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Abstract

This paper critically analyzes the regional response of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) to the coup d’Etat in Niger that occurred on 26 July 2023․ The paper examines the challenges faced by ECOWAS in upholding democratic governance in the region and evaluates the effectiveness of its response․ Despite condemning the coup‚ suspending Niger from ECOWAS bodies‚ and issuing an ultimatum‚ ECOWAS fell short of restoring constitutional order in Niger due to complex sociopolitical factors and the resilience of the coup perpetrators․ The implications of ECOWAS' response extend beyond Niger and impact democratic governance regionally․ While ECOWAS' response demonstrates its commitment to democratic norms‚ the lack of a decisive outcome in Niger raises questions about the overall effectiveness of regional responses to similar challenges․ The analysis provides valuable lessons for regional democracy-building efforts‚ emphasizing the need for stronger mechanisms to prevent coup attempts‚ enhance governance‚ and ensure respect for the will of the people․ Moving forward‚ ECOWAS should prioritize strengthening its normative framework‚ improving coordination and cooperation among member states‚ and tackling the root causes of political instability in the region․ Proactive diplomacy and leveraging international influence are also recommended to support democracy promotion efforts in West Africa․
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INTRODUCTION

The political situation in Africa‚ which has been characterized by instability in a variety of ways across the continent‚ has its roots in a crisis of state legitimacy or authority․ Another form of instability is a coup d'Etat‚ whose putches not only harm the military as a whole but also disturb wider civil society․ A coup‚ according to Anderson (2016)‚ is a deliberate action committed by the police‚ military‚ or security forces with the purpose of toppling the current administration․ It is a success when the old administration is removed and a new one effectively assumes power․ African nations established Regional Economic Communities (RECs)‚ which play a key role in fostering economic and political stability following colonization․ The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) is a regional organization that was established on 28th May 1975‚ in Lagos‚ Nigeria‚ to create a common market and foster economic cooperation among its member states (Adebajo‚ 2018)․ It is made up of fifteen member states‚ including Benin‚ Burkina Faso‚ Cape Verde‚ Cote d'lvoire‚ the Gambia‚ Ghana‚ Guinea‚ Guinea-Bissau‚ Liberia‚ Mali‚ Niger‚ Nigeria‚ Senegal‚ Sierra Leone‚ and Togo․ The objective of this discourse is to provide a critical analysis on the regional response to the Niger coup d'Etat focusing on the response by ECOWAS․
Background to the study

The landlocked nation of Niger is situated in the unstable Sahel‚ which is characterized by instability brought on by many groups․ As a result‚ over time‚ various parties‚ both internal and external‚ have been interested in the patterns in the conflicts in Niger (IPSS‚ 2021)․ Internal issues include the IS-led Sahelian insurgency and al-Qaeda-affiliated organizations in the west‚ while ISWAP and Bokoharam are active in the southeast's Diffa area․ On the other side‚ the central area is seeing both banditry and militancy․ The smuggling routes that run along the borders of Libya‚ Algeria‚ and Chad have drawn armed groups like the Chadian and Sudanese rebels‚ drug dealers‚ and organized criminal gangs to these gold-rich regions‚ which has led to the destabilization of Niger‚ especially in the rural areas․
Numerous individuals have been internally displaced and thousands of refugees have fled to Niger as a result of these problems (World Bank‚ 2017)․ The political system of Niger is intricate‚ with several players balancing each other's interests (and power) in a fluid but mostly stable balance․ There is a lot of turnover in the government as a result of the ruling coalition's
frequent changes‚ which involve enlisting new civil servants and excluding others․ Niger has seen no fewer than seven republican administrations and four military coups since attaining

independence in 1960․ Among the core power players are the military; a group of lifetime politicians; powerful traders; and selected traditional leaders‚ sheikhs‚ and religious leaders․
According to World Bank (2017) the severely underprivileged‚ ignorant‚ and uneducated populace that seeks protection from shocks and hardship supports this "political class․" The instability of Niger has also been significantly influenced by outside influences․ Conflicts in Northern Nigeria‚ armed separatist movements in northern Mali‚ as well as violence in some of its neighboring countries like Libya‚ have all significantly contributed to the instability of Niger because the groups involved have used the porous borders of Niger to further their own objectives․ Second‚ there is a component of resource allocation‚ particularly when a nation like France is involved․ France accounts for 15% of the uranium generated in Niger that is used to generate billions of dollars' worth of energy that is exported to the European Union annually (Emmanuel‚ 2023)․ Additionally‚ 50% of Niger's foreign reserves as well as those of other West African nations are held in the French treasury‚ which has contributed to the country's high rates of poverty․ Although the dynamic character of the political system has led to occasionally tumultuous but seldom violent politics in Niger this time‚ the interplay of these external and internal factors have played a significant role in the 2023 military coup․
Research objective

To identify the challenges and limitations faced by ECOWAS in responding to the Niger coup d'Etat and propose recommendations for improvement․ To analyze the official response of ECOWAS to the coup d'Etat and evaluate its effectiveness in addressing the crisis․

Current military coup d'Etat and ECOWAS's response

General Abdourahamane Tchiani‚ Commander of the presidential guard of Niger‚ proclaimed himself as the ruler on July 28‚ 2023‚ after the military had taken control․ The military authorities in Niger have not offered any suggestions for the future beyond warnings against any regional and foreign meddling․ The Sahel as a whole‚ including Niger‚ will be significantly affected by this coup d'Etat's effects on peace and stability․ Even though Niger has just experienced its longest period of democratic leadership since independence‚ coups have always been a possibility․ For instance‚ during the elections of 2021‚ a coup attempt occurred just 48 hours before the newly elected president was sworn in․
The reasons for the current coup include the rising insecurity and a lack of economic growth to avoid "the gradual and inevitable demise" of the country․ However‚ Ajala (2023) contends that


ECOWAS has empowered the Nigerien military by failing to take a strong stand against military power grabs in Mali‚ Burkina Faso‚ and Guinea․ Three of the seven coup d'etats that occurred in the region over the past four years were successful․ Sanctions against these three nations have been threatened by ECOWAS leaders‚ but nothing has been done to prevent other opportunistic military commanders․ One of the regional leaders said they kept lines of communication open with the three military presidents out of politeness at a round table discussion on the effects of military involvement in West Africa that was hosted by the think tank Chatham House London (ACLED‚ 2023)․ This creates an impression that there is no deterrence for military takeovers․
Analyzing the effectiveness of ECOWAS's response in addressing the coup in Niger and preserving democracy requires a consideration of the legal and legitimacy aspects of the intervention‚ as well as the reactions and opposition it has faced․ According to the Protocol on Mechanism for Conflict Prevention‚ Management‚ Resolution‚ Peacekeeping and Security of ECOWAS‚ the organization has the authority to intervene militarily in cases of major violations of the rule of law or the overthrow of a democratically elected government (ECOWAS‚ 1999)․ This legal framework provides the basis for ECOWAS's actions in restoring constitutional order in Niger․
ECOWAS's response‚ including the imposition of financial and commercial sanctions‚ a no-fly zone‚ and the closure of borders‚ can be seen as an application of coercive diplomacy․ Coercive diplomacy aims to influence the behavior of an adversary through the use of punitive measures
(ECOWAS‚ 2023)․ By imposing these measures‚ ECOWAS seeks to create economic and political pressures on the coup regime and deter future unconstitutional actions․ This aligns with the objective of preserving democracy and upholding democratic principles‚ as explained by theories such as the democratic peace theory (Doyle‚ 1986)․
The reactions and opposition to ECOWAS's intervention‚ both domestically and regionally‚ present challenges to its effectiveness․ The junta regime in Niger perceives ECOWAS's military intervention as an assault on the country and has threatened retaliatory measures․ Additionally‚ other countries in the region‚ such as Mali and Burkina Faso‚ which have experienced unconstitutional changes of government‚ oppose ECOWAS's intervention as it threatens their own legitimacy․ The opposition from these countries can be seen as an attempt to protect their own interests and prevent similar interventions targeting them․
The formation of an anti-intervention front‚ including countries like Algeria and external actors like Russia‚ presents further challenges to ECOWAS's intervention․ This front argues that military intervention in response to coups threatens the security and stability of not only Niger
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but also the wider West African region․ This opposition can be analysed through the lens of regional security complex theory‚ which emphasizes the interconnectedness of security dynamics in a given region (Buzan‚ 1983)․ There has been a norm in the region‚ coups have become a normal activity in the region‚ and this is because ECOWAS has failed to stop it at the beginning there by proving it members that it is just a toothless bull dog․ This is best explained by the contingency theory‚ where behavior of one state is easily affected by the behavior of the neighboring countries․
The effectiveness of ECOWAS's response in addressing the coup in Niger and preserving democracy depends on various factors‚ including the legal framework supporting the intervention‚ the application of coercive diplomacy‚ and the reactions and opposition it has faced․ Further analysis is necessary to assess the long-term outcomes and impact of ECOWAS's actions on the restoration of constitutional order in Niger․

The Legal framework

There are various reasons as to why ECOWAS is interfering with Niger's internal affairs․ One major reason is the political instability within the country‚ which affects not only Niger but also the neighboring countries․ Hence its vested interest in maintaining peace and stability within its region hence as a member of ECOWAS‚ Niger is subject to the organization's rules and regulations․ As such‚ ECOWAS has the right to intervene and provide support to Niger in times of need․ Ultimately‚ one of the goals of this regional economic community is to ensure the safety and well-being of its member states and their citizens․
The recent coup in Niger has brought to light the contravention of the ECOWAS Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance․ This protocol was established in 2001 to uphold democratic values and principles within the West African sub-region․ Article 5 of the protocol states that any unconstitutional change of government will not be accepted‚ and any government that comes into power through such means will not be recognized by ECOWAS (ECOWAS‚ 2001)․ The current coup in Niger‚ therefore‚ violates this protocol as it is a clear deviation from democratic principles and is an unconstitutional change of government․
Furthermore‚ the coup in Niger violates the ECOWAS Protocol on Non-Aggression of 1978‚ as it is a seizure of power by force‚ a clear act of aggression against the democratically elected government․ Crisis Management Initiative (2018) clarifies that this protocol also upholds the principles of respect for borders and peaceful coexistence within the sub-region․ The coup in Niger threatens the peace‚ stability‚ and security of the sub-region‚ as it sets a dangerous


precedent for other countries to follow suit and cause political instability within the region that is already characterized by instability․ Additionally‚ the 1981 Protocol Relating to the Mutual Assistance on Defense provides for collective self-defense in cases of armed threat or aggression against any member state․ This protocol underscores the commitment to regional security and the importance of member states assisting each other in times of crisis․ Overall‚ the ECOWAS legal framework and normative standards emphasize the importance of democracy‚ the prevention of political instability‚ and the collective responsibility of member states to intervene when necessary to maintain peace and stability within the region․
This militarily coup also violates the ECOWAS Supplementary Protocol on Conflict Prevention‚ Management‚ Resolution‚ Peacekeeping‚ and Security‚ which aims to prevent‚ manage‚ and resolve conflicts in the sub-region․ For African Union (2008) this protocol upholds the principles of good governance‚ democracy‚ human rights‚ and the rule of law․ The coup in Niger undermines these principles and threatens the peace and security of the sub-region․ Such a violation goes against the spirit and letter of the ECOWAS treaties‚ protocols‚ and agreements‚ which seeks to promote regional integration and cooperation among member states․ The Economic Community of West African States has the potential to provide stability and prevent the outbreak of violence in Niger․ By enforcing democratic norms and principles‚ ECOWAS can create a conducive environment which will ultimately benefit the people of Niger․ Additionally‚ through its intervention‚ it can prevent the spread of insurgency and other forms of violence beyond the region itself hence signaling to other countries in the region that coups and other forms of anti-democratic behavior will not be tolerated․
From an analytical perspective there are inconsistencies in the intervention framework of the region‚ more specifically between the‚ Protocol on Non-Aggression‚ they pledge not to use force or aggression against one another‚ contributing to the overall stability of the region․ The 1999 Protocol Relating to the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention‚ Management‚ Resolution‚ Peacekeeping‚ and Security establishes a specific framework for addressing conflicts and political instability within the region․ It outlines guiding principles and lists circumstances that can trigger the mechanism‚ including the overthrow or attempted overthrow of a democratically elected government․ The inconsistence lies in abolishing aggression among members' states at the same time the other protocol allows for military intervention․ This may be the same reason why Burkina Faso‚ Mali and Gabon defended Niger using the protocol on non-aggression‚ at the same time the regional block is using the 1999 protocol to try and restore order․
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Despite ECOWAS's intervention in Niger's politics‚ using the legal instruments‚ the country has experienced a pattern of repeated interruptions to its democratic processes leading to more instability than stability (Foucher‚ 2020)․ Hence‚ there are some drawbacks to ECOWAS' interference․ Its involvement may be seen as an infringement on Niger's sovereignty‚ and by playing an active role in Niger's affairs; ECOWAS may be seen as taking sides‚ which could ultimately lead to more violence․ Furthermore‚ ECOWAS interference could exacerbate tensions within Niger and the wider region‚ thereby leading to more unrest․ Finally‚ ECOWAS dmay not have the resources or expertise to effectively intervene in Niger without making the situation worse․ ECOWAS should engage in more diplomatic efforts to ensure that all interested parties support its intervention‚ and its actions are transparent to everyone․
Implications for democracy and stability in West Africa

Erosion of democratic institutions: The coup d'etat undermines the legitimacy of democratic institutions in Niger Republic and its regional members in ECOWAS․ The overthrow of the democratically elected government by non-democratic means undermines the trust and confidence in the democratic process․ Suppression of civil liberties: Following the coup‚ there could be a crackdown on civil liberties such as freedom of speech‚ assembly‚ and press in Niger Republic and its regional members in ECOWAS․ The new regime may impose restrictions on political parties‚ civic organizations‚ and the media‚ limiting political participation and stifling dissent․
Loss of checks and balances: The coup plotters may likely concentrate power in their hands‚ leading to the weakening or elimination of checks and balances in Niger Republic and its regional members in ECOWAS․ The separation of powers‚ independence of the judiciary‚ and the functioning of legislative bodies may be compromised․ Curtailment of human rights: In a repressive military regime resulting from the coup‚ there could be human rights abuses in Niger Republic and its regional members in ECOWAS․ Political opponents‚ activists‚ and critics may face suppression‚ harassment‚ or imprisonment without due process․ Torture‚ extrajudicial killings‚ and other forms of violence may occur‚ leading to a violation of human rights․
Disruption of democratic processes: The coup d'etat disrupts democratic processes in Niger Republic and its regional members in ECOWAS‚ including elections and peaceful transfers of power․ The new regime may postpone or cancel elections‚ denying citizens their right to choose their leaders․ This can lead to an extended period of authoritarian rule with restricted political participation․ Economic instability‚ the coup d'etat creates uncertainty and instability‚ negatively impacting the economy in Niger Republic and its regional members in ECOWAS․ Foreign


investments may decline‚ businesses may suffer‚ and economic development projects may be disrupted․ Unemployment‚ inflation‚ and a decline in living standards may be experienced by the population․
International isolation: The coup regime in Niger Republic and its regional members in ECOWAS may face condemnation and isolation from the international community․ Other countries may impose economic sanctions‚ sever diplomatic ties‚ or freeze foreign aid and cooperation․ This international isolation can further hinder democratic progress and development․ Long-term democratic setbacks‚ the coup d'etat can have long-lasting effects on democracy in Niger Republic and its regional members in ECOWAS․ The disruption and damage caused by the coup may take years or even decades to recover from‚ impeding future attempts to build and strengthen democratic institutions․
For Niger and the broader Sahel area‚ the most recent coup d'etat may have dire effects․ In the battle against insurgency and the prevention of illegal immigration to Europe‚ Niger is a steadfast partner of western countries‚ particularly France‚ the US‚ and the European Union․ The attempts to deal with these problems will be impacted․ Additionally‚ the new military authorities could try to utilize these problems as a negotiating chip and to pressure people to accept the new order․ The Wagner group's head has already applauded the new rulers in Niger for gaining power‚ so they may cooperate with them to fight the Islamist threat․
According to Aina (2023)‚ the current situation in Niger has challenged ECOWAS to act; as a result‚ the Authority of Heads of State and Government‚ led by Nigeria‚ called a special meeting to consider how to handle the situation there․ Numerous security issues this nation has encountered‚ including as terrorism‚ armed banditry‚ and insurgency‚ have worsened local instability and unrest (Fox‚ 2020)․ When Mamadou Tandja attempted to prolong his term in office unlawfully in 2009‚ ECOWAS was forced to step in and engage in the politics of the nation (Lacher‚ 2015)․
Therefore with its Committee on Political Affairs‚ Peace‚ Security and African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM) it has been responsible for matters relating to regional peace‚ stability and security by seeking to promote good neighborliness․ It deals with the promotion and consolidation of a democratic system of governance in each member state as envisaged by the ECOWAS declaration of Political Principles which was adopted in Abuja on 6th July 1991 (ECOWAS Parliament‚ 2020)․ ECOWAS has therefore intervened in the internal affairs of its member states throughout its history to promote regional peace‚ stability‚ and security (International Crisis Group‚ 2021)․ It has used various diplomatic‚ economic‚ and military
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instruments to resolve conflicts and crises in several member states (Uzodike and Whetho 2011) and played a significant role in the democratization‚ conflict resolution and peace building processes throughout West Africa by providing Financial and Technical assistance to political actors in the form of Elections Monitoring and Joint Military Intervention in Domestic conflicts (Munthi‚ 2009)․
Theoretical Framework

The domino theory‚ a concept widely associated with the Cold War era‚ suggests that political instability or changes in one country can trigger similar events in neighboring countries‚ ultimately leading to a chain reaction of political upheaval․ The domino theory asserts that revolutionary ideas or actions in one country can spread to other nations within close proximity․ In the context of military coups in Niger‚ it can be argued that neighboring countries with experienced military takeovers‚ such as Burkina Faso and Mali‚ have influenced similar events in Niger․ These countries share historical‚ cultural‚ and geographical ties that can contribute to the-spread of instability (Devereux‚ 2014; Rutherford‚ 2016)․
In 2010‚ Niger experienced military coup led by Colonel Salou Djibo․ This event ignited concerns that the domino effect could potentially lead to similar military coups in neighboring countries․ Burkina Faso‚ which had a long history of military rule‚ faced similar concerns․ Subsequently‚ in 2014‚ Burkina Faso experienced a successful coup‚ suggesting the possibility of a domino effect (Rutherford‚ 2016)․ Moreover‚ the impact of the domino theory in Niger is further reinforced by the events within the neighboring countries such as Burkina Faso which have already declared their support to Niger should it be needed․ The 2012 military coup in Mali which was followed by a series of political instability and conflict‚ raised concerns that this instability could spread to Niger․ The shared border‚ porous nature of borders‚ and the historical links between the military leadership in Mali and Niger exemplify how the domino theory can be applied to understand military coups in Niger (Adams and Taylor‚ 2010; Devereux‚ 2014)․
The role of external actors must also be considered when examining the applicability of the domino theory to military coups in Niger․ External influences‚ such as regional politics and intervention from neighboring countries‚ can contribute to the spread of instability․ These external factors can tip the balance‚ providing support or encouragement to military groups within Niger and thus further perpetuating the domino effect (Devereux‚ 2014)․
ECOWAS has a history of involvement in political crises and conflicts within the region‚ often utilizing diplomatic efforts‚ mediation‚ and sanctions as tools to address political instability and promote democratic governance․ In the case of the coup in Niger‚ if ECOWAS were to intervene


with a strong response‚ it could potentially send a signal to other countries in the region that military takeovers are not tolerated․ This could deter similar actions and contribute to the stability of the region․ On the other hand‚ if ECOWAS were to respond weakly or ineffectively‚ it might embolden other groups or factions within the region to attempt coups or undermine democratic processes‚ potentially leading to a domino effect of political instability․ Moreover‚ the reaction and response of ECOWAS to the coup in Niger could influence the perceptions and actions of neighboring countries that may be dealing with their own political challenges․ The success or failure of ECOWAS in addressing the coup and its consequences may shape the attitudes and decisions of political actors in neighboring countries‚ potentially leading to a cascading effect․
Conclusion
With a hotspot in the West African area‚ military takeover in Africa seems to be picking up steam in recent years․ Up to five military takeovers have occurred in West Africa in a little amount of time․ In Africa‚ and especially in West Africa‚ this is a regression to the ideals of democracy and good administration․ The coup in Niger is essentially a major wake-up call for ECOWAS and‚ by extension‚ the African Union․ The military takeover in Niger‚ as in many other West African nations‚ has seriously harmed the fledgling democracy being fostered in the West African subregion․ Niger has had significant political‚ social‚ and economic instability as well as persistent fears since gaining its independence․ But the most recent military coup‚ which occurred in July 2023‚ has drawn criticism from the international world‚ the African Union‚ and the regional grouping․ All of the aforementioned organizations unequivocally condemned the coup․ In addition to denouncing the coup‚ the ECOWAS regional organization set the military a deadline to reinstate the deposed president and bring democracy back to the country․
In addition‚ ECOWAS threatened to use force if the troops refused to peacefully transfer control to the democratically elected president․ The reaction of the coup leaders and the backing of their sister military administrations in the ECOWAS subregion‚ who fervently promise to defend their stance and against any interference in Nigerian affairs․ However‚ ECOWAS promises to further democracy and constitutional shift of power via its Protocol of Good Governance and Democracy‚ to which Niger is a member․ Additionally‚ ECOWAS is operating in the subregion according to its conflict management protocol․ In any case‚ the ECOWAS has tentatively reconsidered its decision to act militarily due to public opinion conjecture and the possibility that President Bazoum's life is in jeopardy since he is being held captive by the military․
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Recommendations
First and foremost‚ the subregional organization must completely denounce coups in the area and outlaw any kind of military takeover if the trend of military takeover is to spread across West Africa․ This may be accomplished by confining the troops' duties to state territorial security․ Soldiers are tempted to use force to achieve their goals when they are given a lot of authority over the day-to-day operations of the government‚ such as guarding the president or managing a big part of the state's welfare․
By providing the military and governments with sufficient training to uphold the 1981 Protocol on Mutual Defense Assistance‚ the Economic Community of West African States should ensure democracy and good governance within the subregion․ In order to improve the men in uniform's comprehension of democracy and good governance‚ this protocol fosters collaboration between the security forces of the various governments (Elowson and Macdermott‚ 2010)․
There has also been a lot of criticism over the alarming prevalence of coups in the West African subregion‚ which is partly caused by a lack of inclusive governance that distributes state resources equitably and gives everyone equal chances․ This mostly causes groups to emerge in order to combat the ongoing aberrations․ As a result‚ ECOWAS should encourage inclusive government in each of the region's member nations․ At the very least‚ this would lessen the possibility of reprisals motivated by exclusive governance․
ECOWAS must encourage economic growth and development among all of its member nations as inadequate socioeconomic development is a major contributing factor to military takeover․ In the ECOWAS subregion‚ having a pro-democracy instrument will greatly encourage investment and provide thousands of jobs for young people and others․ This will guarantee inclusive participation and lessen poverty and reliance (Sany and Sheehy‚ 2022)․
Additionally‚ it is critical that ECOWAS implement quick post-coup transitions in the nations where coups occur․ According to Sany and Sheehy (2022)‚ these nations will undergo a swift and seamless transition from military control to civilian governance․ The quick post-coup transition would be excellent and acceptable for the recultivation of democracy‚ even if the democracy of a nation that has experienced a military takeover may have been hindered․ By establishing organizations that would investigate coup-related matters inside the subregion‚ ECOWAS may also create consistency in guaranteeing a seamless post-coup transition․
Furthermore‚ ECOWAS must promote efficient governance within the subregion in order to reduce or eliminate the intermittent incidence of coups in West Africa․ The main causes of


protests‚ riots‚ and military takeovers are government inefficiencies․ The dry fish should also minimize the spread of its odor if one wants the rats to stay quiet․ The subregion would be mostly responsible for managing military takeover operations after efficient government was established․
Additionally‚ because the extension of term limits in the area is a source of coup influence‚ it would be imperative that the ECOWAS regional organization denounce it (Kuwali‚ 2022)․ In an effort to remain in power‚ some subregional leaders tamper with their constitutions․ Therefore‚ if term limits are reinforced and upheld across the regional block‚ political stability may result from preventing military takeovers․
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