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Introduction 
 

 
The meeting on the Assessment of the 2007 Election Year in West Africa was organised by the Sahel and West 
Africa Club in Issy-les-Moulineaux on 11 February 2008. It brought together twenty participants from various 
domains: researchers, members of civil society, academics, official representatives from the North and South, the 
private sector and the media.  

This meeting aimed to:  

 Assess the 2007 Election Year in West Africa; 

 Draw key lessons from these elections based on panellists’ experience and observations; 

 Take into account this election year’s impact on democracy’s evolution in the region. 

Four panellists introduced the debate:  

 Mrs. Caroline SCULIER, Consultant, ex-member of the EU Election Observation Mission in Nigeria 
 Mr. Emmanuel IGAH, Geographer, Société française de géographie 
 Mr. Christophe BOISBOUVIER, Journalist, RFI  
 Mr. Massaër DIALLO, Head of the Governance, Conflict Dynamics, Peace and Security Unit 

While some observers wonder if democracy is a value adapted to Africa given its circuitous path to becoming a 
reality, recent surveys carried out by Afrobarometer confirm that African populations indeed long for democracy 
and prefer it to other possible forms of governance. As asserted by Mr. Diallo in his opening intervention, it is 
important to examine where democracy stands in 2007 in light of the many elections held this year. An analysis of 
these elections, which revealed diverse experiences and good indicators of democracy’s progress and challenges in 
the region, should clarify this issue.  

Background 
 

Democracy in West Africa today has undergone three important historical phases: 
1. Colonial democracy up to independence; 
2. Single-party Elections; 
3. Pluralism insisted on but also brought about by society: this third phase came into play while most 
West African countries were exiting from crises or conflicts.  

 
Furthermore, the region is characterised by a young population (45% are under 15 years of age) who are actors but 
do not yet have the right to vote and whose concerns are not taken into account by political leaders.  
 
There were many important elections in 2007. At least 10 countries, of which 9 belong to the ECOWAS zone, held 
legislative or presidential elections. Overall, despite some violence, elections played an important role in 
strengthening democracy notably in Sierra Leone and Mauritania. They also enabled some countries, like Togo, to 
exit situations of crises.  
 
At the same time, these elections also highlighted the difficulties and challenges that must be faced in order to 
promote a process which all participants believe can further democracy. Among these challenges:  

 Political change-over: in countries in which incumbent power was challenged, most incumbent 
leaders remained in power. There was no political change-over in Mali, Nigeria or Senegal. 

 A lack of voter interest and notably their massive extrication between presidential and legislative 
elections.  

 Disrespect of fundamental rules notably by modifying the Constitution which called into question the 
consensus among actors running for office. 

 9ƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ on the political situation.   
 

Faced with these challenges, could democracy be having a setback?   
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Case analysis: Nigeria and Senegal

The analysis of elections in Nigeria and Senegal were based on observations and experiences of field actors during 
these periods of time.  

 

Nigeria 
 

With 146 million inhabitants, Nigeria is a heavyweight different than its neighbours not only with regard to its size 
but also with regard to its complex political system which resembles that of the United States. Nigeria is divided 
into 36 States, having some autonomy and governed by very influential Governors and Assemblies which 
autonomously manage their resources. The Federal State, responsible for the country’s cohesiveness, controls the 
Army and Justice Department and redistributes to each of the States the manna stemming from oil and gas 
resources. Nigeria is the world’s 6

th
 largest exporter of oil and in the next few years it will be one of the main gas 

producers in the world.  
 
Independent since1960, this country’s civil war (1967-1970) led to the army’s intervention. It took decades to 
return power to civilians. Since its independence in 1960, Nigeria was governed by military power for 24 years. The 
election of Olusegun Obasanjo in 1999 cleared the way for a civil regime followed by his second mandate in 2003 
and the election of President Umaru Yar’Adua in 2007. These elections were symbolic as they were the first in 
which there was a transition from one civil power to another.  
 
This country’s precarious political balance is essentially based on the rotation of power principle applied at the 
federal level as well as to political parties. It involves alternately electing a president from the North and then from 
the South. This principle of “powershift”

1
 established in 1999 which could have been upheld by President Obasanjo 

when he tried to modify the Constitution seeking a new mandate. Members of his party, taking this principle very 
seriously, did not counter the rule and thus a president from the North was elected.  
 
Nigerian elections are a very important “power” issue. Those elected to officials are provided financial benefits 
which partly explain the tension brought about by elections. The April 2007 elections took place over two days (14 
and 15 April 2007) due to their complexity

2
. Violence broke out causing 200 deaths. Hence these elections did not 

live up citizens’ expectations with regard to free and transparent elections.  
 
The EU Election Observation Mission in Nigeria sent 2 observers per State (66 observers) to all the States except for 
the three Delta States from 14 March to 7 May 2007. The Mission’s report was highly criticised. During the first 
days of the election, the Mission’s first official communication contained attestations to lapses within the 
Independent National Election Commission and highlighted the loopholes before and during the elections. 
 
Prior to the elections, there were :  

 Attempts to exclude opposition candidates;  
 Pressure placed on candidates;  
 Not enough voting cards. 

 
During the elections:  

 Some voting offices were inaccessible; 
 Voter confidentiality was breached; 
 Minors were voting;  
 Results were announced before some voting offices closed. 

                                                      
1
 Section 229 of the 1995 draft constitution stipulated that the presidency should rotate between the North and the South. However, these 

constitutional proposals were completely discredited when it became clear that General Abacha was going to continue as “elected” president. 
bƛƎŜǊƛŀΩǎ нллт 9ƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ-The Fitful Path to Democratic Citizenship, by Jibrin Ibrahim;United States Institute of Peace; January 2007 
2
 On 14 April gubernatorial elections were held in 36 Federal states and Assemblies and on 15 April presidential, vice-presidential and 

parliamentary elections were held. Approximately 61.5 million registered voters voted in a country of about 140 million inhabitants. 50 parties 
registered of which 3 stepped down leaving 47 parties to be presented.  
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On 23 May, the Mission presented its report to authorities with serious reserves regarding the elections’ credibility. 
It recommended reforming the election system.  
 
This was the first time that an EU Election Observation Mission included Human Rights, enabling insistence on 
international, sub-regional and regional principles like the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights, the 
Commonwealth Declaration…but also taking into account the 200 victims mourned during the elections.  
 
The way in which Nigerian elections were carried out has been highly criticised not only by European Union and 
ECOWAS, but also by American organisations such as the National Democratic Institute (NDI). European Parliament 
voted on one resolution condemning this election but had no political impact.  

 
As a strategic oil-producing partner and principal provider of United Nations peace-keeping troops in particular in 
Darfur, according to the international community Nigeria is a country separate and apart from the others. As the 
world’s 6

th
 largest oil exporter, it has and will have one of the biggest gas reserves for decades to come. Given all 

these elements, the international community is uneasy with this greatly contested election despite the reputation 
of the highly-praised elected president as that of someone with integrity. Furthermore, when voting had ended, 
four governors’ elections were annulled without the President calling into question these legal decisions.  
 
Nigeria, accounting for more than half of West African inhabitants, should be beyond reproach. The debates 
stressed that democracy’s future should not be threatened by the international community’s political realism. The 
big losers in Nigeria as elsewhere are first and foremost citizens who are forced to accept this situation and are 
anxious to see genuine democracy take root.  
 
As regional institutions such as ECOWAS have little remedial impact on irregularities, these regulating instruments’ 
credibility and effectiveness can be undermined even though they are essential to building democracy in West 
Africa.  
 

Senegal 
 

Presidential elections in Senegal were discussed in-depth taking into account the controversy they elicited. The 
discussion focused on the irregularities that tainted the elections and were denounced by opposition parties and 
civil society which occurred as multiple votes, extended opening hours of some voting offices and unorthodox use 
of computer technology.  
 
The discussion highlighted that fraud began well before elections notably when drawing up electoral lists, one of 
the major points of contention in Côte d’Ivoire. It continues afterwards when data is compiled by computer leaving 
the door open to technicians. In Senegal, computer use in elections has even stirred up superstitions among some 
voters. Furthermore, severe pressure was placed on some members of the Independent Commission who were not 
as independent as they intended to be.  
 
Ultimately, everyone agreed that without fraud, a second round should have been organised but taking into 
account the power struggles, the results would not have been much different. One of the lessons learned was that 
these election results were also due to a divided, poorly organised opposition who were unable to resist the 
incumbent’s sweeping wave.   
 
These elections, compared to those in 2000 in which Abdoulaye Wade defeated Abdou Diouf in the second round, 
highlighted another determining element which is that of public pressure. As recalled, President Diouf, although 
tempted to change the course of history, believed tension had already reached a point where a major crisis could 
explode and decided not to appeal.  
 
Senegalese elections also demonstrate that fraud has become evermore sophisticated and sometimes 
indiscernible. Cameroonian defender of Human Rights, Hilaire Kamga, set outs in a recent publication 100 ways to 
defraud elections.  
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Although Senegal is not a strategic partner for the international community, it remains a window to democracy in 
Africa. So everyone was pleased with the election results which were a surprise to Senegalese citizens and the rest 
of the world. 

Discussion
 

 
The debate which followed the interventions revealed a number of observations with regard to the 2007 elections, 
highlighted the principle challenges for democracy in West Africa and raised some questions.  
 

Observations 

 
 Overall, there were less voters voting with the exception of some countries like Sierra Leone, but the gap 

between participation in legislative and presidential elections was most noticeable. Voters refrained from 
voting because they felt that those who had been elected to power had not kept their promises and 
deceived voters. 
 

 Abstention in Mali and Senegal raised problems. Senegal suppressed Article 28 of its Constitution which 
set out that a presidential candidate receiving the absolute majority without receiving 25% of the votes in 
the first round is forced to participate in a second round. These two countries, which provide a window to 
democracy in West Africa, recorded very low participation levels. President Amadou Toumani Touré was 
elected with 36% of the vote in the first round. The National Assembly was elected with 33% and 10% in 
the second round! In Senegal, while participation rate in presidential elections remains high (70.6%), it 
drops to 34.7% in legislative elections. 
 

 Political change-over did not occur in these elections, except in Mauritania where the challenger 
congratulated the winner and in Sierra Leone where the incumbent president was not re-elected. Nigeria 
elected a new president although within the same political party.  
 

 After the boycott of 2002 legislative elections in Togo, the UFC as well as all the other parties were 
involved in the elections. Despite fraud, there was incredible progress with participation of 85% of 
registered voters. This showed a break with the past whereby simply participating in an election had 
severe consequences.  
 

 There was still election-related violence prior to elections in numerous countries at various levels. In 
Nigeria, there were approximately 200 election-related deaths. Violence begins through pressure on 
activists, the media, confrontations between various camps, clamping down on demonstrations, etc.  
 

 Political networking was still a reality in West Africa. Political leaders do not hesitate to buy votes. The 
populations’ poverty level plays a part in this situation. Voters also have multiple voting cards to support 
all the candidates in order to benefit from whichever winners’ generosity. 

 

 Election fraud led to appeals in all elections. Appeals were submitted to the competent authority in all of 
the countries in which elections were held although no election results were annulled.   

 

 In a new turn demonstrating political evolution, the international community, which contributes financially 
to West African elections, is called upon by civil society with regard to political realism which seems to 
dominate in some cases like Nigeria. The debates revealed that the international community sent a bad 
sign by supporting situations likely to discourage citizens’ hopes for free, transparent and democratic 
elections.  
 

 Establishing regulatory bodies such as the Independent National Election Commissions to organise 
elections in almost all of the countries in progress even though in some contexts, their autonomy or 
independence is contested.  



 8 

 

 From a technical point of view, the election process has greatly improved. Elections are better organised 
even though the new steps forward are required.  
 

 
Recommendations 

 
- Make political parties more credible:  

 

 West African political parties are not democratic. Debate does not exist within these parties. They are not 
present in rural areas nor play their role. In some countries, political parties do not even participate in 
meetings organised by the Election Commissions.  

 Political parties shift so much that it is difficult to understand their programme. Various alliances between 
different politicians which can vary from one election to another result in confusion. With these alliances 
making little sense, voters are lost. Voters at the local level are only interested in knowing which candidate 
is going to bring money in to the constituency to which they were elected. 

- Strengthen the independence of National Election Commissions:  
 

 Election Commissions should be financially and politically independent. An Election Commission President 
appointed by the President of the Republic has very little room for manoeuvre. Strategic thinking should 
be carried out on how members of the Commission are designated.  

 ECOWAS understands the scope of this challenge and strives to provide responses. In February 2008, 
ECOWAS organised a meeting in Conakry of member countries’ National Election Commissions in order to 
put them into network and develop a code of conduct shared by all of the countries.  

 As illustrated by Togo, some commission members no longer hesitate to distance themselves from 
published incorrect results.  

- Encourage civil society to fully play its counter-balance role and avoid limiting it to a 
technical role during elections:  
 

 West African civil society’s relation to power was debated. The need for greater involvement in the 
democratic debate and protecting its autonomy was raised. Civil society is still greatly manipulated and not 
very credible in the democratic debate.  

 Civil society has a responsibility to put pressure on authorities so that elections are held under the best 
conditions possible. But it must also participate in the democratic debate prior to elections. In many 
countries, it works diligently to raise awareness, provide training and civic information. It should also be 
ready to monitor democracy.  

- aƛǘƛƎŀǘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊŀǳŘΩǎ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΥ  

 Fraud is not limited to election day. It is part of the entire election process and comes in various forms. It is 
occurs in the buying of votes, administrative apportionment, the establishment of electoral lists, the 
delivery of election cards, the printing of election ballots, as well as more traditional forms of fraud like 
stuffing the ballot box, voting in the name of a dead person or a minor. It is beginning to take on new 
forms with the use of new communications and information technologies which rely on technical expertise 
of vote processing tools. 

 Regional or international foreign observer missions should find ways of passing the message on to 
decision-centres to get away from irregularities and impunity.  
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- {ǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ 9/h²!{Ω ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛƴƎ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘic principles: 

 In order for its decisions to be accepted and to be legitimate with regard to West African citizens, ECOWAS 
should suggest a code of conduct at the regional level and require that regional legal and political 
instruments be respected, notably with regard to election fraud, the modifying of the Constitution outside 
of the legal framework, respect for national election control entities like the National Election 
Commissions.  

 For the time being, there is still much difficulty in applying the texts and pressuring party signatories. In 
addition, sanctions set out in the texts are not restrictive enough to be dissuasive.  

 Mediation by former Heads of State would bring their experience and leadership to the table, but their 
mission must be set out in a framework guaranteeing their effectiveness.  

 
Questions  

 
 Is the future of democracy threatened because fraud has become a normal occurrence and the holding of 

regular and transparent elections has become a rare exception? 

 Is there an acceptable tolerance limit?   

 What are the levers on which ECOWAS could rely on to apply the regional legal instruments and encourage 

member States to respect democracy more? 

 How to encourage Heads of State who have gained a taste for power to hand over power? Should they be 

given a role to play at the regional level?  

 What mechanism would be the most effective to encourage political challengers to respect the rules of 

democracy? 

Conclusions  

 
- Is democracy in West Africa having a setback or a growth crisis? Opinion is divided on this issue. 

Similarly, participants unanimously agree that democracy is a work in progress. There is still hope 
despite all of the obstacles to overcome for West African citizens to fully profit.  

- Elections are only one step in the process. Other aspects of democracy should not be neglected.  

- Regional and sub-regional (AU and ECOWAS) organisations should fully play their role to guarantee 
democracy so that it may mobilise citizens of the region. These organisations’ legitimacy is questions 
as long as they have not been able to get countries to respect commitments made through the 
signature of Treaties and Charters.  

- Civil society should assume its responsibilities and constantly monitor the post-election phase. It 
should not be limited to a technical role but fully play its counter-balance role.  

- Sanctions remain an essential point to mitigate some countries’ refusal for democracy. Current 
ECOWAS sanctions aiming to prohibit countries violating democratic principles from attending their 
meetings are not sufficient. New more coercive mechanisms should be conceived and applied in order 
for instruments that anchor democracy and the rule of law in West Africa to be credible and 
operational.  


