades in the region to promote 

democracy and peace vis-à-vis the implementation of regional instruments developed to 

deepen democracy. 

- To identify key challenges confronting democratic practices and the role that ECOWAS 

and its member states can play in upholding democratic principles 

- To make practical suggestions/recommendations on how to effectively address these 

challenges and consolidate democracy. 

 

Expected outputs: 

- Communiqué 

- Policy Brief 


