International Journal of Innovative Legal & Political Studies 14(3):133-142, July-Sept, 2026

ZhEn
J © SEAHI PUBLICATIONS, 2026 www.seahipublications.org ISSN: 2467-8503

DOI:10.5281/zenodo.22135571

Military Coups and Human Security in West Africa:
Evaluating the Effectiveness of ECOWAS Democratic
Governance Protocols, 2020-2025

10SSAI, Chiyenugo, 2NWOSE Macleans, ’NWOGUEZE, Chinweuba UWADIA, Chukwudi,
STABOWEI, alexender Ifeanyi

123&4nepartment of Political Science Novena University Ogume
lossaiaugustine@gmail.com & ossaichivenugo@novenauniversity.edu.ng, *UBA08063980887 @gmail.com,
‘uwadiac@gmail.com Salex86guy@gmail.com

ABSTRACT

The military interventions that took place in West Africa between 2020 and 2025 were the largest series of
unconstitutional changes of government in the region since the 1990s, in Mali, Guinea, Burkina Faso and
Niger. The takeovers took place in spite of the ECOWAS 2001 Supplementary Protocol on Democracy and
Good Governance which provides for a “zero tolerance” policy in the matter of unconstitutional change of
government. This study assesses the effectiveness of the ECOWAS democratic governance procedures and
sanctions in the prevention and response to military coup and the implications for human security and
democratic consolidation. The study used a qualitative historical research design, using secondary data
which were obtained from ECOWAS protocols, official communiqués and policy documents, peer-reviewed
literature, and reports from credible regional, international and human-rights organisations. The study
evaluated the responses of ECOWAS in the four countries (Mali, Guinea, Burkina Faso and Niger) through
qualitative documentary and comparative analysis and was based on the Human Security Theory. Results
show that the capacity of ECOWAS is higher in Reactive than in preventive capacity, especially in terms of
sanctions, suspension and mediation, while it has failed to succeed in achieving lasting democratic
restoration. Sanctions also incurred human-security costs without political results in some instances. The
study is conclusive that ECOWAS has relatively good democratic norms but weak enforcement capacity,
which calls for the strengthening of its preventive governance, targeted sanctions, better compliance
mechanisms and enhanced institutional legitimacy.

Keywords: ECOWAS; military coups; human security; democratic governance; West Africa;
unconstitutional changes of government; democratic consolidation

I. INTRODUCTION

One of the foundations of post-Cold War West Africa's political system was the expectation that regional
institutions would be able to impose democratic standards which national constitutions would not. In almost
two decades since the return of multiparty political systems in the 1990s, the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS) built up a reputation as one of the continent's more vigorous champions of
constitutional government, intervening diplomatically and, at times, militarily in Liberia, Sierra Leone,
Guinea-Bissau, Cote d'Ivoire, and The Gambia (Onapajo et al., 2025; Wilson Center, n.d.). This reputation
was largely based on the 2001 Supplementary Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance which
established a "zero tolerance" principle for the acquisition and retention of power by unconstitutional means
and required member states to guarantee constitutional rule, civilian control of the armed forces and credible
elections (ECOWAS, 2001; African Networks Lab, 2025).

This reputation has been rocked since 2020. The country has seen two coups in nine months, in August 2020
and May 2021 (USIP, 2021; Civicus Monitor, 2021). In September 2021, Guinea's military ousted President
Alpha Condé¢, weeks after a controversial constitutional referendum made him the longest-serving president
in the country (Human Rights Watch, 2022). In January and September 2022, Burkina Faso suffered two
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coups in succession, both of which were defended by the incumbent juntas because of the escalating jihadist
uprising in the country (House of Commons Library, 2022; Kamga, 2021). In July 2023, the Nigerian
Presidential Guard arrested President Bazoum, marking the first case of democratic civilian-to-civilian
transfer of power in the country (ACCORD, 2023; International Crisis Group, 2023). The episodes have
been described as West Africa's transition into a "coup belt" with six successful ones in four member states
in about three years (Wilson Center, n.d., International Crisis Group, 2023).

The institutional response to ECOWAS was based on instruments developed or consolidated since 2001:
Condemnations at the summits, suspension from ECOWAS organs, targeted and economy-wide sanctions,
mediation missions, negotiated transition timelines and, in the case of Niger, an unprecedented ultimatum
threatening the use of force (Al Jazeera, 2023a; International Crisis Group, 2023). These measures had
mixed and even counterproductive effects in some aspects. In the past, increased costs of food due to
sanctions against Mali in 2022 and Niger in 2023 further drove food insecurity up for the people who were
already facing challenges of conflict and displacement (CSIS, 2025; International Crisis Group, 2023). None
of the four juntas had to step down due to ECOWAS pressure, and each transition very much was on
timetables set by the military governments themselves, following months of negotiations (Africa Practice,
2024; AllAfrica, 2024). The net effect was a growing divide between the Sahelian states of ECOWAS and
the Sahelian states of the Liptako-Gourma Charter, which led to the announcement of Mali, Burkina Faso
and Niger in January 2024 that they would withdraw from ECOWAS, the founding of the rival Alliance of
Sahel States (AES), and the formal withdrawal in early 2025 (Amani Africa, 2025; Olumba et al., 2025).
ECOWAS has made formal commitments which this resurgence does not fit into comfortably. The 2001
Protocol was designed to avoid the situation that took place after 2020. Doctrine versus outcome directly
impacts human security for tens of millions of people under the transitional military rule, under active
insurgency, and in some cases under a sanctions regime from within their own community. Previous
scholarship focuses on studying the coups in isolation, using either a political or a civil-military lens
(Kamga, 2021; Woldense & Kroeger, 2024), or the institutional and legal position of ECOWAS in the
abstract (Onapajo et al., 2025; Aning & Bjarnesen, 2024), and in some cases, less systematically on the
human-security impact of the measures that ECOWAS itself applied (International Crisis Group, 2023;
CSIS, 2025) while also overlooking a multi-case study approach.

The study fills that void, empirically testing ECOWAS's protocols and their enforcement mechanisms
without assuming either that institutions are failing or that they are successful, with regard to the record of
ECOWAS between 2020 and 2025. The analysis is organised around two objectives: first, to evaluate
ECOWAS' protocols and mechanisms in preventing and responding to the coups in the affected countries:
Mali, Guinea, Burkina Faso and Niger; second, to analyse the implications of the coups and of ECOWAS'
actions and reactions for human security and for democratic consolidation in the countries concerned. The
paper thus provides a comparative, human-security-focused assessment of the capacity of regional
enforcement, separating out the normative from the actual enforcement capability.

Statement of the Problem

ECOWAS has started the 2020s with one of the most advanced sub-regional mechanisms to fight
unconstitutional change of government in Africa. The Supplementary Protocol to the 1999 Lomé Protocol
on Conflict Prevention, Management, Resolution, Peacekeeping and Security, which was adopted in 2001,
introduced an explicit anti-coup doctrine, also included a clause on the suspension and sanctions of errant
member-states and placed the Mediation and Security Council of ECOWAS as the main body to adjudicate
the crisis of constitutional order (ECOWAS, 2001; ECOWAS Peace Fund, n.d.). The organisation gained
credibility as a guarantor of regional constitutional order, as evidenced by its historical track record of
sending peacekeeping missions and mediation missions to Liberia, Sierra Leone and Cdte d'Ivoire.

The years 20202025, however, showed that such an architecture was not suitable for practice. Despite
ECOWAS's stated zero-tolerance approach (Wilson Center, n.d.), six coups d' etat have been attempted over
the course of a few years in four member states. ECOWAS' own sanctions have been inconsistent, weak or
withdrawn under pressure: the sanctions imposed on Mali in January 2022 were withdrawn in July 2022
after the junta signed the February 2024 election timetable (which it was later going to keep), while those
against Niger in August 2023 were removed in February 2024, explicitly on humanitarian grounds
(AllAfrica, 2024; House of Commons Library, 2022). The second coup in September 2022 was in Burkina
Faso, and was also met with more muted condemnation, as ECOWAS reiterated the same transition timeline
instead of introducing new sanctions (House of Commons Library, 2022). This variant heightens the
analytical challenge of the core of this study — an organization that has been very strong on its normative
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commitment to constitutional order faced difficulties in achieving its commitment to a consistent
enforcement and in one instance when it was most stringent — Niger, it resulted in rupture rather than
restoration, as three member states left the organization (Amani Africa, 2025).

A dimension, which has been analytically distinct from the first is further worsened by the human-security
implications of the coup(s) and ECOWAS's response to the coup(s). Within months, commodity prices in
Niger rose by over 50%, and by World Food Programme estimates, nearly half of the population faced food
insecurity as a result of sanctions, such as the closure of borders and the suspension of electricity supplies
from Nigeria (CSIS, 2025). Concurrently, analysts were increasingly contesting the effectiveness of
ECOWAS sanctions, as they hurt the civilian populations more than the juntas targeted, and gave ECOWAS
little political leverage (International Crisis Group, 2023). This indicates that, in certain conditions,
ECOWAS' enforcement mechanisms can produce harms to human security that are not in keeping with the
human rights goals of the Protocol.

There are three fold gaps in the literature. First, there has been a lack of systematic comparison between the
various responses of ECOWAS to individual cases, which then describe their domestic drivers (Kamga,
2021; Human Rights Watch, 2022). Second, there are few comparative institutional evaluations that tend to
focus on legal or geopolitical issues, including whether force will be legal against Niger, or whether the AES
has expanded Russian influence since it was established (Onapajo et al., 2025; CSIS, 2025), instead of on
human-security outcomes. Third, there are very few studies that combine evidence on the humanitarian
impact of sanctions with the overall question of institutional effectiveness. This research bridges that
twofold.

CONCEPTUAL REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Conceptual Review

Military Coups and Unconstitutional Changes of Government

A military coup d'état is generally said to take place when the military or other security elites in the state, in
an illegal and clear manner, take over executive power of state authorities, usually quickly and without the
provisions of a constitution (McGowan, 2006). Unconstitutional change of government (UCG) is a more
general term that refers to both coups as well as any other situation in which the government is changed in a
manner that is not in line with the wishes of the people, including situations where the government is
changed through the use of the electoral process but the results of the election are never officially
announced, which can be called "election-related UCGs" (ERUCGs) (Odigbo et al., 2023), or where the
government changes without an election being held, but rather through internal usurpation, a situation that
can be described as "constitutional coup" (Odigbo et al., 2023). The significance of this distinction for this
study lies in the fact that both the constitutional referendum of 2020 (which allowed Cond¢ a third term) and
his removal by Colonel Mamadi Doumbouya in September 2021 were instances of crises that can be
attributed to either of these two types of military intervention (Human Rights Watch, 2022).

There is a growing scholarship that focuses on the re-emergence of traditional military takeovers in Africa
alongside electoral authoritarianism, defined as the use of election-related practices that result in "elite
change without regime change" (Woldense & Kroeger, 2024). It is appropriate to start with a previous
historical survey of West African coups, by McGowan (2006), which shows that this wave of coups took
place in a longer historical context, and is not entirely unprecedented.

Human Security

The term human-security shifts the focus of security analysis from state to individual and community. It was
introduced worldwide in the 1994 Human Development Report by the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), titled New Dimensions of Human Security which suggested that security is about
‘freedom from fear’ and ‘freedom from want’ rather than territorial defence (UNDP, 1994). It has been
reported that there are seven dimensions that are interconnected but not mutually exclusive, such as
economic security, food security, health security, environmental security, personal security, community
security, and political security (UNDP, 1994; UNDP, 2019).

Security, as it applies to human beings, is not necessarily the same as a lack of armed conflict. Western
African context: Coups, sanctions, insurgent violence, displacement and restrictions on civil liberties create
multiple, simultaneous insecurities: personal security is threatened by insurgent violence and, in some cases,
by abuses by security forces or allied foreign contractors; economic and food security is at risk due to
sanctions-induced price volatility and disrupted trade; community security is at risk due to displacement and
the weakening of local governance; and political security is at risk due to suspension of constitutions and
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curtailment of civil liberties (CSIS, 2025; International Crisis Group, 2023). This is a scholarly debate that
has been ongoing for years that distinguishes the "narrow school" view of human security, which defines it
as freedom from political violence, from the “broad school,” which includes any human deprivation that
may be life-threatening, such as poverty and disease (Collins and Paris, 2021, Ivory Research summary).
This paper follows the wider and multi-dimensional formulation in keeping with the UNDP's original
formulation, since the cases of people affected by the coup included in the study frame involve personal,
political and economic security in one way or another.

Democratic Governance and Democratic Consolidation

Democratic governance refers to the use of political power in institutions that are answerable to the people,
that are governed by the rule of law and that have regular, credible elections.The process of democratic
consolidation involves the inculcation of democratic norms and institutions to the extent that political actors
no longer see extra-constitutional means of capturing the power as viable or legitimate means of achieving
the desired end (Odigbo et al., 2023). Both of these concepts require the civilisation in the armed forces,
which, in the context of the Protocol, means the constitutional and practical subordination of the armed
forces to elected civilian authority, and is explicitly stated as one of the goals of the 2001 Protocol
(ECOWAS, 2001). Four decades of democratic transitions sponsored by ECOWAS had not brought civilian
control of the military and durable democratic consolidation to the three Sahelian states by 2020, as
evidenced by the repeated occurrences of military coups in Mali, Guinea, and Burkina Faso, especially due
to extended counter-insurgency campaigns that increased the military's political and material influence
compared to civilian institutions (Kamga, 2021; USIP, 2021).

ECOWAS Democratic Governance Protocols

In 2001, the Supplementary Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance was adopted in Dakar as an
addendum to the 1999 Lomé conflict-prevention mechanism, which outlines constitutional convergence
concepts that are applicable to all member states — including separation of powers, credible and transparent
elections, and accession to and retention of power by unconstitutional means.The Supplementary Protocol
on Democracy and Good Governance which was adopted in Dakar in 2001 as an addendum to the 1999
Lomé conflict-prevention mechanism, outlines the concepts of constitutional convergence applicable to all
member states, including separation of powers, credible and transparent elections and accession to and
retention of power by unconstitutional means (ECOWAS, 2001; African Networks Lab, 2025). Provisions in
the Articles authorise ECOWAS to suspend and sanction against cases of abrupt interruption to the
democratic process, or instances of massive human-rights violations, which it sought to apply to Mali,
Guinea, Burkina Faso and Niger in the Record of Protocol A/SP1/12/01, 2001.

On the institutional side, however, the provisions on enforcement of the Protocol have been long perceived
as underdeveloped in comparison with the normative aspirations of the Protocol. Guinea's 2021 coup
sparked calls for the ECOWAS Commission to revise the ECOWAS Protocol, which included toughening
the sanctions regime and implementing a maximum-term limit for the president for the whole of the
ECOWAS region, but this was repeatedly halted, mainly due to resistance from member states including
Senegal and Togo whose governments had motives to oppose binding term-limit provisions (WADEMOS
Network, 2023; EU-ECOW AS Ministerial Dialogue, 2023). The unclosed revision process itself serves as an
illustration of a structural weakness, that is, a Protocol whose most dramatic proposed reform, a hard
constraint on executive tenure elsewhere implicated in "constitutional coups" failed to gain consensus even
in the face of an acknowledged "coup crisis.

ECOWAS Responses to the 2020-2025 Coup Wave

Reactions to the four cases were different in terms of both the speed and intensity of response and the
consistency of such response within ECOWAS. In Mali, the coup in August 2020 received initial sanctions
and a demand for an 18-month transition before the coup in May 2021 by the transitional government of
Colonel Assimi Goita, which resulted in ECOWAS suspending Mali but without fresh sanctions, until 2022,
when the junta proposed delaying elections to 2026 (Wikipedia summary of 2020 and 2021 Malian coups;
House of Commons Library, 2022; Al Jazeera, 2022). Those sanctions were removed in July 2022 following
an agreement with Mali to hold an election in February 2024 (ISPI, 2022). In Guinea, the ECOWAS
suspended the country within days of the coup in September 2021 and imposed targeted sanctions and travel
bans on junta leaders and their families but declined to consider broader economic sanctions because of
Guinea's coastal location and the fact it is an alternative trade route for landlocked Mali (Human Rights
Watch, 2022; Al Jazeera, 2022). The overall discussions on the transition period were prolonged; in mid-
2022, Colonel Doumbouya had suggested a 39-month transition period, which was amended to 24 months in
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October 2022 following ECOWAS mediation but slipped considerably before the transition was officially
completed in December 2025 with Doumbouya's election as civilian president (Africa Practice, 2024; Amani
Africa, 2026). Burkina Faso's coup in January 2022 resulted in suspension from ECOWAS and the African
Union and the negotiation of a transition charter aimed at holding a return to constitutional rule by July 2024
(House of Commons Library, 2022). The response of the ECOWAS was comparatively muted when Captain
Ibrahim Traoré removed Damiba in a second coup in September 2022 for the same reasons as the first coup
for counter-insurgency failure, as it merely reiterated the July 2024 timetable and failed to impose any new
sanctions, which appears to be both due to a fatigue from repeated Sahelian coups and an understanding of
the security context in which the coup occurred (House of Commons Library, 2022; Transparency
International Defence & Security, 2024). The most powerful response was to Niger's coup in July 2023.
ECOWAS gave President Bazoum a one-week ultimatum with the implicit threat of military intervention,
deployed a standing army and the biggest sanctions package yet — including a no-fly zone, closed borders,
electricity supply from Nigeria suspended, and by freezing Niger's assets in regional financial institutions
(International Crisis Group, 2023; Al Jazeera, 2023a). In December 2023 Nigeria's legal action against the
sanctions with ECOWAS Court was dismissed (Kashere Journal summary of ECOWAS Court proceedings,
2025). The threat instead pushed the three Sahel nations, Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger, to sign a mutual-
defence agreement, the precursor to the Alliance of Sahel States, while the sanctions were instead lifted in
February 2024 without Bazoum's return, on humanitarian and socio-economic grounds (AllAfrica, 2024;
Amani Africa, 2025).

Theoretical Framework: Human Security Theory

Human Security Theory was born when the definition of security was rethought in the post-Cold war period,
when the traditional focus on state, territoriality and military threats was given a new importance. In 1994,
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in its Human Development Report turned the
spotlight to the protection of human life from chronic and sudden attacks on its well-being and encapsulated
the concept of freedom from fear and freedom from want as key components of human security (UNDP,
1994). This idea was further elaborated on by the work of the Human Security Network, in particular those
of Canada and Norway, and the UN Commission on Human Security, which released their report in 2003
that broadened the concept into a more comprehensive policy framework (UNDP, 2019). There is no single
originator of the theory; it has developed over time and the result of the contributions of international
institutions and scholars who have been involved with the theory, both in its narrow and broad
interpretations. The narrow school focuses primarily on political and physical insecurity, while the broad
school includes economic, social and developmental threats to human welfare. The theory posits that
individuals and communities should be the primary agents of security, that threats to security are
multidimensional and mutually interdependent, that the prevention of security threats is preferable to
reactive crisis management, and that human dignity, access to basic needs and political stability are closely
related (UNDP, 1994; PolSci Institute, 2026). In this context, the framework serves as a starting point for
defining insecurity as a state beyond military risks to encompass livelihoods, food security, economic well-
being and civil freedoms.

Human Security Theory is important in this study because it is able to look at the broader impact and
reactions to coups and not just their failure or success. It offers a prism through which to consider how
political turmoil and the resulting sanctions can create intertwined vulnerabilities for ordinary people in the
countries involved, such as food insecurity, livelihood disruptions, economic constraints and limitations on
civil liberties, as seen in Mali and Niger (CSIS, 2025; International Crisis Group, 2023). The theory has been
criticized, however, for its lack of specificity and the fact that a concept of security that embraces almost all
aspects of human welfare can become so broad as to lose analytical sharpness and analytical precision, or to
make empirical measurement of security impossible (Human Security summary, Wikipedia-corroborated by
PolSci Institute, 2026). There has also been some criticism about the potential for securitisation, whereby the
development, poverty or governance crisis might be redefined as a security issue, thus requiring militarised
countermeasures. Additionally, it is challenging to delineate causal links between coups and sanctions and
preexisting structural issues. This is especially crucial in the Sahelian setting in which the violence of
jihadists and poverty and institutional fragility were present prior to the military interventions. These are all
weaknesses, but Human Security Theory is still suitable to this study because it allows for a more
comprehensive study of the impact of political instability, and the response to it, on the everyday security
and well-being of citizens.
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The Human Security Theory is applied here using an analytical chain of military coups, political instability,
institutional disruptions, insecurity and rights implications, ECOWAS institutional response, and observable
human-security consequences. All the coups studied here affected constitutional institutions, and in three out
of the four states, the coup(s) led to ECOWAS sanctions which had tangible economic and welfare
consequences apart from the immediate impact of the coup. The framework thus enables the study to
separate the human-security impacts of unconstitutional government from those produced by the regional
reaction aimed at ending it, which is crucial to the balanced assessment that this study aims to offer.

METHOD

The study employed qualitative historical research design using only secondary data to assess the
effectiveness of ECOWAS democratic governance procedures and mechanisms in the West African region
in the response to military coups in West Africa during the period 2020-2025. The study was a comparative
one with regards to Mali, Guinea, Burkina Faso and Niger where military coups were held during the time of
the study. Information was gathered from documents from ECOWAS protocols and treaties; official
communiqués and policy documents; scholarly books and peer-reviewed journal articles; and credible
international, regional and human-rights organisations reports. The materials were selected purposively
because they addressed issues relevant to ECOWAS preventive and enforcement mechanisms, military
interventions, sanctions, constitutional restoration, democratic government, and human-security conditions,
during the period of the coup(s) and after.

Qualitative documentary and comparative analysis was used to analyze the collected materials. Evidence
was organised around the two objectives of the study. First, ECOWAS protocols, decisions and responses
were analysed to determine the mismatch between the ECOWAS normative commitment and its capacity for
implementation in the four cases. Second, documented evidence of political rights, personal security,
livelihood, civic freedoms, displacement, conflict and democratic transitions was analysed to establish the
human-security and democratic consequences of the coups and ECOWAS responses. The similarities and
differences between the four countries were identified through comparative analysis, and the Human
Security Theory was chosen as the analytical framework for analyzing the impact of political instability and
a country's response on individuals and communities. This study employed the triangulation of sources as a
method to increase the credibility and consistency of the results.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

The findings presented here are the result of a systematic qualitative synthesis of institutional documents,
peer-reviewed and policy literature, and verified reporting on the four coup-affected states (from 2020 to
2025) around the two study objectives.

Objective One: ECOWAS Effectiveness in Preventing and Responding to Coups

In all 4 cases, ECOWAS had little to no preventive effect. Although there were clear cues in each of the six
countries that a coup was under way, none of these were detected by ECOWAS’s normative climate nor by
early-warning engagement in the countries examined here, over the past six years, attempted or successful
coups were ultimately not averted because of such a lack of awareness in each of those countries (Kamga,
2021; Human Rights Watch, 2022). The effectiveness of the deterrents was also found to be limited as Mali's
precedent of sanctions a year earlier was not sufficient to deter Guinea's coup, nor was it enough to deter
Burkina Faso's in January 2022 or its second in January 2023, or Niger's in July 2023 (Wilson Center, n.d.).
The effectiveness of the institutional reaction to the crisis by ECOWAS, determined by the timeliness and
consistency of its actions was relatively resilient and highly variable in severity. Within days of each coup,
ECOWAS suspended each of its member states from its organs and sent out mediation missions on each
occasion (Human Rights Watch, 2022; House of Commons Library, 2022). However, the sanctions' intensity
was quite different: the targeted individual sanctions imposed on Guinea were not as severe as those
imposed on Mali in 2022 and Niger in 2023, which were comprehensive with the latter imposing a no-fly
zone and the suspension of electricity supply. The latter was the most severe sanctions that ECOWAS has
applied to a member state. This imbalance has been described as a “double standard” in the way ECOWAS
treats similar unconstitutional changes of government, leading to perceptions of arbitrariness, rather than
adherence to principles (Kanté, 2025).

There was a low level of compliance effectiveness in all areas. So far none of Mali, Guinea, Burkina Faso
and Niger's juntas have accepted ECOWAS' initial demands in the areas of prompt return of civilian
government. Rather, each of these stretched out transition deadlines was negotiated separately: Mali's
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eventual target date of February 2024, which was later missed; Guinea's 24-month compromise which was
extended in practice to a December 2025 election; and Burkina Faso's repeatedly reaffirmed July 2024 target
(Africa Practice, 2024; AllAfrica, 2024). In the case of ECOWAS's most potent tool — Niger's former
President Bazoum — who was never re-elected, the effectiveness of the restoration was practically zero (Al
Jazeera, 2023a).

When the comparison is made, it is possible to make a useful analytical distinction between the ECOWAS's
institutional apparatus as a tool for negotiating a transition timetable (however long), and as a tool to prevent
or reverse a coup de main. In this respect, ECOWAS's ‘real-life’ achievement comes closer to ‘transition
management' than to ‘restoration through democracy' — which is a different, materially less ambitious, and
less effective form of achievement than the Protocol purports to be (Onapajo et al., 2025).

Objective Two: Military Coups, ECOWAS Responses, and Human Security

The human-security outcomes of the coups were significant but they could be analytically separated between
the outcomes of the coups and pre-existing conflict dynamics and the outcomes of ECOWAS' own sanctions
tools. The time after the 2022 coups in Mali and Burkina Faso have been linked to an increase in conflict
related deaths after the coup ranging from tens of thousands to several hundred thousand, as well as a
significant decline in personal and community security, largely due to the rising threat of insurgent violence
(Olumba et al., 2025; Transparency International Defence & Security, 2024). This confirms the theoretical
doubt raised in Section 4.5 that all later insecurity is due to unconstitutional government, when it was known
that structural causes existed.

Contrary to this, ECOWAS's own sanctions measures had more clearly identifiable human security impacts.
In Niger, the impact of the August 2023 sanctions regime was amplified by the bilateral suspension of
electricity supply by Nigeria, driving commodity prices up by more than half within a few months, and
leaving close to half the population more vulnerable to food insecurity, according to WFP assessments
referenced in contemporaneous analysis (CSIS, 2025). Likewise, Mali's 2022 sanctions have impacted the
economic activities and interests of its civilian population and some analysts suggested that the "civilian
costs" of the sanctions may have bolstered support for the junta, not diminished it (USIP, 2021; Al Jazeera,
2022). It means that when ECOWAS implements its chief enforcement tool — comprehensive economic
sanctions — it can inflict human-security costs that are contrary to the human-rights goals of the Protocol and
can produce no compliance benefits at all.

In addition, political security worsened in each state in the period covered, as seen by suspended
constitutions, curtailed political and civil-society spaces, and, in Guinea and Niger, the detention of former
officials for prolonged periods of time (Human Rights Watch, 2022; International Crisis Group, 2023). The
change in security cooperation relations with western countries to Russian-backed parties after the Sahelian
states' coups exacerbated community insecurity, as noted in the literature with the persistent high rate of
violence against civilians (Springer/Society journal - developments in AES, 2025).

The comparative record suggests that ECOWAS achieved better results in the coastal case (Guinea) than in
the Sahelian cases, where the economy-wide nature of sanctions created higher humanitarian costs and
meant ECOWAS had less leverage in the first place. (Al Jazeera, 2022; CSIS, 2025) Domestic legitimacy
also affected results, as after a number of years of governance and security failures, public opinion in the two
countries, Mali and Niger, was initially pro-junta, undermining ECOWAS' moral authority (USIP, 2021;
CSIS, 2025). Geopolitical competition added to this, as the Sahelian juntas had options of other partners
besides the West, which reduced the punitive pressure of sanctions (Onapajo et al., 2025; CSIS, 2025).

There were also limitations of effectiveness due to institutions. The lack of implementation of the Protocol
for a long time has revealed a collective-action problem in which states that have their own vulnerabilities of
governance did not accept constraints that could also be imposed on them (WADEMOS Network, 2023). A
coalition of Sahelian states, much like the clearest example here of an enforcement instrument resulting in
the opposite of its intended effect, was galvanized by sovereignty concerns, exacerbated by the explicit
threat of force against Niger.An enforcement mechanism that had the opposite effect of its intent, a coalition
of Sahelian states was triggered by sovereignty concerns, sharpened by the explicit threat of force against
Niger.

The results broadly confirm Onapajo et al. (2025) that the zero-tolerance policy has been less successful in
preventing a coup resurgence than it should be, and as Kanté (2025) has argued, that this policy has been
subject to inconsistencies and double standards, because their results, in direct comparison, indicate that the
severity of the sanctions was not calibrated consistently across cases. They support International Crisis
Group's (2023) view that sanctions on Niger had disproportionate adverse effects on civilians, compared to
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the potential benefits, and that a similar pattern prevailed in Mali in 2022. In contrast to the narrative that
focuses on anti-western sentiment when explaining the formation of AES, the facts are that the immediate
cause of the AES was the threat of force from ECOWAS, which was also a key factor in the regional split in
the Niger crisis, as argued by Amani Africa (2025). One possible explanation for the disconnect between the
strength of the norm and weak enforcement is that the drafters of the Protocol were envisioning post-conflict
supported transitions rather than simultaneous, self-reinforcing transitions among neighbouring governments
with independent security partnerships, as was the case in Liberia and Sierra Leone.

CONCLUSION

This study aimed at assessing the effectiveness of the democratic governance processes and enforcement
measures of ECOWAS in the prevention, deterrence, response and reversal of military coup and its impact
on human security in West Africa from 2020 to 2025. There is evidence for a differentiated response.
Although the doctrinal basis of the ECOWAS and the invocation of the 2001 Supplementary Protocol were
clear and consistent, the preventive and deterrent effect was minimal and few countries experienced a coup
in 20 years of a zero tolerance commitment. The effectiveness of the response was more apparent in
procedural aspects, as ECOWAS repeatedly suspended the same errant states and also initiated mediation,
but this aspect in terms of the severity of the response was less consistent across similar cases, leading to
doubt about its legitimacy. There was virtually no compliance or effectiveness in the restoration process (no
ousted government was restored and every transition went on conditions that were more or less negotiated
and actually controlled by the military heads).

The country-specific aspects of this record are of great human-security significance and, in Mali and Niger,
they are partly a result of the enforcement measures adopted by ECOWAS itself and not exclusively those of
the coups. Price shocks imposed by sanctions and disrupted trade exacerbated the political insecurity that
resulted from unconstitutional government, which inflicted disproportionately high human-security costs on
civilian populations without leading to the political results desired by ECOWAS. The most apparent
institutional effect of this development was the withdrawal announced by Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger in
January 2024 and the strengthening of the Alliance of Sahel States, the largest breach in ECOWAS's fifty
years of regional integration.

The general finding is that the democratic governance mechanisms of ECOWAS were normatively strong,
but were practically limited because the organisation had the right to condemn unconstitutional change of
government, but lacked calibrated and credible mechanisms to preclude, secure compliance with, or repair
the violation of constitutional order without causing unacceptable collateral damage to the very people
ECOWAS was intended to safeguard. The regional enforcement instruments cannot replace the internal
structures of constitutional order if domestic conditions, credible governance of the security sector, effective
civilian supervision and the trust in elected institutions are not present.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Preventive measures should be accorded greater urgency than post-coup sanctions by developing and
implementing early-warning mechanisms based on issues of civil-military relations, security-sector
governance and electoral integrity in the ECOWAS Commission and Authority of Heads of State and
Government.

2. To complete the long dormant revision of the 2001 Protocol including a binding President's term limit
in the Authority to bridge the gap between military coups and "constitutional coups" obtained through
the manipulation of tenure mechanism.

3. The ECOWAS sanctions policy needs to move from a blanket-oriented “economic sanctions” to
targeted “economic sanctions”, asset freezes and travel ban against identified coup leaders, as in the
case of Guinea, to de-escalate human-security burden on civilians in the affected countries.

4. Member-state governments should improve parliamentary and civil-society monitoring and control of
national armed forces, which is the structural precondition for coups that is repeatedly evidenced.

5.  The African Union and the United Nations, as well as ECOWAS mediation bodies, should take up a
continuous mediation process that includes the timeline for transition and security sector reform, as well
as election schedule.

6. Regional security institutions must have equal severity in dealing with similar cases, and so end the
sense of double standard that has undermined the ECOWAS's legitimacy among both the juntas and the
citizens.
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7. IDPs should coordinate humanitarian response to protect vulnerable segments from the food and
economic security impacts of regional sanctions and assist in the institutional strengthening of
ECOWAS, not replacing it.
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