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Abstract
The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) has played a significant role in fostering democratisation and ensuring political stability in the sub-region since its establishment in 1975. Yet, the sub-regional organisation is faced with serious threat especially to its democracy in recent times. This paper aims to explore the historical background of coups in West Africa and evaluate the current state of democracy across the region. The paper adopts a qualitative design thus its data is elicited from secondary sources. The findings indicate that weak institutions, corruption, and fragile democracies are prevalent in West Africa, contributing to the recurrence of military coups. The political instability in Niger, Burkina Faso, and Mali is exacerbated by internal ethnic divisions and external security threats from terrorist groups. ECOWAS's responses to these crises have had mixed results, with some successes in mediation and dialogue but significant challenges in enforcement and maintaining long-term stability. The paper concludes that while ECOWAS has made strides in promoting democracy, its strategies often fall short due to inadequate implementation and enforcement mechanisms. Recommendations include strengthening institutional frameworks, enhancing economic development, improving governance, and increasing security cooperation to support stable democracy and prevent future coups in West Africa.
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Introduction

Democratisation in West Africa has been a complex and multifaceted process. The region's political landscape is characterized by a history of colonialism, ethnic diversity, economic disparities, and fragile state institutions. These factors have contributed to periodic political instability and the recurrence of military coups (Adebajo, 2002). In response, regional and subregional organisations including western democracies have intervened in stabilising the continent’s democracies and democratisation (Francis, 2006). 

The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) was founded in 1975, to advance economic unification and cooperation among its member states. Through the years, ECOWAS has expanded its mandate to include the promotion of political stability and democratisation in the region. In spite of these initiatives, military coups have become recurrent in the West Africa sub-region in recent times. These coups represent a significant setback for democratic governance and pose substantial challenges to regional peace (ICG, 2020). The ECOWAS has developed several protocols and frameworks aimed at fostering democracy and preventing unconstitutional changes of government. Notably, the ECOWAS Democratisation and Effective Governance Pact, endorsed in 2001, underscores the organization's commitment to democratic principles and sets out mechanisms for intervention in member states experiencing political crises (ECOWAS, 2001).
 
However, the effectiveness of ECOWAS in promoting and sustaining democracy has been challenged by several factors leading to the resurgence of military coups in countries like Niger, Burkina Faso and Mali (Afolabi, 2021). These coups have not only disrupted the democratic process in the affected countries but have also raised questions about the resilience of democratic institutions and the adequacy of regional and international responses (Powell, 2021). The political, economic, and security implications of these coups are profound, affecting not just the countries, but the entire West African sub-region (Zounmenou & Loua, 2011).
 
This paper provides a comprehensive analysis of the challenges to democratisation in West Africa, with a focus on military coups’ effects on regional stability and the function of ECOWAS in particular. It begins with a historical overview of coups in West Africa, then a review of the region’s democracy as it exists at the moment. After which, it explores the specifics of the ECOWAS Democratisation and Effective Governance Pact, highlighting its important clauses and the difficulties in its enforcement. The subsequent parts of this research essay explore the reasons behind the persistent failure of democracy in the face of military interventions, using case studies of Niger, Burkina Faso, and Mali to illustrate the complex dynamics at play. The impact of these coups on regional stability is analysed, considering economic, social, political, and security dimensions. Interestingly, the essay also evaluates the responses of ECOWAS and the international community to these crises, identifying both successful interventions and notable shortcomings. Finally, it offers recommendations for enhancing ECOWAS's strategies to support sustainable democracy and prevent future military coups, thereby contributing to long-term peace and stability in West Africa. The paper relies on secondary sources of data collection. This includes extant literature, media reports, desktop publications from international organisations, pressure groups and expert opinions. 
 
Historicising Coups in West Africa
 
Military coups have a long and turbulent history in the West African sub-region, significantly influencing the region's political and socio-economic landscape. The phenomenon of coup d'état in West Africa dates back to the post-independence era, with numerous countries experiencing military takeovers shortly after gaining independence from colonial rule. President Sylvanus Olympio was slain in Togo in 1963, resulting to the first military coup in West Africa (Decalo, 1976). 
 
In the 1960s and 1970s, coups became a recurring event in several West African countries. While Ghana witnessed its first coup in 1966, which resulted in the overthrow of President Kwame Nkrumah, followed by several other coups in the subsequent decades (Nugent, 1995). Nigeria, the most populous country in the region, experienced its first in the same year leading to significant political instability throughout the 1970s and 1980s which continued to shape the country’s trajectory (Siollun, 2009).
 
The 1980s saw Burkina Faso (then Upper Volta) entering a phase of political upheaval with the coup that brought Thomas Sankara to power in 1983. Sankara's government was itself overthrown in a 1987 coup led by Blaise Compaoré, reflecting the instability and the cycle of military interventions that plagued the country (Harsch, 2014). These coups are caused by many factors such as ; weak democratic institutions (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018; Pezard, 2020), economic instability and inequality Compaoré (Englebert, 2015), corruption and bad governance (Englebert, 2015), Ethnic and Regional Divisions (Adekson, 1972), influence of external Actors (Cheeseman, 2015; Beaton et al., 2020).

In recent years, concerns have risen over the vulnerability of democratic institutions in West Africa due to the resurgence of military coups. Notable examples include the coups in Mali in 2012 and 2020, Burkina Faso in 2014 and 2022, and Niger in 2023. These coups highlight persistent issues such as poor governance, corruption, economic hardship, and security challenges, particularly the rise of Islamist insurgencies in the Sahel region (International Crisis Group, 2023; Charbonneau, 2008). For instance, the coup in Mali in March 2012 led to a governmental breakdown, facilitating the rise of Islamist groups in the north and necessitating the French intervention in 2013 with Operation Serval, which underscores the complex external dimensions of these crises (Charbonneau, 2008).

ECOWAS has played a crucial role in addressing political unrest and promoting democratic governance in the region. The organization has developed various mechanisms to prevent and resolve conflicts, including the ECOWAS Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance adopted in 2001, which provides a comprehensive framework to prevent illegitimate government changes and promote democratic principles among member states (ECOWAS, 2001). Despite these efforts, the recurrence of coups suggests that deeper structural issues need to be addressed to achieve lasting political stability (Adebajo, 2022).

This historical overview underscores the complexity of political developments in the region and the persistent difficulties in achieving democratization. The following sections will explore the current state of democracy in the region, the ECOWAS protocols, and the specific cases of Niger, Burkina Faso, and Mali to provide a comprehensive understanding of the challenges and prospects for democracy in West Africa.
 





Democracy in West Africa: Growth and Emerging Threats
 
West Africa’s democratic situation presents a mixed picture, characterized by significant progress in some areas and persistent challenges in others. The region has seen notable successes in the strengthening of democratic institutions and conduct of free and fair elections. However, these gains are often undermined by political instability, weak governance, corruption, and the resurgence of military coups.

The integrity of election procedures, the independence of the judiciary, the influence of social media, and economic stability are only a few of the variables influencing the complicated and dynamic terrain of democracy that exists today in West Africa. While there have been notable successes in countries like Ghana and Senegal, significant challenges remain in others. The persistence of military coups, political manipulation, and security threats underscores the fragility of democratic institutions in West Africa.

Several West African states have made commendable strides in democratic governance over the past few decades. Ghana, for instance, is often cited as a model of democratic stability in the region. Following the 1992 restoration of multiparty democracy, Ghana has successfully conducted several peaceful elections and witnessed multiple transfers of power between political parties. The country's Electoral Commission is regarded as one of the most effective in Africa, contributing to the credibility and transparency of its electoral processes (Whitfield, 2009).

Similarly, Senegal has maintained a relatively stable democratic trajectory since its independence, with a strong tradition of political pluralism and regular competitive elections. The peaceful transition of power in 2000, when President Abdoulaye Wade was elected, marked a significant milestone in Senegalese democracy (Beck, 2008). In 2012, Senegal again demonstrated its democratic resilience when President Macky Sall won the presidential election, leading to another peaceful transfer of power. Cape Verde and Benin Republic are other notable examples of democratic progress in West Africa. Cape Verde has consistently ranked high in various indices of democratic governance, thanks to its strong institutions and effective governance. Benin Republic, after experiencing political turmoil and a military coup in 1990, transitioned to a democratic system and has since conducted multiple successful elections (Magnusson, 2001).

Despite these successes, many West African countries continue to grapple with significant challenges that hinder the consolidation of democracy. Weak state institutions, pervasive corruption, and the manipulation of electoral processes remain prevalent issues. In some cases, incumbents have manipulated constitutional provisions to extend their stay in power, undermining democratic norms and leading to political crises.

Guinea provides a stark example of these challenges. In 2020, President Alpha Condé altered the constitution to extend his tenure, sparking widespread protests and political unrest. The situation culminated in a military coup in September 2021, which ousted Condé and further destabilized the country (Diallo, 2021). Similarly, in Côte d'Ivoire, political unrest and violence resulted from President Alassane Ouattara’s decision to seek a third term in 2020 despite constitutional restrictions (McGovern, 2020).

Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso have faced severe security challenges due to the rise of Islamist insurgencies, which have exacerbated political instability. The inability of these governments to effectively address security threats has eroded public confidence in democratic institutions and created opportunities for military interventions. In Mali, the inability of the government to manage the security crisis led to coups in 2012 and again in 2020 (Harmon, 2021).

Civil society organizations (CSOs) in the region have been integral to the advocation for democratic reforms, transparency, and accountability. These organizations often act as watchdogs, monitoring electoral processes and government actions. For instance, in Nigeria, CSOs such as the CLEEN Foundation have been instrumental in promoting electoral integrity and human rights (Afolabi, 2007). 

The international community has also been actively involved in supporting democratic governance in West Africa. The United Nations, the African Union, and various bilateral allies have offered financial and technical support to bolster electoral processes and state institutions. However, the effectiveness of international support is often contingent on the willingness of domestic political actors to embrace democratic norms and practices.

Integrity is a crucial factor to consider while evaluating the status of democracy in any given area. In West Africa, the variance in electoral integrity among different countries highlights a key challenge: the restoration and maintenance of public trust in electoral bodies and outcomes. In Nigeria, for example, despite improvements in electoral processes through the introduction of electronic voting systems, allegations of voter intimidation, electoral violence, and vote-buying persist, undermining public trust in electoral outcomes (Adebayo, 2019).

In contrast, countries like Sierra Leone have made significant strides in enhancing electoral integrity. The 2018 elections in Sierra Leone were largely praised by international observers for their transparency and the active involvement of the general public which was vital for process monitoring and ensuring its credibility (Kamara, 2018). This demonstrates how active civil engagement and improved electoral systems can enhance the democratic process, serving as a model for other nations in the region.

The advent of social media and information technology has significantly influenced the democratic landscape in West Africa, both positively and negatively. On the positive side, social media has empowered citizens, enabling greater participation in the political process and facilitating the rapid dissemination of information. During the 2020 elections in Ghana, social media platforms were widely used to mobilize voters, particularly young people, and to monitor electoral processes in real-time, contributing to the transparency and accountability of the elections (Mensah, 2021).

However, the negative impacts include the spread of misinformation and fake news, which have the potential to inflame tensions and promote unrest. In the lead-up to the 2019 Nigerian elections, there were widespread reports of misinformation campaigns designed to sway public opinion and discredit opponents, complicating efforts to conduct free and fair elections (Omenugha, 2020).

A fundamental component of democratic government is the judiciary’s independence, ensuring that all citizens, including political leaders, are held accountable under the law. In West Africa, the independence of the judiciary has been a mixed bag. While some countries like Ghana have a relatively strong and independent judiciary, others face challenges. In countries where the judiciary is perceived as being under the influence of the executive, such as Togo and Cameroon, it erodes public faith in the process of democracy and threatens the legal norm (Dupuy, 2019).

In essence, and in order to achieve sustainable democratic governance, it is highly crucial for countries in the region to strengthen their institutions, promote transparency and accountability, addressing misinformation and tackle the underlying security and socioeconomic issues that threaten political stability.

Table 1: Causes of Coups in Selected Countries in ECOWAS Case Studies

	S/N
	Case Studies
	Events Leading to Recent Coups
	Sources
	
	

	1.
	Niger
	In February 2021, Niger held a presidential election intended to facilitate the first democratic transfer of power between two elected presidents. Mohamed Bazoum, the candidate from the ruling party, was declared the winner, but the election process was fraught with allegations of fraud and violent protests. The tensions peaked with a coup attempt just days before Bazoum’s inauguration in March 2021, which was thwarted by government forces.
	Cline, 2013 
Al Jazeera, 2021 

	
	

	2.
	Burkina Faso
	The most recent coup in Burkina Faso occurred in January 2022, led by Lieutenant Colonel Paul-Henri Sandaogo Damiba. This coup was primarily driven by widespread frustration with the government’s failure to curb the escalating violence and insecurity caused by jihadist insurgencies. These security challenges had led to significant loss of life, displacement of populations, and economic disruption.
	Englebert, 2015
International Crisis Group, 2022
	
	

	3.
	Mali
	Mali experienced two coups in a short span of time. In August 2020, the military deposed President Ibrahim Boubacar Keita in response to widespread demonstrations of corruption, economic mismanagement, and the government’s failure to address Islamist insurgencies. The second coup occurred in May 2021, when Colonel Assimi Goïta ousted the transitional president and prime minister due to a dispute over the composition of the transitional government.
	Pezard, 2020
BBC, 2020
Pezard, 2021
	
	


Sources: Compiled by the author

The Economic Community of West African States and Democracy
 
Since the establishment of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and the emerging threats to democracies, the sub-regional; organisation has not folded its arms. Thus, it has been proactive to address the raining scourge of coup d'état  in the subregion. These interventions have come via conventions, programmes, and even military force if need be. For example, the ECOWAS introduced the Democratisation and Effective Governance Pact, endorsed in 2001 which stands as a pivotal framework designed to fortify democratic norms and ensure political stability across West Africa. This pact is supplemental to the Non-Aggression Agreement and details extensive criteria for constitutional convergence that member states are mandated to uphold, covering human rights, elections, governance and the legal norm (ECOWAS, 2001).
 
Also, ECOWAS introduced Constitutional Convergence Criteria. This key to the protocol is the constitutional convergence criteria which dictate that member states maintain democratic standards including regular, free, and fair elections, transparent governance processes, and an independent judiciary. Notably, the protocol prohibits any changes to electoral laws within six months of an election, aiming to ensure electoral stability and fairness (Olukoshi & Adebajo, 2007).

Likewise, ECOWAS is committed to assisting member states in organizing elections that adhere to international democratic standards. This includes logistical support and the deployment of observation missions to monitor elections. For example, the 2020 general elections in Ghana, observed by ECOWAS, were recognized for their adherence to democratic norms and peaceful execution (Afolabi, 2020).

Furthermore, the pact stipulates penalties for member governments that transgress its ideals. These sanctions can include suspension from ECOWAS decision-making bodies and imposition of economic and travel restrictions. This framework is intended to deter unconstitutional changes of government, such as coups, as evidenced by ECOWAS's responses in Niger and Burkina Faso (Bach, 2011).
 
However, despite its intentions, the protocol faces significant challenges, particularly in enforcement and the application of uniform standards across diverse political environments.
Critics argue that ECOWAS’s response to political crises can be inconsistent, influenced by regional political and economic interests. Additionally, the impact of sanctions is often questioned, as they may disproportionately affect the general populace rather than the targeted political elites (Van den Boom, 2014).

On the other hand, the protocol has seen successes, notably ECOWAS's intervention in The Gambia in 2017, which supported electoral integrity and averted a potential crisis after the incumbent president refused to accept the election outcome. This intervention highlighted ECOWAS's commitment to upholding its democratic protocols and its willingness to take decisive action to maintain regional stability (Eze, 2018). Inspite of these interventions, there appears to be a coup resurgence in recent times.

Resurgence of Coups and Challenges to Regional Stability

West Africa has a turbulent history with military coups, dating back to the post-independence era. Countries like Nigeria, Ghana, and Burkina Faso experienced multiple coups between 1960s and 1970s, establishing a standard for armed forces intervention in governance (Thomson, 2010). These early coups were often justified by the military as necessary actions to combat corruption, mismanagement, and civilian government ineffectiveness. However, the resultant military regimes frequently failed to deliver on their promises, often perpetuating cycles of violence and instability (Adebajo, 2002). Some socio-political and economic factors contributing to the persistence of coups include: corruption, economic instability, weak democratic institutions, and ethnic and regional divisions.

Military coups in West Africa have profound and far-reaching consequences for regional stability. These political upheavals disrupt governance structures, often leading to immediate and severe instability within the affected country. The repercussions extend beyond national borders, influencing neighbouring states and the broader region in several critical ways;

Economic Impact: Military coups typically have detrimental economic impacts. They disrupt economic activities, deter foreign investment, and can lead to the imposition of international sanctions. In Guinea, the 2021 coup resulted in a significant drop in foreign investment and economic activities, exacerbating the country's economic woes (IMF, 2021).

Political Instability: Coups often result into prolonged periods of political instability, as seen in Mali and Burkina Faso. The disruption of democratic processes and the establishment of military regimes create uncertainty and can provoke violent resistance from civilian groups. This instability often spreads to neighbouring countries, as refugees flee conflict zones and insurgent groups exploit weakened state structures (International Crisis Group, 2020).

Social and Humanitarian Issues: The social and humanitarian consequences of coups are severe. They frequently result in extrajudicial executions, unlawful detentions, and other violations of fundamental freedoms. The unpredictability resulting from coups also contributes to food insecurity and displacement, as seen in Mali, where the conflict has led to widespread displacement and humanitarian crises (UNHCR, 2021).

Challenges of ECOWAS to Coup Resurgence

The failure of democracy in West Africa, made manifest by recurring military coups, presents a complex challenge for the region. Weak democratic institutions, economic instability, corruption, ethnic divisions, and external influences all contribute to the persistence of coups. The impact of these coups on regional stability is profound, leading to political instability, economic downturns, and severe social and humanitarian crises. ECOWAS has taken an active role in responding to coups within its member states, often imposing sanctions and mediating negotiations to restore civilian rule. For example, following the 2020 coup in Mali, ECOWAS imposed sanctions and facilitated dialogue that eventually led in the establishment of a transitional administration (ICG, 2020). Some of the specific actions taken by ECOWAS include;

The Diplomatic Pressure and Sanctions which has been consistently used as a primary tool to react to unlawful alterations in the administration. For instance, following the 2020 coup in Mali, ECOWAS imposed economic and financial sanctions, closed borders, and suspended Mali from its decision-making bodies (International Crisis Group, 2020). These measures aimed to pressure the coup leaders into restoring constitutional order and facilitating a transition to civilian rule. However, since sanctions can negatively impact the general public, more than the political elites they target, their effectiveness is frequently contested.

Secondly, ECOWAS makes use of the Mediation and Dialogue Act while standing as a mediator to facilitate dialogue between conflicting parties. In Mali, after the 2020 coup, ECOWAS led mediation efforts that resulted in the establishment of a transitional government intended to oversee the return to democratic governance (Pezard, 2020). Similarly, ECOWAS played a significant role in mediating the post-coup transition in Guinea following the 2021 coup, emphasizing the need for an inclusive national dialogue to pave the way for democratic elections (BBC, 2021).
 
However, the effectiveness of these responses is often limited by the political and economic realities on the ground.
 

Hindrances to ECOWAS Mechanisms to Prevent Coups
 
The responses to coups in Niger, Burkina Faso, and Mali by regional and international actors have often been characterized by a mix of condemnation, sanctions, and diplomatic efforts. Despite these efforts, the recurrence of coups and ongoing instability in these countries indicate significant shortcomings in the effectiveness of these responses. This section will critically analyse the failures of these responses, focusing on the limitations and unintended consequences of actions taken by ECOWAS, the African Union (AU), and the broader international community.

First there is limitation to Economic Sanctions. Economic sanctions are a common tool employed by regional and international actors to pressure coup leaders into restoring democratic governance. However, the effectiveness of sanctions in achieving this goal has been questionable. Sanctions can exacerbate economic hardships for the general population without necessarily compelling military leaders to change course. In Mali, for example, sanctions imposed by ECOWAS in response to the 2020 and 2021 coups included border closures and trade restrictions, which primarily harmed the civilian population by increasing food prices and reducing access to essential goods (African Arguments, 2021). Rather than prompting a return to civilian rule, these sanctions contributed to a humanitarian crisis and fuelled public resentment against both the regional body and the interim government.
 
Second, Targeted sanctions, such as asset freezes and travel ban on specific individuals involved in coups, have also been used. However, the effectiveness of these measures is limited by enforcement challenges and the ability of sanctioned individuals to evade restrictions. In Burkina Faso, the military leaders involved in the January 2022 coup faced travel bans and asset freezes, but these measures did little to alter their behaviour or weaken their grip on power (International Crisis Group, 2022). Moreover, the lack of robust mechanisms to monitor and enforce these sanctions often allows those targeted to continue their activities relatively unimpeded.
 
While ECOWAS has been essential in addressing political unrest and promoting democratic governance in West Africa since 1975. Its strategies include diplomatic mediation, economic sanctions, and occasionally military interventions. While diplomatic efforts have sometimes succeeded in brokering transitional agreements, as seen in Mali in 2020, their effectiveness is often undermined by the persistent influence of military leaders and weak enforcement mechanisms. Economic and political sanctions, such as those imposed on Burkina Faso in 2022, signal opposition to coups but frequently exacerbate economic hardships without restoring democracy. Coordination with international allies is crucial for effective responses but often faces challenges of communication and strategy alignment. To enhance its impact, ECOWAS must ensure consistent diplomatic engagement, refine its sanction strategies, and improve international cooperation (Pezard, 2021; International Crisis Group, 2022; African Arguments, 2021).
 

Conclusion
 
The difficulties with regional stability and democratisation in the West African region, exemplified by the recent coups in Niger, Burkina Faso, and Mali, highlight the need for a multifaceted and nuanced approach. ECOWAS's efforts, while significant, have faced numerous challenges in ensuring effective and lasting outcomes. Strengthening diplomatic efforts, re-evaluating sanctions strategies, enhancing security intervention capabilities, promoting sustainable institutional reforms, and improving coordination with international partners are essential steps forward.
 
By addressing these areas, ECOWAS can enhance its ability to support democratic governance and stability in West Africa. The lessons learned from past interventions provide valuable insights that can inform future actions, ensuring a more resilient and democratic West Africa.

Based on these key takeaways, several recommendations can be made to enhance the effectiveness of ECOWAS’s efforts to promote democratization and regional stability in West Africa. They include strengthening diplomatic efforts and enforcement mechanisms and the need to re-evaluate sanctions strategies.
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