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KEYWORDS

Despite an increasing academic interest, ECOWAS peacemaking
interventions have largely been approached from a top-down
perspective. This tends to highlight the roles played by high-level
mediators who use ECOWAS and its instruments as the basis for
their interventions. Deeper analyses of the undercurrent intraECOWAS processes and the role played by community actors, in
particular the ECOWAS Commission and its cooperation with civil
society organisations, are rare. Yet it is both the high-level policy and
the community actors that constitute the protagonists of ECOWAS
peacemaking. This article examines the roles of both protagonists in
the planning and conduct of ECOWAS peacemaking. Based on
secondary sources and insider accounts, it argues that, although
policy actors have so far been dominant, community actors play a
complementary role, which often goes unnoticed. This is illustrated
with empirical examples of ECOWAS peacemaking interventions
from the Liberian war in 1990 to the recent case of the Gambia.
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Introduction
This article examines the processes and dynamics of peacemaking interventions of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). It argues that there are two protagonists
of ECOWAS peacemaking, namely its high-level policy actors, which are constituted by the
member states and their respective representatives, and the community actors, which
include the ECOWAS Commission working with regional civil society organisations (CSOs).
Since the adoption of the ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework and the ECOWAS Vision
2020 in 2008 and 2007, respectively, CSOs have become an integral part of the community
decisions and actions.1 The commission and CSOs – although in themselves quite different
actors – are categorised as community actors because they do not pursue the agenda of individual states, or at least they are supposed to act in the interest of the region. Taking into
account the complexity of actors who are involved in doing ECOWAS peacemaking interventions – their interplay, respective capacities and potential frictions – is a crucial step in understanding and assessing how ECOWAS interventions unfold in practice.
ECOWAS is a sub-regional organisation of 15 member states whose goal is to promote
economic cooperation and integration in order to raise the standard of living of their
peoples. The current membership of ECOWAS comprises eight Francophone countries
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(Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Mali, Niger, Senegal and Togo), five Anglophone countries (the Gambia, Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria and Sierra Leone), and two Lusophone countries (Cape Verde and Guinea Bissau). The colonial origin and orientation of
these countries is a major factor in the politics of the sub-region. In the early 1990s,
ECOWAS’s mandate was expanded to include the promotion of peace, security and stability, after it was compelled to halt the violent intra-state conflicts in Liberia and Sierra
Leone. As there was no commitment by the international community to intervene,
ECOWAS had to contrive a mandate for the ad hoc peacekeeping and enforcement
force, the ECOWAS Monitoring Group (ECOMOG), on humanitarian grounds. Consequently, by 1993, the ECOWAS Treaty was revised and mandates were established for
ECOWAS to work to safeguard and consolidate relations conducive to the maintenance
of peace, stability and security within the region; it was also called upon to strengthen
appropriate mechanisms for the timely prevention and resolution of intra- and interstate conflict.2 However, despite an increasing academic interest in ECOWAS peacemaking
interventions, the subject has mainly been approached from the high-level policy actor
perspective which tends to highlight the role played by high-level mediators using
ECOWAS and its instruments as a platform and basis for their interventions. There are
few deeper analyses of the undercurrent of intra-ECOWAS processes and how community-level actors contribute to the peacemaking process of the organisation. However,
while ECOWAS peacemaking has been dominated by policy actors, community actors
also play a complementary role which often goes unnoticed. The article highlights this
fact by analysing how peacemaking interventions of ECOWAS are planned and conducted.
The study uses qualitative analysis of both primary and secondary data generated from the
author’s observations as an insider into ECOWAS peacemaking processes, as well as
primary sources produced by ECOWAS such as reports and official communiques.
The remainder of the article is structured as follows. The next section briefly summarises
the early experiences of ECOWAS peacemaking, followed by the third section which
explains the legal, normative and institutional framework that guides ECOWAS peacemaking today. The fourth and fifth sections finally zoom in on the practice of ECOWAS peacemaking, and elaborate the specific roles of policy and community actors alike for planning
and conducting interventions as well as their potential normative and practical divergences. A conclusion finally summarises the argument and calls for a more sensitive
account of the multiple and overlapping protagonists that are involved in doing
ECOWAS peacemaking interventions.

ECOWAS early experience with peacemaking
Simply defined, peacemaking is the process of forging a settlement between disputing
parties. However, a more elaborate definition was provided in Boutros Boutros-Ghali’s
Agenda for Peace. Here, peacemaking is defined as action taken that is aimed at resolving
the issues that have led to conflict, or action taken to bring hostile parties to an agreement,
essentially through such peaceful means as those foreseen in Chapter VI of the Charter of
the United Nations (Pacific Settlement of Disputes).3 These definitions presuppose ending
violence and bringing belligerents to the table to negotiate and reach an agreement. This
singular act is significant within the spectrum of a peace process. However, it does not
include implementation, which is part of peacebuilding.

SOUTH AFRICAN JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

85

ECOWAS’s peacemaking efforts are mainly centred on issues relating to political
instability, violent conflicts, civil wars and, more recently, insurgencies. Of the eight
regional economic communities that constitute the building blocks of the African Union
(AU), ECOWAS is the one that has the richest experience in peacekeeping and peacemaking. Its experience dates back almost three decades, starting with the deployment of
ECOMOG in Liberia in 1990. Much has been written on ECOWAS peacekeeping and peacemaking interventions, especially why they work or fail, as well as on the instruments that
enable the performance of this role for the sake of the stability of the West African region.4
The focus has mainly been on the following themes. The first is comparisons between the
organisation’s early peacemaking interventions – a time when there were no proper legal,
normative or institutional structures – and the post-1999 period when ECOWAS became
endowed with permanent structures through the Protocol on the Mechanism for Conflict
Prevention, Management, Resolution, Peacekeeping and Security.5 Second, there are
explorations into the politics of ECOWAS interventions in which the member states
were motivated to pursue their self-interests besides their own concern for security and
humanitarian crisis.6 Third there follows critical assessments of cases in which appeasement of belligerents did not work.7 Fourthly the article will include analyses of ECOWAS
successes as an example of African capacity to solve African problems.8 Finally, analyses
are performed of joint interventions and institutional cooperation between ECOWAS
and the African Union or the United Nations.9 However, most of these contributions
speak to the global issues and processes of ECOWAS peacemaking led by the member
states acting within the framework of ECOWAS. This is not surprising as ECOWAS was
essentially an intergovernmental organisation, driven mainly by its own member states.
Yet, over the years, things have changed within the organisation. New mandates with
regard to peacemaking have been conferred on the community institutions, particularly
on the commission and regional and national CSOs. There is, however, scant deeper analysis of these developments with regard to the intra-ECOWAS processes for peacemaking.
This is the focus of the present article. As a background, however, the next section elaborates on the relevant instruments of the ECOWAS peacemaking interventions and
explains the legal and institutional basis that provides for an increasingly important role
of community actors in ECOWAS peacemaking interventions.

The legal, normative and institutional framework for ECOWAS
peacemaking
Today, the peacemaking function of ECOWAS is guided by the ECOWAS Revised Treaty of
1993, the ECOWAS Mechanism of 1999, the Supplementary Protocol on Democracy and
Good Governance of 2001, the ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF) of 2008
and decisions of the ECOWAS Authority of Heads of State and Government, assisted by
the Council of Ministers. These give the legal basis for ECOWAS to intervene in any
‘member state in crisis’, which is defined as
both Member States experiencing an armed conflict as well as a Member State facing serious
and persisting problems or situations of extreme tension which, if left unchecked, could lead
to serious humanitarian disaster or threaten peace and security in the sub-region or in any
Member State affected by the overthrow or attempted overthrow of a democratically
elected government.10
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Article 58 of the revised treaty mandates member states ‘to co-operate with the community in establishing and strengthening appropriate mechanisms for the timely prevention and resolution of intra-state and inter-state conﬂicts’.11 This provision gives
supranational authority to ECOWAS to intervene in the internal affairs of member
states with regard to matters of peace and security. The provision was further elaborated in the ECOWAS mechanism in which different organs were established and
empowered to implement the provisions of the mechanism. More concretely, the
1999 mechanism was endowed with three institutions – the Authority of Heads of
State and Government, the Mediation and Security Council and the ECOWAS Commission – as well as three supporting organs to the institutions, namely the Defence and
Security Commission (which in practice now is the Committee of Chiefs of Defence
Staff), the Council of the Wise and the ECOWAS Standby Force. For the ﬁrst time, a
non-state structure, the Council of the Wise, was admitted into the peace and security
architecture of ECOWAS. It works with the ECOWAS Commission, which was established
from the transformation of the ECOWAS Secretariat. According to the protocol, the two
policy organs, namely the Authority of Heads of State and Government and the
Mediation and Security Council, hold sway over the peace and security decisions in
the region. However, the ECOWAS Commission, headed by the president, is also
endowed with some supranational authority. Article 15 provides that the president
of the commission has the power to initiate actions for conﬂict prevention, management, resolution, peacekeeping and security in the sub-region.12 It adds that such
actions may include the deployment of fact-ﬁnding and mediation missions, on the
basis of the commissioner’s assessment of the existing situation, or the initiation of
mediation, facilitation, negotiation and reconciliation of parties in conﬂict.13 The president exercises these powers in close concert with the technical department in the commission, the Department of Political Affairs, Peace and Security (PAPS), headed by a
commissioner. The department has three directorates set up by Article 16(2) of the
mechanism: early warning, political affairs and peacekeeping and regional security.14
This new role of the commission and its president is a clear break from the previously
existing ECOWAS Secretariat, which operated as a day-to-day administrative body of
the states. Furthermore, Articles 8 and 9 of the protocol established the Mediation
and Security Council, composed of nine of the 15 member states, whose decisions
are made by a two-thirds majority vote of members present.15 Although in practice
today all of the 15 member states attend the meeting of the Mediation and Security
Council, its decision-making procedure sets the basis for tension between state sovereignty and supranationality in ECOWAS.
Yet the protocol also introduced a new understanding of security challenges in the
region. The new focus of the mechanism on human security rivals the hitherto dominant
concern for regime security. The protocol states that, as a matter of principle:
a) economic and social development and the security of peoples and States are inextricably
linked; b) promotion and reinforcement of the free movement of persons, the right of residence and establishment which contribute to the reinforcement of good neighbourliness;
c) promotion and consolidation of a democratic government as well as democratic institutions
in each Member State; d) protection of fundamental human rights and freedoms and the rules
of international humanitarian laws; e) equality of sovereign States; f) territorial integrity and
political independence of Member States.16
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The emphasis on both respect for human security and sovereignty of states would come to
impact on the peacemaking process of ECOWAS.
Despite these clear advances provided for in the provisions of the mechanism, the
ECOWAS leaders identified an important cause of conflict in the region which had not
been covered, namely democratisation and in particular elections. Hence, a Supplementary
Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance was signed as an addendum to the mechanism. The protocol has two sets of principles, namely the constitutional convergence principles and the principles of democratic elections, which aim at promoting democracy and
good governance, rule of law and human rights in member states.17 They cover issues
relating to free, fair and transparent elections as the only legitimate means of accessions
to political power; zero tolerance of power obtained or maintained by unconstitutional
means; respect for rights, including voters’ rights; politically neutral armed forces (including police) that operate under the command of a legally constituted political authority; the
roles and responsibilities for election management bodies in the region, including governments, political parties, security agencies, civil society organisations and the ECOWAS
Commission; and respect for election time-tables.18 The protocol on democracy brought
in clear roles for the region’s civil society in peace and security, rather than for the state
institutions alone. The principles also became the guide for ECOWAS peacemaking
efforts, such as dialogue and mediation and, where necessary, sanctions were employed
as a means of upholding them.
However, in spite of this progress, a committee of experts on political affairs, peace and
security in the region met and recommended the enactment of an ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF) in order to identify and outline efforts, actions, activities and
programmes that would likely assist the effective prevention of conflicts in the region
for judicious implementation.19 The ECPF further clarifies the roles of civil society, the
private sector and international stakeholders, respectively, in transforming conflict.20
The commission engages with these stakeholders, which constitute the community
actors for ECOWAS. They often share interests that may be at variance with the highlevel state actors.
In sum, reviewing the evolution of ECOWAS’s legal, normative and institutional framework for peacemaking interventions illustrates that the understanding of security challenges in the region changed (from state security to human security and questions of
democratic governance). In addition, there were changes in the actors involved in implementing this mandate. They have become more numerous, beyond the strict focus on
states and their formal representatives, and with this also more diverse.

The practical conduct of peacemaking interventions by ECOWAS
The previous section outlined the legal, normative and institutional framework that underpins the pursuit of peace, security and stability in ECOWAS. In this section, we focus more
on the practical steps in the peacemaking interventions by ECOWAS. As noted earlier,
peacemaking comprises the actions taken to forge a settlement between the disputing
parties, and it is not the final step in the peace process. Peacemaking is an activity in
which ECOWAS is well experienced. So how does ECOWAS conduct its peacemaking interventions? There are two points from which peacemaking is initiated within the ECOWAS
system. It is either from the high-level policy organs, namely the inter-governmental
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institutions (the Authority of Heads of State and the Mediation and Security Council) or
from community actors, the ECOWAS Commission, led by the president of the commission, or the PAPS commissioner, in collaboration with other stakeholders.
Whenever a crisis reaches a certain level in the region, it catches the attention of governments, which in turn seek to use the available ECOWAS platforms to discuss it and
intervene.21 The member states could convene an extraordinary meeting of either the
council or the heads of state to find ways of addressing the matter. However, at the community level, CSOs and international partners may also become concerned by such a crisis
and demand an ECOWAS intervention. As the department of PAPS within the ECOWAS
Commission is responsible for monitoring and observing the peace and security situation
in the subregion, the early warning signals might have gone out through the commissioner of PAPS to the president of the commission, and then to the policy organs of the
community and international partners of the commission. Often, before the policy
organs are able to convene a meeting, the president of the commission initiates a factfinding mission, or employs good offices to wade into the crisis before it escalates. The
president usually undertakes this in close consultation with the chair of the ECOWAS
Authority.
The PAPS department, under the leadership of the commissioner, plays an important
role in the peacemaking of ECOWAS. Once a conflict breaks out, the Mediation and Facilitation Division immediately begins analysis of the actors involved, considering the stakes
and conceiving of ways to end it. Depending on the severity and urgency of the situation,
the division through the commissioner submits actionable recommendations to the president on intervention by ECOWAS. These recommendations are often generated through
a brainstorming session with all staff of the department.22 Whether the peacemaking
mission is led by the policy organs or by the commission, the department is responsible
for providing analysis and logistics for the mission. The Mediation and Facilitation Division
in the department backstops the mediation efforts, and documents and reviews the
process. It also develops capacity for, and deploys a three-track mediation system in,
the region. The aim is to equip local, sub-national actors to handle latent or low profile
conflicts or to support the high-level mediation in the region.

Four factors shaping ECOWAS peacemaking
There are broadly four factors that shape the process and outcome of ECOWAS peacemaking interventions: (a) the nature of the conflict and its effect on state institutions in the
affected state; (b) the quality of inputs from the commission regarding the peacemaking
process; (c) the interests of some member states in the conflict; and (d) the interests of
international development partners and powerful states.
Firstly, the nature of the conflict and its effect on state institutions is an important factor
for ECOWAS peacemaking. If the conflict is rooted in issues that clearly violate regional
principles and rules, such as a coup d’état or tenure elongation, it is easier for ECOWAS
to mobilise collectively against it. For example, after the coup d’état of 2012 in Mali,
ECOWAS deployed coercive diplomacy, namely diplomatic pressure on the junta, the
CNRDE (National Committee for the Restoration of Democracy and State), to sign a framework agreement with ECOWAS mediators to overcome the crisis.23 The agreement provided for the president of the national assembly to assume power as interim president
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for a 40-day transition.24 In this case, the state institutions were still in place, and so it was
easy for ECOWAS to lean on these structures to put the country on the track of peace and
stability. Related to this factor is the role of civil society in the respective countries. Where
there is an active civil society, such as women’s groups, ECOWAS may find support from
them in its peacemaking efforts. For example, the Gambian diaspora played a significant
role in supporting the ECOWAS peacemaking process between President Yahya Jammeh
and his party on the one hand and the coalition of opposition party and citizens on the
other. Using social media, they sent messages to guide the population and called on
them to support ECOWAS efforts.25 That denied Jammeh the excuse to use excessive
force against citizens, as the people remained calm. With that support ECOWAS had
further justification and legitimacy to apply pressure on Jammeh and his party.
Secondly, on the quality of the ECOWAS Commission’s input in peacemaking, a number
of elements are important. The commission is the executive arm of ECOWAS policy organs,
so it has a special place in the peacemaking process. The commission is responsible for
providing situational analyses and recommendations for the decisions of the organisation.
Therefore, the quality of input generated by the relevant officials and leadership within the
commission could make or mar the peacemaking effort. Some of the issues here are the
number and competence of staff and officials that monitor and report on the peace and
security situation in the region; the quality of data collected on events and analysis; an
accurate understanding and interpretation of community legal texts and directives of
the authority; the courage and determination of the officials and leadership within the
ECOWAS Commission; and a recognition of the limits of the international community’s
power in matters that concern the internal affairs of a member state and sovereignty.
The starting point of the peacemaking process is the type of data and analysis available
to the ECOWAS decision-makers. Since the deployment of the 1999 mechanism, ECOWAS
has established a robust early warning system. It is today one of the best on the continent.
With support from ECOWAS partners, such as the EU, under the 10th European Development Fund on Support to ECOWAS Regional Peace, Security and Stability, USAID-WARP
(West Africa Regional Programme) and REWARD (Reacting to Early Warning Data) – to
mention only two – ECOWAS has procured high-quality equipment as well as dedicated
and specialised conflict analysts both in the situation room at the headquarters in
Abuja and in the zonal observatory bureaus in the field. These analysts monitor and
report daily on the socio-economic, security and political situation in the member states
and the region.26 The system gets input from civil society organisations, informal networks
and research organisations from within the ECOWAS region and beyond. It is therefore
able to provide early warning alerts and analysis which assist the peacemaking process.
The early warning analysis is the basis for conflict and political and security analysis that
the Department of Political Affairs, Peace and Security conducts in order to come up
with a peacemaking intervention plan and strategy. These recommendations are transmitted to the president of the commission as well as the policy organs of the organisation.
The leadership of the president of the commission in the face of a conflict situation is
also key. Armed with technical recommendations and options for action, it is up to the president to determine the best way to approach the situation. As mentioned, depending on
the level of conflict, the president may personally initiate action by way of using good
offices, usually in consultation with the chair of the ECOWAS Authority. The president
may call on the Mediation and Security Council to meet, or recommend an extraordinary
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meeting of the Authority of Heads of State. Beyond activating the policy organs of the
community, the commission is supposed to mobilise civil society, including traditional, religious and community leaders within the state in crisis, in order to seek their involvement
and support in the peace process.
Thirdly, the interests of member states in a crisis or conflict is another important factor
for ECOWAS peacemaking. There has to be a demonstrated political will (which is an indicator of interest) of some leading member states for peacemaking to happen or succeed.
These states – either because of the potential effect of the conflict or their power position
in the region – undertake to mobilise the other states, or at least to gain their acquiescence, in taking action under the auspices of ECOWAS. For instance, the first peacekeeping
and peacemaking interventions of ECOWAS in Liberia and Sierra Leone were led by a
coalition of some willing member states, despite reservations of the others. Under the
ECOWAS Standing Mediation Committee and ad hoc ECOMOG force, these countries
deployed troops and national officials to make peace in the countries. Similarly, in the
recent case of the Gambia, it can be seen that officials from the ECOWAS Commission
accompanied the high-level mediators appointed by the ECOWAS Authority to intervene
in the country’s political crisis. Without the political will and interests of ECOWAS leaders,
who provide many of the resources for action, peacemaking would be difficult. When it
came to the application of coercive diplomacy in the Gambia, it was only three countries
(Nigeria, Senegal and Ghana) that deployed troops.27 The rest of the 12 member states
contributed no troops to the mission.28 Moreover, Nigeria provided the planes that conveyed the ECOWAS mediators to the Gambia, as well as the special charter plane that
was used by President Jammeh to leave the country to begin voluntary exile in Equatorial
Guinea.29 The costs associated with this process are entirely born by the willing member
states. ECOWAS now supports only the maintenance of troops under the ECOWAS Mission
in the Gambia.
Fourthly, the international community, namely ECOWAS partners, and specifically the
AU, UN and powerful states like the US, France and the UK, among others, lend their
support to ECOWAS peacemaking interventions. Since intervention is an issue that
impinges on state sovereignty and international responsibility, ECOWAS seeks legitimacy
for its actions by currying the support of other international stakeholders, particularly
those in the UN Security Council. Regional peacemaking is legally based on the principle
of subsidiarity and complementarity, as enshrined in the UN Charter and the AU Peace and
Security Architecture. Although the question of subsidiarity is not yet a settled matter, as
contentions still exist, ECOWAS in general seeks the support of the UN and AU.30 This is
important not only for legitimation but also for resource mobilisation. Peacemaking is
an expensive undertaking that requires massive resources to mediate between the conflict
parties and to sustain troops in the event of the deployment of peacekeepers. At the
height of the crisis in the Gambia, for example, ECOWAS sought the support of the US
for its coercive diplomacy to end the political crisis by requesting tough statements
from the US government. The US government did finally issue such a statement, and
similar statements of support for ECOWAS peacemaking efforts were issued by the UN,
the AU and the EU.31 At other times, ECOWAS worked closely with the UN and AU to
issue joint statements to put pressure or encourage the parties to the crisis in the
Gambia to avoid actions that could plunge the country into violence. Such joint statements can be crucial; in the Gambia, for instance, civil society was guided by a statement

SOUTH AFRICAN JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

91

urging them to refrain from reacting to the aggressive actions of Jammeh, on which he
could have capitalised to further prolong his tenure. The joint statements also further
increased the pressure on Jammeh to come to an exit agreement ending the political
impasse.

A pragmatic approach to peacemaking
The approach of ECOWAS in peacemaking interventions is one that is pragmatic, informed
by the desire to accompany member states in crisis to end the suffering of its population,
and for the people to come to acceptable terms for peace. This is done without strictly
imposing the principles and values relating to human security and stability contained in
its instruments. Especially in the past, this included power-sharing and amnesty to rebel
groups or insurgents who might have waged violent war against the legitimate authorities
of the state. In this sense, ECOWAS peacemaking focuses on being conciliatory and transitional, unlike other retributive approaches to peacemaking which seek to judge and prosecute actors for their violation of human rights, overlooking the long-term community
reconciliation and healing that needs to occur to sustain the peace. The recent example
of the Gambia with President Yahya Jammeh illustrates this point. For the sake of
peace, ECOWAS, alongside the AU and UN, signed an agreement granting Jammeh, his
family and regime members amnesty for all his past atrocities. A safe exit was also facilitated for him to leave the country, on the condition that he could return if he so chose,
with the understanding that he was no longer in power. This approach of ECOWAS has
also been criticised by Gambians who are victims of his rule.32 International organisations
such as Human Rights Watch were also encouraging the new Gambian authority to prosecute suspected officials of the Jammeh regime.33 ECOWAS is, however, reluctant to
support prosecution.34 It favours security and stability in its peacemaking rather than
justice.
Furthermore, many analysts and professional mediators critique ECOWAS for overusing
high-level personalities and heads of states instead of professional mediators in their
peacemaking efforts.35 They argue that such people are not necessarily good mediators.36
There are instances where the ECOWAS envoys actually complicate the peace. Moreover,
the legality of power-sharing and amnesty in peacemaking is questioned. Although politically expedient, these call upon extra-legal rules and processes that undermine constitutionally based rules, which would normally hold precedence.37 Through unconstitutional
or undemocratic means, positions are allocated to (or sometimes created for) parties to the
conflict to appease them.
Laurie Nathan argues that, motivated by the desire for peace and stability, African
mediators, including ECOWAS, actually sacrifice democracy:38
Yet when they undertake mediation in high intensity conflict they have often compromised
democracy. They have condoned undemocratic power-sharing arrangements; endorsed
undemocratic elections; annulled democratic elections; accepted the overthrow of elected
governments; and legitimized coup leaders. A general explanation for this tendency is that
the mediating bodies prioritize peace and stability above democracy. Their motivation is
based on a collective interest in regional stability; humanitarian concerns about the destructive effects of violence and instability in the country in crisis; and the obstacles that fighting
and volatility pose to restoring democracy through free and fair elections. Moreover, the logic
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of mediation encompasses inclusivity, consensual decision-making and concessions by the
conflict parties, all of which may contribute to compromises of democracy in order to forge
a negotiated settlement.39

This position by Nathan partly explains the approach of ECOWAS in mediating several
agreements to resolve conﬂict. ECOWAS is, however, attempting to further professionalise
its peacemaking process. It has recently developed mediation guidelines for its mediators,
and is also proposing to provide them with regular training. To this end, the mediation and
facilitation division of the ECOWAS Commission is also making efforts to structure and
drive the peacemaking processes through backstopping high-level mediation – traditionally dominated by the policy organs – with the support of community actors. It is to the
differences and interplay between these two kinds of protagonists involved in ECOWAS
peacemaking that discussion now turns.

Protagonists of ECOWAS peacemaking: High-level and community actors
ECOWAS peacemaking is conducted by both high-level and community actors. The highlevel actors are the policymakers who serve as representatives of ECOWAS member states,
while the community actors are the ECOWAS Commission and regional or national CSOs.
The commission, however, plays a double role: on the one hand, it could be a facilitator of
interventions led by the high-level mediators; on the other hand, it leads the peacemaking
effort in collaboration with the civil society in the region. The first, that is, the bridge-building and facilitating role for high-level actors, has already been elaborated in the previous
section. So with regard to community actors, this section concentrates on the link between
the commission and regional and national civil society.
The high-level mediator is often a head of state, whether current or former, who is
appointed by ECOWAS to lead a fact-finding and mediation mission with the aim of facilitating the stoppage of violence and commencement of negotiations. The mediator rides
on the mandate of the ECOWAS heads of state, his or her authority as a leader in the region
and personal or informal connections within the country of intervention and the region to
bring together the parties to the conflict and their supporters, to seek alternative means of
attaining their goals. For example, Olusegun Obasanjo, former president of Nigeria, was
appointed as Special Envoy of ECOWAS to lead the ECOWAS mediation in Guinea
Bissau in 2015. He was appointed by President Muhammadu Buhari of Nigeria, who at
the time was the Chair of the ECOWAS Regional Contact Group on Guinea Bissau. His
appointment was later endorsed by the ECOWAS Authority of Heads of State and Government. Similarly, ECOWAS appointed Abdulsalami Abubakar, a former military ruler in
Nigeria who handed over power to a civilian regime in 1999, to lead the mediation
process in Liberia in 2003 after the outbreak of the second Liberian war. The mediation
effort led to a cessation of hostilities and the return of peace in the country after President
Charles Taylor voluntarily handed over power to an interim government and proceeded
into exile in Calabar, Nigeria. Also, in 2007 in the case of Guinea, ECOWAS appointed
former Nigerian military ruler Ibrahim Badamasi Babangida to mediate an end to violent
strikes by workers and students who were demanding the ill president, Lansana Conte,
resign over wages and the cost of basic goods.40 In reaction, President Conte declared
a state of emergency and called on the military to restore order, leading to great loss of
life. Under an ECOWAS mandate, Babangida was able to secure a compromise between
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the government and the striking workers,41 and an agreement was reached in which a
new prime minister was selected by the president from a list of five candidates supplied
by Guinea’s central labour union and other members of civil society.42
At other times, ECOWAS peacemaking interventions are led by a sitting head of state or
a committee of heads of states, selected by their peers behind closed doors according to
criteria defined by them. This is a common tool for peacemaking in ECOWAS. For example,
ECOWAS appointed President Blaise Compaoré to be a facilitator in the Guinea crisis, following protests against a coup d’état and mass violations of human rights and humanitarian law in the country, the latter perpetrated by the security forces under the new military
authority of the National Council for Democracy and Development against unarmed
women and civilians on 28 September 2009.43 The most recent example of peacemaking
led by sitting heads of states was that led by President Muhammadu Buhari of Nigeria and
his Ghanaian counterpart John Dramane Mahama in the Gambian political impasse.44 The
duo led the mediation effort to convince president Yahya Jammeh to yield power to his
opponent in the election, Adama Barrow. The chair of the ECOWAS Authority of Heads
of State and Government at the time, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf of Liberia, was also involved
alongside President Ernest Bai Koroma, which finally resulted in the departure of
Jammeh from power based on the amnesty agreement noted earlier, between Jammeh
and ECOWAS, the AU and UN.45 However, what from the outside may look like the protagonists of ECOWAS peacemaking interventions is actually only a part of the whole.
Embedded within the high-level peacemaking process are also community actors, in particular the commission and regional and national civil society organisations whose work is
less visible from the outside, but whose contributions to peacemaking are by no means
negligible, either in terms of understanding and conceptualising ECOWAS interventions
or in terms of their practical effects.
There are many practical examples that demonstrate how community-level actors
complement peacemaking interventions by high-level actors. The earliest examples of
community actor peacemaking efforts can be traced to Liberia in 1990. At the time of
the ECOWAS intervention, it had no clear instruments to guide its peacemaking in the
country. Therefore, when the ECOMOG troops were able to stop the fighting, ECOWAS
relied on the Inter-Faith Mediation Committee of Liberia, a non-governmental organisation, to organise mediation and peace initiatives, including a national conference
which eventually led to the establishment of the interim government of national
unity.46 Owing to the complicity of some of the member states in the conflict, ECOWAS
was not able to succeed in keeping the peace in Liberia for six years, until women’s
groups came into the ECOWAS-organised peace talks.47 Although different peace agreements for Liberia were signed in different capitals and cities under the guidance of different leaders in the region, peace remained elusive.48 The Liberian Women’s Initiative and
the Women in Peacebuilding Network came onto the scene and organised marches
and conferences for peace which helped in bringing about the 1996 peace agreement
and the 1997 election that ended the Liberian civil war of 1989 to 1996. Madam Ruth
Sando Fahnbulleh Perry of the Liberian Women’s Initiative chaired the six-person
Council of State of Liberia, an interim arrangement that prepared the way for elections.49
In a similar manner, ECOWAS officially launched the peacemaking effort which was again
successful in ending the second Liberian civil war of 1999 to 2003 with the contribution of
women, notably Leymah Gbowee, who mobilised an interreligious coalition of Christian

94

H Y BAPPAH

and Muslim women and organised the Women of Liberia Mass Action for Peace movement to pressurise the warlords to end the war.50 Through Leymah’s leadership, thousands
of women staged prayer vigils and non-violent protests demanding reconciliation and the
resuscitation of high-level peace talks, which eventually saw ECOWAS pressuring President
Charles Taylor to go into exile in Calabar, Nigeria.51 ECOWAS mediator Abdulsalami Abubakar, former military ruler in Nigeria, who handed over power to civilian rule in 1999,
worked with the Liberian women in the mediation process that ended the conflict in 2003.
Up until this point, the women and personalities that were involved in supporting the
peacemaking of ECOWAS did so on their own volition. However, since the coming into
effect of the supplementary protocol on Democracy and Good Governance in 2001 and
the ECPF in 2008, an explicit legal and institutional basis was established for the involvement of civil society in ECOWAS peace and security activities. The commission began to
engage with the CSOs in conflict prevention and peacemaking. It facilitated the establishment of the West African Civil Society Forum to serve as an umbrella body for CSOs in the
region and to institutionalise dialogue between the CSOs and ECOWAS. Since then, many
CSOs have been supportive of ECOWAS goals. They seek or aid ECOWAS in resolving crises
in the region.
For instance, in 2009, a political crisis hit Niger following the decision of its president,
Mamadou Tandja, to organise a referendum to enable him to run for a third term. Such
a move to extend term limits runs against the ECOWAS protocol on democracy. The opposition political parties and the CSOs in Niger requested ECOWAS to act with firmness and
to take strong measures against the government.52 The president of the commission
deployed the Council of the Wise, who met with the political actors to investigate and
find avenues for a peaceful settlement of the crisis.53 The ECOWAS Authority of Heads
of States and Governments appointed General Abdulsalami Abubakar as the mediator
for Niger, and urged him to immediately convene a meeting of Nigerien stakeholders in
Abuja to re-establish political dialogue aimed at creating national consensus on the way
forward.54 According to an ECOWAS official, the mediator was inclined to allow the extension of Tandja’s mandate. However, the CSOs worked with ECOWAS officials to press for a
tougher position against the president. With the active collaboration of ECOWAS officials,
the opposition parties and CSOs in Niger attended an extraordinary session of ECOWAS in
Abuja, Nigeria in August 2009, and demanded the regional leaders to end the crisis.55
ECOWAS decided to declare the third-term ambition of President Tandja as illegitimate,
and he was eventually ousted by a military coup. Thereafter, the military junta worked
closely with ECOWAS and the CSOs to restore democracy in the country. As can be
seen here, the high-level actors’ approach does not always align with that of the community. This is because the high-level actors usually emphasise stability, while the community
actors seek to uphold community values and goals to which the states are often reluctant
to adhere.

Conclusion
ECOWAS peacemaking is led by two protagonists: the policy organs – consisting of the
Authority of Heads of State and Government and the Mediation and Security Council –
and community actors – that is, the ECOWAS Commission led by the president of the commission and PAPS in collaboration with CSOs in the respective countries of intervention.
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Both ECOWAS peacemaking protagonists derive their mandate from the treaty and protocols of the organisation. The policy organs are the most dominant actors in ECOWAS
peacemaking, usually employing high-level mediators to do the job. The commission, in
turn, is the engine of the mediation process, generating analyses and recommendations
for action by the president of the commission or the heads of state, ministers and highlevel mediators. It thus backstops the peacemaking efforts and mobilises regional and
international moral, technical and financial support for the process. Although the commission does facilitate the high-level peacemaking led by the authority, it is also empowered
to initiate peacemaking by mobilising community actors like the Council of the Wise and
CSOs. It has often been the case that the efforts of the ECOWAS Commission and the CSOs
are informed by the desire to uphold community principles and norms. While the policy
actors may tend to have a softer stance or pursue self-serving interests, the community
actors seek to uphold the regional principles and norms. As seen in the case of President
Tandja of Niger, who sought to extend his tenure in office, while the high-level mediator
attempted to grant Tandja the opportunity to remain in office for two years, the CSOs, with
support of the commission officials, insisted on a zero-tolerance approach to this unconstitutional hold on power, as provided in the ECOWAS Protocol on Democracy and Good
Governance.
The dominant approach of ECOWAS peacemaking still places a premium on peace,
security and stability through inclusive peacemaking and pragmatic sharing of power
and responsibilities. This is criticised as negating constitutional legality and condoning
rebellion by non-state actors and illegal usurpers of state authority. However, ECOWAS
peacemaking has evolved over time and now increasingly seeks to uphold the principles
and values enshrined in its protocols relating to peace, security and stability. Yet this can
only be made visible if one takes into account the manifold protagonists of ECOWAS
peacemaking, their respective capacities, potential contributions and divergences.
Taking such an internal perspective based on the experiences of those doing ECOWAS
interventions thus highlights a more complex picture of the various agents and sites
that contribute to making ECOWAS interventions successful – or, in turn, points to the
similarly complex and multiple sources for their failure.
Seen from the inside, the peacemaking interventions of ECOWAS are determined by the
quality of analysis by officials in the commission, and by the leadership of the commission
in terms of responding to the conflict situation by mobilising civil society, leaders and partners in the region and beyond. Peacemaking is also realised on the basis of the political
will and interest of leading member states and the acquiescence of the rest of the
member states, as well as the international interest and support of regional organisations
like the AU, UN and EU and of powerful states with interest in the state affected by the
crisis. A more elaborate description of the practices of ECOWAS peacemaking will have
to take these complex interactions of different agents into account and analyse under
what conditions they interact most successfully.
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