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Introduc  on

Since the early 1990s, the poli  cal ecosystem 
of West Africa has witnessed sturdy progress 
in democra  c governance. At the beginning of 
this period, countries in the region had poli  cal 
transi  ons from authoritarian military and 
one-party regimes to cons  tu  onal mul  party 
democra  c rule. Indeed, the rebirth of democracy in 
the region was against the background of repressive 
military regimes and one-party dictatorships, 
where poli  cal opposi  on and dissen  ng voices 
were stymied and individuals or groups who 
a  empted to break this ‘cordoned sanitaire’ were 
visited with reprisal a  acks. The poli  cal renewal 
thus signalled the end of authoritarian rule and 
ushered in cons  tu  onal mul  party democra  c 
governance across the countries in West Africa. The 
dividends of democra  c governance are refl ected 
in entrenched periodic mul  party elec  ons that 
have resulted in peaceful power alterna  ons from 
one party to another in countries including Benin, 
Cape Verde, Ghana, Nigeria, Senegal, Liberia, Sierra 
Leone, The Gambia and Niger. Addi  onal to this, 
presiden  al term limits, free media, civil liber  es 
and protec  on of human rights that created 
opportuni  es for inclusive par  cipa  on of ci  zens 
were also guaranteed and vouchsafed in most of 
the na  onal cons  tu  ons that were promulgated. 
Owing to this, the Freedom House has pointed out 
that over the last quarter of the century, no region 
in Africa has made more progress in democra  c 
governance than West Africa. 1

Despite the notable progress made in the quest 
to consolidate democracy over the years, recent 
occurrences in the current democra  c governance 
landscape reveal a declining trend. Increasingly, 
democra  c gains are being eroded by several 
constraints and challenges, especially those 
that prevent wider par  cipa  on, inclusivity and 
consensus building among poli  cal stakeholders. 
There are growing concerns about cons  tu  onal 
amendments of presiden  al term limits to prolong 
regimes as well as lack of inclusivity in the electoral 
processes in some of the countries in the region.2  
Also, disagreements over the compila  on of 

new voter registers and concerns around the 
appointment of offi  cials of Elec  on Management 
Bodies (EMBs) con  nue to generate tensions 
among poli  cal stakeholders and widen increase 
trust and confi dence defi cits in countries.

Of par  cular concern is the resurgence of military 
coups recorded between 2020 and 2022 that have 
truncated democra  c governance and heightened 
poli  cal uncertain  es in in Mali, Guinea and 
Burkina Faso. In addi  on, the region recorded two 
unsuccessful coups in Niger and Guinea Bissau 
within the same period. Other grounds for concern 
are the increased use of obnoxious laws to curtail 
dissen  ng views and human rights viola  ons 
evident in the arrest of opposi  on fi gures, pro-
democracy ac  vists, journalists, as well as the 
killing of peaceful protesters in demonstra  ons, 
especially over the last three years. These have 
contributed to shrinking the poli  cal spaces for 
inclusivity, dissen  ng views and protec  ng civil 
liber  es of ci  zens in several countries in the 
region. 

The foregoing occurrences in the region’s 
democra  c governance sphere have led to concerns 
among na  onal, regional and interna  onal actors 
about the resurgence of authoritarian rule and 
its consequences on governance stability in West 
Africa. Considering the prevailing cauldron of 
security vola  lity coupled with fragility in states, 
regression in democra  c governance and its 
consequences on regional stability poses further 
risks that could poten  ally exacerbate insecurity 
in countries. This has prompted stakeholders, 
especially the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS) and Civil Society Organisa  ons 
(CSOs), to ini  ate measures including the con  nued 
engagements with the Transi  onal Governments 
in Mali and Guinea to support processes towards 
the restora  on of cons  tu  onal democra  c 
governance. Meanwhile, as ECOWAS has imposed 
sanc  ons on Mali and Guinea, Burkina Faso has also 
been suspended un  l restora  on of cons  tu  onal 
order. Moreover, ECOWAS has commenced processes 
to review exis  ng

1. John Temin (2020). “West Africa’s Democra  c Progress is Slipping away, Even as Region’s Signifi cance Grows”. Freedom House. March 19 2020. Available at: h  ps://freedomhouse.
org/ar  cle/west-africas-democra  c-progress-slipping-away-even-regions-signifi cance-grows-0 (Accessed on 9/11/2021).
2. WANEP West Africa Early Warning Outlook (2018-2021). Available at: www.wanep.org (Accessed 9/11/2021).
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frameworks and protocols on governance and 
democracy in response to the current challenges to 
democra  c governance in the region. CSOs in the 
region have also commenced advocacy and other 
forms of engagements with cri  cal stakeholders 
to explore avenues to address the challenges to 
democra  c governance in West Africa. Admi  edly, 
these eff orts are relevant in the quest to enhance 
the region’s democra  c stability. However, 
to eff ec  vely address the current challenges, 
examining the deep-rooted causes to democracy, its 
implica  ons for governance stability and providing 
pathways for eff ec  ve responses are germane. 

This thema  c report examines the current state 
of democra  c governance in West Africa while 
highligh  ng the pi  alls and implica  ons for 
governance stability. It also proff ers evidence-
based recommenda  ons to address the current 
challenges to democra  c governance in the region. 

Overview of Current Trends and Dynamics of 
Democracy and Governance landscape

As highlighted earlier, over the last three decades, 
West Africa has been a driver of democra  c 
prac  ces. These include establishing periodic 
mul  party elec  ons that provided opportuni  es for 
inclusive par  cipa  on of ci  zens and civil society 
groups in the governance processes, free media 
and a modicum of rule of law that protect civil 
liber  es and human rights in the various democra  c 
dispensa  ons. Another signifi cant outcome of the 
democra  sa  on process was the presiden  al term 
limit, which eff ec  vely abolished the prolonga  on 
of regimes that contributed to military interven  on 
and tensions in the governance of the region. The 
important role of ECOWAS, African Union (AU), 
UN, other interna  onal partners, and CSOs in the 
democra  sa  on process and the dividends a  ained 
over the years cannot be understated. ECOWAS 
and AU in par  cular, have played a cri  cal role in 
the diff usion of democra  c norms and values to 
strengthen governance stability in West African 
states through the development and ac  va  on 
of regional and con  nental frameworks such as 
the 2001 ECOWAS Supplementary Protocol on 

Democracy and Good Governance 3 and the African 
Charter on Democracy, Elec  ons and Governance.4

 
Conversely, recent occurrences in the poli  cal 
environment of the region portray a visible signpost 
of democra  c governance aberra  ons that 
threaten the modest democra  c gains achieved 
over the years. A notable trend recorded over the 
last three years is the amendment of cons  tu  onal 
term limits adopted during the democra  sa  on 
wave to facilitate the peaceful and orderly renewal 
of poli  cal leadership.5 In Togo, amendment of 
some ar  cles of the 1992 Cons  tu  on, especially 
Ar  cle 59, allowed incumbent President Faure 
Gnassingbé to reset the clock and run for 
another two terms  ll 2030 if re-elected.6 Similar 
cons  tu  onal amendments in Cote d’Ivoire and 
Guinea in 2020 paved the way for Presidents 
Alassane Oua  ara and Alpha Condé respec  vely to 
prolong their regimes beyond the two-term limits. 
The cons  tu  onal amendment processes in Togo, 
Cote d’Ivoire and Guinea were not only fraught 
with controversies and poli  cal disagreements, but 
also weakened cons  tu  onalism in the aff ected 
democra  c dispensa  ons. 

Also, there are concerns by opposi  on par  es 
about the amendment and the use of the electoral 
law as a tool by ruling governments to target 
poli  cal opponents and limit the space for their 
par  cipa  on in the electoral processes. In Benin, 
for example, the amendment of electoral laws and 
the implementa  on of “Cer  fi cat de Comformité.”7 
introduced in November 2019 by the Government, 
led to protests by opposi  on par  es. The “Cer  fi cat 
de Comformité” enforced a party system reform 
that contributed to the reduc  on of poli  cal par  es 
from over 200 to 10 State-recognised par  es. 
While this sought to address the prolifera  on 
of poli  cal par  es, opposi  on par  es expressed 
concerns about the shrinking space for poli  cal 
par  cipa  on, which con  nues to undermine the 
principles of mul  -party democracy. In a similar 
vein, controversy among poli  cal stakeholders 
over the introduc  on of the Law on “Parrainage” in 
Senegal in 2018, con  nues to generate tensions in 
the poli  cal landscape.

3. ECOWAS Supplementary Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance was developed in 2001 as an expression of ßcollec  ve poli  cal resolve of ECOWAS member States to take 
the process of preven  ng and resolving crises and violent confl icts forward, and to achieve peace and security through the development of democracy and good governance. 
4. African Charter on Democracy, Elec  ons and Governance was adopted on 30 January 2007 as the African Union’s main norma  ve instrument to set standards and promote good 
governance and democracy across the con  nent. It came into force in February 2012 a  er ra  fi ca  on by fi  een (15) States.
Christopher Fomunyoh (2020). Facing Democra  c Backsliding in Africa and Reversing the Trend. Na  onal Democra  c Ins  tute. Available at: h  ps://www.ndi.org/publica  ons/
5. christopher-fomunyoh-facing-democra  c-backsliding-africa-reversing-trend (Accessed on 9/11/2021). 
6. Ar  cle 59 of the 1992 Cons  tu  on of Togo s  pulates that ‘‘the President of the Republic shall be elected by a Universal Suff rage in two rounds for a term of fi ve years renewable 
once. An amendment of this provision may only be made by a referendum’’.
7. The Cer  fi cate of conformity: It is the fact of the Decision N ° EL19-001 of the 1st February 2019 of the Cons  tu  onal Court of Benin. It is a mandatory requirement issued by the 
Cons  tu  onal Court for poli  cal par  es to operate and contest elec  ons in Benin.
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Given this trend, protests and demonstra  ons 
by opposi  on par  es and civil society groups 
against these amendments generated some level 
of violence in the recently organised elec  ons in 
the region. In Cote d’Ivoire for instance, according 
to Human Right Watch, about 55 people were 
killed and 282 injured between October 31 and 
November 10, 2020, due to rival poli  cal clashes 
and excessive use of force by state security against 
opposi  on protesters following the disputed 
electoral outcome.8 Similarly, in Guinea, about 30 
fatali  es were recorded in the post-elec  on violent 
protests alone in the na  onal referendum held 
on March 22, 20209. Addi  onal 30 people were 
killed in security agents’ crackdown on opposi  on 
protests against the referendum to amend the 
cons  tu  on to allow the third tenure for President 
Alpha Condé in the pre-elec  on period.10 In Togo, 
the pre and post-elec  on protests organised 
by the opposi  on and civil society against the 
cons  tu  onal and electoral reforms, as well as 
the outcome of the elec  ons, resulted in fatali  es, 
injuries and destruc  on of proper  es.11  WANEP 
NEWS further recorded arrests of about 21 key 
opposi  on fi gures, supporters and members of the 
media while several others fl ed to neighbouring 
Ghana and Benin.12  

Another cause for concern in the current 
governance space of the region is the resurgence 
of military coups that have stalled democra  c 
governance in Mali and Guinea and Burkina Faso. 
In Mali, widespread public resen  ments against 
President Ibrahim Boubacar Keita and his responses 
to escala  ng violence, pervasive corrup  on, 
extreme poverty, protracted confl ict and disputed 
parliamentary elec  ons organised, triggered 
massive protest by the opposi  on coali  on June 
5 Movement - Rally of Patrio  c Forces (M5-RFP), 
youth groups and CSOs  calling for the resigna  on 
of the President.13 Against this background, the 
Malian military, led by Colonel Assimi Goïta staged 
a coup to topple President Keita’s Government on 

August 18, 2020.14  On September 22, 2020, the 
regime named Bah N’Daw as Interim President and 
Goïta as Interim Vice-President of the Transi  onal 
Government in contradis  nc  on to the demands 
by ECOWAS and the AU.15 However,  on May 
24, 2021, Col. Assimi Goïta again seized power 
from the transi  onal President Bah Ndaw and 
Prime Minister, Mocter Ouane and was sworn 
in as President of the Transi  onal Government. 
The coups have pushed Mali into the orbit of 
military rule, building on a long historical legacy 
of uncons  tu  onal changes of governments in its 
post-colonial poli  cal history.16 Also, in Guinea, 
increased use of authoritarian measures including 
manipula  on of the na  onal Cons  tu  on to 
secure a third term, arrest of key opposi  on 
leaders, limi  ng press freedoms, banning protests 
and stacking the judiciary and Na  onal Electoral 
Commission as well as allega  ons of corrup  on 
and socio-economic challenges facing popula  ons, 
led to a military coup that overthrew President 
Condé’s government on September 5, 2021.17

Col. Assimi Goita at a ceremony in the capital Bamako, 
Mali, September 25, 2020.

Photo Credit: AP

8. Human Rights Watch.  Available at: h  ps://www.hrw.org/news/2020/12/02/cote-divoire-post-elec  on-violence-repression# (Accessed on 5/11/2021). 
9. BBC News. Available at: h  ps://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-54657359 (Accessed. On 04/02/2021). 
10. Amnesty Interna  onal. Available at: h  ps://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/10/guinee-au-moins-personnes-tues-en-toute-impunite-dans-des-manifesta  ons/ (Accessed         
    on 5/11/2021).
11. WANEP (2021). West Africa Early Warning Outlook. WARN. Available at: www.wanep.org (Accessed on 5/11/2021).
12. Ibid.
13. Ilana Zelmanovitz Axelrod and Kwesi Aning (2020). Mali, Democracy and ECOWAS’s Sanc  on Regime. KAIPTC Policy Brief 9. October 2020. 
14. Ibid.
15. Ibid. 
16. Ilana Zelmanovitz Axelrod and Kwesi Aning (2020). Mali, Democracy and ECOWAS Sanc  on Regime. KAIPTC Policy Brief 9
October 2020. 
17. Op. cit WANEP (2021). West Africa Early Warning Outlook.
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18.  WANEP NEWS. Quick Update. Available at: www.wanep.org (Accesssed 3/02/2022). 
19.  Chris  an Akorlie (2021). “West African bloc imposed sanc  ons on Mali over stalled votes”. Reuters. Available at: h  ps://www.reuters.com/ar  cle/us-westafrica-security-mali- 
      guinea-idUSKBN2HS0BQ  (Accessed on 8/11/2021).
20. Said Adejumobi (2000). “Elec  ons in Africa: A Fading Shadow of Democracy?” Interna  onal Poli  cal Science Review, Jan., 2000, Vol. 21, No. 1 (Jan., 2000), pp. 59-73. Available at: 
     h  ps://www.jstor.org/stable/1601429?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents (Accessed on 9/11/2021). 

In a similar vein, military coup in Burkina Faso led 
to the overthrow of President Roch Marc Kabore 
on January 24, 2022. The coup was triggered by 
concerns around weak state capacity to stem 
the deepining security crisis induced by terrorist 
and armed groups, discontent within the military 
over allega  ons of neglect and socio-economic 
challenges facing popula  ons. 

Aside from the successful military coups highlighted 
above, Niger and Guinea Bissau witnessed putsches 
in March 2021 and February 2022, respec  vely. The 
coup a  empt in Niger occurred a night before the 
inaugura  on of the president-elect Mohammed 
Bazoum a  er elec  on victory disputed by the main 
opposi  on leader, Mahamane Ousmane. In Guinea 
Bissau, the military foiled a  empt to overthrow 
the government of President Umaru Sissoco 
Embalo. The a  empted coup led to 11 fatali  es 
and several injuries.18 The a  emted coup was 
against the background of rising unemployment 
among the youth, low educa  on, corrup  on, drug 
trade and abuse, leading to frustra  ons among the 
popula  ons.

Niger and Guinea Bissau have been plagued by 
military forays, resul  ng in decades of poli  cal 
instability. Therefore, the recent poli  cal transi  ons 
provide opportuni  es to strengthen ins  tu  ons 
to respond eff ec  vely to the poli  cal and socio-
economic concerns and consolidate the democra  c 
gains a  ained. 

While in Mali, the ECOWAS and AU media  on 
eff orts led to the development of a roadmap 
towards elec  ons to be held in February 2022 to 
facilitate the transi  on to democra  c rule, ECOWAS 
media  on eff ort to engage the military coup 
leaders in Guinea has been a stalemate without any 
concrete measures towards the transi  on to restore 
civilian rule. Instruc  vely, the Malian Transi  onal 
Government has informed ECOWAS that it will 
not be able to hold the proposed presiden  al and 
legisla  ve elec  ons in February 2022 as envisaged.19 

The a  empt to delay the process towards 
democra  c transi  on in Mali coupled with non-
engagement posture of the Guinean coup leaders 
are seen as a  empts by the military to entrench 
themselves in power. More importantly, the coups 
in Mali and Guinea could have contagion eff ects on 
other countries in the region given the prevalence 
of similar vulnerabili  es in the poli  cal contexts. 

Furthermore, there are stakeholders’ concerns 
about the nature and quality of elec  ons organised 
in the region in recent  mes. Periodic elec  ons are 
the key driver of West Africa’s democra  c gains. 
Elec  ons create pla  orms for inclusive par  cipa  on 
of ci  zens to exercise their franchise through the 
universal adult suff rage principle enshrined in the 
na  onal Cons  tu  ons of States as a viable means 
of ensuring the orderly process of leadership 
succession and change and an instrument of 
poli  cal authority and legi  ma  on.20

Burkina Faso Military Junta Leader Lieutenant-Colonel
Paul-Henri Sandaogo Damiba
Photo Credit: Google Images

Guinea Military Leader, Col. Mamady Doumbouya
Photo Credit: AP



THEMATIC REPORT | PAGE  06

This notwithstanding, some of the recent elec  ons 
in West African States have been fraught with 
challenges including an unbalanced playing fi eld, 
abuse of incumbency, tensions and violence, 
irregulari  es, lack of consensus, exclusion of 
opposi  on par  es’ par  cipa  on in the electoral 
processes and in appointments of electoral offi  cials 
to the Elec  on Management Bodies (EMBs). 
Consequently, the electoral processes of the 2020 
elec  ons organised in the region were replete with 
a lack of confi dence and trust by opposi  on par  es, 
which resulted in protests and demonstra  ons 
that generated pre and post-elec  on tensions and 
violence in the countries concerned. There were 
groundswell opposi  on par  es boyco  , rejec  on 
and protests against the 2019 and 2020 elec  on 
results in Togo, Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana, Guinea, Burkina 
Faso, Niger and Senegal on grounds of allega  ons 
of irregulari  es, lack of inclusivity, transparency 
and accountability in the electoral processes. The 
current trend in elec  ons in West Africa refl ects 
a reversal to the old order of despo  c poli  cal 
rulership under the guise of civil governance.21 
Elec  ons in their current state in most States appear 
to be a fading shadow of democracy, undermining 
the modest democra  c gains achieved over the last 
three decades.22

Another area of concern revolves around the 
seeming states’ weaponisa  on of legisla  on 
to suppress freedom of expression. Freedom 
of expression is guaranteed, as evident in the 
decriminalisa  on of libel and defama  on under 

the press codes in many countries in West Africa.23 
However, recent trend depicts the creeping culture 
of repression, physical a  acks and arbitrary arrests 
and deten  ons of poli  cal opponents and cri  cs of 
regimes.24 In par  cular, concerns around fake news 
and publica  on of false informa  on with the advent 
of social media that have amplifi ed ci  zens’ voices, 
have led to promulga  on of various false informa  on 
laws, with vague provisions o  en exploited by 
some governments to harass cri  cal media houses, 
journalist publishing online and other social media 
bloggers. 25 Similar use of obnoxious laws to curtail 
dissen  ng views and human rights viola  ons 
evident in the arrest of pro-democracy ac  vists and 
killing of peaceful protesters in demonstra  ons are 
also grounds for concern. 

The onset of COVID-19 and associated measures 
to curtail the spread among popula  ons also 
contributed to the use of emergency laws to curtail 
civil liber  es. While the measures contributed 
to mi  ga  ng the spread of the pandemic, in 
some countries, authori  es used the pandemic 
as a pretext to deploy heavy-handed security 
responses and emergency powers to curtail 
poli  cal dissent, criminalise basic freedoms, silence 
independent repor  ng and limit the ac  vi  es of 
non-governmental organisa  ons.26 The COVID-19 
dynamic has further contributed to shrinking the 
poli  cal spaces for inclusivity, dissen  ng views 
and protec  on of civil liber  es of ci  zens in some 
countries in the subregion. 

21. Ibid. 
22. Ibid.
23.  Media Founda  on West Africa (2021). How states in Francophone countries are weaponizing legisla  ons to suppress freedom of expression online. Available at: h  ps://www.
     mfwa.org/how-states-in-francophone-west-africa-are-weaponizing-legisla  on-to-suppress-freedom-of-expression-online/ (Accessed 9/11/2021).
24. Ibid. 
25. Ibid
26.  Riva Levison (2021). From Afghanistan to the Sahel – Is Washington Listening? The Hill. Available at: h  ps://thehill.com/opinion/interna  onal/573392-from-afghanistan-to-the-
     sahel-is-washington-listening?rl=1 (Accessed on 9/11/2021). 
27. Ibid. 
28. Ibid. 

Figure 1: Percentage showing support for 
democracy in 18 countries in Africa

Credit: Afrobarometer Survey conducted 2019 / 2020

In eff ect, Afrobarometer, Africa’s foremost surveyor of na  onal public opinion on democracy, conducted 
45,000 face-to-face interviews in 34 countries 
and found that nearly seven out of ten Africans 
prefer democracy to all other forms of 
government, but at the same  me, more 
than half were dissa  sfi ed with the quality 
of their democracy.27 This suggests that 
there is a democra  c defi cit where demand 
exceeds supply, and therefore unmet 
democra  c demands may lead to social 
unrest or a return of authoritarianism.28 

This scenario is refl ected in the recent 
military coups in Mali and Guinea and 
creeping democra  c authoritarianism in 
West African poli  cal landscape. 
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29.  John Temin (2020). “West Africa’s Democra  c Progress is Slipping away, Even as Region’s Signifi cance Grows”. Freedom House. March 19 2020. Available at: h  ps://freedomhouse.
     org/ar  cle/west-africas-democra  c-progress-slipping-away-even-regions-signifi cance-grows-0 (Accessed on 9/11/2021).

30.  Na  onal Research Council 1992. Democra  za  on in Africa: African Views, African Voices. Washington, DC: The Na  onal Academies Press. h  ps://doi.org/10.17226/2041.

Freedom House’s Freedom in the World Report 
points out that of the 12 countries with the most 
signifi cant decline in democracy year-on-year, fi ve 
were in West Africa.29

Pi  alls and Implica  ons for democra  c governance 
and stability 

Democra  c governance stability is cri  cal to peace 
and security in West Africa. Therefore, there is 
the need to enhance a stable democra  c poli  cal 
landscape with strong ins  tu  ons that determine 
the ability of the State to address issues of human 
security and strengthen rela  onships between 
the State and the ci  zenry. However, democra  c 
governance in West Africa is facing challenges that 
con  nue to erode the gains a  ained over the years 
and further undermine consolida  on eff orts. Some 
of the pi  alls and implica  ons are discussed below:

Persistence of Winner-take-all / Zero-sum poli  cs
The winner-take-all poli  cal model prac  sed in 
many countries in the region con  nues to defi ne 
the strategies and ac  ons of poli  cal par  es in 
elec  ons. Those who win collect and control almost 
all poli  cal and fi nancial assets, making the stakes 
so high that some par  es and groups are ready to 
resort to anything including violence to keep or 
access power. The winner-take-all system allows 
a high concentra  on of power in the hands of a 
Central Government led by an execu  ve President. 
In some countries, cons  tu  onal provisions grant 
the President the preroga  ve to appoint Heads of 
the Legislature and Judiciary Arms of Government. 
Cri  cs of this model indicate it is a threat to checks 
and balances expected in governance as the 
opportunity cost of the execu  ve powers lies in the 
weakened cons  tu  onal provisions of the relevant 
oversight func  ons of these structures. This 
cons  tutes a confl ict of interest as the legislature 
and judiciary could be compromised to exercise 
their oversight func  ons to put the powers of the 
President in check. In addi  on, the Presidency has 
the power to appoint Ministers, Boards of state-
owned enterprises and other func  onaries to 
serve in various levels of governance structures. It 
is alleged that these offi  cials in turn reward party 
supporters and poli  cal cronies with state resources 
and contracts. For this reason, accountability is 
weak, as public fi gures report to poli  cal appointees 

in the execu  ve branch. The winner-take-all prac  ce 
in poli  cal compe   on has been responsible for 
the elimina  on of opposi  on as well as any poli  cal 
compe   on a  er elec  ons.30 As a result, electoral 
compe   on escalates into trends of violence as has 
been witnessed in the past elec  ons in the region. 

Seeming Deteriora  on of State-Ci  zens Rela  ons
Another cri  cal concern is the deteriora  on of state-
ci  zens rela  ons. Despite eff orts by governments to 
improve the provision of socio-economic services 
to ci  zens, there are challenges of inadequacies in 
social service delivery including water, electricity, 
housing, roads, healthcare, educa  on, transparent 
and accountable governance among others. 
Inadequate social services and unemployment are 
fuelling rural-urban migra  on, urban crimes and 
dense urban popula  on leading to overburdening 
of already weak infrastructure. Seeming distrust and 
a waning social contract have possible implica  ons 
for poli  cal stability and undermine rela  onships 
between the state and ci  zenry. 

Weak Enforcement of the Rule of Law
Respect for the Rule of Law is a cardinal principle of 
democra  c governance and ensuring state serenity. 
Where there is weak enforcement of the rule of 

law, there is bound to be lawlessness, physical and 
environmental insecurity. The eff ec  veness of the 
rule of law enhances jus  ce, resolves confl icts, 
ensures fairness and impar  al treatment, furthers

Source: Transparency Interna  onal CPI 2020 Visualised by WANEP NEWS



THEMATIC REPORT | PAGE  08

31.  Transparency Interna  onal’s Corrup  on Percep  on Index (CPI), 2020. h  ps://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2020/index/nzl# (Accessed 28/10/2021).
32.  Ibid.
33. Afrobarometer Report (2019). h  ps://afrobarometer.org/press/one-four-people-africa-have-pay-bribes-access-services-corrup  on-barometer-shows (Accessed 28/10/2021).
34. See UNDP HDI 2020. h  p://hdr.undp.org/en/content/latest-human-development-index-ranking (Accessed 28/10/2021). 
35. Afrobarometer Policy Paper No. 62 (March 2020). Lived Poverty on the rise. h  ps://afrobarometer.org/sites/default/fi les/publica  ons/Policy%20papers/ab_r7_pap13_lived_

poverty_on_the_rise_in_africa_1.pdf (Accessed 28/10/2021).

36. WANEP NEWS. Available at www.wanep.org (Accessed on 14/11/2021).

the respect for fundamental human rights and 
promotes social rela  ons as well as actable social 
values.  Ideally, the rule of law should meet societal 
demands and expecta  ons and help curb the 
arbitrary exercise of power by privileged groups. 
Enforcing these tenets, to a large extent, has been 
quietly ignored and most o  en people take the 
law into their hands. These have characterised 
countries in the region, thereby crea  ng tensions 
and divisions in communi  es. 

Militarisa  on of Poli  cs
Another key challenge is the recurrent interference 
of the military in poli  cs which has led to 
uncons  tu  onal change of Government through 
coup d’états in parts of the region. The recent 
military dissolu  on of power in Mali, Guinea and 
Burkina Faso, have ushered in a wave of uncertainty 
in the poli  cal landscape of the region. While some 
poli  cal elites purportedly manipulate the military 
for poli  cal gains, analysts are of the view that the 
resurgence of coups in the region can be a  ributed 
to a combina  on of factors including inordinate 
access to force, corrupt civil-military rela  ons, 
disgruntled personnel, and poor army pension 
schemes in some countries.  This has ramifi ca  ons 
for social cohesion and a contagion eff ect on 
regional peace and security.

Corrup  on and socio-economic challenges
Despite the growth of democracy and the crea  on 
of numerous an  -corrup  on legisla  ons and 
ins  tu  ons, corrup  on con  nues to undermine 
democra  c governance processes across the 
region. Most West African states have been ranked 
as highly corrupt among 180 countries assessed 
by the Transparency Interna  onal’s Corrup  on 
Percep  on Index (CPI) for 2020.31 Sta  s  cs 
generated by the CPI indicated that Guinea Bissau 
and Nigeria are the fi rst and second most corrupt 
countries out of 15 countries in West Africa, laying 
claims to perceived poli  cal corrup  on, nepo  sm, 
favouri  sm and bribery as responsible for the 
setback in its fi ght against corrup  on.32 The 2018 
Global Corrup  on Barometer found that more than 
one in four people on the con  nent paid bribes for 
public services.33 Also, various studies show that 

the pervasive corrup  on is due to the nature of 
poli  cs, weak ins  tu  ons, and lack of poli  cal will 
for the implementa  on of poli  cal par  es campaign 
fi nance regula  ons.

Furthermore, the general socio-economic situa  on 
in the region is a cause for concern. Countries in the 
region remain among the world’s poorest na  ons, 
ranking among the least developed countries out 
of 188 countries in the Human Development Index 
(2020).34

Poverty is also widespread with more than 24 per 
cent of the region’s 400 million popula  on subsis  ng 
on less than US$1.90 a day. Unemployment and 
illiteracy levels remain high, par  cularly among 

youth, while maternal and infant mortality rates are 
among the highest in the world.35 The consequences 
of widespread corrup  on and unemployment are 
evident in the poor delivery of social services, high 
levels of poverty and other challenges. Corrup  on 
and high unemployment rate also threaten stability 
and undermine ins  tu  ons and the rule of law, 
making it diffi  cult for ci  zens to benefi t from the 
dividends of democracy. Between January 2018 and 
September 2021, WANEP Na  onal Early Warning 
System (NEWS) recorded 3,178 governance-
related protests and demonstra  ons, leading to 
756 fatali  es and 4,276 injuries.36 The protests 
and demonstra  ons recorded were triggered by 
socio-economic challenges facing popula  ons, and 
discontent with electoral processes and outcomes.
 
Technology, social and digital media
Undoubtedly, the advent of technology, social and 
digital media con  nue to play a cri  cal role in the 
poli  cal environment of West Africa. 

Protests/Demonstra  ons in 
West Africa – January 2018 – September 2021

Data and visualisa  on: WANEP NEWS
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It has contributed to opening the poli  cal space for 
ci  zens par  cipa  on in the governance processes 
of countries. A notable trend is that the social and 
digital media spaces have become veritable grounds 
for youth who are dissa  sfi ed with governance 
fault lines including unemployment, lack of space 
for inclusivity in governance, poor infrastructure, 
limited access to educa  on and healthcare among 
others. To this end, several youth across the region 
mobilise themselves for change through various 
hashtag movements. Instances of this are refl ected 
in the #EndSARS in Nigeria, #FixTheCountry in 
Ghana, #ThreeYearsJotna in The Gambia and 
#FreeSenegal in Senegal. While this is contribu  ng 
to the promo  on of civil ac  vism, freedom of 
expression and amplifi ca  on of dissen  ng voices 
in the governance of countries, the new media 
space is also genera  ng violent communica  ons, 
a  acks against poli  cal opponents, religious and 
ethnic bigotry that con  nue to induce tensions 
and violence in the aff ected countries. In addi  on 
to this, a  acks against social media bloggers and 
cri  cs of regimes by authori  es in some States 
are a cause for concern, as such acts are deemed 
counterproduc  ve to democra  c governance. 

Emergence of global powers and lack of strong 
global democracy leadership
The contemporary changing dynamics of West 
African economic development, security and 
geostrategic  resources have a  racted not only 
Western global powers including US, France and 
UK, but also China, Russia and Turkey and Gulf 
States such as Iran and Saudi Arabia. These States 
appear to be pursuing their na  onal interests in the 
region. Notwithstanding this, unlike Western States 
whose economic aid and assistance are in some 
contexts predicated on enforcement of democra  c 
norms, China and Russia’s rela  ons with the region 
has been silent on infrac  ons in the civil space. In 
fact, the poli  cal systems of China and Russia are 
the very an  thesis of liberal democra  c systems 

and norms in West African countries. However, 
enamoured by China’s policy of non-interference 
in the governance of other States, economic aid 
and assistance from Beijing have been able to 
neutralize the dominance of the West in the region. 
Specifi cally, the rise of China, and its economic aid 
and assistance, con  nue to serve as an alterna  ve 
to that of the West, which to some extent is hinged 
on demands of accountability, transparency and 
respect for human rights. Admi  edly, China’s 
economic support has contributed to improving 
infrastructure and rela  ve economic gains in 
some  countries. Conversely, their indiff erence to 
governance and democra  c norms in countries is 
aiding the arbitrariness of regimes and erosion of 
democra  c norms and values in the governance 
of States. This is further compounded by the lack 
of strong democra  c leadership at the forefront 
of global diff usion of democra  c norms coupled 
with the lack of interna  onal consensus in 
the applica  on of sanc  on regimes against 
uncons  tu  onal changes in Governments, and 
viola  ons of human rights and civil liber  es. These 
gaps are partly a  ributable to the an  -democra  c 
tendencies and seeming global democra  c decline, 
with no excep  on to West Africa. 

Challenges with ECOWAS and enforcement of 
democra  c norms
The Supplementary Protocol was adopted by 
ECOWAS to put in place elaborate norma  ve 
frameworks and mechanisms to strengthen the 
regional peace and security architecture due to 
the successive outbreak of confl icts in the region. 
It establishes a clear link between the objec  ve of 
confl ict preven  on and resolu  on and the will to 
posi  vely infl uence poli  cal developments in the 
region.37 The Protocol is a remarkable step and 
veritable tool by ECOWAS to consolidate peace, 
security and stability in a region that has witnessed 
more than a decade long violent civil war. Experts 
agree that the protocol provides principles and 
guidelines for the promo  on of democracy and 
peace including modali  es for its implementa  on, 
thus s  pula  ng ECOWAS role and contribu  on 
to the organiza  on of credible and transparent 
elec  ons. However, as laudable as the provisions 
contained in the Protocol may seem, it has 
undoubtedly suff ered diverse challenges especially 
rela  ng to its implementa  on. A key challenge as 
observed by a scholar is the ci  zens’ inadequate 
knowledge of the provisions of the protocol and 
the possibility of seeking redress through the 
ECOWAS Court of Jus  ce for the viola  on of human 
rights which cons  tutes serious impediments to its 
implementa  on.38

37. Cheick Oumar Diarra, “ECOWAS Protocol rela  ng to the Mechanism on Confl ict Preven  on”, Paper delivered at a Consulta  ve Mee  ng organized on Human Security Mechanism for 

EAC and GIL”, Nairobi, 24-28 February 2002.  
38. ECOWAS Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance in Sierra Leone, Sahel and West Africa Club; Mar 20, 2006.

The #EndSARS Protest in Nigeria in October 2020
Credit: Ge  y Images



THEMATIC REPORT | PAGE  010

In addi  on, there is a percep  on by ci  zens that 
ECOWAS is not doing enough to popularise the 
contents of the Protocol. Decisions reached at 
ECOWAS mee  ngs are not eff ec  vely communicated 
by na  onal delegates to relevant stakeholders and 
the ci  zenry for implementa  on at the na  onal 
level. Owing to this communica  on gap, the 
lack of ownership of the ECOWAS instruments 
by the ci  zens hinders the domes  ca  on and 
implementa  on of the Protocol. Also, whereas 
ECOWAS via the Supplementary Protocol remains 
resolute in its belief in cons  tu  onal ascension 
and reten  on of poli  cal power, transi  onal 
governance in the region has become one of the 
most formidable challenges facing reconstruc  on 
and stabilisa  on in post-confl ict states. Although 
Member States comply with the provision of the 
Supplementary Protocol which s  pulates that 
“No substan  al modifi ca  on shall be made to the 
electoral laws in the last six (6) months before the 
elec  ons, except with the consent of a majority of 
Poli  cal actors”,39 some Presidents have capitalised 
on this and made glaring a  empts to tamper with 
their cons  tu  ons in a bid to elongate their tenure 
in offi  ce. 

Another challenge to the implementa  on of the 
Supplementary Protocol is the lack of poli  cal 
will by Member States to abide by its provisions, 
with par  cular emphasis on perceived threats 
to na  onal sovereignty. The non-ra  fi ca  on and 
domes  ca  on of the Supplementary Protocol 
by a few Member States have also hindered its 
implementa  on. The determina  on of ECOWAS 
to ensure implementa  on is evident in the 
suspension of Member States and barring of Heads 
of Governments who came to power through 
uncons  tu  onal means from a  ending ECOWAS 
mee  ngs as in the cases of Mali, Guinea and Burkina 
Faso. The lack of poli  cal will by some Member 
States to implement ECOWAS protocols and adhere 
to democra  c norms undermines governance 
stability and human security in the region. 

Moreover, the applica  on of sanc  ons by ECOWAS 
against non-compliance to provisions enshrined in 
the Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance 
is undermined by geostrategic interests of 
Member-States and other external actors. Although 
ECOWAS has suspended and imposed economic 
and diploma  c sanc  ons against Mali, Guinea 
and Burkina Faso, the dynamics of economic 
interdependence especially among neighbouring 
countries have poten  al to encumber the impact of 
such sanc  ons on the regimes. Also, interna  onal 
actors’ poli  cal, economic and security interests 

in the aff ected countries provide alterna  ves that 
could hinder the effi  cacy of the sanc  ons. More 
importantly, while ECOWAS sanc  ons against the 
countries concerned are poli  cally and norma  vely 
jus  fi able, the approach is likely to cause severe 
hardships and disrup  ons to economies already 
faced with mul  faceted security challenges and 
COVID-19 pandemic.40 This has poten  al to further 
aggravate human security fragility in the aff ected 
countries. These dynamics do not only aff ect the 
impact of sanc  ons on the regimes, but are also 
likely to be counterproduc  ve.   

Pathways to Recovery
      
Given the aforemen  oned pi  alls and to ensure 
implementa  on and compliance, ECOWAS should 
ins  tute monitoring mechanisms to maintain 
strict adherence to its policy of ‘Zero Tolerance’ 
towards uncons  tu  onal change of government 
backed by strong determina  on to ensure credible 
and peaceful elec  ons in the region. Since the 
adop  on of the Supplementary Protocol, ECOWAS 
has intervened in several poli  cal crises and 
facilitated the emergence of cons  tu  onal rule in 
some Member States. This was demonstrated in 
opposi  on to the military coup d’état in Guinea 
Bissau (2003), succession in conformity with 
the Cons  tu  on of Togo following the death 
of President Gnassingbe Eyadema in 2005 and 
condemna  on of the coup and concerted eff orts 
to restore cons  tu  onal authority in Guinea 
Bissau and Mali (2012). Lessons learnt from these 
engagements could come in handy in the current 
response to restore cons  tu  onal order in Guinea 
and Mali. 

Related to the above, the Supplementary Protocol 
provides a great pla  orm for the management of 
transi  onal governance in West Africa. However, 
the gaps and challenges iden  fi ed with par  cular 
reference to elonga  on of tenures and rejec  on of 
electoral results by candidates, signal the urgent 
need to review the Protocol. Considering this, the 
Authority of Heads of State and Government has 
requested the ECOWAS Commission to ini  ate the 
process of reviewing the Protocol to strengthen 
democracy, peace and stability in the region.41 

While ECOWAS should lead its review thereof, it 
is impera  ve for CSOs and relevant stakeholders 
at na  onal and regional levels to provide requisite 
technical support in addressing the emerging 
trends through the sensi  za  on and popularisa  on 
of the Protocol for eff ec  ve implementa  on and 
adherence by relevant stakeholders.

38. ECOWAS Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance in Sierra Leone, Sahel and West Africa Club; Mar 20, 2006.
39. Supplementary Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance, 2001, Sec  on II, (Ar  cle 2:1)
40.  Aubyn Festus (2022). ECOWAS Sanc  ons Against Mali Are Necessary, But May Be Counterproduc  ve. IPI, Global Observatory. Available at: h  ps://theglobalobservatory.
     org/2022/02/ecowas-sanc  ons-against-mali-necessary-but-may-be-counter-produc  ve/ (Accessed on 3/2/2022).
41.  Extraordinary Session of the Authority of Heads of State and Government, Accra, Ghana, 16 September 2021. Communiqué. h  ps://www.ecowas.int/communique-extraordinary-
     session-of-the-ecowas-authority-of-heads-of-state-and-government/ (Accessed 10/10/2021).
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In addi  on, there has been increasing public 
support for democracy, especially among 
young people across countries in the region. 
Afrobarometer research (2021) in which 1,200 
respondents were interviewed across 18 countries 
in Africa on the state of democracy and governance 
systems, revealed high support for democracy and 
rejec  on of authoritarian alterna  ves. In Sierra 
Leone, Ghana and Nigeria, for instance, seven in 
10 respondents (85%, 76% and 74%, respec  vely) 
prefer democracy to another form of Government, 
but sa  sfac  on with the way democracy works 
drops in the countries targeted.42 This suggests 
that democracy based on the Rule of Law fosters 
good governance. Given this, most countries in the 
region require poli  cal reforms for the survival of 
democracy and social and economic development. 
Democra  c governance is not sta  c but dynamic 
and therefore, reform processes constantly need to 
be adapted to the people’s concerns. West African 
leaders should make eff orts to formulate long-term 
visions that allow space for open elec  ons, poli  cal 
change, and reforms, which allows inclusive 
par  cipa  on of all stakeholders. This is, among 
other things, an overall condi  on for improving 
democra  c governance.

Also, inclusive and ac  ve par  cipa  on of women 
and youth in democra  c and governance processes 
is impera  ve and increases public support for 
democracy. The median age of West Africa is 18 
years old, with 66 per cent of the popula  on of 
more than 400million being under the age of 
25.43 The burgeoning youth popula  on is both 
an opportunity and a challenge for the region. 
On the produc  ve side, the popula  on provides 
an opportunity for the region to address its 
sustainable development challenges while on the 
fl ip side, lack of opportuni  es such as educa  on, 
employment and health security, among others. 
could expose the region to severe consequences. 
Therefore, the region needs to harness the energy, 
crea  vity and innova  on of its youthful popula  on 
for governance and economic transforma  on.

Another factor likely to play a role in the recovery 
process is the willingness of the interna  onal 
community to support and strengthen democra  c 
ins  tu  ons in the region.  As West Africa con  nues 
to grapple with governance defi cits, the need to 
strengthen democra  c ins  tu  ons to eff ec  vely 
respond to the needs of ci  zens remains paramount 
for sustainable peace and development in the 
region.

Recommenda  ons 

The following recommenda  ons have been     
formulated in view of addressing the challenges     
iden  fi ed to enhance democra  c governance,      
peace and security in the region:

ECOWAS/AU and Interna  onal Partners
•  The protocol should be reviewed to include two 
terms limit for the Presidency with a clause to      
prohibit the extension of terms. Reference should 
be made to the shared values as defi ned by African     
Union (AU) in limi  ng the number of presiden  al   
tenures.

• It is impera  ve for ECOWAS to strengthen       
partnership with AU and UN to engage the military 
regimes in Mali, Guinea and Burkina Faso aimed     
at facilita  ng sustained dialogue and technical     
support to transi  on to democra  c governance.  

•  ECOWAS should collaborate and support exis  ng 
na  onal and regional civil society coali  ons on      
the populariza  on of the supplementary protocol.

•  ECOWAS should review its Elec  on Observa  on 
Missions to include long-term elec  on observa  ons     
(beyond the current arrangement of 30 days or     
less to the elec  ons) to ensure coverage of the      
en  re electoral process. Na  onal elec  on observer      
missions should also be strengthened. Elec  on       
observa  on missions should also include elec  on        
observa  on in municipal / local elec  ons and not     
only presiden  al and parliamentary elec  ons as     
is the current prac  ce.

•  ECOWAS should explore op  ons to address     
emerging trends of non-acceptance of electoral     
results by candidates, as this cons  tutes a major     
threat to transi  onal processes in the post-elec  on     
phase.

•  Issues of subsidiarity and complementarity     
should be revisited to ensure coordina  on,     
coopera  on, and eff ec  ve use of resources. AU      
should consult and act through Regional Economic     
Communi  es (ECOWAS) to avoid duplica  on of     
eff orts and the crea  on of tensions.

•  The eff ec  veness of early warning process should 
be reinforced in the Protocol.

42. Afrobatometer Survey (2021). h  ps://afrobarometer.org/countries/sierra-leone-0 (Accessed 12/07/2021).
43. Worldometer (2021). West African Popula  on. h  ps://www.worldometers.info/world-popula  on/western-africa-popula  on/ (Accessed 12/11/2021)
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Governments, EMBs, Poli  cal Par  es
•  There is the need for inclusive par  cipa  on of  
relevant stakeholders of the electoral process     
including ruling and opposi  on par  es and CSOs     
in the appointment of the offi  cials of Elec  on      
Management  Bodies (EMBs) and inline with 
the ECOWAS Protocol on Democracy and Good     
Governance.

•  The Government, development partners and     
CSOs should strengthen collabora  on to provide     
capacity building to enhance the opera  ons of     
EMBs and security agencies to ensure eff ec  ve     
elec  on management and democra  c policing 
to generate trust and confi dence among poli  cal     
par  es and ci  zens of States. 

•  Collabora  ons with CSOs should be strengthened 
 for sensi  za  on and ins  tu  onal capacity building     
of relevant government agencies engaged in the     
opera  onalisa  on of the Protocol in member states.

• Na  onal pla  orms should be created to improve 
ci  zens’ awareness and understanding of electoral     
laws and regional protocols that relate to elec  ons.
 
    CSOs, the media, youths, women groups, 
    religious organisa  ons

•CSOs should advocate for periodic and/or      
con  nuous electoral and cons  tu  onal reforms     
to ensure the alignment of na  onal laws with the     
principles of the Supplementary Protocol

•  CSOs should collaborate with the academia to    
incorporate the provisions of the protocols in the     
curricula of their respec  ve ins  tu  ons. Social     
media and cultural pla  orms (music, drama, and     
theatre) should equally be used to popularise the     
Protocol.

• CSOs should engage with relevant Parliamentary    
Sub-commi  ees and organise workshops to    
facilitate the ra  fi ca  on and opera  onalisa  on of 
the Supplementary Protocol.

•  CSOs and the media should organise na  onal and 
regional coali  ons/alliances to engage on issues     
pertaining to the Supplementary Protocol.

Conclusion
Indeed, West Africa has made signifi cant progress in 
democra  c governance over the last three decades 
more than any other African region. This is evident in 
the growing culture of periodic mul  party elec  ons 
that have contributed to power alterna  ons from 
one party to another in most countries in the region. 

Other democra  c governance ingredients achieved 
over the period include, promulga  on of laws to 
protect civil liber  es, free media space and human 
rights in most dispensa  ons. Notwithstanding these 
gains, recent trends in the poli  cal landscape of the 
region reveal erosion of the democra  c dividends 
achieved over the years. Such instances include 
military forays in poli  cs that have truncated 
democra  c governance in Mali, Guinea and Burkina 
Faso, with poten  al contagion eff ect on other 
dispensa  ons in the region. 

Aside from this, some States have promulgated laws 
to curtail press freedom and civil liber  es, while 
electoral processes in countries are replete with 
tensions and violence as a result of lack of inclusive 
par  cipa  on of opposi  on par  es and consensus 
building, as well as electoral irregulari  es. There 
are also concerns of removal of presiden  al term 
limits and state repression of dissen  ng voices 
evident in unlawful arrests of poli  cal opponents 
and cri  cs of regimes, heavy-handedness of 
protesters and viola  ons of civil liber  es among 
others. These instances provide a mirror refl ec  on 
of declining democra  c governance, sullying the 
gains made over the years. Of par  cular concern is 
the resurgence of authoritarianism and its poten  al 
impact on governance stability given the already 
prevailing security vola  lity in the region. 

Despite the challenges, West Africa has an array 
of actors and response mechanisms including 
the ECOWAS 2001 Supplementary Protocol on 
Democracy and Good Governance and the AU 
Charter on Elec  ons, Democracy and Good 
Governance to engage States to address the 
current challenges to democra  c governance in 
the region. Addi  onal to this are CSOs advocacy 
and other development partners’ mechanisms and 
support that could be harnessed by stakeholders 
to strengthen democra  c governance in countries. 
Thus, as the region seeks to navigate the current 
threats to democra  c governance, what is cri  cally 
required is the need for stakeholders to increase 
engagements to review and strengthen exis  ng 
frameworks, tools on governance and enforce 
implementa  on, while engaging States to provide 
the necessary support to strengthen exis  ng 
democra  c ins  tu  ons and laws to eff ec  vely 
respond to the threats bedeviling democracy in the 
region. 
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