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Abstract 
West Africa is a region characterized by problems and possibilities. Protracted civil wars, 
coup d’etats, the majority of the population living in poverty, extensive supplies of natural 
resources, post-conflict reconstruction and attempts to achieve regional cooperation are all 
parts of West Africa’s past and current situation. The region is also of importance for global 
actors such as China, US and the EU in their need to secure present and future supplies of 
strategically important natural resources. These, and other, circumstances can be assumed to 
influence future developments in the region. The main purpose of the study presented in the 
paper is to map out historic and current developments within the ECOWAS cooperation 
framework in order to discuss potential long-term developments. Possible future develop-
ments in West Africa can be divided into three alternative scenarios: a catastrophe scenario, a 
business as usual scenario and a best case scenario. Pros and cons of each alternative are pre-
sented and evaluated in the paper.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  
 
West Africa is a highly complex region full of possibilities and difficulties. It is among the poorest regions 
of the world and a majority of its population lives in poverty. A majority of the countries are heavily 
indebted. West Africa has also been among the world’s most unstable regions and has a dramatic modern 
history punctuated by internal conflicts, protracted civil wars, interstate conflicts and coup d’etats. The 
region is the most coup-prone sub-region in Africa. Antidemocratic behaviour, militarization, corruption, 
domination of elites, child soldiers and different forms of oppression are all prominent phenomena.   
 
In general, West African countries have large quantities of natural resources that could be used to improve 
living conditions for the 235 million people living in the region. Instead, most of these resources have been 
used for other purposes. Autocratic leaderships, rebel groups, warlords and foreign interests have all 
contributed to a situation where the vast majority of the population has not benefited from profits made 
from natural resources. 
 
Much of this can be traced back to colonialism. All West African states are creations of colonialism. With 
the exception of Liberia, they have all been French, Portuguese or British colonies. Liberia has had a closer 
relationship with US, which founded the country in 1821 as a home for freed slaves. In many cases, links 
with their colonial powers have remained strong long after independence was achieved, despite the fact that 
West Africa states achieved independence before those in any other Sub-Saharan region.1  
 
Since independence, during the Cold War and after, the former colonial powers have shown varying interest 
in their former colonies. In recent years, the development in West Africa has been defined as an area of 
strategic interest for several external actors. There is a fear that earlier conflicts might erupt again and that 
they could even spread to neighbouring countries. One of the main reasons for renewed external concern 
about violent unrest, besides humanitarian concerns, is the region’s importance for extraction of natural 
resources. Nigeria is Africa’s largest petroleum producer and one of the top ten petroleum producers in the 
world. A large majority of the other West African States have one or several kinds of natural resources. 
These are important both for their own development and for actors outside the borders. Future supplies of 
important minerals and petroleum is of global concern. The stability of the region is therefore of local, 
national, regional and global interest.  
 
There is a considerable risk that West Africa will continue to be an insecure region. A combination of 
political, economic, security and social conditions puts the region at risk for less favourable development.2 
A mix of different ethnic groupings in all West African states, together with other circumstances, have 
made the region an arena for struggles over political power and economic resources. 
 
Yet there are also other trends visible in West Africa. Civil wars have been successfully ended in several 
countries.  Elections have been held. An organization for cooperation, the Economic Cooperation of West 
African States (ECOWAS) was established in 1975 and originally focused mainly on economic 

                                                 
1 Adedeji Adebayo, ECOWAS. A Retrospective Journey, in Adebajo Adekaye & Rashid Ismail (2004) West Africa’s Security 

Challenges. Buildning Peace in a Troubled Region. International Peace Academy. London: Lynne Rienner Publishers Inc. p 22. 
2 Hewitt Joseph, Wilkenfeld Jonathan, Gurr Ted Robert (2007) Peace and Conflict 2008. London: Paradigm Publishers.  
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development and integration in the region.3 More recently, a Security Mechanism (ECOMOG4) has been 
developed within ECOWAS. This has allowed for the development of peacekeeping/peace enforcement 
capabilities. Most of these regional efforts have also been quite disappointing. Attempts to create a customs 
union have failed and trade liberalization has not developed as planned. Harmonization of economic and 
fiscal policies failed as well. Economic development has not occurred to any significant degree.  
 
On the other hand, the security cooperation side of ECOWAS has had concrete significance. ECOWAS is 
the first African regional organization that has been able to intervene in military in armed conflicts. Military 
interventions have been conducted in member countries on several occasions since the beginning of the 
1990s. Officially (at least) the purpose of these interventions has been to provide humanitarian aid and to 
respond to the need to stabilize the political situation in member countries. Following this, in some cases 
ECOMOG has been regarded as a good example of regional peacekeeping and a complement to UN 
peacekeeping. Again, however, the picture is not one of complete success. Cooperation has been 
problematic due to, for example, problems financing of missions, poorly-educated forces and accusations of 
partiality against some of the missions.  
 
Despite disappointments and problems, West Africa’s efforts to promote regional cooperation have at least 
shown that it has potential in the region and quite possibly can be developed further. The future success of 
both ECOWAS and ECOMOG is of importance for the future of the whole region. Finding ways to deal 
with security challenges and economic development problems are fundamental elements in any efforts to 
stabilize the region and to improve the living conditions for the populations.   
 
 
Purpose  
 
The purpose of this study is to map out historic and current developments within the ECOWAS cooperation 
framework in order to discuss potential long-term developments. The overarching research question is what 
might lead to a positive development and what could lead to more disturbing developments? In order to 
answer this question, special attention will be paid to: 
- Political, economic, military and social relations between the members of ECOWAS. 
- Political, economic and military relations with the global powers US, China, India, EU and Russia.   
 
In doing so, the conclusion is cast in terms of three alternative scenarios. The analysis and the discussion of 
future alternative scenarios will focus on politics in and around two critical components: 
- Presumptive conflicts witch may involve global powers.   
- Strategically important natural resources.   
 

                                                 
3 The fifteen members of ECOWAS are Benin, Burkina Faso, Cap Verde, Cote d’Ivoire, Gambia, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, 

Liberia, Mali, Niger, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Togo. 
4 The Economic Community of West African States Monitoring Group. 
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This paper is written at the request of the Swedish Armed Forces. The research questions and the overall 
purpose of the report have been formulated in accordance with their request. I am, of course, fully 
responsible for the research and conclusions here.  
 
Delimitation 
 
Given the comprehensiveness of the task, it is important to set clear boundaries from the beginning. In 
general, this study will not describe or analyze future developments in individual West African states. 
Similarly, separate armed conflicts that have taken place in the region since interdependence will not be 
described and discussed. Nor will minor trade agreements between separate West African states. There is an 
extensive academic debate about the concepts of regions and regionalism but it will only be touched on 
briefly in this study. Instead, the focus is on the overall prerequisites and possibilities of alternative 
developments. 

 
 
2. MODEL FOR ANALYSIS 
 
As stated above, the main purpose of this paper is to describe and analyse alternative developments 
connected to ECOWAS and discuss what might lead to a positive development and what can lead to 
negative developments.  The future development of a region depends on a number of factors and 
circumstances. To describe and analyse the future of a region like West Africa we need an analytical model 
to bring order and focus to a complex reality. Research tools and results in the fields of Peace and Conflict 
Studies and Political Science offer guidance when it comes to identifying possible developments and 
outcomes.  
 
One commonly used method of analysing developments in a conflict-prone area is to study developments at 
different levels of analysis and draw conclusions concerning variables at each level that may influence 
development in different ways.5 The levels of analysis used in this study are the local/national level, the 
regional level and the international/global level. This type of analysis is typically used to analyse past and 
present international conflicts but can also, in a modified form, be used to analyse possible future 
developments in a region. Studies using a level of analysis approach often include an individual (human) 
level where the importance of particular individuals are analysed. This level is not without importance in 
this study, but is excluded since it is impossible to predict the future importance of individuals.   
 
The three levels of analysis are built on a summary of established explanations and theories concerning 
conditions that may explain a development towards war or peace, i.e. why war or peace occurs. At each 
level various factors and circumstances are assumed to be of importance. These are supposed to show what 
conditions will most likely lead to a peaceful development, and which might lead to more war-prone 
developments. West Africa has long been characterized by different forms of conflicts, coup d’etats and 
poverty, so I assumed that earlier findings on these subjects can be helpful in describing and analysing the 

                                                 
5 Nye Josepth (2007) Att förstå internationella konflikter. Malmö: Liber. 
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future of ECOWAS and of the whole region. Political, economic and social circumstances within states and 
their external relations are conditions that may strongly influence regional cooperation.      
 
Determining what makes a region develop in a particular way and what will make the difference between 
war and peace are, of course, very complex tasks. Generalizations and observable patterns can be helpful in 
identifying possible developments, but there is always a risk that these patterns do not correspond with 
actual realities. This is a risk that has to be given some attention in at study of this kind. In this report, I will 
compare theoretical conclusions at the three levels of analysis to observable and assumed patterns in West 
Africa and ECOWAS.  
 
 
National/local level 
 
The national/local level focuses on the internal characteristics of states. These are assumed to influence both 
internal politics and the likelihood of certain external relations. Today it is regarded as conventional 
wisdom that variations in ideologies, struggles over power, the status and composition of governments, 
geographical locations, population dynamics, ethnic homogeneity, poverty, economic performance and 
military capabilities may explain an actor’s participation in war or in more peaceful activities.6 Depending 
on the type of war or peacekeeping efforts, different characteristics can be regarded as important.  
 
In recent years, there has been an extensive debate about the nature of modern and future wars. Kaldor and 
others stress that self interest, identity, criminal activity, declining economies, high unemployment and 
weak states are important elements in the “new” wars.7 Kaplan, in his much-debated prediction of the 
future, asserts the coming importance of a “worldwide, environmental and societal stress in which criminal 
anarchy emerges as the real danger”8. He also emphasises the importance of diseases, overpopulation, 
unprovoked crime, scarcity of resources, refugee migrations, the increasing erosion of nation states and 
international borders, empowerment of private armies, security firms and international drug cartels. In this 
context, Kaplan uses West African countries as typical examples.9   
 
Today’s conflicts tend to be located in the poorest parts of the world and imbalances in the distribution of 
resources are often regarded as a cause. Lack of important resources, frustration and a desire to increase 
access to resources, sometimes motivate actors to use violence to change a situation that is regarded as 
unsatisfying.   
 
According to Collier and Bannon, there is a clear link between armed conflicts and high dependence on 
primary commodities, particularly natural resources such as coltran, diamonds, gold, timber and oil. 
Struggles over the control of the resources and resource smuggling tend to fuel and finance conflicts. The 

                                                 
6 Kegley Charles & Wittkopf Eugene (2001 ) World Politics. Trends and Transformations. Boston: St. Martins , and Brown Seyom 

(1994), The Causes and Prevention of War. New York: St. Martins Press.   
7 Kaldor Mary (2000) Nya och gamla krig. Organiserat våld under globaliseringens era. Göteborg: Daidalos.  
8 Kaplan Robert, The coming anarchy, The Atlantic Monthly, Frebruary 1994, http://dieoff.org/page67.htm (070516)  
9 Ibid.  
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expression the “resource curse” has been used to describe the negative correlation between the existence of 
armed conflicts, poverty and natural resources.10   
 
There is also a correlation between a general lack of development, inequality and conflict. The precise 
nature of the causality has not been established. There are impoverished societies that are peaceful and 
richer societies which are characterised by an ongoing use of violence. Societies whose economies are 
dependent on raw material exports tend to be more conflict-prone. These kinds of economies are often 
weaker due to their vulnerability to changes in the global economy. In general, elites in such countries profit 
more from economic activities then the population as a whole. It has been showed that the between-group 
dimension of inequality is also an important risk-factor for conflict. Together with structural cleavages such 
as caste, religion, ethnicity, race and region, income differences tend to exacerbate tensions and conflict. 
Policies to reduce poverty through economic growth also tend to lead to an initial increase in inequality and 
this might also fuel conflicts.11   
 
Lack of democracy and functioning institutions are other characteristics of societies in conflict. Some 
authors describe modern conflicts as economic in nature, because the ideological causes of conflict are 
often obscure. Others claim that contemporary conflicts are not apolitical, but political in different ways 
then earlier, more ideological conflicts. Conflict-prone states are, in most cases, weak or even so-called 
failed states. In these areas, the state as an institution cannot meet popular expectations and demands due to, 
for example, corruption, elite domination and lack of political traditions. Weak state structures create 
conditions conducive to struggles over power, lack of legitimacy, criminal activity and more widespread 
use of violence that might lead to violent conflicts. When the state can not provide security, other forms of 
non state security organizations may develop.12  
 
Another common characteristic of conflict-prone states is the division of ethnic groups as a consequence of 
colonial-era borders that cut across ethnic groupings.  Ethnicity and identity are connected to traditions, 
history, language, social position, religion and other factors of both daily life and society as a whole. 
However, the importance of ethnicity and identity for conflicts is debated. Some see it as genuinely 
important to the stability of societies. Ethnic identities are assumed to motivate actions that could lead to 
violence and war. Others regard questions and problems of ethnicity and identity as important but 
constructed by someone, often a person/group with a specific interest. In this case, the creation of an 
“enemy” can be an important part of efforts to reach certain goals. Ethnic conflicts and nationalistic 
behaviour can also be connected to economic interests or the struggle over power. From this perspective, 
ethnicity is seen as a useful tool to change society in particular directions.13  
 
The future development in countries characterized by conflict is also highly dependent on the ability of 
individuals, groups and society as a whole to leave the past behind and move on. Conflict resolution, peace 
building, post-war reconstruction and reconciliation are important elements in a sustainable peace process. 

                                                 
10 Collier Paul & Bannon Ian (2003) Natural Resources and Violent Conflict. Options and Actions. Washington: World Bank.  
11 Kanbur Ravi, Poverty and Conflict: The Inequality Link.Coping with Crises. Working Paper Series. June 2007.p 1-3.  
12 Lindholm Schults, Helena (2002) Krig i vår tid. Lund:  Studentlittertur. p 54-57.  
13 Lake David A & Rothchild Donald, Containing Fear. The Orgins and Management of Ethnic Conflict, in Brown, Michael (2000) 

Theories of War and Peace. Cambridge Mass: The MIT Press.  
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The transformation of societies, norms, power structures, loyalties and economy are all vital to achieve a 
permanent peace.14  
  
 
Regional level 
 
In the last decade, regions have attracted more and more attention from scholars. Regions can be defined, 
described and categorised in many ways. Regions can be formal or informal. They may be founded on an 
initiative from participants in the region or constructed due to the initiatives of outsiders. Another way of 
defining regions is to identify historical, more natural regions, and regions created on the basis of specific 
goals, for instance economic or political purposes. Regions can also be understood from a liberal, western 
perspective, closely connected to nation-states and economic development, or from a more critical, post-
colonial perspective that focuses on traditions not so closely linked to nation-states.  
 
The importance of regions from a peace- and conflict perspective is a matter of debate. To summarize the 
literature, regions can have a peacekeeping function but whether they do depends on, for example, 
intentions, developments within the region, the actions of external actors and overall economic and political 
structures. In the academic debate on security and regions, Barry Buzan introduced the concept of security 
complex. A security complex is made up of “a set of states whose major security perceptions and concerns 
are so interlinked that their national security problems cannot reasonably be analyzed or resolved apart from 
one another”.15 In this context, states and other actors are so closely connected to each other that their 
security must be regarded as a whole. Regional security complexes are built on fears and aspirations of the 
separate units.16 They can change over time and can be explained by historical developments, patterns of 
dependence, images of the other parts of the security complex, and distribution of power. Regional security 
complexes can be either homogenous or heterogeneous in character. The former consists of relations within 
a specific sector, for instance the political-military sector. The latter are broader and refer to relations in 
several sectors. They can consist of different types of actors, such as states, business interests, nations and 
ethnic groupings. These actors interact in various ways and this might lead to deterioration in relations 
connected to security.17 They are also assumed to be capable of having the opposite effect, i.e. transforming 
relations in more positive directions. More friendly or profitable relations between both states and non state 
actors are expected to have a positive influence on the development within a security complex.  
 
According to Buzan, security communities are another form of region. They consist of states that have no 
intention of using violence against other states in the community. If they experience security problems, they 
are located outside the security community.  
 
Between these two types of regions, a security regime may exist. The participants in a security regime may 
regard each other as potential threats but there are a number of different security mechanisms that reduce 

                                                 
14 Ramsbotham Oliver, Woodhouse Tom & Miall Hugh (2005) Contemporary Conflict Resolution. Cambridge: Poltiy Press. 
15 Karlsson Svante (2004) Freds- och konfliktkunskap.  Lund: Studentlitteratur.p 63.  
16 Buzan Barry (2003) Regions and Powers. The Structure of International Security. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
17 Karlsson, p 66.  
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the risk of conflict.18 These arrangements may consist of non-aggression agreements, negotiations on 
problematic issues and security assurances from member states.   
 
These types of security regions can also change character. Security complexes can transform into security 
regimes and are also capable of becoming security communities. Four factors have been identified as 
making such transformations possible.19  
 
1) Subordination. A regional security complex can be forced to change due to a more powerful and 
overriding situation. Actors in the security complex might come together in the process, thus joining the 
same side in the new situation. External threats and pressures become more important than internal 
differences/disagreements.  
2) Termination of power struggle. A security complex may contain a struggle over power between one or 
several participants. If there is a clear winner in the struggle, the security complex might dissolve.  
3) Political integration. If members in a security complex develop more positive, political relations this 
could lead to a situation in which fears, distrusts and threats disappear.  
4) Economic integration. Increased economic interaction might transform overall relations.  
Interdependence within economic spheres is assumed to transform attitudes and images of threats.  
 
In general, conclusions about regions and regional cooperation often emphasize economic integration as an 
important driving force behind overall integration and more peaceful relations. At the regional level, 
economic integration can be divided into several steps, where each step leads to a loss of political power 
over economic relations. Economic integration is usually discussed in terms of different levels: low tariffs, 
free trade area, customs union, common market, monetary and/or economic union, and full economic 
integration. The later steps are assumed to be accompanied by a harmonization of economic policies and, in 
the final step, political institutions and a common economic policy.  
 
 
International/global level  
 
Developments in regions and states are also, of course, influenced by actors, structures and processes at the 
international/global level. The character and nature of the world order influences security and political and 
economic dimensions. Today, one aspect of this that has received considerable attention from scholars is the 
increasing importance of energy security. The rising global demand for energy supplies is expected to 
influence states’ foreign policy and international relations far into the future. Competition for and threats to 
energy production are expected to force states, and others, to develop strategies for meeting their future 
energy needs.  
 
The actions, policies and structures of international organizations might also influence developments in 
states and regions. Global governance affects states in old and new ways. International rules have been 
developed in new areas such as illegal trade, but many of them have not been implemented and their impact 

                                                 
18 Karlsson, p 64.  
19 Karlsson, p 65. 
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has been less the expected. Decisions made at the United Nations might put pressure on actors. However, 
this requires that the decisive states can agree on a common position. After the end of the Cold War, there 
was optimism about the UN’s ability to have a positive influence on conflicts in the world. However, in the 
post-cold-war era conflicts have tended to be internal, and some UN members have rejected actions from 
the UN in what are considered “internal affairs”. Regional peacekeeping and peace enforcement have, in 
some parts of the world, developed as an alternative to the UN.  
 
Today, there is an extensive debate about the importance of globalization. In general, the global economy is 
assumed to influence countries in many ways. Trade in goods and services, investments and other forms of 
global economic activities affect all countries. Some argue that globalization is peace-promoting because 
armed conflict between states for control over territory serves no purpose. States are so economically 
intertwined that war would be too costly. Less developed economies are encouraged to increase their trade 
relations with others, because it is assumed that this will lead to better relations of all kinds between states. 
Globalization is also assumed to improve opportunities for development within countries and, in the long 
run, to reduce internal conflicts. On the other hand, the globalization of trade has also made it easier for all 
sorts of groups to buy arms, especially small arms. Furthermore, globalization has increased competition 
between states, companies and criminal networks over markets and resources. This may influence human 
security in different ways and it also gives states with strategically important resources a critical position in 
global economy.20 
 
With these levels of analysis in mind, we now turn to an empirical analysis of the West African region. 
 
 
3. CONDITIONS AND DEVELOPMENT IN WEST AFRICAN STATES  
 
The populations of the countries of West Africa constitute about 32 % of the African population, so even if 
some West African states have small populations, together they constitutes almost a third of the population 
of Africa. A majority of the West African countries can be defined as Least Developed Countries or 
underdeveloped. According to United Nations Development Program (UNDP), ten of the fifteen states in 
the region have low levels of Human Development. A low ranking on UNDP’s Human Development Index 
is explained by low values on the variables life expectancy at birth, adult literacy rate and GDP per capita 
(ppp US dollar).21 In most of the countries, a high proportion of the population lives in poverty. In some 
cases, like Benin, Burkina Faso, Gambia, Niger, Mali, Nigeria, Senegal and Sierra Leone, more the 70 % of 
the population survives on 1or 2 dollars a day.22 The low level of welfare creates popular discontent. The 
industrialized states provide foreign aid to all of the West African countries. Official development 
assistance constitutes about 15-20 per cent of GDP in many cases, but it has not had any decisive effect on 
living conditions.23 
 

                                                 
20 Scholte Jan Aart ( 2005) Globalization. A Critical Introduction. Hampshire: Palgrave MacMillan.   
21 Human Development Report 2006, United Nations Development Program, http://hdr.undp.org/hdr2006/ (070510) 
22 Human Development Report 2006, http://hdr.undp.org/hdr2006/statistics/countries/data_sheets   (070427)  
23 Human Development Report 2006, www.undp.org/hdr2006/statistics/indicators/172.html (070525)  
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Except for Cap Verde, Gambia and Guinea Bissau all of the countries of West African have a variety of 
natural resources. Gold, diamonds, oil, uranium, natural gas, copper, iron ore are some examples of what 
can be found in West Africa. Sierra Leone and Liberia have been “famous” for the quantity of diamonds 
that have been used to finance armed conflicts. Nigeria is Africa’s largest petroleum producer and an OPEC 
member since 1971. It is a top ten petroleum producer globally, and the fifth largest oil-exporting country to 
the US.24 Nigeria is also assumed to have large amounts of unexploited crude oil reserves. For many years, 
there have been disturbances in the oil rich south-western Delta State of Nigeria. Vandalism and planned 
sabotage on pipelines, kidnapping of oil personnel and demonstrations have plagued petroleum production 
and created problems for foreign companies located in Nigeria.25 There have also been huge environmental 
problems connected to petroleum production. Nigeria has a wide variety of ethnic-regional groupings, 
religious groups and rebel movements, and the country is characterized by a constant struggle over income 
from petroleum production. There have been numerous reports of violations of human rights by Nigerian 
police and military.  At times, disturbances have led to significant reductions in petroleum production. This 
is one important explanation as to why petroleum production was started offshore. Overall, the Nigerian 
economy accounts for more then half of the economic activity of West African, and developments in the 
Nigerian economy are of importance for the whole region. The risk of internal disintegration in Nigeria is 
not without importance and would, if it occurred, also have a negative effect on the whole of West Africa. 
United States, Russia and China are the major foreign arms dealer to Nigeria. 26  
 
Most of the countries of West African are mainly producers of primary commodities and export products 
like cotton, cacao, coffee and nuts. The agriculture sector is of great importance and, in general, it 
dominates exports. In Cote d’Ivore, Ghana, Guinea, Niger and Cape Verde, primary commodities 
constituted 70 per cent of the total export in 2003. Industrial production is of lesser importance, in most 
cases accounting for about 25 per cent of GDP.27 Individual West African countries tend to produce the 
same types of products, which makes it difficult to promote significant within-region trade.  
 
Contemporary armed conflicts tend to be internal and a majority of them occur in Africa. In most cases, on-
going conflicts have long, complex histories, and they share certain common characteristics. For example, 
they occur in states that have been defined by the UN as Least Developed Countries. There are 
characterised by extensive poverty, malnutrition, serious health problems, low levels of education, and 
weakly developed industry sectors.  They are heavy indebted and highly dependent on agriculture 
production. Primary goods dominate their exports. The states are significantly vulnerable to changes in the 
global economy. Economic downturns and social disruption both cause and trigger armed conflicts. They 
are also the consequences of armed conflicts. A majority of the countries classified as Least Developed 

                                                 
24 Oyefusi Aderoju, Oil-dependency and Civil Conflict in Nigeria. Centre for the Study of African Economies. Working Papers. 

2007-09,  http://www.csae.ox.ac.uk/ (070801) 
25 Nigera: Failed Elections, Failing State? Africa Report No 126, 30 may 2007, International Crisis Group. 

http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?id=4876&l=1 (070801) 
26 SIPRI Arms Transfers Database http://www.sipri.org/contents/armstrad/output_examples.html (070804) 
27 World Development  Report 2006: Eguity and Development, World Bank, s 296. 

http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTDEC/EXTRESEARCH/EXTWDRS/EXTWDR2006/0,,menuPK:477658~pagePK:641677
02~piPK:64167676~theSitePK:477642,00.html  
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have experienced armed conflicts in the last twenty years.28 12 of the 15 West African States are defined as 
Least Developed Countries.29   
 
West Africa is characterized by a history of war and violence. Of the 15 West African countries, 12 have 
been affected by armed conflict since interdependence. These conflicts have usually been internal and 
minor rather than wars.30 However, they have had a very significant impact on civilian populations. Armed 
conflicts and war have been fought in towns, villages and the countryside. Men, women and children have 
experienced armed conflict, both as victims and perpetrators. Human Rights abuses have been extensive. 
Forced prostitution, rape, kidnapping and oppression in all forms have been a part on daily life.   
 
Since 1998, more then 35 armed groups have been operating in, and destabilizing, two-thirds of the 15 
ECOWAS member states: Cote d’Ivoire, Gambia, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, 
Senegal and Sierra Leone. In 2004, there were armed groups in 9 ECOWAS countries.31 The groups have 
been pro-state, anti-state, financial, religious, communal and ethnic. In many cases they have been 
established to secure certain interests. There have also been conflicts between West African states. Mali and 
Burkina Faso were in conflict in 1975 and 1985, and violence occurred between Senegal and Mauritania 
during the 1980’s.32 In 2005, there was some sort of ongoing armed conflict in 12 of the 15 countries. The 
only countries not affected were Burkina Faso, Cape Verde and Ghana.33 Several West African states have 
been the object of United Nations arms embargoes to stop the flow of arms in the region, but these have 
been unsuccessful. The flows of arms, combats, mercenaries, child soldiers, internally displaced persons 
and refugees across borders, together with support from regional governments, has made the conflicts 
protracted.34 Several of them have also been driven by the struggle for natural resources. Liberia, Sierra 
Leone and Nigeria are most obvious examples of how the combination of bad governance, one-party 
statism, military rule, militarization of society, marginalization of youth  and mismanagement of key 
resources can lead to violent conflict.35   
 
In recent years many states have gone through a disarmament process, for example Liberia and Sierra 
Leone, as a consequence of ongoing peace processes. Ex-combatants have handed over arms, which has 
reduced their availability. The reintegration of ex-combats into society is critically important for avoiding a 
situation in which high unemployment and poverty make these individuals an easy target for mobilisation 
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into a new conflict. After all the armed and bloody conflict in West Africa, the question of reconciliation is 
also vital to the future of the region. The UN, a large number of NGO’s, the World Bank and governments 
have been engaged in restructuring efforts in West African states.  
 
West African colonies achieved political independence before any other sub-region in colonial African, but 
they have not achieved political stability. Of the 15, only Cape Verde and Senegal have avoided military 
coup d’etats. From independence until 2004, West African states have experienced 44 successful military-
led coups, 44 failed coups, 82 coup plots, seven civil wars and a number of other political conflicts.36 
However, coup d’etats appears to be a phenomenon closely connected to the Cold War era. The region has 
not experienced one in the post-cold war period.  
 
The stability of political institutions is important in processes towards peace and to minimize the risk for 
future conflicts.  According to Transparency International, almost all West African states are characterized 
by high levels of corruption, which indicates that their institutions are not stable.37  Efforts to stabilize and 
democratize West Africa have been taken at both the national and regional level. Some of these have been 
more successful then others. In 2007, the majority of the countries are defined as free or partly free by the 
organization Freedom House, which measures countries political rights and civil liberties. Senegal, Gambia, 
Mali, Ghana, Benin are considered free, which means that there is “the opportunity for individuals to act 
spontaneously in a variety of fields outside the control of the government and other centres of potential 
domination”. Freedom House does not explicitly measure democracy or democratic performance but it 
measures rights and freedoms integral to democratic institutions.38 Burkina Faso, Guinea Bissau, Niger, 
Nigeria, Liberia, Senegal, Sierra Leone are regarded as partly free. Only Guinea, Cote d’Ivoire and Togo 
are defined as not free.39 Even though this paints a fairly positive picture and gives hope of a development 
towards a more democracy in West African states, there is still a long way to go. Moreover, there is risk of 
an increased instability in a majority of the West African states because neither state structures nor political 
systems are consolidated.40 The role of the state, its political and electoral institutions, and political parties 
are all vital in a democratization process. In West Africa political parties are either weak or dominated by 
certain powerful individuals. It will be a challenge to strengthen parties so that they better represent broad 
political interests and take part in a democratic process.41 
 
In recent years, the importance of ethnic groups, religious beliefs and identity has been widely discussed in 
connection with many social questions, including war and peace. There are many different religions and 
groupings in contemporary Africa. Since September 11 the political importance of Islam has been at the 
centre of some of debates about religion and identity. Islam, together with traditional African religions, has 
a long tradition in West Africa. It is the dominant religion in Gambia, Guinea, Niger, parts of Nigeria, Mali 
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and Senegal. Islam is an important variable in daily life and state-society relations. There is an anti-
Westernization trend in West African Islam and in many cases it articulates dissatisfaction with 
globalization and modernization, especially Western modernization. Islamism can here be “understood as a 
theologically framed resistance to both local and international forms of socioeconomic oppression”42. The 
resurgence of political Islam has overlapped with restored norms on democratic governance. According to 
Miles, its not likely that a national theocratic state will arise in any of the Islam-dominated countries in 
West Africa.43  
 
The socioeconomic conditions that people are dissatisfied with are connected to the fact that most of the 
West African states are heavily indebted. West Africa is the most indebted region in Africa. 13 of the 15 
West African states are identified by the World Bank as Heavily Indebted Poor Countries.44 They have been 
involved in the Bank’s debt relief program and have developed different poverty reductions strategies.  
However, it is still too early to say what the real effects of these strategies will be. In general they have been 
criticized by NGOs and social movements for not focusing enough on poverty reduction and for being 
directed more towards economic growth and macro economic problems than poverty.  
 
 
4. REGIONAL DIMENSIONS IN WEST AFRICA 
 
For a long time, West African states were dominated by their colonial pasts. West Africa as a region is a 
clear consequence of the colonial era. Four of the 15 states in ECOWAS were British colonies, 8 
“belonged” to France and 2 were Portuguese colonies. This continues to influence the West African states 
separately, but also their relations to each other. West Africa continued to be divided into a Francophone 
and Anglophone zone long after independence. Former French colonies developed different forms of co-
operation between each other and their political, economic and military relations to France remained 
important.45 Relations between the former colonial powers Britain and Portugal and their former colonies 
weakened but survived in new forms. All four former British colonies have retained their membership in the 
British Commonwealth.  

 
Despite the division among the countries, efforts were made after independence in the 1960s to start 
processes of integration. Despite many failures, efforts ended with the founding of the Economic 
Community of West African States, ECOWAS, in 1975 and with the signing of the Treaty of Lagos. 
ECOWAS is today the most developed regional organization in Africa. The fifteen member states are at 
different levels of development and stages of state formation and nation building.46 The main purpose of 
ECOWAS is to promote cooperation and integration, with the establishment of a West African economic 
union as an ultimate goal. ECOWAS is aimed at improving the living standard of the people, ensuring 
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economic growth and strengthening relations between Member States”.47 ECOWAS was supposed to 
achieve self-sufficiency for members by creating an economic and monetary union and establishing a large 
trading block.  
 
The creation of ECOWAS was motivated by both of political and economic reasons. Economic integration 
was seen as a national and regional development strategy. Politically, the founding of ECOWAS meant the 
early development of co-operation, but it was also motivated by an ideology of South-South co-operation, 
regionalism, collective solidarity and factors related to peace and security. Regional cooperation was seen 
as important for the fragile, newly independent states.48 At the same time, it was important for these states 
to strengthen their sovereignty. In the first two decades after the founding of ECOWAS, there was a rivalry 
between Nigeria and the French-led francophone states and the member states lacked a political 
commitment to the organization.49 
 
The objective of ECOWAS is to establish an economic and monetary union as means to promote economic 
growth and development in West Africa. Market integration based on liberal economic development 
strategies was an important driving force behind the economic policies and instruments developed within 
ECOWAS. Cooperation among member states, solidarity, equality and non aggression between members 
became basic principles of ECOWAS.  
 
When ECOWAS was founded, the main focus was on regional economic integration and development. An 
awareness of the close link between development and security led to the adoption of two new protocols 
which addressed regional security concerns. These were a protocol on non aggression in 1978 and protocol 
on mutual assistance on defence matters in 1981.50 The later agreement applies not only to conflict between 
ECOWAS members, but also to internal conflicts supported from outside a member state. The protocols can 
be regarded as first steps to developing a security framework within ECOWAS, including a standby force 
comprised of national units of ECOWAS states. It is important to remember that this happened during the 
Cold War. The international environment was threatening and many African states made efforts to maintain 
non-alignment.   Furthermore, the UN Security Council was largely paralyzed as a consequence of the Cold 
War. Some African states felt neglected and saw a need to play a larger role in their own security. Domestic 
and external treats to security and state survival motivated the new protocols. 51   
 
A new treaty was signed in1993. It was designed to accelerate economic integration and to increase political 
co-operation. The treaty identifies the achievement of a common market and a single currency as common 
goals. Other objectives are the establishment of a West African parliament, an economic and social forum 
and an ECOWAS court of justice. The responsibility for preventing and settling regional conflicts are other 
objectives included in the agreement.  As specified in Article 6 of the Revised Treaty of 1993, the 
institutions in ECOWAS are: 
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a)  The Authority of Heads of State and Government;        
b) The Council of Ministers;                         
c) The Community Parliament;        
d) The Economic and Social Council;   
e) The Community Court of Justice;  
f) The Executive Secretariat; 

g) The Fund for Co-operation, Compensation and Development           

h) Specialized Technical Commission  

i) Any other Institutions that may be established by the Authority 

 

The Authority of Heads of State and Government is the supreme authority of the Community. It is 
“responsible for the general direction and control of the Community and shall take all measures to ensure its 
progressive development and the realisation of its objectives” and “determine the general policy and major 
guidelines of the Community, give directives, harmonise and co-ordinate the economic, scientific, technical, 
cultural and social policies of Member States”52.  

The Council of Ministers enacts regulations and directives and makes decisions and recommendations 
binding for all members. Commission operates under the Council. It makes recommendations and gives 
advice, although these actions are not enforceable. The Commission consists of seven Commissionaires 
responsible for administration and finance, agriculture, environment & water resources, human 
development & gender, macro-economic policy, political affairs, peace and security, trade, customs and 
free movement.  

 
As a result of the 1993 Treaty, a Community Parliament was established. All Member States are 
represented and are guaranteed a minimum of five seats. Remaining seats are distributed on the basis of 
population size. Nigeria has 35 seats, Ghana eight, Cote d’Ivoire seven. Burkina Faso, Guinea, Mali, Niger 
and Senegal have six seats each. Benin, Cape Verde, Gambia, Guinea Bissau, Liberia, Sierra Leone and 
Togo each have five seats. The Parliament has no real power. It is “a forum for dialogue, consultation and 
consensus for representatives of the peoples of West Africa with the aim of promoting integration”.53 
 
Some of the former French colonies54 introduced a common currency in 1945 and it is still in use. There are 
plans to introduce a new common currency in the West African Monetary Zone (WAMZ) in December 
2009. WAMZ will also include the rest of the ECOWAS members. The goal is to create a single monetary 
zone within ECOWAS.  

Normally, when plans to establish a monetary union are developed the prospective members have extensive 
trade relations. A common currency is assumed to facilitate trade. At present, however, trade between 
ECOWAS member states is still quite low. Intra-regional trade within ECOWAS accounts for 11 per cent of 
total trade with third countries. In 1990 ECOWAS launched the ECOWAS Trade Liberalization and 
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established a schedule of gradual trade liberalization (removal of tariffs/non-tariff barriers, quotas, 
quantitative restrictions and prohibitions) covering industrial products over a ten (10) year period.55 
Although member states are supposed to take all necessary measures for the implementation of the 
schedule, this has not been done according to plans. “Goods continue to be subject to undue control, 
constituting of serious non tariff barrier, increasing the cost of transactions and posing a major obstacle to 
the sub region’s market integration progress”56. ECOWAS has also pledged to create a customs union in 
2008. In addition to armed conflict, the lack of progress on economic integration, which is one of 
ECOWAS core areas, is explained by the fact that the development of trade relations has certain 
prerequisites which have not been met – for example stable societal conditions, functioning infrastructure 
and governments able to make sound macroeconomic policies.57  

During the civil war in Liberia (1989-96), some West African leaders, prompted by a Nigerian initiative, 
agreed to intervene. Troops were sent to the country in 1991. This was the first real step towards more 
organized security cooperation within ECOWAS. Economic Community of West African States Monitoring 
Group, ECOMOG, was established in 1990. 
 
Originally, ECOMOG included no developed mechanism for conducting operations and the organization’s 
character was ad hoc, which led to numerous difficulties and problems. The 1979 and 1981 protocols were 
reviewed and the process led to the development of the ECOWAS Mechanism for conflict prevention, 
management, resolution, peacekeeping and security. It was established in December 1999 and the intention 
is to achieve collective security and peace, and to prevent, manage and resolve internal and interstate 
conflicts.58 The protocol states that the Mechanism is supposed to prevent, manage and resolve both internal 
and interstate conflicts, strengthen the areas of conflict prevention, early warning, cross border crimes, 
international terrorism and the proliferation of small arms and anti-personnel mines. The Mechanism also 
commits members to constitute and deploy civilian and military forces to maintain or restore peace within 
the region whenever needed. To prevent interstate conflict, they are also supposed to establish an 
appropriate framework for the rational management of natural resources shared by neighbouring member 
states. The members are also obliged to protect the environment and to formulate and implement policies on 
anti-corruption, money laundering and the illegal circulation of small arms.59 
 
The roles ECOMOG can perform can be categorised as observation and monitoring, peacekeeping and 
restoring the peace, humanitarian intervention, enforcement of sanctions, preventive diplomacy, 
peacebuilding, disarmament and demobilisation and policing. These roles can be carried out in close co-
operation with the United Nations, but ECOMOG instruments have also been used without a decision at the 
United Nation. There has been an extensive debate about ECOMOG’s humanitarian interventions. Positions 
put forward by defenders and critics are similar to those articulated in discussions of of humanitarian 
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intervention more generally. Some regard them as interference in internal affairs, while others see them as a 
way to protect innocent civilians.   
 
ECOMOG has intervened military in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinea and Guinea Bissau. These interventions 
have involved combat actions against insurgents or fractions that resist the authority of government. The 
missions have been aimed at securing cease-fires, creating an atmosphere for negotiations and protecting 
civilians. The ECOMOG interventions have been successful in that they have forced armed groups to 
accept cease-fire negotiations. In general, however, the missions have been undermanned and have suffered 
from logistical problems. There have also been accusations of partiality. Furthermore, they have been 
underfinanced and ad hoc because ECOMOG has no stand-by forces. Badly designed mandates have been 
another problem. For example, ECOMOG had been mandated to keep peace where no peace existed.60   
 
The 1999 Protocol Relating to the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention Management, Resolution, 
Peacekeeping and Security, which emphases the importance of the principles of the United Nations and the 
declaration of human rights, and a Supplementary Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance in West 
Africa from 2001, are two instruments in ECOWAS’ framework for democratization activities. They 
feature some important principles, including zero tolerance for military/illegal changes of governance, 
strengthening the capacity of parliaments, civil control over armed forces, autonomy for political parties, 
free and fair elections and the promotion and protection of human rights.61 As part of its work to promote 
democracy, ECOWAS conducts controls and sends observer missions to member states to stop activities 
that contradict ECOWAS protocols. Nigeria has had a leading role in ECOMOG and has championed 
democratic ideals while violating them domestically. Other members have opposed Nigeria’s hegemonic 
aspiration but have been unwilling to contribute to ECOMOG on the same scale as Nigeria.62  
   
There is disagreement about the importance of ECOMOG. The development of the organization shows an 
increased awareness of the close relationship between peace and development. Some member countries, a 
majority of the Francophone members, have had doubts about the militarization of ECOWAS because they 
see the organization as primarily an instrument for economic integration and development organization. The 
the Anglophone states see ECOMOG as a necessary step to achieving peace, development, democracy and 
integration in West Africa.63   
 
The development of ECOWAS from an organization focused on economic integration and development 
into an organization for peace, democracy and economic integration has parallels to the development within 
the African Union.  
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5. GLOBAL DIMENSIONS OF WEST AFRICA’S DEVELOPMENT   
 
According to Olukoshi, there is an extensive debate on the importance of globalization in West African 
states. Trade in conflict commodities like diamonds and timber are today under the surveillance of both 
international co-operation agreements such as the Kimberley Process as well as NGOs. This has reduced the 
possibilities to finance conflict by smuggling natural resources.64 Fear of marginalization in the global 
economy has led to proposals about how to attract foreign investment, liberalisation of internal markets, 
privatisation of public enterprises and deregulation of capital markets. However, no region in the world has 
ever developed on the basis of unregulated markets. Support to local entrepreneurs and additional steps to 
remove barriers to intra-regional trade and investment within West Africa could promote more sustainable 
development and make West Africa less vulnerable to changes in the global economy.65 However, world 
prices for most primary commodities have increased since 1999, and this has been beneficial for West 
African states. The worldwide rise in commodity prices can largely be explained by the rapid growth in 
Asian developing countries, especially China and India.66    
 
As mentioned before, as former colonies, West Africa has long tradition of ties with European countries. 
France, Britain and US can be regarded as the superpowers in West Africa, even though their engagement 
has varied over the years.67 France has traditionally maintained close political, economic and military 
relations to its former colonies. Britain, Portugal and US have maintained more moderate relations for many 
years. During the Cold War, African states were of a strategic importance to the superpowers but only as 
part of the competition between the US and Soviet Union, rather than as a result of a genuine interest in 
African development. However, there has been a growing global interest in Africa in the post-cold war 
period. A new concern over the use of violence and an interest in development within the regional 
organizations can be observed. France, Britain and US have, in different ways, supported the development 
of ECOWAS and ECOMOG. The most important explanation for global attention is perhaps an awareness 
of the supply of natural resources in Africa and West Africa. The continent is becoming a vital arena of 
strategic and geopolitical importance for the US, EU, China, India and other emerging powers.68 Supplies of 
oil and natural gas are of special interest.  
 
In the future, a decline in production in some key petroleum exporters is likely due to depletion and 
underinvestment in the Persian Gulf and increased instability in the Middle East as a consequence of the US 
invasion of Iraq.69  At the same time, the global energy demand is projected to increase by 52 % from 2003 
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to 2030.70 More then two-thirds of the increase is estimated to come from developing countries. Fossil fuels 
such as oil, natural gas and coal are expected to continue dominating energy supplies. Almost all of the 
increase in energy production will occur in non-OECD countries.71 The export of energy supplies is 
expected to increase from non-OECD countries to OECD countries.72 The West African region is expected 
to produce over 25 per cent of the global crude petroleum by 2015.73 Lubeck, Watts & Lipschutz have 
introduced the term “The African Oil Triangle” to capture the region from which oil will come. The triangle 
constitutes an area from Libya in the north, Angola in the south and the Gulf of Guinea in the west as a 
triangle of a growing, strategic importance. Nigeria, as the eleventh largest oil producer in the world, is 
described as the triangle’s energy exporting giant. Nigeria also has Africa’s largest natural gas reserves. It is 
expected to earn more then 750 billion dollars in oil between 2006 and 2020. The whole of West Africa is 
expected to bring in more then 1 trillion dollars.74 The presence of oil companies from the United States, 
France and the United Kingdom are examples of powerful transnational forces interested in West Africa.75 
The protection of these companies’ presence in the area will be of vital interest in the future.    

 
The European Union has extensive relations with West Africa, in addition to the ties of member states due 
to their colonial past. Foreign aid, trade and peacekeeping are some areas in which connections are well 
developed. EU is the West African states’ leading trade partner, accounting for almost 40 % of the regions’ 
trade in 2005. West African exports to EU are dominated by minerals (almost 50 %) and agriculture 
products. EU exports to West Africa are dominated by electrical and transport equipment, medicines and 
dairy products. 76 France and Britain dominate trade between African and EU. However, the EU’s total 
share of African trade has declined. EU’s share of African exports declined from 48 percent in 1990 to 32 
percent in 2005. Its share of African imports declined from 63 percent to 43 percent over the same period.77  
 
All countries in West African have ACP status, which means that as former colonies to European Union 
states they have specific agreements on trade and aid.78 The European Union has been negotiating new trade 
agreements, Economic Partnerships Agreements (EPA), with all ACP countries and regions for five years. 
They were supposed to be completed in December 2007. The objectives of these new agreements are to 
integrate the ACP countries into the world economy by offering beneficial trade preferences, foster 
development and promote and reinforce regional integration. Civil society organizations have been very 
critical of the negotiations. They question the EU’s demand for increased access to African markets for EU 
exporters and fear that competition will hinder industrial development in Africa. Many Sub-Saharan 
governments are currently dependent on incomes from import taxes and critics of EPA assume that these 
countries will be pressured to remove the taxes on the grounds that they are trade barriers. Negotiations 
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have also been criticized for being unequal because trade relations and political power are so asymmetric.79 
EU, on the other hand, has argued that the motive for EPA’s is the need to do something about low levels of 
trade between Africa and EU. The negotiations are also supposed to facilitate actions against policy failures 
in African countries which, from an EU perspective, are seen as the most important explanation for the low 
trade levels. The EU argues that EPA will bring advantages to both EU and African countries as a result of 
increased competition and trade, specialization in production, attractiveness to foreign investments, 
increased intra-regional trade and trade with the rest of the world. All this is supposed to promote economic 
and social development.80 Of the ACP regions negotiating with EU, West Africa is largest in terms of trade.     
 
In 2005 EU introduced a new strategy for Africa entitled “EU Strategy for Africa: a Euro-African pact to 
accelerate Africa’s development”.81 The purpose of the strategy is to establish a long-term framework for 
the relations between EU and Africa and to help African countries fulfil the United Nations Millennium 
Development Goals by 2015. Earlier EU relations with Africa have been described as too fragmented as 
regards both policy formulation and implementation. The new strategy is motivated in part by the need to 
coordinate the EU’s different relationships with Africa. The changed security context and the impact of 
globalization are also motives for a more coherent EU strategy towards Africa. 
 
These examples show intensified EU activity towards Africa, including West Africa, in recent years. A 
parallel development can be observed in United States. US interest for African was modest during the 
1990s, while change during the 2000s is clearly visible. A dramatic increase in foreign aid to Africa (four 
times the level in 2005 compared to 2000), debt reductions and other forms of support are elements of US 
policies towards Africa today. Officially these changes are described as part of a general US concern for 
Africa and the global war on terrorism. The U S Department of Defense has traditionally shown little 
interest in Africa compared to Europe, Asia and Middle East. In recent years, its interest in Africa has 
grown. President Bush announced in February 2007 that the U S Defense Department is “creating a new 
African Command, AFRICOM, to coordinate government interests on the continent”82. The Command is 
intended to be fully operational by the end of September 2008. The U S denies that this new Command is a 
response to extensive Chinese presence on the continent or for the purpose of counterterrorism. Africa is 
described as an emerging strategic player on the world scene and one that the US must deal with as a 
continent.83 The location of the Command is not yet decided, but Nigeria is mentioned as a possible 
alternative. AFRICOM’s mission will be to promote US strategic objectives by working with African states 
and regional organizations to help strengthen stability and security in the region.84     
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United States has sought to increase economic relations with Sub-Saharan Africa. Trade between the United 
States and Africa tripled between 1990 and 2005. In 2000, President Clinton introduced a trade and 
investment policy for Africa. Natural resources, particularly energy resources, dominate US imports from 
Africa. According to Ploch, Africa has surpassed Middle East as the largest supplier of crude oil to the 
US.85 President Bush has announced plans to replace more the 75 percent of US oil imports from Middle 
East by 2025. Analysts have estimated that Africa might supply as much as 25 percent of US oil imports in 
2015, and U S officials stated in 2003 that a key mission for U S forces would be to ensure that Nigeria’s oil 
fields are secure.86 In a 2001 report from the National Energy Policy Development Group, West Africa is 
estimated to be one of the fastest growing sources of oil and gas for the American market. The United 
States imports 52 percent of its net requirements in oil and 15 percent of net requirements in natural gas. A 
disruption in world oil supplies could affect the energy security, the American economy and the US ability 
to promote key foreign and economic policy objectives.87 
  
China’s rapid economic growth has had effects round the world. Chinese trade and investment in African 
countries has grown considerably in the last decade. China is now Africa’s third largest commercial partner 
after the United States and France. Africa’s exports to Asia grew from around 3 billion dollars in 1990 to 40 
billion dollars in 2005 (from 9 to 27 percent of total exports). Africa’s imports from Asia expanded from 
around 8 billion dollars in 1990 to around 40 billions dollars in 2005 (from 23 to 33 percent of total 
imports).88  The increase in Africa’s exports to Asia largely reflects an increase in trade in oil, natural gas 
and minerals such as cooper, bauxite, uranium, aluminium, manganese, iron ore, etc. 89 China exports a 
wide variety of products to West Africa. Investments in Nigeria’s petroleum and gas production have 
increased dramatically in recent years. China has invested in Nigerian oil refineries and infrastructure. 
China has also become a very important arms supplier to Nigeria.90 Chinese companies have expressed an 
interest in investing in manganese, oil and gold production in Cote d’Ivoire.91 State-own Chinese petroleum 
companies can make long-term investments without a demand for short-term profits. They can outbid 
competitors. The strategy of the Chinese government is to develop “special relationships” with governments 
they deem interesting. China is currently the world’s second largest petroleum consumer, and it is expected 
that Chinese petroleum imports will equal United States imports in 2030 and that it will double its imports 
by 2030 compared to current levels.92 China’s energy security and future economic development is highly 
dependent on the continuing availability of natural resources.  
 
Chinese foreign policy towards Africa and other continents is built on the principle of non-interference. 
This attracts autocratic leaders in Africa since developing relations with China allows them to avoid 
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pressures for democratization that comes from the West.93 Representatives of the Chinese government have 
expressed criticism against Western states’ characterisation of some African states as “rogue states”. For a 
long time, in various international fora China has stressed the importance of South-South co-operation. 
China explains its efforts to develop trade and investment relations with Africa as part of this cooperation.                   
 
India’s relations with West Africa have historic roots in shared experiences as former British colonies. 
Trade relations between India and the British West African colonies developed during the colonial era and 
bilateral relations continued to evolve, both economically and politically, after interdependence. After its 
own successful struggle for independence, India encouraged West African colonies to do the same. Today,  
Nigeria is India’s largest trading partner. Indian investments in Nigeria and other West African countries 
are expected to increase in the future, even though they are competing with China and others. Petroleum 
dominates Indian imports from West Africa. India can offer West Africa knowledge about agriculture 
expansion and clean water management, two areas of great importance to West African countries. In recent 
years Indian foreign policy towards West Africa has been more focused on building stable economic 
relations. One of India’s foreign policy goals to significantly increase the country’s role in the West African 
region.94 

 
Soviet Union had extensive relations with many African states during the Cold War. Today’s Russia has 
also expressed concern for developments in Africa. Within the framework of G8-co-operation, Russia has 
promised to contribute to African development. President Putin has articulated a promise of expanding trade 
and debt reduction, for instance to Benin. Russian natural resources companies have been investing in 
natural resources projects in Nigeria, Guinea and Ghana. Expansion of Russian natural resource companies 
is identified as a key strategy in Russia’s economic development. The merger of Russian and African 
resources would enable Russia companies to control markets in which they already lead the world, 
including platinum, diamonds and aluminium. Projects in Africa are described as the most natural way to 
promote Russian business, both in commodities and machine-building. Investing in Africa is regarded as 
risky but “high risks are, as a rule, compensated by high profits”. 95  

 
 
6. CONNECTING THE LEVELS: CURRENT WEST AFRICA 
 
Conditions and developments in West Africa are complex and tendencies in both positive and problematic 
directions can be found in the region. Some general patterns can be observed. These patterns are an 
important background for making prognoses about possible alternative developments in West Africa. 
 
At national levels, almost all of the factors linked to increasing risks of conflict are present. These include 
high levels of poverty, lack of development, high unemployment, indebtedness and generally weak 
governments. The region has a record of coup d’etats. State structures are instable in a majority of West 
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African states and their legality is weak. There is an obvious lack of consolidated democracy and political 
parties are generally weak and dominated by influential individuals. Criminality and corruption are high. 
 
A large majority of the states have experienced armed conflicts. A majority of these conflicts bear a great 
resemblance to Kaldor’s description of “modern wars”. In general conflicts have been internal, but in most 
cases they have also affected neighbouring countries and sometimes the whole region. Combatants, 
refugees, arms, commodities, rebel leaders, private military firms, ethnic and other groups have all crossed 
borders and made the whole region more instable. Some of the prolonged conflicts have been transformed 
into peace processes, including disarmament and post-war reconstruction, but there are still armed groups in 
the region and the peace and stability is fragile.  
 
Natural resources have been used by rebel groups and local and national elites to finance conflicts and 
enrich themselves. The so-called resource curse can be identified in several of the West African countries. 
The conditions for the population of the region have not improved, despite the abundance of vital resources. 
This has led to frustration among groups in the population, and this sometimes fuels conflicts.  
 
At the regional level, different developments can be identified which correspond to theoretical conclusions 
about regions. The states in West Africa were originally constructed by outside by colonial powers. This 
split them into Francophone and an Anglophone groups. This divide persisted even after the West African 
states achieved independence and is assumed to be of continued importance in the region. It has affected 
and sometimes worsened both internal relations between West African states and their relations to the 
surrounding world. The relations within the region are characterized both by conflict and co-operation. The 
states have managed to cooperate on several important issues, and this is probably of increasing importance. 
Efforts to create a common West African identity have been at least partly successful. 
 
The West African states founded the regional organization ECOWAS in 1975. The original purpose was 
economic integration and development. In keeping with conclusions about integration, trade and investment 
were tools to reach these goals. So far this effort has been unsuccessful. Trade between countries in the 
region is still low due to trade barriers and similarity of production profiles – i.e. primarily agriculture 
products. ECOWAS’s institutions have clear similarities with institutions of the European Union, but have 
not had the same power to make decisive decisions, nor have decisions been implemented as intended. It is 
highly uncertain if plans to create a monetary union in coming years can be realized.  
 
An awareness of the close relationship between development and security developed within ECOWAS. As 
a result, ECOMOG was established in 1990. The purpose of ECOMOG is to prevent, manage and resolve 
internal and interstate conflict among members. Mechanism for conflict prevention, early warning, cross 
border crimes, peacekeeping and peace enforcement have been developed. There are also mechanisms on 
good governance and democratization activities. On several occasions ECOMOG has intervened military in 
member states. There is some disagreement about the importance of ECOMOG. It can be regarded as a 
complement to peace efforts within the United Nations, and some ECOMOG operations have been regarded 
as successful by the UN. In general, however, missions have been underfinanced, something which can be 
explained by the fact that the ECOWAS members have limited resources. In addition, some the ECOWAS 
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members have had doubts about this development. Nonetheless, ECOWAS can be seen as a security regime 
which, at its best, has helped stabilize the situation in the region. ECOWAS has transformed the region 
from a security complex to a region with a security regime. Nigeria has been and remains a key player in 
West African development. It was one of the initiators of ECOWAS and is the main economic power within 
the region. However, the internal situation in Nigeria is instable. Various groups are strongly opposed to the 
government. The number of foreign companies operating in Nigeria has increased, largely in petroleum and 
natural gas production. There is an ongoing struggle over control of the natural resources. If the situation in 
Nigeria became more unstable, it would probably have serious effects on the other West African countries.     
 
At the international and global level West Africa’s can be regarded as a region attracting more and more 
attention. The armed conflicts have got the attention of the rest of the world, even though the United 
Nations remained passive for a long time. This has changed, and in recent years the UN has been engaged 
in the peace processes in, for example, Liberia and Sierra Leone. The UN, other international organizations 
and NGOs are working in West Africa to improve living conditions in one of the poorest regions in the 
world.   
 
In keeping with globalisation theories, West Africa is affected by changes in the global economy. In recent 
years prices for commodity products have risen, and this has benefited the economies of West African 
countries. Nonetheless, the region is still plagued by extensive debt and poverty. There is some concern that 
developments within the global economy will further marginalize West Africa.    
 
On the other hand, some West African countries play a key role in the global economy. All major global 
economic powers have relations with Nigeria and several other resource-rich countries in the region. The 
EU, United States, Russia, China and India are all dependent on present and future supplies of petroleum, 
natural gas and other vital minerals found in West Africa. Nigeria is among the top ten producers of crude 
oil and has large quantities of petroleum reserves. This makes Nigeria and the whole region an area of great 
strategic importance, both now and in the future.  
 

 
7. ALTERNATIVE DEVELOPMENTS IN WEST AFRICA AND ECOWAS 

 
Possible future development in West Africa can be divided into three alternative scenarios: a catastrophe 
scenario, a business as usual scenario and a best case scenario.96 In the discussion below, the pros and cons 
of each alternative will be presented and evaluated. Which of the three scenarios is most likely to emerge 
depends on the policies choices of states, regional and international organizations, companies, NGO’s and 
many other groups. Nigeria is assumed to have a key position in all three scenarios because it has vast 
energy resources and a dominating position within the region. The extraction of natural resources is 
assumed to be critically important in the future world order and global economy. This may lead to new 
strategic alliances, because all major economic powers have a common interest of a continued energy 
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security. At the same time, they are all competitors for access to resources and can therefore be expected to 
act according to their views about what serves their own interests best.  
 
Resource and income distribution, debt reduction, the probability of military intervention, development of 
the rule of law and good governance, trade policy and developments in other parts of the world are other 
crucial factors influencing the future of West Africa. Developments at all three levels of analysis discussed 
in this paper are assumed to be of great importance. However, in the end it is impossible to predict whether 
events at any of the levels will be more decisive then those at others.  
 
 
Catastrophe 
 
Several possible developments might lead to a worst-case scenario in which turmoil continues and an 
downward spiral undermines the little progress that has been made.  As mentioned before, developments in 
Nigeria is crucial for the whole region. If the situation in Nigeria seriously worsened, it could have national, 
regional and global consequences. An unstable situation could eventually lead to a chaotic situation in 
which the government cannot exercise full control over its territory. The struggle for power over resources 
would intensify and an armed conflict could develop. Anti-Western and anti-modernization groups exist, 
but their opposition is also anti-governmental. A conflict of this kind would become transnational, with 
various kinds of cross-border flows. It could also affect Nigeria’s position as regional power.   
 
In a situation of intensified conflict in Nigeria, ECOWAS would probably be unable to take decisive 
actions. Nigeria is a dominant power within ECOWAS and other members would hesitate to make 
decisions against the Nigerian government’s will. Nigeria has been a large contributor to ECOMOG’s 
missions and without Nigeria’s financial support a mission would probably be even more underfinanced 
then previous ones. Thus, ECOWAS and ECOMOG would most likely be paralyzed.   
 
A struggle over power and resources in Nigeria would attract attention from global powers because it would 
risk affecting energy production and thereby energy security. The demand for petroleum and natural gas are 
expected to increase dramatically as a result of global economic growth. All major economic powers have 
expressed the view that West Africa is of strategic importance. Foreign companies stationed in the area will 
need to be protected.     
 
United States plans for an African Command, AFRICOM, will be implemented in the next few years and 
will probably develop a stand-by capacity. AFRICOM will have military capability and therefore will be 
able to cooperate with African governments to increase the security. Of course, American engagement in 
Africa might be affected by the future situation in Iraq. African energy resources will be even more 
important if the Iraq remains unstable. U S arms supplies to West Africa can be expected to increase in an 
unstable situation. Depending on the administration in power in US, the so-called global war in terrorism 
might still be a main priority for US foreign policy. Several West African countries have populations in 
which Islam is the dominant religion. This might be regarded as a threatening for an American government, 
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especially if the situation in Iraq is not resolved. If groups related to Islam took control over important 
resources, a reaction from future US government can be expected.   
 
The EU, including former West African colonial powers, has a multitude of relations with West Africa. 
Historical connections, especially for France, explain part of this. The British and French governments have 
shown an increased interest in the region in recent years, and this will probably become even stronger. 
Several of the major petroleum companies stationed in Nigeria have French and British origin. An 
intensified internal conflict in Nigeria would engage the EU and the organization would probably do all it 
could to stabilize the situation, although military intervention is less likely. A post-conflict peacekeeping 
mission by EU is more likely in this scenario.     

 
China’s plans for the future include continued economic growth. This requires constant supplies of energy. 
It can therefore be assumed that West Africa will be of continued strategic importance to China. Chinese 
companies have made long-term investments in the region, which can be interpreted as evidence that China 
plans to have a long-term presence in the region. China is also one of the arms suppliers to the Nigerian 
government, which can be seen as a form of military support. Stability in the region is of equal importance 
to China as to the other investors. However, it is unlikely that China would intervene in any other form to 
protect their investments. The same is true for Russia and India, whose investments in West Africa are 
smaller. 
 
  
Business as usual 
 
This scenario is based on the assumption that nothing dramatic will happen during the next twenty years. 
Even thought developments in West Africa have sometimes been dramatic, no real changes have occurred 
for many years. The conditions in most of the countries are very problematic, but at the same time stable. 
Resources in the region could have been used to improve living conditions, but in most cases profits have 
only benefited limited groups. Other groups have been discontent and in several cases this has helped fuel 
armed conflicts in the region. Nonetheless, fundamental changes have not occurred and the situation could 
remain like this for many years. As long as governments like Nigeria’s get various forms of support from 
the surrounding world, some form of stability will exist. At present, Nigeria and other governments make 
different kinds of agreements with both foreign companies and governments and it is in their interest to 
continue to do so. Stable, unchanged conditions are in the interest of those who are in control today.  
 
Global economic powers are interested in stability in order to secure future energy production. West 
Africa’s strategic importance will grow as a result of an increase in the demand for energy. The EU, United 
States, China, India and Russia are all present in West Africa today and will likely continue investing and 
protecting their investments in all ways necessary.  These powers are not really interested in changes, 
because they might risk the stability.   
 
In a situation of stability, the influence of ECOWAS can expected to be moderate. Continued stable 
development of ECOWAS mechanism for peace and security can be expected and this will further 
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contribute to stabilization in member countries. However, it is unlikely that members will turn over enough 
power ECOWAS to make it genuinely supranational. Protecting independence has been important for the 
countries thus far, and it is likely to remain important for many years. New and ongoing internal conflicts 
can be managed and resolved more easily using the mechanism and institutions within in ECOWAS, 
although the United Nations can be expected to remain important. Members of ECOWAS will continue 
having trouble financing ECOWAS’ peace enforcement and peacekeeping and this will make the 
organization dependent on support from the UN, EU and others. Because of West Africa’s strategic 
importance it will probably get it.  
 
 
Best case 
 
A really positive West African development over the next 20 years would be rather unexpected, although it 
is not impossible. West Africa has resources that, if used differently than today, could contribute to an 
improvement of conditions in the region. Changed income distribution could reduce high levels of poverty. 
A development in this direction would probably also reduce the risk of future conflict both within countries 
and between them. A change in the distribution of the income from the natural resources could also 
contribute to an overall positive economic development and integration in the countries and the region. If 
resources were used to accomplish local economic development, a specialization in the economy could 
develop. This could then promote more trade between countries in the region, which – in turn – could  have  
a peacemaking effect. Countries with extensive economic relations have an interest of avoiding conflict and 
war. In addition, more stable economic development would not only benefit national societies in general, 
but also state structures. It would reduce motives for corruption. A different sharing of the income from 
natural resources could also stabilize the internal situation in Nigeria. Protests sabotage and armed conflict 
is partially rooted in discontent connected to income distribution and control over resources. 
 
In a best case scenario, ECOWAS could function as a strong positive influence on developments in the 
member countries. ECOWAS has mechanisms that are supposed to support democratization at the national 
level. Used properly, this could stop forces less interested in democratization and transform negative trends 
in West Africa.  
 
This scenario requires that global powers accept a loss of control over resources compared to the situation 
that exists today. The presence of foreign companies would most likely be affected if control over profit 
from resources shifted in favour of national interests. The question is whether foreign companies and their 
governments would accept such a development. The answer is probably not.  
 
This scenario is the most unlikely of the three since it would require fundamental changes at the national, 
regional and global level.    
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