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Non-military conflict intervention practices in West Africa are under a microscope in recent years

following several unconstitutional regime changes and the exit of three Economic Community

of West African States (ECOWAS) member states from the regional organization. The reason for

this scrutiny is that these approaches have not evolved to reflect the changing and more diverse

peace and security threats of the region. Reasons accounting for this include geopolitics, the non-

diffusion of regional norms at the national level, and a crisis of leadership and governance in the

region. In spite of this, their relevance for resolving and preventing conflict and insecurity in West

Africa over several decades remain unquestioned.

RECOMMENDATIONS

® ECOWAS should document African non-military conflict
intervention practices: These practices have achieved
tremendous success, when deployed alone or in
multipronged dimensions during civil wars. Therefore,
the ECOWAS Commission needs to document such best
practices, including challenges encountered, while also

improving its communication regarding such interventions.

Strengthen mediation facilitation capacity: This is an
important tool for conflict prevention and resolution;
therefore, it should be strengthened at the commission

level and by diversifying the pool of eminent persons, good
offices, mediators, and political advisers.

ECOWAS should enhance collaboration with national
entities in its member states: In its 50th year, ECOWAS
remains elusive to many of its member states, especially
those that have not necessarily experienced civil wars.
Therefore, as part of its “ECOWAS of the People” agenda,
the ECOWAS national offices in member states should
collaborate closely with state agencies, civil society

organizations, and think tanks.
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Why Non-Military Conflict
Intervention Practices Still
Matter in West Africa

Non-military conflict intervention practices in West Africa are under a microscope in
recent years following several unconstitutional regime changes and the exit of three
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) member states from the regional
organization. The reason for this scrutiny is that these approaches have not evolved to
reflect the changing and more diverse peace and security threats of the region. Reasons
accounting for this include geopolitics, the non-diffusion of regional norms at the national
level, and a crisis of leadership and governance in the region. In spite of this, their relevance
for resolving and preventing conflict and insecurity in West Africa over several decades

remain unquestioned.

Introduction

For several years since the era of civil wars ended
in West Africa, the region seemed to be on a
path to postconflict recovery. The Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) built
its capacity over the years to restore peace to
member  states  through  direct  military
interventions, deploying to Liberia, Sierra Leone,
Cote d'lvoire, and Guinea-Bissau. Other
military  intervention mechanisms deployed
alongside included the ECOWAS Council of Elders,
the use of good offices, and mediation facilitation.
The last four years have witnessed several coups
d'état in Guinea, Mali, and Burkina Faso. Non-
military conflict intervention practices that had
been honed by ECOWAS leaders apparently
failed to yield the desired results of returning these
countries to civilian rule. A new strategy was
therefore adopted to deal with the July 2023 coup
d'état in Niger, one that was uncompromising,
strong-worded, and more militant in outlook. The
threat of the use of force to restore the overthrown
president backfired as a new alliance was formed
between the military regimes in Burkina Faso,
Niger, and Mali, subsequently leading to their exit
from ECOWAS in January 2025.

non-

Several issues emanate from this development
that are worth further investigation. Why did ECOWAS
choose to abandon its long-standing non-military
conflict intervention practices to adopt a more
militaristic strategy in this instance? Is this military
approach a reflection of changing dynamics within
the regional bloc in terms of leadership, political
influence, and institutional shift in how it resolves
conflict in the region? Clearly the geopolitical
dynamics in the region are rapidly changing,
meaning that tried and tested regional approaches
to conflict resolution no longer yield the desired
results. The policy brief therefore advocates for
ECOWAS to return to its tried and tested non-military
conflict intervention practices while improving
them to respond to current security challenges and
evolving political landscape.

Multipronged Approaches to Insecurity

Deriving from its name, ECOWAS was established as
an avenue for its member states to cooperate on
trade and to ease movements of its citizens and
goods throughout the region. Yet the vicissitudes
of regional politics and civil wars made its leaders
deviate significantly from actively pursuing this
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economic integration objective for several decades.  Mediation Committee (SMC) that authorized
The Liberia conflict emanating from an attempted  military intervention would set the precedence for
coup d'étatin December 1989 was the firstmajortest  all subsequent ECOWAS approaches to conflict and
case for ECOWAS. The establishment of a Standing  insecurity. Due to the violent nature of the civil war,

Figure 1: Military and Non-Military Conflict Intervention Practices by ECOWAS, 1990-2010.



human rights abuses, and the spill-over effect of the
conflict, non-military conflict intervention practices
were introduced by regional leaders. These included
meetings, talks, the use of special envoys, good
offices, establishment of special political missions,
and mediation missions, among others. The
evidence of this is in the multiple peace agreements
that were negotiated. These practices were honed
during subsequent conflicts in Sierra Leone, Guinea-
Bissau, and Céte d'lvoire.

Figure 1 demonstrates some of the non-military
intervention practices that were employed by
ECOWAS leaders to bring peace to the region
since 1990. Behind every peace agreement was
a sophisticated, yet organic interplay of talks,
mediation, meetings, coercive measures, political
missions, and traditional practices, among
others. In addition to these practices were military
deployments of the ECOWAS Monitoring Group
(ECOMOG), which was deployed for enforcement
missions as well as in preventive deployment
capacities. The mandate of these mission was
vested in the Standing Mediation Committee and
subsequently the Mediation and Security Council
(MSC) of ECOWAS. Military forces later deployed in
the four countries throughout the lifecycle of the
conflict.

Figure 2: The Peace Continuum.
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The characteristics of the civil wars and the
multiplicity of state and non-state actors involved
would require several months of skill and diplomacy
to agree on ceasefires; respect human rights;
undertake disarmament, demobilization, and
reintegration (DDR); hold elections; ensure access
of humanitarian actors; and guarantee the safety
and security of civilians. Often, the splintering of
rebel groups and the panoply of violence would
necessitate a renegotiation of these agreements
to encompass newer protagonists. It was thus
through these processes that ECOWAS honed its
non-military conflict intervention practices, which
were combined with military peace enforcement
missions were needed, as was the case in Liberia,
Sierra Leone, and Coéte d'Ivoire.

The peace continuum therefore signifies the
gamut of practices that ECOWAS uses to maintain
peace and security. Among this, the use of good
offices and backdoor diplomacy, while not much
publicized, yield great effect, by bringing together
belligerents and, more recently, by including military
regimes to negotiate transition timelines. Sitting and
former heads of state have led mediation missions,
ministers of foreign affairs have been roped in to
mediate in political crises, and ECOWAS technocrats
have been deployed to iron out timelines with
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regimes and support national political dialogues in
member states.

Additionally, other normative frameworks were
signed by member states to bind themselves to
commitments made. These included the ECOWAS
Revised Treaty of 1993; the Protocol Relating to the
Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management,
Resolution, Peacekeeping and Security of 1999;
the Supplementary Protocol on Democracy and
Good Governance; and the ECOWAS Conflict
Prevention Framework. These frameworks created
modalities for both military and non-military
conflict interventions, putting in place systems
and structures for mandating and deploying such
interventions.

Therefore, the success of military interventions,
through ECOMOG and subsequently the various
United Nations (UN) missions in the region, can be
attributed to the non-military conflict intervention
practices that were introduced alongside. In Liberia,
Sierra Leone, and Cbéte d’lvoire, the UN deployed
stabilization missions, often re-hatting ECOWAS
missions. It nonetheless often devolved leadership
of the political processes to ECOWAS, as the principle
of comparative advantage was applied.

Beyond Normative Frameworks to
Addressing Emerging Security Threats in
West Africa

The Protocol Relating to the Mechanism for
Conflict Prevention, Management, Resolution,
Peacekeeping and Security (ECOWAS, 1999)
stipulates mechanisms for intervention: (1) in case
of aggression and conflict in a member state or
threat thereof; (2) in case of conflict between two
or several member states; (3) in case of internal
conflict that threatens to trigger a humanitarian
disaster or poses a serious threat to peace and
security in the subregion; (4) in event of serious
and massive violation of human rights and the
rule of law; and (5) in the event of an overthrow or
attempted overthrow of a democratically elected
government!

Procedurally, once a warning is received by the
ECOWAS Commission of a potential threat to peace
and security, the president of the commission briefs
and advises the chairman of the Authority of Heads
of State and Government. The chairman may then
pursue two options: deferring to the Panel of the
Wise if the threat is not imminent or to the MSC if
the threat is imminent. The MSC may then authorize
a mission, upon advice by the Committee of Chiefs
of the Defence Staff (CCDS), which will then follow
through with the pledges made by member states
and subsequently deploy to the affected country.?
Yet, while it seems that the frameworks are suitable
for intervening in civil wars and unconstitutional
regime changes such as was the case in The Gambia
and Guineaq, citizens in the region have become
disillusioned with ECOWAS's perceived inaction
with regard to terrorism, governance deficits, and
subversion of constitutions by civilian regimes.
Four successful military coups have occurred since
2020 in Mali (18 August 2020; May 24, 2021); Guinea
(5 september 2021); and Burkina Faso (24 January
2022; 30 September 2022), Niger (26 July 2023) and
failed coup attempts in Guinea-Bissau (January
2022) and in Burkina Faso (14 January 2024). Scenes
of crowds of protestors have been witnessed
cheering coup leaders, especially in Burkina Faso,
Niger, Mali, and Guinea. The manner of ECOWAS's
response to these political unrests threatened to
undo decades of non-military conflict intervention
practices.

Non-Military Conflict Intervention Practices
in Emerging Security Challenges

In Mali, Guinea-Bissau, Sierra Leone, The Gambia,
Burkina Faso, and Guineaq, several non-military
conflict intervention practices were at play,
culminating in a number of agreements and
decisions. Since 2012, several coups d'état and
other forms of unconstitutional regime changes
and political upheavals have threatened the
subregional organization. ECOWAS’'s responses
to these have been mixed and often incoherent.

1 Article 25, ECOWAS Protocol Relating to the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management, Resolution, Peacekeeping and Security,

Lomé, 1999.

2 ECOWAS Protocol Relating to the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management, Resolution, Peacekeeping and Security, Lomé,

1999.
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Figure 3: Agreements Arising from Non-Military Conflict Intervention Practices in Mali, Guinea-Bissau, Guineq, Burkina Faso, and

Sierra Leone.

ECOWAS deployed mediation missions to Mali,
Guinea, and Burkina Faso following the coups d'état.
Guinea-Bissau’'s political upheavals have also
benefited froon ECOWAS mediation intervention,
while Sierra Leone’s 2023 political crisis continues to
be supported by regional mediators to arrive at an
amicable and sustainable solution.

Thus, in these cases, it adopted a dialogical
strategy, culminating in several communiques
and transition charters. The table below gives an
indication of the non-military intervention practices
that were deployed by ECOWAS, from the onset of
the crises in these countries.

The intervention in The Gambia in 2016 departed
from the non-military conflict intervention practices
as ECOWAS reversed its two-pronged approach,
when former president Yahyeh Jammeh refused
to step down after losing the elections. It employed
coercive instruments through sanctions while, at the
same time, threatened the use of force to compel
compliance with regional norms. To this end,

military forces were put on standby for intervention
to forcefully remove Jammeh should he refuse to
step down. In the face of imminent threat of military
invasion, with thousands of Gambians fleeing to
Senegal, resignation of key members of his cabinet,
andarmy chiefs pledging his allegiance to president-
elect Adama Barrow, Jammeh eventually agreed to
step down and went into exile on 20 January 2017.
ECOWAS then mandated ECOMIG to remain and
help stabilize the country. This stabilization mission
has remained in The Gambia, though with a reduced
force strength, in spite of various challenges faced
at its inception and throughout its existence in the
country.

A turning point arose following the coup d'état in
Niger in July 2023. The regional bloc took immediate
action, threatening to deploy military intervention
if the constitutional order was not restored and
President Mohamed Bazoum was not released
from detention and reinstated. ECOWAS gave a
maximum of a week for this to happen.® Critique

3  https://ecowas.int/final-communique-fifty-first-extraordinary-summit-of-the-ecowas-authority-of-heads-of-state-and-govern-
ment—on—the—politicol—situotion—in—niger/ accessed 8 February 2025.
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levelled at ECOWAS for this military threat points
to their speed without using any non-military
approaches as was the case in Burkina Faso, Mali,
and Guinea. The abandonment of its consensus-
based decision-making in the case of Niger doomed
this action to dire consequences. The threat was not
a culmination of a buildup of West African common
position with the immediately concerned states
and other regional actors such as the African Union.
Algeria, a strong northern neighbor to Niger, was
vocal about its opposition to military action. Neither
did President Bola Ahmed Tinubu, as ECOWAS chair
get complete support domestically. Furthermore, as
ECOWAS did not take such significant action against
the preceding three coups, the threat’s believability
and predictability was lowered; the damage had
already been done.

Following the lack of clear decision-making and
incoherent rhetoric from ECOWAS, an alliance was
formed between Niger, Burkina Faso, and Mali, which
all subsequently withdrew fromm ECOWAS in January
2025. The Alliance of Sahel States (AES) was thus
borne out of the desire of the three leaders to form
an alliance in support of one another in the event
of a military attack. Eventually, ECOWAS decision to
not use its tried and tested intervention tools has
shaken the foundation of the organization, leaving it
divided and with only twelve member states.

ECOWAS: A sum of Very Weak Parts

The weakening of ECOWAS’s mediation capacity
points to a divided organization, which can be
traced to internal governance deficits in its member
states. Beyond the state level challenges, the
agency and leadership that supported mediation
and good offices practices seem to have reduced
significantly as the understanding of regional
norms dre beginning to differ from one country
to the other. Respect for good governance, rule of
law, accountability, and democratic norms and
principles are waning, with a number of civilian
heads of state manipulating their country’s
constitutions to perpetuate their continuous stay in
power, together with the shrinking of civic spaces.
Those that remain committed to these norms have
such significant internal challenges that they have
become inward-looking.

The table (Table 1) shows that of the 15 ECOWAS
member states (as at 2023), only 2, Cape Verde
and Ghana ranked in the top 10. These low scores
demonstrate that the accountability and rule of
law expected of regional leaders are lacking, for
which reasons deploying good offices has become
increasingly challenging.

The commission, expected to be the coordinating
and implementing mechanism, suffers from a
lack of coherence among the member states.
The result is a divided Authority of Heads of State
and Government, a weakening commission, and
disenchanted citizens, who see little relevance of
ECOWAS in their countries.

Country Score Rank
Cape Verde 69.6 3
Ghana 62.2 7
Senegal 60.2 1
Benin 58.9 13
Céte d'lvoire 56.7 16
Gambia 547 20
Togo 53.8 22
Sierra Leone 53.0 23
Burkina Faso 51.0 24
Liberia 491 26
Niger 47.9 30
Nigeria 457 33
Mali 43.2 37
Guinea 41.9 42
Guinea-Bissau 40.9 44

Table 1: Ibrahim Index of African Governance Ranking of ECO-
WAS Member States, 2023.



Non-Military Conflict Intervention Practices
Remain Relevant

Recent challenges with addressing unconstitutional
regime changes in the region have questioned the
continuous relevance of non-military intervention
practices, especially with the breakaway of Mali,
Burkina Faso, and Niger. Criticism has been leveled
at ECOWAS for the manner of the exit of the three
countries. Yet, these same non-military practices
have been used more recently in Senegal during
the electoral crisis in 2024 and in Sierra Leone in
2023, as well as to support the transition processes
in Guinea. Their success when employed jointly with
military interventions led to successful resolutions
of armed conflicts in Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Coéte
d'lvoire.

Therefore, while non-military conflict intervention
practices may not have prevented the exit of Mali,
Burkina Faso, and Niger, they are nonetheless
still relevant. To a large extent, these practices
are worthwhile if the leaders and citizens of the
states in question remain supportive of them. For
example, the leaders in Mali and Burkina Faso
had been uncooperative and had missed several
deadlines agreed with ECOWAS in their respective
transition charters. ECOWAS, working with other
actors, supported the Malian authority to develop
a workable transition chronogram that could be
implemented within an acceptable timeframe. This
support was undertaken against the backdrop of
the extensive experience of ECOWAS in managing
political transitions. ECOWAS's support for political
transitions in Mali after the Captain Amadou
Sanogo-led coup in 2012 is instructive. Similarly,
ECOWAS supported democratic transition in other
member states: such as Niger (2010), following the
military’s seizure of power after President Mahmadou
Tandjah attempted an extension of his term limit;
and Burkina Faso (2014), after the forced departure
of Blaise Compaore. These all demonstrate that
ECOWAS has indeed been successful in managing
such political crises in the past. However, being a
member of ECOWAS requires that member states
are democracies and abide by agreed democratic
norms and principles. To a large extent, the leaders
of the three countries were unwilling to abide by
these norms and seem to have large numbers of
their citizens’ support in this regard.
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Conclusion

The ECOWAS peace continuum typifies its
responses to all political and security challenges
in the region. The employment of both military
and non-military interventions in member states
has proven successful since 1990. Non-military
conflict intervention practices using special envoys,
mediation and political missions, and good offices
have prevented the escalation of conflicts and led to
long-term peacebuilding in some member states.
Yet, the manner of the exit of Mali, Burkina Faso, and
Niger has questioned these practices, which have
been used inconsistently. The haste to threaten
force against Niger, while a more careful and
consensus-based approach was used for Burkina
Faso and Mali, points to a divided organization. On
the other hand, a weakening ECOWAS reflects the
governance deficits in its member states. While a lot
depends of ECOWAS's actions, member states also
have a responsibility to abide by community agreed
norms and principles, which have increasingly not
been respected.

Recommendations

African non-military conflict intervention practices
have achieved tremendous success when deployed
alone or in multipronged dimensions during civil
wars. Yet, there is a dearth of information from the
commission about these practices, especially when
deployed successfully. The commission therefore,
needs to document such best practices, including
challenges encountered, while also improving
its communication regarding such interventions.
Recent interventions in The Gambiaq, Sierra Leone,
and Senegal demonstrate that when employed in
a timely manner, and with strong political backing,
it is an important tool for conflict prevention and
resolution, subsequently giving ECOWAS legitimacy.
A propagation of these practices evokes the
confidence of member states, citizens, and partners
in ECOWAS.

Given the above, mediation facilitation — one of
the strongest non-military conflict intervention tools
- should be strengthened at the commission level, in
addition to diversifying the pool of eminent persons,
good offices, mediators, and political advisers.
Traditionally, ECOWAS has used former and sitting



Why Non-Military Conflict Intervention Practices Still Matter in West Africa

heads of states; however, considering the crisis
of governance and leadership in the region, this
dependence risks reducing the pool of mediators.
Diplomats, traditional and senior religious leaders,
and senior women mediators should be included
in the pool, as this category of actors carry less
political and historical baggage. They also bring
more consistency of engagement, especially when
such processes stretch over several months and
years.

In its 50th year, ECOWAS remains elusive to many
of its member states, especially those that have
not necessarily experienced civil wars. Regional
norms on democracy and good governance have
not effectively translated to the national level,
which would allow citizens to hold their leaders
accountable. Therefore, as part of its "ECOWAS of
the People” agenda, the national offices in member
states need to work harder to propagate regional
norms to the national level. This could be achieved
through a closer collaboration with state agencies,
civil society organizations, and think tanks. Doing
this ensures that ECOWAS non-intervention conflict
practices are advocated and supported by citizens.
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