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After the end of the Cold War, Western values, such as democracy
and human rights, quickly became the cornerstones of European poli-
cies in Africa, replacing containment of communism. Support of
democracy and human rights was defined as a key component of
development and cooperation policies.

The European Union Council passed a resolution in November
1991, which established promotion of human rights and democracy as
a goal and a condition of development cooperation. This condition
was reasserted by the Treaty of European Union (TEU) in 1992 in
which the promotion of democracy is defined as one of the goals of its
new Common Foreign and Security Policy. The trend was similar in
the U.S. where the new Clinton Administration established democ-
racy promotion a pillar of its foreign policy along with economic inte-
gration and national security.

West Africa appears for many reasons to be a favorable ground for
the exercise of Western commitments due to the willingness of differ-
ent countries to embrace democracy. In 1990, there were almost no
democratic regimes in Africa (with the exception of Gambia, which is
the oldest democracy in the region). The path to democracy was char-
acterized by “national sovereign conferences” encouraged by both the
U.S. and Europe, that rather confirmed autocrats instead of moving
them out.

Nowadays, West Africa is the African region where democratization
is paradoxically on the right track; paradoxically because, this sub-
region concentrates many shortcomings and instability, illustrated by
many ongoing and latent conflicts on the internal or sub-regional
scale in Ivory Coast, Guinea, and Liberia. Moreover, West Africa is
one of the poorest regions in the world according to the United

Chapter 6



Nations Development Program.1 We should also keep in mind that
the sub-region experienced military coups throughout the last decade:
Nigeria in 1993, Gambia in 1994, Niger in 1996, and Ivory Coast in
1999. Despite these handicaps, more and more countries experienced
their first democratic transition during the last seven years, some more
peaceful than others. This trend began with the election of Olusegun
Obasanjo in Nigeria in 1999, which has been followed by the election
on Mamadou Tanja in Niger in 1999, Abdoulaye Wade in Senegal,
John Kuffuor in Ghana, Laurent Gbagbo in the Ivory Coast in 2000,
Amadou Toumani Touré in Mali in 2002, Ellen Sirleaf Johnson in
Liberia in 2005, Yayi Boni in Benin in 2006.

At the sub-regional level, the Economic Community of West
African States has equipped itself since 2001 with a Supplementary
Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance as a part of its Mecha-
nism of Conflict Prevention. Yet, there are still countries which are
sinking in instability and autocratic rules (Togo, Guinea, the Ivory
Coast). Even for countries that achieved a peaceful and civilian transi-
tion, democracy remains fragile due to ethnic and religious tensions
(Nigeria, Liberia, Sierra Leone), showing they still have a long way to
go before fully embracing democratic values and habits. Conflicts,
economic crisis, and poverty still threaten the implementation of
democracy in those countries. Because democracy is drifting in the
sub-region, there is a critical need for transatlantic support to root this
process definitively.

So the challenge of promoting democracy in the region is complex
both for the U.S. and the EU: how to foster development and solve
conflicts without hampering support for democracy? Unable to har-
monize these issues, the EU, as well as the U.S. tended in the past to
favor the former (socio-economic issues and security issues) at the
expense of the latter. The EU for instance quieted its critical stance on
the Sani Abacha rule in Nigeria in 1997 because it needed Lagos to
launch a peacekeeping force to stabilize Sierra Leone.

Focus on economic and social issues and security has often been
explained by the fact that they were a pre-condition to democracy in
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1 Ghana (65th), Nigeria (75th),Togo (76th), Mauritania (79th), Cote d’Ivoire (84th), Senegal
(87th), Gambia (88th), Guinea Bissau (93rd), Benin (95th), Sierra Leone (98th), Mali
(101st), Burkina Faso (102nd), Niger (103rd) in the rank of 108 developing countries in
Human Development Report 2005, United Nation Development Program, p. 229. Available
at: http://hdr.undp.org/reports/global/2005/pdf/HDR05_HDI.pdf.



the region. Since the events of 9/11, the focus on security in West
Africa was reinforced by the fear that terrorists might take advantage
of different conflicts to establish training camps or trafficking activi-
ties. But does promoting democracy constitute a solution to such
curses?

The perception of the U.S., the EU and even former colonial pow-
ers diverge on the matter, and each of them has a different approach
to the sub-region. Due to France and Great Britain’s colonial past,
Europe has historically established more links than the U.S. with the
different countries of the sub-region. France is the most influential
European country here, especially in its former colonies; meanwhile,
since 2000, the UK’s influence has expanded through its intervention
in Sierra Leone. The UK has engaged in a new political process in
Sierra Leone.

As many studies showed, since African independences, France’s
major interest in West Africa was to maintain its influence by support-
ing pro-French regimes instead of promoting democracy (“something
Africa was not ripe for” according to President Jacques Chirac2),
which could bring anti-French regimes to power.

This policy differs from the EU ones, for which the promotion of
democracy is a core element of its cooperation policy, as specified in
Treaty on the European Union in 1992. This contrast spurred ten-
sions between displayed ideals and realpolitik goals in many cases — in
Niger and Togo for example.

Elsewhere, the United States does not have any vital interest in a
region usually considered as constituted of “countries of small mar-
kets, instable economies and non-critical raw material exports”3 except
in Nigeria, which exported 1.014 million barrels of oil per day in
2005.4 The other country with strong links to the U.S. is Liberia.
Founded by former black slaves and with local natural rubber produc-
tion that used to be exploited by U.S. companies, Liberia became a
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2 Yengo, Patrice, “Affinités électives et délégation des compétences,” Politique africaine, no.
105, 2007, p. 107.

3 Morgan, Earl Conteh, “Post Cold War in West Africa: Implications for U.S. Foreign Pol-
icy ” in Magyar, K., ed., U.S. Interests and Policies in Africa, Transition to a New Era (London:
Macmillan, 2000), p. 56.

4 Energy Information Administration, Table 3.3.d: Petroleum Imports from Nigeria, Venezuela,
Total Other OPEC, and Total OPEC, Department of Energy. Available at: http://www.eia.
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sentimental interest rather than a vital one. So in the absence of vital
interest or any other competing issue, support for democratization is
expected to be the top priority of the U.S. in the sub-region.

While democracy is definitely a new process in the sub-region,5

how can the U.S. and the EU support its consolidation in West Africa
where no defined path to full-fledged democracy has already been laid
out? Is there a risk that the programs set to support democratization
tend to reflect more Western concerns than taking into account local
realities? The way developed countries like the U.S. and many Euro-
pean countries experience democracy has little to do with the way
developing countries more accustomed to authoritarian regimes will
do so. That is the paradox of both democratization in areas like West
Africa and support for this process by Western countries. David Held
sums up the problem quite well: “there is a striking paradox to note
about the contemporary era: from Africa to Eastern Europe, Asia to
Latin America, more and more nations and groups are championing
the idea of democracy but they are doing so at just that moment when
the very efficacy of democracy as a national form of political organiza-
tion appears open to question. As substantial areas of human activity
are progressively organized on a regional or global level, the fate of
democracy and of the independent democratic nation-state in particu-
lar, is fraught with difficulty.”6 The underlying question is this issue of
knowing if democracy promotion by countries of the Transatlantic
Alliance is, in West Africa, an unfinished business at its core, trapped
between the evident limits of this form of government nowadays?

The following study is divided in three sections. Section I will
review different instruments used by Western countries to promote
democracy in West Africa over the last ten years. Section II will raise
the question of the kind of democracy European countries and the
U.S. intend to promote in West Africa through the stress put on elec-
tions and decentralization. Section III will propose a few solutions to
improve the promotion of democracy by the United States and Euro-
pean countries in the sub-region.
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5 During local elections in Nigeria in 2003, some politicians referred to democracy as an
“experiment.” See Peel, Michael, “Nigeria sees flaws in fledgling democracy,” Financial
Times, April 2, 2004.

6 Held, David “Democracy and Globalization,” in Archibugi, Daniele, David Held and
Martin Kohler, eds., Re-Imagining Political Community: Studies in Cosmopolitan Democracy
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), p. 11.



Section I — Instruments To Promote Democracy in
West Africa: Reactive Rather than Proactive?

Not Much Assistance Promoting Democracy

Both the United States and the European Union included democ-
racy assistance in their overall program assistance. The U.S. Agency
for International Development (USAID) mainly funds democracy
assistance programs through its Democracy and Governance Program
in eight countries in West Africa (Benin, Ghana, Guinea, Liberia,
Mali, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone7 ) and a sub-regional program.
The EU used to deliver democracy assistance through the European
Development Fund (EDF), currently the 9th installment which runs
until 2007, and the European Initiative for Democracy and Human
Rights (EIDHR).

In their allocations for democracy promotion, the EU and the U.S.
both favor the main regional power, Nigeria. Over the last six years
Nigeria was, with Ivory Coast and Sierra Leone, a focus country of
EIDHR in the sub-region: six programs out of ten funded by the Ini-
tiative since 2000 targeted the sixth oil producer in the world.8 It is
also the main recipient of USAID Democracy and Governance Pro-
gram with $8.312 million allocated in 2005 and $8.017 million for
2006 (out of total development assistance to the country of $ 45 mil-
lion).9 This assistance represents twice what Mali received from the
same agency to promote democracy.10

Except in Nigeria, democracy aid represents only a fraction of the
total aid for development. Ghana, which is among the best performers
in the democratic area, does not benefit from a single democracy pro-
motion program in its cooperation strategy with the EU. In the five-
year strategy paper of the European Community with Ghana, democ-
racy is not a policy objective and is barely mentioned through “good
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7 USAID, Democracy and Governance in West Africa. Available at: http://www.usaid.gov/
our_work/democracy_and_governance/regions/afr/.

8 European Initiative for Human Rights and Democracy, EU Annual Reports. Available at:
http://ec.europa.eu/comm/europeaid/projects/eidhr/documents_en.htm#eu-reports.

9 USAID, USAID Budget: Nigeria, USAID. Available at: http://www.usaid.gov/policy/
budget/cbj2006/afr/ng.html.

10 USAID, USAID Budget: Mali. Available at: http://www.usaid.gov/policy/budget/
cbj2006/afr/ml.html.



governance” (that is relegated in the section “other programs” along
with conflict prevention and the fight against HIV/AIDS).11 In 2004,
USAID only provided $1.987 million to Accra out of a total $36.363
million dedicated to development assistance.12

These proportions are equivalent for most of the countries of West
Africa and clearly demonstrate that democracy is not the top priority
in development cooperation strategies set by both the U.S. and many
European countries. The reasons for this lay in the respective concep-
tions the U.S. and European countries have of the promotion of
democracy.

For many scholars, those discrepancies are not such a surprise.
According to Olsen, EU commitment to democracy since the end of
Cold War aims primarily at strengthening the creation of a European
identity around such universal values because the Community clearly
lacks the means to implement this policy the way former colonial
powers like France do.13 The same can be said about U.S. foreign pol-
icy for whose spread of democracy around the world had been a tradi-
tional foreign policy goal but far from being the first, despite the rhet-
oric.14 In U.S. policies towards this particular sub-region, democracy
promotion comes after other issues, like fostering economic develop-
ment and conflict resolution, because the latter are considered
perquisites to democracy. Seymour Lipset’s statement (“The more
well-to-do a nation, the greater the chances that it will sustain democ-
racy”)15 seems to continue to matter for many donors. It explains why
in his major speech about African Policy in 2003, President George
W. Bush evoked democracy only once, to link it to the restoration of
security and the establishment of free market economies. “Introducing
democracy is hard in any society. It’s much harder in a society torn by
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11 European Commission, Republic of Ghana and European Community: Country Strategy Paper
and Initiative Programs, 2002-2007, 2002, p. 27. Available at: http://ec.europa.eu/comm/
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14 Rieffer, Barbara Ann J. and Kristian Mercer, “U.S. Democracy Promotion, the Clinton and
Bush Administrations,” Global Society, vol. 19, no. 4, October 2005, pp. 385-408.

15 Lipset, Seymour Martin, “Some social requisites of democracy: Economic development
and political legitimacy,” American Political Science Review, 53, pp. 69-105.



war or held back by corruption. The promise of free markets means
little when millions are illiterate and hungry or dying from a preventa-
ble disease.”16 This vision is not shared by former Organization of
African Unity (OAU) or ECOWAS (whose Protocol on Democracy
and Good Governance is part of its Mechanism of Conflict Preven-
tion), which instead see democracy as a prerequisite to development
and stability.17

Moreover, one can wonder why democracy spreads in West Africa
despite the focus on socio-economic issues (which did not foster
development) and security by European countries and the U.S.
According to Abdoulaye Bathily, “The demand for democracy has
therefore been impelled primarily by a vast resistance movement by
actors from different sectors of African society, in reaction to the dete-
rioration of their living conditions as a result of the combined effects
of the failure of the nation-building project and structural adjustment
programs”18 supported by both the U.S. and European countries
throughout the 1990s in West Africa. The focus on other issues like
economic development and conflict resolution in the sub-region led
the EU and the U.S. to give up their “pro-active” approach of democ-
racy promotion.

The Stress on West African Performance

During the 1990s, in the absence of activism in this area, passive
(indirect) ways of promoting democracy became the norm. A particular
stress was put on the African responsibility to reform, so as to embrace
democracy. Consequently, political dialogue was set up, according to a
political conditionality requesting the West African countries to fulfill
criteria to receive aid or benefit from trade preferences.

Both U.S. and European trade agreements with countries of the
sub-region require the latter to commit at least to democracy. For
example, EU-ACP Cotonou Agreement Article 9 expresses the sup-
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16 George W. Bush, “President Bush Outlines his Agenda for U.S.-Africa Relations,” June 26,
2003. www.whitehouse.gov.

17 Diara, Cheikh Oumar, “ECOWAS and the Supplementary Protocol on Democracy and
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Club, Building Peace and Democracy in West Africa, November 2005, pp. 63-70.

18 Bathily, Abdoulaye, “Democracy in West Africa: An Appraisal” in Sahel and West Africa
Club, Building Peace and Democracy in West Africa, November 2005, p. 25.



port of the partnership for “human rights, process of democratization,
consolidation of rule of law and good governance.”19 Thus, these
agreements seem to be directed to countries that are on the path to
democratization as much as those who are democratic. As far as the
eligible countries of the U.S. African Growth and Opportunity Act
(AGOA) in 2006, some of the least advanced, such as Guinea, are
standing next to good performers such as Senegal or Ghana.20 The
same contrast can be found in the Cotonou Agreement with almost all
West African countries being eligible, with the notable exception of
Togo, as if it was the sole regime unable to sustain a democratic
process. The principle of the democracy criteria in such trade/aid
agreements seems to reside more in the commitment of the recipient
countries rather than in their actual performance in this domain.

In fact, the main difference between the U.S. and Europe on this
point is a shift made by the Millennium Challenge Account created by
the George W. Bush administration in 2003. Contrary to traditional
assistance programs, MCA implements a rewarding approach of assis-
tance, devoting great amounts of funds to countries which “rule
justly,” among other criteria like fighting against corruption and
investing in people. Six countries from West Africa are eligible for the
program: Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Gambia, Ghana, Mali, and Sene-
gal. They will receive grants they never would have received due to
the lack of strategic or economic interest of the U.S. Cape Verde, for
example, which represents less than 0.1 percent of U.S. imports from
Sub-Saharan Africa21 will receive $110 million over three years to sup-
port its poverty reduction strategy.22 Gambia was judged eligible in
2004, but was suspended after the MCC Board noticed “human rights
abuses and increased restrictions on political rights, civil liberties, and
press freedom by the government, as well as worsening economic
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19 The Cotonou Agreement, European Commission, (2000), p. 15. Available at: http://ec.
europa.eu/comm/development/body/cotonou/pdf/agr01_en.pdf#zoom=100.

20 Presidential Proclamation on 2006 AGOA Eligibility for 37 Countries, www.agoa.gov.
Available at: http://agoa.gov/eligibility/country_eligibility.html.

21 US International Trade Commission, Sub-Saharan Africa: U.S. imports, total, and under the
African Growth and Opportunity Act. Available at: www.reportweb.usitc.gov/africa/total_
gsp_agoa_import_suppliers.jsp.

22 Millenium Challenge Corporation , Millennium Challenge Corporation Congressional
Notification, July 12, 2005. Available at: http://www.mcc.gov/countries/capeverde/
071205-cn_CapeVerde.pdf.



policies and anti-corruption efforts.”23 This suspension illustrates the
shift induced by the MCA approach. One should also notice that these
eligibility criteria are measured by independent observers and NGOs
such as Freedom House. This aims to avoid a diplomatic “magnanim-
ity” often observed on this issue. Nevertheless, in the West African
context, the MCA still presents many flaws. In its very conception, it
finally does not differ from others’ aid programs since it only reacts to
democratic performances and does not initiate them. The grants allo-
cated to the eligible countries mostly target some particular economic
sectors, and not the consolidation of democracy as such. The underly-
ing assumption of the MCA is that democracy is a process that can
only progress, so the strategy designed by the recipient country and
the MCA does not project any support for democracy. It neglects the
fact that democracy is a new process in the sub-region and that it
experienced many setbacks — (e.g. Nigeria in 1994, Niger in 1996).
There is a need to plan a section to support the consolidation of
democracy in the strategy enacted for the use of grants allocated
under the MCA.

Despite these flaws, MCA differs from the Cotonou Agreement
(and other U.S. assistance programs) notably because the Cotonou
Agreement suspends its aid only in case of major crises such as a mili-
tary coup or civil unrest. In such perspective, “minor” violations of
democratic principles that do not lead to large-scale violence only
remain subject of “concerns” for Western countries.

Sanctions Focused on Democratic Change of Power

In the troubled history of democracy in West Africa, the sanctions
imposed by the Western countries had two characteristics: firstly they
only occurred in cases of exceptional crisis or undemocratic changes
of power, as the table below shows. Secondly, they mainly targeted the
aid programs (aid sanctions), but hardly ever trade.

Table One sums up European and U.S. sanctions correlated with
democracy-related crises in West Africa. They are clearly illustrative
of two trends:
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Table 1. Reaction to Crisis or Undemocratic Change of Power in
Western Africa24

United States European Union
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Ivory
Coast

2000: Restriction on humanitarian aid after the
troubled election.

1999: Consultation
after military coup and
popular uprising; no
interruption for devel-
opment cooperation.

Niger 1996: Suspension of economic assistance accord-
ing to the Foreign Assistance Act after the military
coup in January.

1996: After the military
coup in January, sus-
pension of develop-
ment cooperation. In
July, France vetoed the
continuing of the sus-
pension.

Nigeria June 12, 1993: After the presidential election was
annulled, and in light of human rights abuses and
the failure to embark on a meaningful democratic
transition, the U.S. imposed numerous sanctions
on Nigeria. These sanctions included the imposi-
tion of Section 212(f) of the Immigration and
Nationality Act to refuse entry into the U.S. of sen-
ior government officials and others who formu-
lated, implemented, or benefited from policies
impeding Nigeria’s transition to democracy; sus-
pension of all military assistance; and a ban on the
sale and repair of military goods and refinery serv-
ices to Nigeria. The U.S. Ambassador was recalled
for consultations for four months after the execu-
tion of the Ogoni Nine on November 10, 1995.

1993: Sanctions were
tightened after hang-
ing of Ken Saro Wiwa.

1997: Additional sanc-
tions applied.

Gambia 2000: Sanctions under Section 508 of Foreign
Assistance Act after military coup.

2006: Millennium Challenge Corporation sus-
pends Gambia eligibility due to disruption of
human rights and civil liberties situation.

1994: Military coups,
suspension of devel-
opment cooperation.

1997 and especially
2000: continued nor-
malization.

Togo 1993: Suspension of economic aid after elections. 1992: Development
cooperation sus-
pended until now.

Guinea
Bissau

2003: Sanctions under Section 508 of the Foreign
Operations Appropriations Act after military coup.
Lifted in August 2004.

2003: Consultations
after the military coup
without suspension of
cooperation.

24 Heinze, Wolfgang S., The European Union Human Rights Democracy, FES Library
2003. Available at: www.library.fes.de/fulltext/id/01713.HTM, www.europa.eu.int,
www.state.gov.



• There were mostly sanctions against countries which had mil-
itary coups (Niger in 1996, Guinea in 2003 for example).
Sanctions rarely targeted countries where the political situa-
tion deteriorated; the only exceptions being sanctions adopted
by both U.S. and the European Community against Togo
after the 1994 flawed election and against Nigeria in 1995
after then hanging of the Ogoni Nine.

• Sanctions that generally consist of economic assistance sus-
pension were actually implemented against countries of little
interest to U.S. and European countries.

A closer examination of the countries targeted shows that the sanc-
tions had hardly any impact. There are only a few examples of authori-
tarian regimes reforming under the pressure of sanctions. In Niger for
instance, the response of Ibrahim Bare Maïnassara to the European
Union pressure only consisted of the organization of new elections,
which he won with 96 percent of the votes.

In fact, it is mostly the evolution of the internal situation that made
the difference rather than the suspension of assistance. In many coun-
tries, democracy generally emerged under “special circumstances.” In
Nigeria, the democratic transition was essentially allowed by the death
of Sani Abacha, followed by the accession to power of General
Abubakar. More than soft sanctions, it is the willingness of Abubakar
to consent to the democratic transition (supported by European coun-
tries and the U.S.) that finally brought Nigeria back to the rule of a
democratic and civilian power. In Niger, a military coup overthrew
Baré Maïnassara; it was the good will of the new regime that led to the
election of Mamadou Tanja in 1999.

One can also conclude from this that neither the European coun-
tries nor the U.S. can do much when democracy is endangered in
West Africa. Aid sanctions, despite their lack of efficiency, were still
preferred to other means of action over the years, and they became
the most Western countries were ready to do to promote their top
foreign policy priority for the region: democracy. Nevertheless, the
issue is more complex than it looks, since the commitment of the U.S.
and European countries was not as deep as it should have been.

Sanctions barely involve trade, which is much more vital to the sur-
vival of faulty regimes than assistance provided by the Western
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donors. Of course, one can wonder about the relevance of embargoes
against Guinea-Bissau which is a minor trade partner of both the U.S.
and European countries. However in the case of Niger, Nigeria or
Côte d’Ivoire, this hypothesis is more pertinent due to the importance
of some exportation sectors: respectively uranium, oil and cocoa.

In fact, Western countries always have avoided targeting sensitive
sectors that represent a strategic interest. There are many examples:

• In 1996, France advocated resuming EU aid to Niger, sus-
pended after Ibrahim Bare Maïnassara overthrew a democrati-
cally-elected president in January. Paris resumed its bilateral
cooperation in July, six months before European Community
did so under its pressure.25 The reason for this magnanimity
was the strategic importance of Niger as a uranium producer.

• Despite major violations of human rights under Sani Abacha’s
rule from 1993 to 1998, neither the U.S. nor the EU adopted
sanctions targeting the sensitive oil sector which was the
regime’s main resource. Sanctions adopted further against
Nigeria and the Ivory Coast essentially targeted persons and
rarely goods. The U.S. sanctions toward Nigeria in 1995
banned Nigerian officials from coming to the U.S. and froze
military assistance notably, but barely touched the oil sector
(“ban refinery services”).

• In the Ivory Coast sanctions adopted against Laurent Gbagbo’s
regime target officials but not the cocoa sector for example.

In a world where competition for raw materials is extreme as ever,
trade sanctions have quickly become taboo even to defend or support
democracy. By adopting such a position, Western countries try to
pressure authoritarian regimes to embrace democracy without real
leverage. As Gordon Crawford stated: “If a donor’s commitment to
the principles of human rights and democracy is at best partial and
dependent on the lack of competing self interests, they can hardly
require development partners to abide by those principles in a manner
that commands respect.”26
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As the analysis above shows, democracy does not constitute a prior-
ity in the U.S. and the EU development strategies in West Africa.
Sanctions are mainly reactive and confined to policies lagging behind
events. However, a close examination of sanctions demonstrates that
democracy is a closely watched issue in periods of changes of power,
showing the importance of this stage for the democracy the Western
powers are trying to promote in the sub-region.

Section II — What Kind of Democracy to Promote in
West Africa?

In the promotion of democracy, the United States and the Euro-
pean Union have their own favorite idiosyncrasies, which mostly
reflect their own preoccupations and not those of West African coun-
tries. The democracy they wish to spread somehow meets minimal
standards narrowly related to recurrent topics such as support to civil
society, decentralization processes, organization of elections etc.

Focus on Elections as a Way to Respect Constitutional Legacy

The promotion of free and fair elections had been a priority of
both the U.S. and the EU in West Africa where most countries experi-
enced changes in heads of state rather with military coups or succes-
sions and rarely with elections. If democracy assistance tends to
remain low, it used to rise in a pre-election period. In Ghana for
example, where democracy assistance is low compared to the evolu-
tion of the political context in recent years, elections were preceded by
donations to support electoral process by the EU, which does not have
any program especially devoted to democracy. There was a slight
decline in the budget of the USAID Democracy and Governance Pro-
gram between 2004 (year of the presidential elections) and 2006: it
passed from $2.045 million to $1.5 million.27

This episodic, if not opportunistic, concern reflects Western coun-
tries preoccupation with having free and fair elections. Despite the
good intentions lying behind such concern, it demonstrates the ten-
dency to support parts of the democratic process in the sub-region,
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not the whole. The danger of this assumption would be to reduce the
state of democracy in a country to the organization of elections which
is mostly an administrative process, thus with political consequences.28

This trend is not new considering the record of the United States
and European countries. Most of the time, the Western powers have
to deal with unconstitutional changes of power through military coups
as occurred in Côte d’Ivoire, Gambia, Nigeria. So the promotion of
free and fair elections logically became the main vehicle for ensuring
the change of power in compliance with constitutional legacy. From a
certain point of view, it is the right move to think West African leaders
by respecting a democratic constitution will soon adopt behavior com-
plying with it. On the other hand, it can justify the inertia of Western
countries and induce political stagnation. That position was confirmed
by the United States and European actions during the Togolese crisis
in the first quarter of 2005.

Togolese Succession Crisis

Following the death of President Gnassingbe Eyadema on Febru-
ary 5, 2005 after 40 years of strict rule, his son Faure Gnassingbe
Eyadema, then Minister of Defense, set up — with the support of the
army — a constitutional coup that established him as President. The
coup was unanimously condemned by the whole international com-
munity. The sub-regional organization ECOWAS along with the
African Union (AU) voted for sanctions against Togo, called for Faure
Eyadema’s resignation and for organization of elections. The U.S. and
the European countries supported and applauded African reactions
that showed the willingness of African leaders to break with past
habits. Faure Eyadema resigned on February 25 under international
pressure, but announced his candidacy for the future election. The
election was planned for April despite the calls of the opposition to
postpone them to improve the organization of polling (which included
a set of new electoral lists). Neither Europe nor the U.S. actually
pushed for a delay of elections, and they limited their support for the
electoral process by funding the ECOWAS Elections Monitoring
Mission. Under these conditions, the presidential elections, obviously
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won by Faure Eyadema with 60 percent of the votes, were flawed and
irregular according to the ECOWAS Election Monitoring Mission.
Nevertheless, the Nigeria presidency (which held African Union Pres-
idency) followed by the entire sub-regional heads of state, then AU,
validated the outcome of the election and recognized the winner. The
U.S. did so, the EU “took note of the election,” Germany called it an
“election flawed by irregularities”29 while the European Parliament
refused to acknowledge the results of the polling. It appeared that the
concern of Western countries, as for some neighboring States, was not
the accession to power of Faure Gnassingbe but the way it occurred.
Nigerian President Olusegun Obasanjo clearly stated a few days later
the ECOWAS goal: “the return to constitutional legitimacy.”30 The
eagerness of the EU and the U.S. to back the validation of the elec-
tions tends to prove that it was also their primary goal. So it is hardly a
surprise that the organization of new presidential elections was not
included among the 22 commitments the European Union asked
Faure Eyadema to fulfill in order to resume its economic assistance.

The way the U.S. and the European Union addressed the change of
power in Togo taught some lessons. The first is that limiting induce-
ments for democracy to calls for the return to constitutional legiti-
macy by the holding of elections, even if it represents an important
stage in the democratization process, must not constitute the ultimate
goal of a policy.

The second lesson is that assimilating democracy to constitutional
legacy and not to rule of law always favors the incumbent party. Those
parties have a decisive advantage: they don’t necessary need to tamper
with the elections but may fully exploit government resources and may
define the rules of the electoral process for their exclusive advantage. In
the Togo case, the opposition candidate’s chances to win the election
were unclear, in particular with the electoral list then established.

Burkina Faso is another example of the limit of the electoral
process as a proof of democracy. Burkina Faso’s President Blaise Com-
paoré has regularly organized (and won) elections since 1992, and won
the November 2005 presidential elections with over 80 percent of the
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votes due to advantages of incumbency, according to Freedom
House.31 After thirteen years of rule, Burkina’s President managed to
modify the constitution in 2000 in order to run in the next presiden-
tial election. In this case, support of the electoral process or monitor-
ing the polling does not matter a lot since the difference was made
upstream. So the holding of “credible” elections in Burkina Faso, like
in other countries, does not necessarily mean that democratization is
on the right track, even if it looks that way, a vision embraced by the
European Union and the U.S. which feel comfortable with these
apparent signs of democratization.

If the electoral period is the time when Western countries pay more
attention to democracy as a top priority in their relations with West
African countries, it is also one of the rare times when the central gov-
ernment or state is considered a key element of the democratization
process and is supported for this.

Decentralization: Democracy Promotion without the
Executive Branch?

Except during electoral periods, elections do not command much of
the attention of Western democracy assistance programs. Acknowledg-
ing that democracy is not only regular elections and rule of majority,
the programs launched in West Africa target varied areas like constitu-
tional support, assistance to local government and to the decentraliza-
tion process, support to civil society, support to the building of inde-
pendent legislative and judiciary branches.32 Somehow this focus
addresses major weaknesses of democracy in West Africa or on the rest
of the continent: irregular elections, lack of state accountability
towards citizens, weak opposition. . . Nevertheless, the way the U.S. and
Europeans tackled these issues raises some questions.

Mali is one of the best performers in democratization in the area
and experienced a peaceful transition when Amadou Toumani Touré
was elected in 2002. The USAID Democracy and Governance Pro-
gram targeted three areas to support Mali democratization for the
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year 2005: Support Democratic Local Government and Decentraliza-
tion, Strengthen National Governance Institutions, Strengthen Civil
Society.33 If EU Strategy Documents rarely address the democracy
issue directly, they did support the decentralization process and the
creation of commons in 2001.34

The trend is the same in Ghana where the common point between
the U.S. strategy to promote democracy and EU Cooperation strategy
is the stress on support of the local government.35 It should be noted
that when USAID Programs refer to “Strengthening National Gover-
nance Institutions” in Mali or Ghana, it means the reinforcement of
the capacity of the Central State to delegate more power and capaci-
ties to local entities or the strengthening of Parliament’s role.

These two examples sketch the profile of democracy assistance pro-
grams in the sub-region. Their common point, apart from the tar-
geted areas, is the small role given to central government as the stress
on decentralization and local government shows. Democratization is
perceived to be more advanced by devolution of power away from the
executive to other branches of government.36

In this perspective, decentralization is viewed as the best way to
encourage West African States to be responsive to the needs of citi-
zens. From this point of view, local government representatives could
be more accountable towards citizens.37 However, in a region mostly
colonized by France who led a heritage of strong and centralized
states, democracy promotion by decentralization constitutes a great
challenge that raises many questions.
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The first of them concerns the actual accountability of local gov-
ernment representatives. If there is a general lack of democratic cul-
ture in the whole country, it is not certain that decentralization should
ensure a better comprehension of the needs of the citizens. The risk
remains that the lack of management skills and democratic control
leads to the constitution of local fiefdoms, as it has been the case in
Nigeria.38

Secondly, in countries where the State has traditionally played a
central role, the creation of local governments can usher in tensions
between these two entities over sharing power and resources, with the
citizens caught in the middle.

Moreover, in countries with strong ethnic diversity, where the cen-
tral State is the plinth of the national union, the creation of local enti-
ties tends to deepen ethnic/internal disputes and divides. In recent
years, one of the major sources of instability in Nigeria was federalism
itself, which fostered the creation of Islamic tribunals challenging the
authority of the central government. The perception of decentraliza-
tion or federalism by local entities in West Africa may thus totally dif-
fer from the European perception.

Promotion of “Low Intensity Democracy”?39

Decentralization, just like the election process, does not qualify
democracy, but is just a part of it. If decentralization could be a good
step in the path to democracy in West Africa, the focus on it tends to
reduce democracy “to the delivery of services aiming to satisfy local
needs,” to the “administration of things” as Karl Marx would say. The
stress on decentralization and the necessary accountability of local or
national government avoids questioning policy orientations of the
aforementioned entities. But this question does have its own impor-
tance in West Africa, where there are thirteen out of the eighteen
poorest countries in the world, and economic policies are designed by
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donors like European countries and the U.S. along with the World
Bank and the IMF.

Democracy promotion by the European Union and the U.S. is
quiet on this point because they make an “a priori separation between
economics and politics.” As the National Security Review claimed,
after the Cold War “political liberalization will continue to clash with
economic reform and civil unrest caused by economic austerity meas-
ures has led some regimes to stop the political and economic reform
process.”40 For instance, before the presidential elections of 2004 in
Nigeria, there were demonstrations requiring President Obasanjo to
halt the pursuit of the austerity policies for which he was hailed by
Western donors.41

So, the focus on elections is not surprising since democracy is
understood only as the choice of leaders, not of the policies. Indirectly,
this trend is dangerous for the spread of democracy in the sub-region
because it anesthetizes the political debate necessary to a democratic
process. If democracy progresses slowly in the sub region or remains
fragile, it is because ethnicity remains a structural issue of political
proceedings and a source of internal tensions. Democratic countries
like Nigeria are still troubled by ethnic tensions despite the demo-
cratic transition they have achieved. The way Europeans countries and
the U.S. promote democracy foster this trend rather than the contrary
because they don’t address it. Yet, many Africans assert that ethnicity is
the main challenge for the appropriation of the concept of democracy
by African people.42 But the lack of any other issue, except gover-
nance-related themes like the fight against corruption, makes it diffi-
cult to overcome the persistence of ethnicity in the political debate.
Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Zizek analyzed “when proper politics is
progressively replaced by expert social administration, the only
remaining legitimate source of conflicts that remain is cultural (ethnic,
religious) tension.”43 The civil war in the Côte d’Ivoire provided a per-
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fect example since the concept of “ivoirité” became the main theme of
the country’s political life due to the lack of democratic debate (and
decision) throughout the 1990s about many issues like the liberaliza-
tion of the cocoa sector as part of the implementation of SAPs and its
consequences on the Ivorian society.44 Such situations should lead the
promotion of democracy by the United States and the European
Union to be more aware of the sovereignty of West African countries
in the management of its economic policies and its impact on the evo-
lution of the whole democratic process.

Section III — Solutions

Since the end of the Cold War, much has been said about democ-
racy promotion by European countries and the U.S. However, few of
the proposed solutions can be actually implemented and many that
would permit a real tip in the way the EU and the US promote
democracy appear unrealizable.

There are not many methods to support democratization or the
consolidation of democracy in the sub-region. However, there is an
absolute necessity to reduce the gap between the official statements
and the aid policies implemented on the ground.

General Recommendations

• Make democracy promotion an actual top priority of the
cooperation between West African countries, the U.S. and the
European Union and increase funds devoted to this task.

• Considering that the first responsibility of democratization
lies in the people of the concerned states, the transatlantic
approach should consist in supporting the appropriation of
democratic process by West African countries and populations
thus framed by global standards, defined by the Human
Rights Declaration or the UN Charter.
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Bilateral Level

• Increase support to the whole civil society, particularly to the
traditional and ethnic-based organizations which remain
important in many countries to improve the local political
context and political proceedings.

• The U.S. and the European Union should take into consider-
ation the power configuration of West African countries by
stressing and supporting the role of the central government
(executive branch) as the axis of democracy and nation in
these countries.

• Strengthen political parties at different stages in the different
countries of the region. Because the weakness of the opposi-
tion is weakening democracy in West Africa, there is a crucial
need to improve management and organization skills of major
political leaders in order to ensure that the ruling parties will
not always take advantage of their position to win elections.

• Encourage the involvement of ideologically-oriented founda-
tions like Germany’s Friedrich Naumann Stiftung (centrist
open-market) or Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (social-democrat) in
order to enrich political proceedings in West African coun-
tries and overcome ethnicity as the only disputable issue.

Sub-Regional Scale

The U.S. and the European Union should keep supporting
ECOWAS in the management of democracy-related crises and as a
strong lever of democracy promotion.

• Support the implementation of West Africa Protocol for
Democracy Promotion and Good Governance signed in 2001.
Ratify and the implement this Protocol to establish for exam-
ple its conditionality in the negotiations for the launching of
Economic Partnerships Agreements between ECOWAS and
the EU, and the ratification and the implementation of this
Protocol could be set as the political conditionality of such
partnerships. Then, requesting that the government of West
African countries comply with criteria and values set by their
peers will be less painful and will have more value.
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• Secondly, support and assist the ECOWAS in the codification
of its patterns of intervention in crisis related to democracy
disruptions as a major goal of the cooperation sub-regional
cooperation strategy of Europe and the U.S.45 to avoid
another Togo-like situation, where ECOWAS validated an
election despite the pessimistic observations of its own Elec-
tion Monitoring Team.

• Lastly, even if it seems utopian in the contemporary world, give
more sovereignty to West African countries in the manage-
ment of their internal affairs in order to give consistency to the
democratic process in these societies. Democracy should be
more than elections and changes of power but a change of the
policies pursued, even when they challenge donors’ interests.
Despite the utopian aspect of such a recommendation, it would
determine the success or the failure of democracy in West
Africa. The legitimacy of the state in the sub-region is ques-
tioned if despite elections and transitions, the policies remain
the same. The challenge faced by West African countries is
huge because they are asked to pass from authoritarian regimes
to post-politics democracies which fit more with European and
U.S. societies, a move that will likely bring social frustration
and lead to instability rather than the opposite.

Conclusion

Ten years ago, in 1996, euphoria that followed François Mitterrand’s
famous speech in La Baule had disappeared in West Africa.46 Only
Benin had achieved a democratic change of power in the sub-region.
Nigeria was under Sani Abacha’s tight rule as was Togo under Gnass-
ingbe Eyadema’s. Niger’s fragile democracy collapsed with the military
coup of Ibrahim Bare Maïnassara. Despite instauration of a multi-party
system and democratic constitution, Blaise Compaore in Burkina Faso
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and Jerry Rawlings in Ghana for example, both ruling since the former
decade, were still in power. This stagnation was obviously a reason to
be pessimistic about the future of democracy in the region as the wait-
and-see attitude of Western countries in this area demonstrated.

However, despite poor economic performances and recurring insta-
bility, democratization nowadays seems to be on the right track in
most West African countries. The task of European countries and the
U.S now consists in redefining their support for the consolidation of
this process in the sub-region. As it was stated above, it is necessary to
adopt a binary approach. On one hand, it will consist in rewarding
good performers in the area of democracy not only by exceptional
programs like the Millennium Challenge Account but also in ordinary
assistance programs. On the other side, there should be more pressure
on poor performers to reform. In the past, fear of violating states’ sov-
ereignty was the core argument to resist to such demands. But it
should be recalled that nowadays respect of sovereignty is a counter-
part to respect of its own people.

Pressure on an administration is essential because of the political
context of West African countries. Most regimes in the sub-region hap-
pen to be presidential; so allocating assistance on the reinforcement of
counter powers like Parliaments, civil society groups is yet necessary but
will not be enough to make any difference. Because an administration is
constitutionally the “voice” of the people and the nation, the United
States and Europe must focus on it their calls to democratization.
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