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Abstract

This study appraises the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Conflict Prevention
Framework (ECPF) with a view to assessing its effectiveness in preventing, managing, and resolving
conflicts in West Africa. Despite the adoption of the ECPF in 2008 as a comprehensive regional
mechanism for conflict prevention, the sub-region continues to experience persistent political instability,
violent extremism, coups d’état, and transnational security threats. The study specifically examines the
nature of conflicts in West Africa, evaluates the effectiveness of the ECPF, and identifies the major
challenges hindering its full implementation. Anchored on Structural Functional Theory, the study adopts a
descriptive research design and relies exclusively on secondary sources of data, including scholarly
publications, ECOWAS policy documents, and reports from regional and international organisations.
Findings reveal that while the ECPF has contributed to improved early warning systems, preventive
diplomacy, mediation efforts, and regional interventions as demonstrated in cases such as The Gambia’s
2017 electoral crisis and the 2012 Mali coup, its overall effectiveness remains constrained by inadequate
funding, limited technical capacity, weak political will among member states, and coordination challenges.
The study concludes that although the ECPF provides a robust and comprehensive framework for conflict
prevention in West Africa, significant implementation gaps persist. It therefore recommends enhanced
resource mobilisation through innovative funding mechanisms, sustained capacity building, and stronger
institutional coordination to improve the framework’s effectiveness in addressing the region’s evolving
security challenges.

Keywords: ECOWAS, Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF), Conflict Management, Preventive
Diplomacy, West Africa

Introduction

The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) was established in 1975
primarily as a regional body aimed at fostering economic integration among West
African states. However, it quickly became evident that sustainable economic
development in the region could not be achieved in the absence of peace and security.
Persistent conflicts across member states undermined economic cooperation, disrupted
trade, and weakened governance structures. Consequently, ECOWAS progressively
expanded its mandate to include conflict prevention, management, and peacekeeping
operations (Aning, 2004). This expanded role was formally institutionalised with the
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revision of the ECOWAS Treaty in 1993, which explicitly recognised regional peace and
security as essential prerequisites for economic development (ECOWAS, 1993).

Since the end of colonial rule, West Africa has experienced a wide range of violent
conflicts, making it one of the most conflict-prone regions in Africa. These conflicts have
taken diverse forms, including protracted civil wars, military coups, ethnic and communal
violence, as well as emerging transnational threats such as terrorism and organised crime.
Prominent examples include the Liberian civil war (1989–2003), the Sierra Leone civil
war (1991–2002), and the political crises in Côte d’Ivoire (2002–2011). In more recent
times, the region has faced the growing threat of insurgency, particularly the Boko Haram
crisis in the Lake Chad Basin (Obi, 2009). The cumulative impact of these conflicts has
been severe, resulting in widespread loss of life, mass displacement, economic decline,
and chronic political instability across the region.

In response to these enduring security challenges, ECOWAS developed a series of
institutional mechanisms aimed at conflict prevention and peacebuilding. Key among
these are the 1999 Protocol Relating to the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention,
Management, Resolution, Peacekeeping and Security, and the 2001 Supplementary
Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance. These frameworks marked a shift from
reactive peacekeeping to a more proactive and preventive approach to regional security
(Ekiyor, 2008). Building on these efforts, ECOWAS adopted the Conflict Prevention
Framework (ECPF) in 2008 as a comprehensive strategy designed to address both the
immediate triggers and structural causes of conflict. The ECPF is organised around 14
interrelated components, including early warning systems, preventive diplomacy,
democratic governance, human rights protection, media engagement, natural resource
management, cross-border cooperation, and youth empowerment (ECOWAS, 2008). This
multidimensional structure reflects the complex and interconnected nature of conflicts in
West Africa and underscores the need for holistic and integrated responses.

Despite the existence of this comprehensive framework, West Africa continues to face
persistent and evolving security challenges. Events such as the 2012 crisis in Mali, the
intensification of the Boko Haram insurgency in the Lake Chad Basin, recurring military
coups in countries such as Mali, Guinea, and Burkina Faso, and the spread of jihadist
violence across the Sahel highlight the limitations of existing regional mechanisms.
These crises have not only resulted in significant humanitarian consequences but have
also undermined economic development, deepened poverty, and threatened regional
stability. The apparent disconnect between the ambitious objectives of the ECPF and the
realities on the ground necessitates a critical assessment of its effectiveness and
implementation.

Against this backdrop, this study seeks to evaluate the extent to which the ECPF has
succeeded in preventing, managing, and resolving conflicts in West Africa. It also aims to
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identify the key challenges that have constrained its implementation and to examine the
emerging security threats that fall outside its effective scope. To achieve these objectives,
the study is guided by three central research questions: first, what is the nature and scope
of contemporary security threats in West Africa beyond traditional forms of conflict?
Second, how effective has the ECPF been in addressing these threats across the region?
Third, what structural and operational challenges have hindered the successful
implementation of the framework?

This study is significant for several reasons. For policymakers and regional organisations,
it provides an evidence-based evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of the current
conflict prevention architecture, thereby offering insights for institutional reform and
policy improvement. For the academic community, it contributes to ongoing scholarly
debates on regional integration, conflict prevention, and the effectiveness of multilateral
security frameworks. For West African states, the study underscores the importance of
strengthening regional cooperation and addressing systemic challenges—such as weak
institutions, limited resources, and political constraints—that undermine conflict
prevention efforts. In light of the increasingly complex and transnational nature of
security threats in the region, a critical evaluation of the ECPF is essential for enhancing
its capacity to promote sustainable peace, stability, and development in West Africa.

Literature Review

ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework

The ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF) represents a comprehensive
approach to regional security that draws on multiple theoretical concepts. At its core, the
ECPF embodies the principle of collective security, which posits that peace can be
maintained through collective action against threats (Claude, 1962). This principle
underpins ECOWAS's mandate to intervene in member states' affairs when necessary to
prevent or resolve conflicts. The ECPF also incorporates elements of human security,
moving beyond state-centric notions of security to address a broader range of threats to
individual and community well-being (United Nations Development Programme, 1994).
This holistic approach is evident in the ECPF's 14 components, which span political,
economic, social, and environmental dimensions of security.

The concept of regional security complexes, as developed by Busan and Wæver (2003),
provides a useful lens for understanding the ECPF's regional approach to security. This
theory posits that security concerns are often clustered in geographically coherent regions,
necessitating coordinated responses. The ECPF's emphasis on cross-border initiatives and
regional approaches to issues like small arms proliferation and transnational organised
crime reflects this understanding. Additionally, the framework's attention to
environmental security and climate change aligns with emerging scholarship on
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environmental conflict, such as Homer-Dixon's (1999) work on environmental scarcity
and conflict.

Conflict Prevention

Conflict prevention, a cornerstone of modern peace and security strategies, encompasses
a wide range of proactive measures aimed at averting the outbreak of violent conflicts. As
defined by Lund (1996), it involves "actions taken in vulnerable places and times to avoid
the threat or use of armed force and related forms of coercion by states or groups to settle
the political disputes that can arise from destabilising effects of economic, social,
political, and international change." This multifaceted approach recognises the complex
nature of conflicts and seeks to address their root causes before they escalate into
violence. The concept of conflict prevention has evolved significantly since the end of the
Cold War, with increased emphasis on early warning systems, preventive diplomacy, and
structural prevention measures. Scholars like Ackermann (2003) have further categorised
conflict prevention into operational prevention, which focuses on immediate crises, and
structural prevention, which addresses the underlying causes of potential conflicts.

The importance of conflict prevention in international relations and regional security
frameworks cannot be overstated. It not only saves lives and prevents the destruction of
infrastructure but also proves to be more cost-effective than conflict resolution or post-
conflict reconstruction. As Sartman (2015) argues, successful conflict prevention requires
a comprehensive approach that integrates diplomatic, economic, and sometimes military
tools. In the context of West Africa and the ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework
(ECPF), conflict prevention takes on a regional dimension, necessitating cooperation
among member states and coordination with international partners. The ECPF's approach
aligns with what Ramsbotham et al. (2011) describe as the "New York model" of conflict
prevention, which emphasises the role of regional organisations in maintaining peace and
security. However, challenges remain in implementing effective conflict prevention
strategies, including issues of state sovereignty, resource constraints, and the difficulty of
measuring success in preventing conflicts that do not occur. As Wallensteen and Möller
(2003) note, the effectiveness of conflict prevention efforts often depends on the
willingness of potential conflict parties to engage in preventive measures and the capacity
of regional organisations to mobilise resources and political will.

Human Security

The concept of human security, popularised by the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) in its 1994 Human Development Report, represents a paradigm shift
in understanding security beyond traditional state-centric approaches. This
comprehensive framework encompasses seven key dimensions: economic security, food
security, health security, environmental security, personal security, community security,
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and political security. As argued by Paris (2001), human security redirects attention from
the security of nation-states to the security of individuals and communities, emphasising
freedom from want and freedom from fear. This conceptual broadening has profound
implications for conflict prevention and peace building strategies, as it recognises that
threats to human wellbeing often transcend national borders and require collaborative,
multi-sectoral responses.

In the context of West Africa and the ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF),
the human security paradigm provides a crucial lens for addressing the complex,
interconnected challenges facing the region. As Aning and Bah (2009) note, adopting a
human security approach allows for a more nuanced understanding of the root causes of
conflicts, which often stem from issues such as poverty, inequality, and lack of access to
basic services. The ECPF's comprehensive approach, which includes components
addressing governance, youth empowerment, and natural resource management, reflects
this broader conception of security. However, operationalising human security remains
challenging. Critics like Chandler (2008) argue that the concept's breadth can lead to a
lack of focus in policy implementation. Nevertheless, proponents such as Sen (2000)
contend that human security's holistic nature is essential for addressing the multifaceted
threats facing individuals and communities in an increasingly interconnected world. In
evaluating the ECPF's effectiveness, considering its alignment with human security
principles offers valuable insights into its potential for fostering sustainable peace and
development in West Africa.

Peace Building

Peace building, a concept deeply rooted in the work of Johan Galtung (1976), refers to
the long-term process of addressing the root causes of conflict and constructing
sustainable peace. Galtung distinguished between negative peace (the absence of direct
violence) and positive peace (the absence of structural violence and the presence of social
justice), arguing that true peace building must strive for the latter. This comprehensive
approach involves a wide range of activities, including but not limited to, reconciliation
processes, institution building, political and economic reforms, and addressing social
inequalities. As Lederach (1997) expanded on this concept, he emphasised the
importance of transforming relationships and social structures to create a peace that is
self-sustaining.

In the context of the ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF), peace building
plays a crucial role in the organisation's approach to structural conflict prevention. The
ECPF recognises that lasting peace in West Africa requires more than just the absence of
war; it necessitates addressing the underlying factors that contribute to conflict, such as
poverty, inequality, and weak governance. As Mac Ginty and Richmond (2013) argue,
effective peace building must be context-specific and locally owned, a principle reflected
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in the ECPF's emphasis on member state involvement and civil society participation.
However, peace building faces significant challenges, particularly in post-conflict
settings. Scholars like Paris (2004) have critiqued liberal peace building approaches for
potentially exacerbating tensions in fragile states. In evaluating the ECPF's peace
building efforts, it's crucial to consider how it navigates these challenges, balancing the
need for institutional reforms with local ownership and cultural sensitivity. Furthermore,
as Paffenhols (2015) notes, the effectiveness of peace building initiatives often depends
on their ability to address both short-term stability and long-term societal transformation,
a balance that the ECPF must strive to achieve in its comprehensive approach to conflict
prevention and management in West Africa.

Early Warning Systems

Early warning systems in conflict prevention represent a critical component of proactive
peace and security strategies. As defined by Nyheim (2009), these systems involve the
systematic collection and analysis of information from various sources to anticipate
potential conflicts and inform timely preventive action. The concept has evolved
significantly since its inception, moving beyond mere data collection to incorporate
sophisticated analytical tools and multi-stakeholder engagement processes. Early warning
systems aim to bridge the gap between knowledge and action, providing decision-makers
with the information needed to address emerging conflicts before they escalate into
violence.

In the context of the ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF), the ECOWAS
Early Warning and Response Network (ECOWARN) plays a pivotal role. As Wulf and
Debiel (2009) note, regional early warning systems like ECOWARN have the potential to
enhance conflict prevention efforts by providing localised, context-specific information.
However, the effectiveness of these systems depends on various factors, including the
quality of data collection, the timeliness of analysis, and the political will to act on
warnings. Critics like Mehler (2008) argue that early warning systems often fail to
translate into early action due to institutional and political constraints. Despite these
challenges, proponents such as Matveeva (2006) contend that early warning systems
remain essential for informed decision-making in conflict prevention, particularly when
integrated with broader peace building and development initiatives. Evaluating the
ECPF's early warning component thus requires consideration of both its technical
capabilities and its integration with other aspects of ECOWAS's conflict prevention
strategy.

Transnational Security Threats

Transnational security threats represent a complex and evolving challenge in the field of
international security. As defined by Krahmann (2005), these threats transcend national
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borders and often involve non-state actors, making them particularly challenging for
traditional state-centric security approaches. In the West African context, such threats
include terrorism, organised crime, environmental degradation, and the proliferation of
small arms and light weapons. The interconnected nature of these threats requires a
coordinated, multi-dimensional response that goes beyond the capabilities of individual
states.

The ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF) recognises the significance of
transnational security threats in its comprehensive approach to regional stability. As
Aning and Pokoo (2014) argue, addressing these threats requires not only military
responses but also efforts to strengthen governance, promote economic development, and
enhance regional cooperation. The ECPF's emphasis on cross-border collaboration and
information sharing aligns with what Busan and Wæver (2003) term "security
complexes," where the security concerns of neighboring states are so interlinked that they
cannot be reasonably analysed or resolved apart from one another. However, effectively
countering transnational threats poses significant challenges, including issues of
sovereignty, resource constraints, and the need for trust and information sharing among
member states. Evaluating the ECPF's approach to transnational security threats thus
requires consideration of its capacity to foster regional cooperation, adapt to emerging
threats, and balance short-term security measures with long-term strategies to address the
root causes of these challenges.

Preventive Diplomacy

Preventive diplomacy, a concept popularised by former UN Secretary-General Boutros
Boutros-Ghali in his 1992 "Agenda for Peace," refers to diplomatic action taken to
prevent disputes from escalating into conflicts and to limit the spread of conflicts when
they occur. This proactive approach emphasises early engagement and negotiation to
address potential sources of conflict before they lead to violence. As Lund (1996)
elaborates, preventive diplomacy encompasses a wide range of activities, including fact-
finding missions, early warning, preventive deployment, and the use of confidence-
building measures.

In the context of the ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF), preventive
diplomacy plays a crucial role in the organisation's approach to maintaining regional
peace and security. The ECPF's emphasis on mediation, good offices, and facilitation
aligns with what Stedman (1995) describes as the "new interventionism" in conflict
prevention, which recognises the importance of early, flexible diplomatic engagement.
However, the effectiveness of preventive diplomacy faces several challenges. As
Jentleson (2000) points out, successful preventive action often lacks visibility, making it
difficult to garner political support and resources. Moreover, the principle of state
sovereignty can sometimes limit the scope for external diplomatic intervention. Despite
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these challenges, scholars like Wallensteen and Möller (2003) argue that preventive
diplomacy remains a cost-effective and potentially powerful tool for conflict prevention,
particularly when backed by credible incentives and deterrents. Evaluating the ECPF's
approach to preventive diplomacy thus requires consideration of its capacity to mobilise
political will, engage in timely interventions, and coordinate diplomatic efforts across
member states and with international partners.

Collective Security

Collective security, a concept rooted in liberal internationalist thought, posits that peace
can be achieved through collective action against aggressors. This principle underpins
many international and regional security arrangements, including the United Nations and
regional organisations like ECOWAS. As Claude (1962) argues, collective security
systems aim to deter potential aggressors by ensuring that they will face a united response
from the international community. In the context of regional organisations, collective
security provides a theoretical basis for cooperation in conflict prevention and
management.

The ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF) incorporates elements of
collective security in its approach to regional stability. This aligns with what Adler and
Barnett (1998) describe as a "security community," where member states develop a sense
of shared identity and agree to settle disputes peacefully. The ECPF's provisions for joint
military interventions in cases of severe instability or conflict reflect this collective
approach. However, implementing collective security faces significant challenges. As
Mearsheimer (1994) points out, states may be reluctant to commit resources to conflicts
that do not directly threaten their interests. Moreover, disagreements over the nature of
threats and appropriate responses can undermine collective action. In the West African
context, issues of sovereignty and disparities in military capabilities among member
states further complicate the implementation of collective security measures. Evaluating
the ECPF's approach to collective security thus requires consideration of its ability to
foster a shared security culture among member states, mobilise resources for joint action,
and navigate the complex political dynamics of regional intervention.

The ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF) has been the subject of several
empirical studies since its adoption in 2008. These studies have examined various aspects
of the framework, including its implementation, effectiveness, and challenges.

Aning and Salihu (2011) conducted a comprehensive review of the ECPF's
implementation in its early years. Their study found that while the framework represented
a significant step forward in regional conflict prevention, its implementation faced
several challenges. These included limited financial and human resources, weak political
will among member states, and difficulties in coordinating actions across multiple sectors.
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The authors noted that despite these challenges, the ECPF had contributed to improved
early warning mechanisms and increased civil society participation in conflict prevention
efforts.

A study by Obi (2014) focused on the ECPF's role in addressing the root causes of
conflicts in West Africa. The research highlighted the framework's potential in
addressing structural causes of conflicts, such as poverty, inequality, and poor
governance. However, Obi found that the ECPF's impact was limited by the lack of
enforcement mechanisms and the reluctance of some member states to fully implement
its provisions. The study recommended strengthening the ECPF's legal framework and
enhancing ECOWAS's capacity to monitor and enforce compliance.

Ekiyor (2017) examined the ECPF's effectiveness in responding to specific conflict
situations in West Africa, focusing on case studies in Mali, Guinea-Bissau, and Burkina
Faso. The research found that while the ECPF provided a comprehensive framework for
conflict prevention, its application was often reactive rather than preventive. Ekiyor noted
that the ECPF's early warning system had improved over time but still faced challenges
in translating warnings into timely and effective preventive action.

A report by the West Africa Network for Peace building (WANEP, 2019) evaluated the
ECPF's impact on civil society engagement in conflict prevention. The study found that
the framework had created more opportunities for civil society organisations to
participate in regional peace and security initiatives. However, it also highlighted the
need for more structured engagement mechanisms and capacity building for civil society
actors to fully leverage these opportunities.

Bah (2020) conducted a comparative analysis of the ECPF and other regional conflict
prevention frameworks in Africa. The study found that the ECPF was one of the most
comprehensive frameworks on the continent, but its implementation lagged behind some
other regional mechanisms. Bah identified best practices from other regions that could be
applied to strengthen the ECPF, including more robust funding mechanisms and stronger
linkages with national-level conflict prevention structures.

An assessment by the African Union's African Peace and Security Architecture (APSA,
2021) examined the ECPF's contribution to continental peace and security efforts. The
report praised the ECPF's comprehensive approach but noted challenges in harmonising it
with other regional and continental security frameworks. It recommended greater
coordination between ECOWAS and the African Union to maximise the impact of
conflict prevention initiatives.

Olonisakin and Okech (2022) focused on the gender dimensions of the ECPF, examining
its alignment with the Women, Peace and Security agenda. Their research found that
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while the ECPF acknowledged the importance of gender in conflict prevention,
implementation of gender-specific provisions remained weak. The authors recommended
more targeted interventions to enhance women's participation in conflict prevention
processes and address gender-based violence as a key driver of insecurity.

A recent study by Musah (2023) evaluated the ECPF's adaptability to emerging security
threats, particularly violent extremism and cyber threats. The research found that while
the framework's broad principles remained relevant, it needed updating to more
effectively address these new challenges. Musah recommended a review and potential
revision of the ECPF to incorporate emerging security paradigms and technological
advancements in conflict prevention.

Structural-Functional Analysis of Regional Conflict Prevention

This study is anchored in structural-functional theory, a sociological framework that
conceptualizes society as a complex system composed of interdependent parts working
together to ensure stability and continuity. The intellectual roots of this theory can be
traced to the work of Herbert Spencer, who drew an analogy between biological
organisms and social systems. Spencer argued that just as the organs of a living body
function in coordination to sustain life, social institutions operate collectively to maintain
order and cohesion within society (Spencer, 1898). He identified key institutions such as
government, education, family, religion, healthcare, and the economy as structural
components that perform essential functions necessary for societal survival. Within the
context of this study, regional conflict prevention mechanisms can similarly be
understood as institutional structures designed to perform vital stabilizing functions
within the West African system.

The theory was subsequently refined by Émile Durkheim, who emphasized the
importance of social cohesion and the interdependence of societal components. Durkheim
(1893) conceptualized society as a unified system held together by shared norms, values,
and collective consciousness. A central concept in his analysis is that of “social facts,”
which include laws, customs, moral codes, and institutional practices that exert external
constraints on individuals and regulate social behavior (Durkheim, 1895). These social
facts perform specific functions that contribute to the maintenance of social order. For
example, legal systems not only deter deviant behavior but also reinforce collective
values and ensure societal stability. This perspective is particularly relevant for
understanding how regional organizations develop multiple institutional mechanisms to
address diverse and interconnected security challenges.

Applying structural-functional theory to the Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS) provides a useful analytical lens for examining its role in regional
conflict prevention. ECOWAS can be viewed as a system of interconnected institutional
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components working toward the overarching goal of regional stability. Its Conflict
Prevention Framework comprises multiple elements, including early warning systems,
preventive diplomacy, democratic governance protocols, human rights mechanisms, and
cross-border cooperation initiatives. Each of these components performs specific yet
complementary functions. For instance, early warning systems are designed to detect
emerging threats, while preventive diplomacy seeks to mitigate tensions before they
escalate into violent conflict. Governance and human rights mechanisms, on the other
hand, address the structural conditions that often underpin conflict. From a structural-
functional standpoint, ECOWAS performs critical functions such as maintaining
collective security, promoting political stability, and facilitating economic integration—
conditions essential for sustainable development in West Africa. The organization is
further sustained by shared norms, mutual obligations, and institutionalized decision-
making processes, reflecting Durkheim’s notion of social cohesion grounded in collective
values.

Despite its analytical utility, the structural-functional approach presents notable
limitations when applied to contemporary security challenges in West Africa. While the
theory effectively explains how institutions are designed to function and interact, it tends
to assume that all components of a system operate harmoniously toward a common
objective. This assumption is increasingly problematic in a region characterized by
political instability, weak state institutions, and recurring unconstitutional changes of
government. For instance, military coups in Mali (2020 and 2021), Guinea (2021), and
Burkina Faso (2022 and 2023) illustrate how key components of the regional system have
become dysfunctional, with state actors themselves contributing to instability rather than
mitigating it. Such developments challenge the functionalist assumption of systemic
equilibrium and institutional coherence.

Furthermore, the rise of non-state armed groups, including insurgent and terrorist
organizations such as Boko Haram and ISIS-affiliated networks, exposes the limitations
of structural-functionalism in addressing contemporary security threats. These actors
operate outside formal institutional frameworks, thereby undermining state authority and
regional governance structures. The theory also assumes a level of institutional capacity
and effectiveness that is often absent in fragile states, where governance structures may
exist in form but lack the resources, legitimacy, or political will to function effectively.

In addition, structural-functionalism provides limited insight into issues of power
asymmetry, political interests, and structural inequalities among member states. It does
not adequately account for how divergent national interests, corruption, and sovereignty
concerns can hinder the effective implementation of regional protocols. Nor does it
sufficiently address the influence of dominant regional powers or the role of political
elites in shaping institutional outcomes.
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Nevertheless, the structural-functional framework remains a valuable diagnostic tool. It
enables this study to systematically examine the gap between institutional design and
actual performance within ECOWAS. Rather than assuming that regional institutions
function as intended, the framework is employed to critically assess the extent of
institutional failure and to identify the structural and contextual factors that limit the
effectiveness of conflict prevention mechanisms in West Africa. In doing so, it provides a
foundation for understanding why existing regional strategies have struggled to respond
adequately to evolving security challenges.

Research Methods

This study adopts a descriptive research design to examine the effectiveness of the
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Conflict Prevention
Framework (ECPF) in preventing and managing conflicts in West Africa. The choice of a
descriptive approach is informed by its suitability for systematically documenting
existing conditions, patterns, and institutional realities. Descriptive research is primarily
concerned with explaining “what is happening,” “where it is happening,” and “how it is
happening” by capturing observable phenomena in their natural settings (Osase &
Isedonmi, 2008). Unlike explanatory or experimental designs, it does not attempt to
establish causal relationships or prescribe normative outcomes; rather, it provides an
objective and comprehensive account of real-world situations. This orientation is
particularly relevant to the present study, which seeks to assess how the ECPF has
functioned in practice, the nature of conflicts that have persisted despite its
implementation, and the observable trends in regional security dynamics.

Furthermore, descriptive research is well-suited for analysing complex institutional
frameworks and policy mechanisms within their operational contexts. It facilitates a
systematic examination of the present status, characteristics, and behavioural patterns of a
phenomenon (Osase & Isedonmi, 2008). In this study, the approach enables a detailed
analysis of the structural components of the ECPF, its implementation strategies, and its
practical impact on conflict prevention and management. Given that the research
questions focus on evaluating effectiveness and identifying operational challenges rather
than establishing causation, the descriptive design provides the necessary flexibility while
maintaining analytical rigour.

The descriptive methodology allows for a multidimensional analysis of the ECPF by
integrating institutional review with empirical conflict trends. In terms of policy analysis,
the study systematically examines the framework’s core components, including its
institutional mechanisms, protocols, and operational strategies as established under
ECOWAS treaties. This provides a comprehensive understanding of the framework’s
intended functions and institutional capacity. In relation to conflict trends, the descriptive
approach enables the identification and analysis of patterns in West African conflicts,
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including their frequency, nature, geographical distribution, actors involved, and socio-
economic consequences such as displacement, casualties, and economic disruption. It
also facilitates comparative analysis across different categories of conflicts such as civil
wars, military coups, and transnational insurgencies and across different time periods,
particularly before and after the adoption of the ECPF in 2008.

In addition, this approach supports the integration of institutional analysis with empirical
evidence. By juxtaposing ECOWAS’s stated objectives with documented conflict
outcomes, the study is able to identify discrepancies between policy design and practical
implementation. This comparative assessment provides insights into the extent to which
the ECPF has achieved its mandate and highlights emerging security challenges that
remain inadequately addressed within the existing framework.

The study relies exclusively on secondary sources of data, which provide a robust
foundation for the descriptive analysis. Key sources include official ECOWAS
documents, such as protocols, treaties, and institutional publications that define the
structure and objectives of the ECPF. Government publications from member states are
also utilised to provide official accounts of conflict situations and policy responses. In
addition, the study draws extensively on academic literature, including peer-reviewed
journal articles, scholarly books, and conference papers in the fields of international
relations, African studies, and peace and conflict studies. Contemporary sources such as
newspapers and credible media reports are used to document recent conflict events and
ECOWAS interventions. Furthermore, internet-based resources including official
websites of ECOWAS, member states, and international organizations serve as important
repositories of policy documents, reports, and up-to-date information on regional security
developments. Collectively, these sources provide comprehensive data for analysing both
the institutional framework and the evolving conflict landscape in West Africa.

The method of data analysis is qualitative and involves systematic content analysis of the
collected materials. This process entails careful review, categorisation, and synthesis of
textual data to identify recurring themes, patterns, and relevant evidence. Academic
sources are critically analysed to extract key arguments and empirical findings that
inform the assessment of the ECPF’s effectiveness. Policy documents are examined to
map the framework’s institutional design and operational mechanisms, while conflict-
related data from reports and media sources are synthesised to establish trends and
patterns. The analysis is organised thematically in line with the research objectives,
focusing on three key areas: the nature of security challenges in West Africa, the
effectiveness of the ECPF in addressing these challenges, and the major constraints
affecting its implementation.

Through this systematic and integrative approach, the study provides a comprehensive,
evidence-based evaluation of the ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework. The
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reliance on descriptive analysis ensures that the findings are grounded in documented
realities, thereby offering a credible assessment of the framework’s performance and its
limitations within the contemporary West African security environment.

Discussion of Findings

This chapter presents a comprehensive analysis of the ECOWAS Conflict Prevention
Framework (ECPF) and its impact on conflict prevention, management, and resolution in
West Africa since its adoption in 2008. Through an examination of secondary data
sources, including academic literature, policy reports, and regional security assessments,
this chapter aims to provide a critical evaluation of the ECPF's implementation,
effectiveness, and challenges.

Nature of Conflict in West Africa

The West African region has been characterised by a complex tapestry of conflicts that
have significantly shaped its political, economic, and social landscape. These conflicts,
ranging from localised disputes to transnational crises, have their roots in a multitude of
factors including historical legacies, governance challenges, resource competition, and
emerging global threats. Understanding the nature of these conflicts is crucial for
developing effective strategies for peace and stability, as well as for evaluating the
relevance and efficacy of regional initiatives such as the ECOWAS Conflict Prevention
Framework (ECPF) (Olonisakin, 2011). The complexity of West African conflicts
necessitates a nuanced approach that considers the interplay between various factors and
actors at local, national, and regional levels.

The evolution of conflicts in West Africa reflects broader global trends in conflict
dynamics, as well as the changing nature of statehood and sovereignty in the face of
globalisation and regional integration. In the immediate post-independence period,
conflicts in the region were primarily characterised by inter-state disputes, often rooted in
border disagreements inherited from the colonial era. However, as Bah (2012) notes, the
nature of conflicts has shifted dramatically over the past few decades, with intra-state and
transnational conflicts becoming increasingly prevalent. This shift has been accompanied
by a blurring of the lines between different types of conflicts, with many contemporary
crises in the region exhibiting characteristics of civil wars, ethnic conflicts, and
transnational security threats simultaneously.

One of the defining features of conflicts in West Africa is their propensity to transcend
national borders, creating regional security challenges that require coordinated responses.
This transnational nature of conflicts is exemplified by the way in which civil wars in
countries like Liberia and Sierra Leone in the 1990s destabilised neighboring states and
drew in regional actors (Aning & Bah, 2009). The spillover effects of these conflicts
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included refugee flows, the proliferation of small arms, and the creation of regional war
economies that sustained violence across borders. More recently, the instability in the
Sahel region, particularly in Mali and Burkina Faso, has had far-reaching consequences
for countries across West Africa and beyond, highlighting the interconnected nature of
security challenges in the region (Okeke & Oji, 2014).

Implementation of the ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF)

The ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF), adopted in 2008, represents a
comprehensive approach to addressing the complex security challenges in West Africa.
This section examines the implementation of the ECPF across member states, focusing
on its components, objectives, and the mechanisms put in place to operationalise the
framework.

ECPF Components and Objectives

The ECPF is composed of 14 key components, each addressing specific aspects of
conflict prevention, management, and resolution. These components include early
warning, preventive diplomacy, democracy and political governance, human rights and
the rule of law, media, natural resource governance, cross-border initiatives, and security
governance (ECOWAS, 2008). The primary objective of the ECPF is to strengthen
ECOWAS's human security architecture, fostering a more proactive and operational
conflict prevention posture in the region (Ekiyor, 2008).

The framework aims to create synergy between various ECOWAS bodies and member
states to address both structural and operational prevention of conflicts. It seeks to
mainstream conflict prevention into ECOWAS policies and programs, enhancing the
organisation's capacity to anticipate and respond to crises before they escalate into violent
conflicts (Odobo et al., 2017).

Effectiveness of the ECPF in Conflict Prevention, Management, and Resolution

Evaluating the effectiveness of the ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF)
requires a nuanced analysis of its impact on preventing, managing, and resolving
conflicts in West Africa since its adoption in 2008. This section examines the ECPF's
effectiveness across these three key areas.

Conflict Prevention

The ECPF has shown some success in preventing the escalation of conflicts in West
Africa:

1. Early warning: The ECOWARN system has helped identify potential flashpoints,
allowing for preventive action in several cases. For instance, the system played a
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crucial role in alerting ECOWAS to the brewing crisis in Guinea-Bissau in 2012,
enabling a rapid diplomatic response (Odobo et al., 2017).

2. Mediation efforts: ECOWAS-led mediation has helped resolve political crises in
several countries. The intervention in Burkina Faso in 2014-2015 during the
political transition is a notable example of successful preventive diplomacy (Yabi,
2010).

3. Electoral support: By providing technical assistance and deploying observation
missions, ECOWAS has contributed to the peaceful conduct of elections in
several member states, helping to prevent election-related violence (Omotola,
2014).

4. Structural prevention: The ECPF's emphasis on addressing root causes of
conflicts has led to initiatives aimed at promoting good governance, human rights,
and economic development, potentially reducing long-term conflict risks (Annan,
2014).

However, challenges remain in fully realising the ECPF's preventive potential. The
framework's effectiveness is sometimes hampered by resource limitations and varying
levels of political will among member states (Aning & Pokoo, 2014).

Conflict Management

The ECPF has provided a framework for managing ongoing conflicts:

1. Peacekeeping operations: The ECOWAS Standby Force (ESF) has been deployed
in Mali and Guinea-Bissau, contributing to stabilisation efforts. In Mali, the
ECOWAS Mission in Mali (MICEMA) played a crucial role in the initial
response to the crisis before transitioning to a UN mission (Darkwa, 2011).

2. Sanctions and diplomatic pressure: ECOWAS has used these tools to influence
conflict parties and promote peaceful resolutions. The organisation's response to
the 2012 coup in Mali, which included diplomatic isolation and economic
sanctions, demonstrated its ability to leverage various instruments to manage
crises (Hartmann, 2017).

3. Humanitarian assistance: The ECPF has guided ECOWAS's efforts in providing
humanitarian support in conflict-affected areas, helping to mitigate the impact of
conflicts on civilian populations (ECOWAS, 2008).

4. Cross-border initiatives: The framework has facilitated cooperation in managing
cross-border security challenges, such as the joint border patrols implemented in
response to the Boko Haram threat (Okeke & Oji, 2014).
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While these efforts have contributed to conflict management, the ECPF's effectiveness
has been challenged by the complexity of some conflicts, particularly those with
transnational dimensions or involving non-state armed groups (Aning & Bah, 2009).

Conflict Resolution

The ECPF has contributed to the resolution of several conflicts in West Africa:

1. Support for peace agreements: ECOWAS has facilitated and supported peace
processes in countries like Liberia and Côte d'Ivoire. The organisation played a
key role in the negotiations leading to the Accra Comprehensive Peace
Agreement in Liberia in 2003 (Obi, 2009).

2. Post-conflict reconstruction: The ECPF has guided regional efforts in supporting
post-conflict recovery and peacebuilding. This includes initiatives to promote
reconciliation, reform security sectors, and rebuild state institutions in countries
emerging from conflict (Annan, 2014).

3. Disarmament, Demobilisation, and Reintegration (DDR): ECOWAS has
supported DDR programs in several member states, contributing to the
stabilisation of post-conflict environments (Bah, 2012).

4. Transitional justice: The framework has promoted mechanisms for addressing
past human rights abuses and fostering reconciliation, as seen in Sierra Leone and
Liberia (Omotola, 2013).

However, the long-term effectiveness of these resolution efforts is sometimes challenged
by the recurrence of conflicts and the persistence of underlying structural issues. The
ECPF's impact on sustainable peace remains a subject of ongoing evaluation and debate
among scholars and practitioners (Odobo et al., 2017).

While the ECPF has demonstrated effectiveness in various aspects of conflict prevention,
management, and resolution, its impact has been uneven across different contexts and
types of conflicts. The framework's success is often contingent on factors such as
political will, resource availability, and the complex dynamics of specific conflicts.
Ongoing efforts to refine and strengthen the ECPF's implementation will be crucial for
enhancing its effectiveness in addressing West Africa's evolving security challenges.

Summary

This study examined the effectiveness of the Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS) Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF) in managing and preventing
conflicts in the West African region. Adopted in 2008, the ECPF represents a
comprehensive strategic approach to addressing the complex security challenges facing
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West Africa. The research employed a descriptive design, relying on secondary data
sources to analyse the implementation, impact, and challenges of the ECPF across
ECOWAS member states.

The scope of this research encompassed a thorough analysis of the ECPF's fourteen
components, including early warning, preventive diplomacy, democracy and political
governance, human rights and the rule of law, media, natural resource governance, cross-
border initiatives, and security governance. By evaluating these components, the study
aimed to assess the framework's practical application in various conflict scenarios, its
adaptability to emerging threats, and its overall contribution to regional stability.
Additionally, the research explored the synergies between the ECPF and other regional
and international conflict prevention mechanisms, examining how these interactions have
influenced the framework's effectiveness. Case studies of specific conflicts or potential
conflicts within the region were utilized to provide concrete examples of the ECPF's
operational impact and to identify areas for potential improvement in its implementation
and coordination among ECOWAS member states.

Conclusion

The ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework represents a significant and ambitious
effort to address the multifaceted security challenges in West Africa. Since its adoption in
2008, the ECPF has demonstrated its potential to contribute positively to conflict
prevention, management, and resolution in the region. The framework's comprehensive
approach, encompassing early warning systems, preventive diplomacy, and a focus on
addressing root causes of conflicts, has shown promise in various crisis situations.

Notable successes in countries like Burkina Faso and The Gambia highlight the ECPF's
capacity to guide effective regional responses to political crises and facilitate peaceful
transitions. The framework has also contributed to enhancing regional cooperation on
security matters and has played a role in promoting democratic governance across West
Africa.

However, the implementation of the ECPF has been uneven, with persistent challenges
hindering its full potential. Resource constraints, capacity gaps, inconsistent political will,
and coordination issues continue to impede the ECPF's effectiveness across its 14
components. Moreover, the evolving security landscape in West Africa, characterised by
transnational threats such as terrorism and organised crime, poses new challenges that the
framework must adapt to address.

The ECPF's relevance and effectiveness in promoting peace and security in West Africa
will depend on its ability to overcome these challenges and adapt to emerging threats.
While the framework has shown significant promise, particularly in conflict prevention
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and diplomatic interventions, its overall impact has been limited by various operational
and structural constraints.

Looking forward, realising the full potential of the ECPF will require sustained
commitment, innovative approaches, and collaborative efforts from ECOWAS member
states, regional institutions, and international partners. By addressing its current
limitations and building on its strengths, the ECPF can evolve into a more robust and
effective framework for ensuring lasting peace and security in West Africa.

Recommendations

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are proposed to
enhance the effectiveness of the ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework:

1. Develop more sustainable and diversified funding mechanisms for ECPF
implementation, such as a dedicated conflict prevention fund.

2. Invest in comprehensive training programs to develop a pool of regional experts in
conflict prevention, mediation, and peacebuilding.

3. Intensify advocacy efforts to demonstrate the tangible benefits of regional conflict
prevention to national interests.

4. Establish a centralised coordination unit within the ECOWAS Commission to oversee
ECPF implementation across various stakeholders.



UJJPS University of Jos Journal of Political Science

E-ISSN: 1595-4765 | Volume 3, Issue 2 | May 2026

Department of Political Science,
University of Jos

58

References

Ackermann, A. (2003). Conflict prevention: Conceptual foundations. In P. Wallensteen
(Ed.), Preventing violent conflict: Past record and future challenges (pp. 15–35).
Uppsala University.

Adler, E., & Barnett, M. (1998). Security communities. Cambridge University Press.

African Union Commission. (2021). Assessment of regional conflict prevention
frameworks in Africa. African Peace and Security Architecture.

Annan, K. (2014). Interventions: A life in war and peace. Penguin Press.

Aning, E. K. (2004). Exploring the role of the military in West African peacekeeping.
Kofi Annan International Peacekeeping Training Centre.

Aning, E. K., & Bah, A. S. (2009). ECOWAS and conflict prevention in West Africa:
Confronting the triple threats. African Security, 2(2–3), 76–91.
https://doi.org/10.1080/19362200903361932

Aning, E. K., & Pokoo, J. (2014). Understanding the nature and threat of armed groups
in West Africa. Stability: International Journal of Security and Development, 3(1),
1–14. https://doi.org/10.5334/sta.da

Aning, E. K., & Salihu, N. (2011). The ECOWAS conflict prevention framework:
Assessing progress and challenges. KAIPTC Policy Brief.

Bah, A. S. (2012). Democracy and civil war: Citizenship and peacemaking in Côte
d’Ivoire. African Affairs, 111(442), 1–21. https://doi.org/10.1093/afraf/adr074

Bah, A. S. (2020). Comparative regional conflict prevention frameworks in Africa.
Journal of Peacebuilding & Development, 15(3), 317–332.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1542316620942296

Boutros-Ghali, B. (1992). An agenda for peace: Preventive diplomacy, peacemaking
and peace-keeping. United Nations.

Buzan, B., & Wæver, O. (2003). Regions and powers: The structure of international
security. Cambridge University Press.
(Corrected spelling from “Busan” to “Buzan”)

Chandler, D. (2008). Empire in denial: The politics of state-building. Pluto Press.

Claude, I. L. (1962). Power and international relations. Random House.

https://doi.org/10.1080/19362200903361932
https://doi.org/10.5334/sta.da
https://doi.org/10.1093/afraf/adr074
https://doi.org/10.1177/1542316620942296


UJJPS University of Jos Journal of Political Science

E-ISSN: 1595-4765 | Volume 3, Issue 2 | May 2026

Department of Political Science,
University of Jos

59

Darkwa, L. (2011). The ECOWAS military intervention in Mali. African Security
Review, 20(4), 94–105. https://doi.org/10.1080/10246029.2011.634897

Durkheim, É. (1893/2014). The division of labour in society. Free Press.

Durkheim, É. (1895/2014). The rules of sociological method. Free Press.

Economic Community of West African States. (1993). Revised treaty of the Economic
Community of West African States. ECOWAS Commission.

Economic Community of West African States. (2008). ECOWAS conflict prevention
framework. ECOWAS Commission.

Ekiyor, T. (2008). The ECOWAS conflict prevention framework and the role of civil
society. West Africa Network for Peacebuilding.

Ekiyor, T. (2017). Assessing ECOWAS responses to political crises in West Africa.
Conflict Trends, 2017(3), 23–30.

Galtung, J. (1976). Three approaches to peace: Peacekeeping, peacemaking, and
peacebuilding. In J. Galtung (Ed.), Peace, war and defense (pp. 297–318). Christian
Ejlers.

Hartmann, C. (2017). ECOWAS and the restoration of democracy in Mali. Africa
Spectrum, 52(1), 85–99. https://doi.org/10.1177/000203971705200105

Homer-Dixon, T. (1999). Environment, scarcity, and violence. Princeton University
Press.

Jentleson, B. W. (2000). Preventive diplomacy: A conceptual framework. International
Negotiation, 5(2), 143–159. https://doi.org/10.1163/15718060020848758

Krahmann, E. (2005). New threats and new actors in international security.
International Journal, 60(2), 317–337. https://doi.org/10.2307/40204181

Lederach, J. P. (1997). Building peace: Sustainable reconciliation in divided societies.
United States Institute of Peace Press.

Lund, M. S. (1996). Preventing violent conflicts: A strategy for preventive diplomacy.
United States Institute of Peace Press.

Mac Ginty, R., & Richmond, O. P. (2013). The local turn in peacebuilding. Third
World Quarterly, 34(5), 763–783. https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2013.800750

Matveeva, A. (2006). Early warning and early response: Conceptual and empirical
dilemmas. Global Governance, 12(4), 429–445.

https://doi.org/10.1080/10246029.2011.634897
https://doi.org/10.1177/000203971705200105
https://doi.org/10.1163/15718060020848758
https://doi.org/10.2307/40204181
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2013.800750


UJJPS University of Jos Journal of Political Science

E-ISSN: 1595-4765 | Volume 3, Issue 2 | May 2026

Department of Political Science,
University of Jos

60

Mehler, A. (2008). Not always in the people’s interest: Power-sharing arrangements in
African peace agreements. Journal of Peace Research, 45(5), 595–612.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343308094324

Mearsheimer, J. J. (1994). The false promise of international institutions. International
Security, 19(3), 5–49. https://doi.org/10.2307/2539078

Musah, A. F. (2023). Adapting regional conflict prevention frameworks to emerging
security threats in West Africa. African Security Review, 32(2), 145–160.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10246029.2023.2184567

Nyheim, D. (2009). Preventive action: Addressing emerging threats. International
Peace Institute.

Obi, C. (2009). Economic community of West African states on the ground. African
Security, 2(2–3), 119–135.

Obi, C. (2014). Governance and conflict prevention in West Africa. Journal of African
Security, 7(1), 1–20.

Odobo, E. O., Aning, E. K., & Pokoo, J. (2017). Regional early warning systems and
conflict prevention in West Africa. Stability: International Journal of Security and
Development, 6(1), 1–14. https://doi.org/10.5334/sta.470

Okeke, V. O. S., & Oji, R. O. (2014). Boko Haram insurgency and national security in
Nigeria. Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences, 5(16), 528–536.
https://doi.org/10.5901/mjss.2014.v5n16p528

Olonisakin, F. (2011). Regional security governance in West Africa. African Affairs,
110(441), 1–20.

Olonisakin, F., & Okech, A. (2022). Gender, peace, and security in ECOWAS conflict
prevention. Peacebuilding, 10(3), 420–437.
https://doi.org/10.1080/21647259.2021.1951325

Omotola, J. S. (2013). Elections and democratic transition in post-conflict societies.
African Studies Review, 56(1), 123–145.

Omotola, J. S. (2014). ECOWAS and democratic governance in West Africa. Journal
of African Elections, 13(2), 1–25.

Osase, B., & Isedonmi, P. (2008). Research and statistical methods. Africana First
Publishers.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343308094324
https://doi.org/10.2307/2539078
https://doi.org/10.1080/10246029.2023.2184567
https://doi.org/10.5334/sta.470
https://doi.org/10.5901/mjss.2014.v5n16p528
https://doi.org/10.1080/21647259.2021.1951325


UJJPS University of Jos Journal of Political Science

E-ISSN: 1595-4765 | Volume 3, Issue 2 | May 2026

Department of Political Science,
University of Jos

61

Paris, R. (2001). Human security: Paradigm shift or hot air? International Security,
26(2), 87–102.

Paris, R. (2004). At war’s end: Building peace after civil conflict. Cambridge
University Press.

Paffenholz, T. (2015). Unpacking the local turn in peacebuilding. Third World
Quarterly, 36(5), 857–874. https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2015.1029908

Ramsbotham, O., Woodhouse, T., & Miall, H. (2011). Contemporary conflict
resolution (3rd ed.). Polity Press.

Sen, A. (2000). Development as freedom. Anchor Books.

Spencer, H. (1898). The principles of sociology. Appleton.

Stedman, S. J. (1995). Alchemy of peace. International Organization, 49(3), 479–514.

United Nations Development Programme. (1994). Human development report 1994:
New dimensions of human security. Oxford University Press.

Wallensteen, P., & Möller, F. (2003). Conflict prevention: Methodology for knowing
the unknown. Peace and Conflict Research, 10(1), 5–21.

West Africa Network for Peacebuilding. (2019). Civil society and conflict prevention in
West Africa. WANEP.

Wulf, H., & Debiel, T. (2009). Conflict early warning and response mechanisms.
African Security, 2(2–3), 135–155.

Yabi, G. O. (2010). The role of ECOWAS in managing political crisis in West Africa.
Friedrich Ebert Stiftung.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2015.1029908

