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Introduction
The Humanitarian Futures Programme is working in 
collaboration with the ECOWAS Commission in order 
to assess and enhance the latter’s long-term planning 
capacity during its restructuring and expansion. 
The project is intended to relate ECOWAS’ emerging 
commitment to disaster risk reduction (DRR) within 
the context of its conflict prevention mandate. Having 
separately evaluated the drivers of future conflict and 
humanitarian crises in the sub-region, the aim of this 
report is to present some preliminary findings as to 
the institutional challenges that ECOWAS as an inter-
governmental organisation (IGO) will face in addressing 
them. Research was conducted in Abuja as well as 
Ghana, Mali, Nigeria, Senegal and Sierra Leone and 
consisted primarily of confidential, structured interviews 
with several dozen subjects with deep experience of 
ECOWAS, including officials of the Commission and 
specialised agencies, civil society activists, scientists and 
academics, diplomats and representatives of member 
state governments, including disaster management 
organisations.

Organisational challenges for IGOs in 
the Future
The major future challenge for an organisation such 
as ECOWAS is maintaining relevance, measured by the 
ways that it deals with new forms of complexity and 
greater degrees of uncertainty. Longer-term DRR and 
conflict prevention will require capacities to anticipate 
new forms of hazards and threats and to understand 
their emerging inter-relationships in complex systems. 
Both will require systems that are able to work with 
conventional and unconventional networks of influence, 
including online communities of interest as well 
as unconventionally accessed diaspora and ‘favela’ 
communities. IGOs will also be challenged by long 
term changes in the international system, including the 
rise of fluid multipolarity, economic and technological 
interdependence, greater competition for influence 
within an increasingly crowded IGO sector, especially 
within Africa, and the difficulty of balancing the interests 
of unequal states of waxing and waning influence and 
fragility. To remain relevant by creating coherence among 
this complexity, the IGO of the future will need to focus 
upon restructuring the problem framework, prioritising 
futures perspectives, and promoting alternative planning 
perspectives, advocacy and experimentation. 

Specific inter-related humanitarian and 
conflict challenges
West Africa may be at the margins of the global 
economy and ECOWAS may have weak capacity in 
relation to many other IGOs but the West Africa region 
will be closer to the sharp end of global change this 
century than any other region. Three factors will largely 
define humanitarian and conflict challenges in the 
next generation. Demographic expansion will place 
huge strains on natural and economic resources while 
migration and urbanisation will drive fundamental 
shifts in societal, political and economic organisation. 
Climate change is likely to be experienced more acutely 
than in any other populous region and will have far 
reaching consequences for the West African environment, 
including agricultural viability, availability of fresh water, 
disease prevalence, and coastal stability. Changes in the 
focus of violent conflict away from control of the state 
will increasingly impact upon the ability of member 
states to manage conflict independently. While such 
trends may be extrapolated and inter-related with some 
degree of probability within ECOWAS, mapping them 
against possible change at the global level introduces a 
new order of complexity that can only be approached 
via speculative methodologies and an explicit 
acknowledgement of critical uncertainties. 

ECOWAS capacity
Confidential interviews with a wide range of ECOWAS 
insiders permitted the HFP to make a preliminary 
assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of the 
organisation as it attempts to prevent conflict and 
manage crisis in the long term. Overall, respondents 
found ECOWAS to have been adaptive and innovative 
in restructuring itself to address contingent security 
challenges, open to engagement with civil society, 
effective in crisis response and early warning, primarily 
in the short term, and proactive in its strategic but 
partially implemented policies on conflict prevention 
and DRR. Weaknesses include short term planning as a 
result of a crisis-driven agenda, sovereignty constraints 
that militate against proactive operationalisation of 
conflict prevention and DRR strategies at the member 
state level, increased compartmentalisation of conflict 
and humanitarian crisis management bodies within the 
expanded Commission structure, and severe capacity 
restraints within ECOWAS’ emergent humanitarian 
response mechanisms. With the political will of the 
member states, ECOWAS has the opportunity to redefine 
its crisis management agenda in terms of strategic 
analysis and mobilisation or risk defining itself as a ‘fire-
fighting’ organisation on standby for the next crisis.  

Executive Summary
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As ECOWAS prepares for the future
The role and functions of IGOs must necessarily adapt 
to transformations in their operating environments, 
including assumptions about the hierarchical structures 
that have traditionally defined their authority. 
ECOWAS will have to develop an organisational 
capacity responsive to rapid change and complexity. 
Organisational structure, per se, will be less an issue than 
organisational dynamics. The effective IGO of the future 
will have to reflect at least five essential characteristics: 
prioritisation of planning at all levels; extension of 
planning timeframes into the more uncertain future; 
systematisation of speculative analysis, horizon scanning 
and scenario exploration; cross-systems organisation 
for effective information gathering and sharing; and 
utilisation of inter-disciplinary methodologies to 
bridge knowledge gaps between experts and policy-
makers. Institutional culture will need to be adjusted 
to better communicate the centrality of speculation in 
order to reduce the impact of inevitable unanticipated 
strategic options and to eliminate functions that create 
unnecessary and unrealistic closure.

Recommendations
By way of conclusion, the HFP offers seven practical 
recommendations to ECOWAS on how it may improve its 
strategic capacities to maintain relevance and cope with 
the complex challenges of the future:

1.  Prioritise and integrate planning within and across 
all departments

2.  Extend planning timeframes and strategic horizons

3.  Establish a horizon-scanning unit to speculate 
systematically on future crises drivers and responses

4.  Harness distributed intelligence networks to early 
warning

5.  Make use of online collaborative networks, 
including academic, NGO and scientific 
communities

6.  Evaluate ECOWAS’ comparative advantage as a 
humanitarian organisation

7.  Conduct self-assessment of ECOWAS needs 
and capacities for future crisis prevention and 
management
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Since early 2008, the Humanitarian Futures Programme 
at King’s College London has been working in 
collaboration with the ECOWAS Commission in order 
to assess and enhance the latter’s long-term planning 
capacity. The project’s futures-oriented focus is directed 
towards relating ECOWAS’ emerging commitment to 
disaster risk reduction (DRR) within the context of its 
conflict prevention mandate. This comes at a crucial 
time for ECOWAS as it undergoes major expansion and 
restructuring to face the complex challenges of West 
Africa’s future and to demonstrate its own ongoing value 
in a rapidly changing international context. Whereas in 
the recent past ECOWAS has successfully adapted itself 
from promoting economic integration to promoting and 
enforcing regional security, it now faces the challenge of 
moving from ad hoc conflict and crisis ‘fire-fighting’ to 
strategic conflict prevention and disaster management. 
Whereas ECOWAS was once concerned with responding 
to the humanitarian crises that recurrent armed conflict 
generated, strategic policies like the ECOWAS Conflict 
Prevention Framework and the Policy for Disaster Risk 
Reduction demonstrate a strategic understanding of 
how humanitarian crises, or chronic threats to human 
security, generate violent conflict and are increasingly 
likely to do so in the future. 

The aim of this report is to present some preliminary 
findings as to the institutional challenges that ECOWAS 
as an inter-governmental organisation (IGO) will 
face in addressing these challenges of future conflict 
and humanitarian crises. The drivers of such crises 
have been analysed and presented in far greater depth 
elsewhere within the project while HFP’s collaboration 
with regional scientists aims to broker networks that 
may provide robust assessments of and some solutions 
to such future crises.1 As with the rest of the project, 
this report responds specifically to Component 13 
of the ECPF,2 on Humanitarian Assistance, and its 
undertakings to: build up capacities for humanitarian 
strategic planning; enhance the capacity of the Early 
Warning System to relate political, socio-economic and 
geophysical trends to humanitarian crisis propensities; 
and to mainstream humanitarian crisis prevention, 
preparedness and response activities into the ECOWAS 
peace and security architecture.3 It also responds 
explicitly to the Policy for DRR’s prioritisation of 
expanding, coordinating and harmonising ECOWAS early 
warning systems to incorporate humanitarian issues.4

Research for this report was conducted between 
September and December 2008, and consisted primarily 
of structured interviews with several dozen subjects 
with deep experience of ECOWAS, including officials 
of the Commission and specialised agencies, civil 

society activists, scientists and academics, diplomats 
and representatives of member state governments, 
including disaster management organisations. Interviews 
were designed and analysed in association with the 
Complexity Research Group at the London School 
of Economics. They were conducted confidentially to 
encourage openness and analysed anonymously by a 
team to reduce researcher bias. The report also draws 
upon research conducted separately within the project 
on Crisis Drivers in West Africa’s Future and upon the 
HFP’s five years of research and practice on institutional 
challenges and responses to future humanitarian crises. 

The report begins with an assessment of the 
organisational challenges that IGOs are likely to face in 
the future – ranging from shifts in demography and 
technology that empower transnational, diaspora and 
online constituencies to shifts in the global, continental 
and regional balance of power – and how they can 
find coherence and value within this complexity. It 
then presents an overview of the specific inter-related 
humanitarian and conflict challenges that the sub-region 
is likely to face in the next twenty years and makes an 
interim assessment of the capacity of ECOWAS to manage 
such potential crises in the longer term based upon the 
views of ECOWAS insiders. 

The final part presents HFP’s perspectives on how 
ECOWAS may develop its capacities to recognise and 
adapt to the challenges of the future by embracing 
planning, systematic speculation and inter-disciplinary 
methodologies. A series of recommendations 
demonstrate how ECOWAS can practically apply 
strategic planning and speculative analysis and 
harness distributed intelligence and online networks 
as fundamental components of its restructuring and 
expansion programme. The emphasis is on adapting the 
institutional and analytical culture of ECOWAS rather 
than any fundamental shift in its organisational structure. 

Introduction
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The major challenge for an inter-governmental 
organisation [IGO] in the foreseeable future is relevance. 
That relevance will in many instances be measured 
by the ways that an IGO deals with new forms of 
complexity – complexity that increasingly will affect not 
only the process and procedures of conventional IGOs, 
but also their very core objectives. In the context of this 
report, relevance and complexity come together at the 
intersection of longer-term disaster risk reduction [DRR] 
and conflict prevention. 

In pointing to new forms of complexity, one is not 
suggesting in any sense that complexity, per se, has not 
been inherent in the roles and responsibilities of IGOs 
since they became pillars of international relations over a 
century ago. Nevertheless one must acknowledge that the 
dimensions and dynamics of complexity have increased 
exponentially, and that 

…in coming decades our resource and environmental 
problems will become progressively harder to solve; our 
companies, organisations and societies will therefore have 
to become steadily more complex to produce good solutions; 
and the solutions they produce – whether technological or 
institutional – will have to be more complex too.5

One of the pivotal considerations for all state-based 
IGOs, be they the United Nations, the African Union, 
the Bretton Woods Institutions or ECOWAS, is that 
conventional authority structures and the means by 
which authority is projected are becoming less certain 
and more fluid. In various ways the face of diplomacy 
– factors that drive it and determine its process and 
outcomes – are also changing. The reasons for these 
conclusions are many, but certainly demographic 
dispersion, “on line” cultures and systems complexity 
serve at least as examples of factors that will both affect 
the roles of IGOs.

These examples of factors affecting the future will also 
have a direct bearing on the interconnection between 
longer-term disaster risk reduction and conflict 
prevention. Both will require capacities to anticipate 
new forms of hazards and threats and to understand 
their emerging inter-relationships. Towards that end, 
both will require systems that are able to work with 
conventional and unconventional networks of influence, 
and to work with these admix of networks to promote 
“greater awareness of the nature of risks we face, with 
a fresh understanding of how international politics is 
changing.”6

Dimensions of complexity
Fundamental transformations are occurring at an 
extraordinary pace, and as has been noted, “The closer 
you move towards an endgame, the more pieces 
flood the board, as groups mobilise to advance their 
interests”.7 The “pieces” hint at myriad permutations, 
but perhaps three examples – noted earlier – give at least 
some inkling of the types of challenges which emerging 
levels of complexity pose for conventional governance 
structures, including IGOs. As will be evident, they all 
are inter-related but all have different dimensions, and 
in various ways impact upon DRR, conflict and conflict 
prevention.

Demographic dispersion. 
ECOWAS sees itself becoming an organisation of the 
peoples of the region and not states. Bearing that 
aspiration in mind, ECOWAS as well as all regional IGOs 
needs to ask what constitutes in this sense “peoples.” As 
populations emigrate from one country to another, the 
flows of transactions between “Diaspora” and their home 
countries directly impacts upon resource flows as well 
as social and political attitudes which in various ways 
limits the ability of conventional governance institutions 
to control. In a related vein, as a growing number of 
studies are suggesting, the ability of such institutions 
to have direct influence over the favela environment of 
more and more urban conurbations – filled with people 
moving from rural areas – also reflects the limits that 
demographic dispersion has upon the authority and 
power of conventional governance institutions.8

For IGOs, as well as the states which they are generally 
intended to serve, demographic trends pose the very 
practical issue of what is the nature of “region.” Is it 
merely a geographic construct in which boundaries 
generally define region? Is it the totality of peoples 
– wherever they might be – whose affiliation and 
allegiances as well as remittance flows determine the 
basis of region?9

On-line communities. 
The impact of the Internet upon innovation, advocacy, 
policy formulation and even fund-raising is a further 
demonstration that “on line collaboration” poses a major 
challenge to conventional institutions of governance. 
Examples of this phenomenon abound under a variety 
of headings such as “opensourcing”, “crowdsourcing” 
and even “crowdfunding,” but despite the seeming 
frivolousness of the headings, one would be unwise 
to minimise their seriousness and potential impacts. 
These “crowds” are unlikely to be the unruly and 
uninformed bunch which the word invokes. More likely 
they will be virtual interest publics, organized through 

Organisational Challenges for IGOs in the Future
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new ICTs, caring about issues of consequence, such 
as environmental policy, child safety and government 
malfeasance. As virtual interest publics, these “crowds” 
are deliberative players in the public sphere, and 
should be able to demand accountability from public 
institutions.10  

In this context, the challenge for the IGO is to 
understand how and who sets agendas not only within 
member-states but trans-nationally; and similar to the 
consequences of demographic dispersion, to understand 
how best to engage.

Systems complexity. 
“Nature is richer, more unexpected and more complex 
than had been imagined at the beginning of the 
twentieth century.”11 In so saying, when it comes to 
identifying factors that help explain, let alone, anticipate 
social, economic and political phenomena, the analyst 
is normally confronted with an overwhelming number 
of interdependent and inter-related factors. For this 
reason most standard organisations spend a considerable 
amount of time screening out what are perceived as 
“irrelevant” factors, based normally not on the relevance 
of such factors but upon the organisation’s capacity to 
recognise their significance. This screening method is 
particularly common in organisations that are highly 
compartmentalised, or, in other words, where sub-
components of the organisation, eg, departments, units, 
undertake tasks and functions in relative isolation.

Complexity in the international system
In these contexts, the ability of conventional governance 
structures such as IGOs to fulfil the mandates of their 
members will have to come to terms with no less a 
transformation than the very changing nature of the 
global construct, itself. For more than three centuries, 
the global order had seemingly been dominated by 
Western hegemonic systems that dominated not only 
the economy and institutional structures of the world, 
but also infiltrated in many ways the cultures, values and 
priorities of the global community. This hegemonic past 
is being transformed into what one could describe as 
fluid multi-polarity, or, blocs of states around the world, 
each with common or contending issue-based interests. 

Fluid multipolarity. The importance of fluid multi-polarity 
is that states’ contending and complementary interests 
are reflected in the alliances and relationships which 
they will make in the future with states and interest 
groups across continents. It is, for example, more 
than a probability that China’s interests for agro as 
well as energy sources in various states on the African 
continent will be a major factor in the ability of 
African states, themselves, and their representative 
regional organisations such as ECOWAS to be the sole 
determinants of their actions. This perspective is not 
new, but for institutions such as IGOs it is an additional 

level of complexity when trying to promote and serve 
the common interests of a regionally specific set of state 
actors.

Economic interdependence. 
Similarly the economic crisis which at present 
circumscribes the globe also presents a factor that will 
affect the ability of regionally-based IGOs to control 
economic regimes. There is every reason to anticipate 
that an emerging regulatory system will encompass a far 
wider, more complex and intricate set of issues which 
will be determined through processes that will directly 
impact upon regions and regional organisations, but will 
not readily accommodate regional needs.

Within ECOWAS there will, as ever, be the necessity to 
balance the interests of the whole against the interests 
of the constituents but this will become far more 
pressing as ECOWAS pursues the substantive economic 
integration that it was founded for. Creating a functional 
internal market in West Africa will mark a revolutionary 
shift in the sub-region’s economic structure from export 
orientation toward complex production and supply 
mechanisms for far more than just raw materials. The 
transition from eight currencies to a regional common 
currency and from national to regional customs and 
trade regime will ultimately simplify ECOWAS’ external 
economic environment but the process of reaching 
these ends over the next decades and of regulating these 
institutions through a balance of member state interests 
will require increasingly subtle internal mechanisms. The 
consequences of failure of these institutions if they are 
not sensitively managed will accordingly be far greater. 

REC succession. 
Moreover, ECOWAS will not operate in a static context 
continentally and there is considerable tension 
between its achievements and those of surrounding 
and overlapping regions. While ECOWAS is today a 
designated regional economic community that the 
limited capacity African Union defers to within West 
Africa, it is implicit within the AU’s mandate that it 
should eventually absorb ECOWAS and many of its 
political and economic IGO functions. At present, 
ECOWAS can make a strong case for providing better 
value as an IGO than the AU but this may not remain 
the case as the AU develops and integrates. As an 
intermediary level IGO it may eventually become among 
the most superfluous levels of governance. Similarly, 
within ECOWAS, tensions within and with UEMOA 
must be navigated as that bloc is absorbed into ECOWAS 
structures. The CEN-SAD challenge must also be faced as 
an alternative, larger REC aspiring to trade and customs 
unions now incorporates all of mainland ECOWAS.

Agenda-setting and hegemony. 
Inequalities between size and capacities of member 
states is nothing new to ECOWAS and is unlikely to 
disappear in the future. Nigeria, with more than half 
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the sub-regional population and economy, has always 
been magnanimous in sharing influence with its far 
smaller neighbours even while it provides the lion’s 
share of ECOWAS’ budget and operational resources. A 
future in which Nigeria either sought a more hegemonic 
influence over sub-regional policy or lost commitment 
or even withdrew from ECOWAS would present very 
different challenges to regional unity and management. 
Conversely, the rise in influence of any other member 
state or coalition of states within ECOWAS or across 
its borders could present a major challenge for the 
management of internal politics. 

State fragility. 
From the alternative perspective, many member 
states or regions within states are likely to remain 
characterised by great fragility and to become more 
peripheral to the global political-economy, especially 
if ECOWAS integration does not proceed as envisaged. 
IGO integration typically proceeds at differential speeds 
and those states or regions at the periphery may become 
more vulnerable to breakdowns over time. This may even 
occur in a ‘topographical’ sense, with processes like rapid 
urbanisation or environmental change producing failures 
of political or economic structures within otherwise 
functional states and regions.12 Managing the world’s 
poorest region and the most vulnerable to climatic, 
environmental and social change, ECOWAS is likely to be 
more exposed to such pressures than any other IGO this 
century. 

Coherence in complexity
The myriad dimensions of complexity which policy 
and decision-makers will increasingly have to face pose 
a fundamental challenge to IGOs. There are clearly 
emerging issues – affecting all aspects of the human 
endeavour – which will go well beyond individual 
state capacities to address and which are increasingly 
transnational in character. The IGO of the future will 
enhance its value to its members by focussing upon a 
least four priorities: 

restructuring the problem framework. 
“Once we feel as if we have the ‘answer’, all motivation 
to question our thinking disappears.”13 With that 
warning in mind, a key role of the IGO of the future will 
be to help its members reconfigure the way that they as a 
collectivity have framed the issue or the problematic under 
focus. This means that the IGO, to serve its members, 
will have to foster new ways of thinking and, hence, new 
ways not only of organising its thinking processes but 
also of configuring the problem, itself;

prioritising futures perspectives. 
The future is now. The complexities that we will have to 
face in the future in many respects require our attention 
to plan in the present for what might be. Forecasting 

and prediction, however, should not be regarded as the 
objectives of prioritising futures perspectives. Prioritising 
thinking about the future now is to recognise that the 
complexities that will determine the future are already 
beginning to change the world which we think we 
know. The organisation of the future is one which will 
adopt this perspective, and in the context of an IGO one 
which will be able to demonstrate possible alternative 
futures in a wider regional and global context to its 
members; 

alternative planning perspectives. 
Most planning processes lack the perspective and scope 
needed to anticipate rapid change and complexity. The 
reasons for this, as already suggested earlier, involve 
a mixture of psychological and institutional factors 
as well as all those difficulties involved in reconciling 
contending and internal interests. The IGO of the future 
needs to promote longer-term planning not only to 
garner the capacities of its members towards a common 
vision, but also to create greater coherence by taking 
issues beyond the immediately contentious.14 

advocacy. 
Futures perspectives contain messages about possible 
threats and opportunities. The role of an IGO in the 
future will be to use the resources that stem from a wide 
range of networks to which it has access, eg, on-line 
communities, as well as its members to promote ways to 
address future challenges. The inter-relationship between 
prioritising futures perspectives, planning and advocacy 
is clear, but the consequences of this inter-relationship 
will have little impact unless efforts are made to make 
the vision more explicit and accessible.

experimentation. 
IGO resources available to undertake research are 
generally limited, and while there are a number of IGOs 
that do so [eg, UN agencies], most rely on a wide range 
of private and public research institutes at the state level. 
Nevertheless, most IGOs have considerable convening 
power and the ability to formulate issues for discussion 
and development. These two attributes should enable the 
IGO to extend itself into the realm of “experimentation,” 
where new approaches and transnational policies for 
dealing with disaster risk reduction, conflict prevention, 
water scarcity and a host of other challenges can be 
explored and promoted.15
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The institutional challenge for ECOWAS as an IGO in 
the coming decades is underlined by the enormous 
humanitarian challenges that its geography and 
demography are likely to generate. West Africa may be 
at the margins of the global economy and ECOWAS may 
have weak capacity in relation to many other IGOs but 
the West Africa region will be closer to the sharp end 
of global change this century than any other region. 
Technological adaptation and vulnerability may be more 
acute in more economically developed regions, but it is 
in Africa that the fundamental bases of human security 
are changing most rapidly.

Demographic change and urbanisation. 
West Africa today has arguably the fastest growing 
population and the most rapid rate of urbanisation in the 
world, with these pressures barely expected to moderate 
before the 2030s. Not only will this place enormous 
pressure on an already stressed physical environment 
but will also perpetuate the youth bulge that the region 
has thus far been largely unable to harness to productive 
employment. Urbanisation and migration represent 
considerable opportunities as well as challenges for West 
African societal, political and economic transformation 
but it is likely to be decades before urban infrastructure 
catches up with the population boom to increase per 
capita living standards. 

Climatic and environmental change. 
Climate change is expected to occur faster in West 
Africa than any other populous region, its consequences 
magnified by the already marginal environment for 
human and agricultural productivity. The effects 
of warming and drying are predicted to hit worst 
the western Sahel, already the most vulnerable part 
of a highly vulnerable sub-region. Coupled with 
demographic pressure on agricultural land, water and 
forest resources, there will be increasing environmentally 
motivated mass migration southward and to cities in the 
near future. While the coastal fringe is less vulnerable to 
warming and drying trends, its freshwater resources are 
increasingly under pressure from demand and pollutants 
and its land is already largely settled and developed. 
Everywhere, agriculture will come under pressure from 
rising temperatures and the shortening of the monsoon 
rains growing season. The concentration of population 
in low-lying coastal cities creates a peculiar level of 
vulnerability to sea level rise as well as to the social 
impact of price fluctuations for imported goods like food 
and fuel. 

Violence and the state. 
A further challenge for ECOWAS crisis and conflict 
prevention is likely to arise from the increasing 
redundancy of the state not just as the level of conflict 
management but as the focus of violent conflict. West 
Africa was a case study in the post-Cold War world of 
how conflict shifted from the inter-state to intra-state 
level and became harder to manage in the process. 
Nevertheless, monitoring and response mechanisms at 
the state and sub-regional levels have been pioneered 
with some success within ECOWAS. In the current 
century, while intra-state violence is unlikely to 
disappear, three types of state-disinterested violence are 
emergent and are likely to condition the importance of 
regional responses.

1.  Intra-state criminal violence. Criminal groups are 
concerned with limiting the capacity of the state to 
interfere in their economic activities. They are rarely 
interested in challenging the state outright, though 
they will attempt to subvert its institutions and may 
reduce to little more than a façade. They thrive at the 
margins, often across borders, where government 
interference is most limited. Consequently, state 
interest in tackling powerful groups that do not 
directly challenge state authority may be limited. 
In some cases, criminal groups including vigilantes 
may become allied but not subordinate to the state 
as proxies for its projection of influence in hard to 
regulate areas, including ‘favelas’. 

2.  Inter-state communal violence. The focus of  
managing communal violence has traditionally been 
at the intra-state level, reflecting the struggle within 
many African states to capture patronage resources 
via control of state institutions. Yet communal 
violence may also occur across state frontiers, even 
where the states concerned actively discourage it. To 
some extent this is a corollary of increased pressure 
on local land and water resources, to others it is 
a corollary of changes in anticipated migration 
patterns. Both factors will increase over time and 
stimulate the requirement for multilateral as well as 
bilateral regulation. 

3.  Transnational ideological violence. The 
development of radical transnational ideologies 
and strategies of violence delinked from the state 
is nothing new to the world but has so far had 
very limited impact in West Africa. These may be 
organised according to political, religious, ethnic or 
any other allegiance but their importance is likely to 

Specific Inter-related Humanitarian and Conflict 
Challenges in West Africa
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lie in advocacy of global or at least regional societal 
transformation, something that the state will find 
difficult to negotiate or negate on its own terms. 

The importance of uncertainty. 
In terms of conflict and humanitarian management, 
ECOWAS is crossing a rubicon in the early 21st century. 
In transforming its agenda from economic integration 
towards regional security in the 1990s, ECOWAS acted 
reactively to the question of how to prevent violent 
conflict from generating humanitarian crises among 
the wider population. Conflict and humanitarian 
disasters were treated as essentially anomalous situations 
generated by the sub-region’s political and economic 
shortcomings in a context of post-colonial or neo-
colonial transformation. With the end of the 1989–2003 
regional wars, ECOWAS is confronted with the inverse 
logic of how to act proactively to prevent humanitarian 
disasters from generating violent conflict. Complex 
transformations of the sub-region’s human and 
physical geography mean that its context is increasingly 
characterised by humanitarian ‘crisis’ or ‘natural’ disaster 
as the norm not the exception. 

This is by no means a situation unique to West Africa 
but, due to the dynamic factors cited above, application 
of the ‘everyday disaster’ scenario is likely to be more 
pertinent there than in other regions. Societal and 
environmental changes generate an increasing certainty 
of humanitarian crisis while innovations such as the 
zonal, sub-regional and continental conflict early 
warning systems provide an ever greater capacity to 
identify crisis situations as they emerge. However, this 
is not the same as predicting what the consequences 
of those crises will be. This is particularly true when 
considering the local origins of global crises versus the 
global origins of local crises. The former is indicative of 
a traditional, reactive containment strategy, attempting 
to impede the ripple or domino effects of a clear but 
geographically circumscribed disaster. The latter is more 
proactive and necessarily speculative, recognising that 
many crisis drivers are inherently global in their origins 
and impacts, though these may be asymmetrically 
distributed. Examples are anthropogenic climate 
change and sea level rise, pandemic disease, or shifts in 
international commodity prices. 

The 2008 food price crisis provides a case in point 
of the complex origins and effects of global crisis felt 
most intensely in West Africa. Here factors included 
boom in demand for crops and factor inputs among 
emerging markets in Asia, chronic drought in Australian 
surplus producing regions, the war-induced spike 
in oil costs affecting production, transportation and 
fiscal inducements to switch to biofuel production 
in major cereal producing states, attempts to contain 
climate change via offsetting hydrocarbon usage, an 
unprecedented speculative bubble in the marketplace, 
and shifts in food consumption trends within West Africa 

as a result of the rural-urban dynamic. Clearly, a narrow 
focus on developments within ECOWAS – where harvests 
and headline per capita macroeconomic growth were 
generally strong in 2007–08 – would have struggled to 
predict the causes and consequences of the food price 
surge. 

In much broader terms, increase in the types and 
degree of risk in complex societies inherently escalates 
the uncertainty of associated outcomes. As much as 
an organisation may attempt to capture and analyse 
the full range of crisis drivers, technology and the 
dynamic inter-relation of variables will change more 
quickly. An effective organisation therefore has to be 
able to understand the limits to its knowledge, the 
critical uncertainties to which it is subject. Climate 
change is a prime example of complex variables whose 
feedback mechanisms are not yet well understood 
despite the capacity to make projections within certain 
parameters. Epidemic or pandemic disease and its 
effects, as witnessed with bird and swine flus, is another 
contemporary example, while the consequences 
of sequential collapse of electronic systems in 
communication-dependent economies have yet to be 
fully experienced. Revolutions in warfare associated with 
the development and proliferation of nuclear weapons, 
or conversely the popularisation of suicide bombing as 
an effective asymmetric tactic, are further examples of 
how quickly received certainties can be over-turned. 
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During research for this report and as part of its wider 
engagement with ECOWAS, the HFP was able to conduct 
anonymous structured interviews with several dozen 
experts with deep experience of ECOWAS, either as 
officials of the Commission and specialised agencies or 
as representatives of civil society, academia or member 
state government bodies regularly engaged with it. 
Analysis of those interviews has been used here to make 
an interim assessment of the capacity of ECOWAS to 
manage crises and conflict in the long-term, meaning 
beyond ten years. 

Strengths
Four primary strengths were identified by numerous 
respondents in relation to ECOWAS’ ability to manage 
crises as it looks to the longer term.

Adaptation and Innovation. 
IGOs are notoriously unwieldy entities, famed for their 
rigid mandates and operating procedures, hamstrung by 
differences between their member-states. Yet ECOWAS 
has to a significant extent avoided these pitfalls over the 
last twenty years, recognised that it could not manage 
economic integration without first managing peace 
and security and reoriented its resources to provide for 
this. The rapid development of ECOMOG in the 1990s 
and the steady subsequent development of a rapid 
response Standby Force are citable examples of ECOWAS 
adaptation, while the Peace and Security Council and 
the Council of the Wise are examples of how ECOWAS 
has innovated with the resources available to it. Where 
ECOWAS has led by example, the AU and other RECs 
have often followed. Moreover, the rapid expansion of 
the new Commission means that ECOWAS is currently 
an organisation in flux, relatively open to bureaucratic 
adaptation as it fits itself to new roles. 

Openness to civil society. 
One of the fields in which ECOWAS has innovated has 
been its engagement with civil society groups. In part 
this reflects a lack of capacity within ECOWAS’ very small 
Commission and its reliance on external partners. In part 
it reflects a genuine commitment to engage with and 
learn from West African civil society groups with niche 
expertise and to facilitate regional knowledge networks 
that will benefit ECOWAS. The structured linkage with 
civil society networks for conflict early warning is perhaps 
the best example. Certainly this engagement is far from 
perfect – academic and scientific expertise, for example, 
remain largely untapped resources – but regional civil 
society groups believe that ECOWAS is far more open to 
their engagement than most comparable IGOs. 

Crisis Response. 
ECOWAS capacity has been most effective in crisis 
response, especially in terms of conflict containment. 
ECOMOG deployed repeatedly at short notice between 
1990 and 2003 and was notably ahead of the UN in 
getting troops on the ground in Sierra Leone, Liberia 
and Côte d’Ivoire. Where serious violent conflict has not 
yet broken out, ECOWAS is seen to have been effective 
in mediating political solutions that avoid conflict 
escalation, whether through the good offices of the 
President, the Chairman or their Special Representatives. 
Unlike some other African regions, ECOWAS relies little 
on external mediators and is adept at ‘fire-fighting’ 
where the smoke of conflict is already visible. The 
ECOWAS Standby Force and the Emergency Response 
Team represent the formalisation of this capacity in 
conflict and humanitarian contexts. 

Conflict Prevention and Crisis Early Warning. 
Moving beyond a simple fire-fighting role, ECOWAS 
has become steadily more effective in developing 
its conflict early warning and prevention capacities. 
The Early Warning System has developed slowly and 
with very limited human resources but has gradually 
extended its coverage on the ground and the range of 
indices it is able to cover. The collection of data is still 
very much concerned with what has already occurred 
but there is a will on the part of the analytical team to 
assess that data more in terms of its implications for the 
future, if still in the near term. The Conflict Prevention 
Framework is a crucial innovation in addressing the long 
term structural causes of conflict, as is the Protocol on 
Democracy and Good Governance. The Policy for DRR 
has begun to extend this structural underpinning of 
human security to the humanitarian sector and a range 
of other policies as well as the development of strategic 
planning and research and data collection capacities bear 
witness to ECOWAS efforts to mitigate crisis through 
implementation of long term policies and capacity 
building. 

Weaknesses
Four main weaknesses were further identified by HFP 
respondents in relation to ECOWAS’ ability to manage 
crisis, especially in its broader humanitarian context and 
beyond the near term. 

Short-termism. 
The corollary to ECOWAS’ relative success in conflict 
containment and response is that its agenda is frequently 
driven by the short term, by contingency and by the 
emergence of crisis. In short, it is seen to be effective 
precisely because its operating procedures depend on 

ECOWAS Capacity: an Interim Assessment
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the emergence of clear crises that it can then respond to. 
Because the West Africa region is so vulnerable to crises, 
whether political, economic, violent or environmental, 
the ECOWAS agenda is forever captured by the necessity 
to divert resources to manage crises that have already 
occurred. There is virtually no time or resources left over 
to prepare for or manage crises, potentially of greater 
magnitude, that may be developing in the longer term. 

Sovereignty constraints. 
An impediment to this kind of long-term thinking 
and implementing is the frequent collision of member 
state and ECOWAS interests. As much as ECOWAS talks 
up its growing supranational role and its movement 
to an ECOWAS of the Peoples, it is currently a strongly 
member state-driven organisation. This means that 
member states of all sizes retain strong powers to 
prevent ECOWAS operationalising conflict prevention 
mechanisms when these are inconvenient or 
embarrassing so long as a full blown crisis is avoided. 
ECOWAS has subtly developed its behind the scenes 
influence, including via the Council of the Wise, but 
sovereignty constraints continue to impede severely its 
ability to be proactive let alone interventionist about 
conflict prevention and reinforce the fire-fighting role. 

Compartmentalisation. 
The shift from Secretariat to Commission structure is 
clearly part of a long term strategy to expand ECOWAS’ 
capacity and the range of functions it is able to exercise. 
However, in the shorter term, the human resource 
deficits of the Commission structure remain glaring, 
tend to increase dependence on external financers, 
and increase the problem of compartmentalisation of 
expertise and resources. The creation of specialised 
agencies outside of Abuja may also contribute to this 
bureaucratic compartmentalisation. The separation of 
humanitarian affairs from political affairs and security is 
perhaps the most glaring example of this and risks the 
development of non-complementary policy responses 
at the crucial interstices of conflict prevention and DRR. 
Certainly, the Department of Humanitarian and Social 
Affairs has made efforts to promote inter-departmental 
coordination through its committee structures but there 
remain the sometimes divergent interests of multiple 
directors and commissioners across the Commission. 
Similarly, the Early Warning System has made efforts to 
embed its data collection and analysis across departments 
to benefit from their expertise but the contemporary 
reality is that it is primarily a tool of its home 
commission, dealing in political affairs and regional 
security. 

Humanitarian capacity. 
Finally, there is the question of what value ECOWAS can 
and does really add to humanitarian crisis management 
given its extremely weak capacity in this regard. This 
is to some extent a question also of the member states, 

which almost all possess minimal humanitarian response 
capacities when compared to big IGOs like the UN, 
most donor governments, or even international NGOs. 
There is an important role that ECOWAS can and has 
already begun to play in mobilising and coordinating 
the disaster management capacities of the member states. 
However, several respondents doubted the value add of 
the ECOWAS Emergency Response Team (EERT) given 
the paucity of resources within member states. Resources 
that do exist tend to be concentrated in the military or 
paramilitary organisations, questioning the decision to 
develop the EERT outside of the Standby Force structure. 
With these issues in mind, there would seem to be a 
case for ECOWAS focusing on the strategic planning and 
collaboration aspects of DRR rather than attempting to 
develop its own crisis response capacities. 

Opportunities and challenges 
The opportunities available to ECOWAS as a strategic 
conflict and crisis management organisation, and the 
threats that challenge this role, derive directly from the 
Community’s main strengths and weaknesses. ECOWAS is 
at a critical juncture at which it risks becoming a victim 
of its own success in adapting itself to the contingent 
challenges of the 1990s. It has proved itself as a crisis 
responder, generating robust political/diplomatic and 
military interventions wherever violent conflict has 
threatened regional security. That these interventions 
have been increasingly successful at the diplomatic 
or pre-military stage demonstrates the growing 
effectiveness of the conflict prevention and early warning 
framework. Yet sovereignty and resource constraints 
mean that it is still extremely difficult to make any sort 
of intervention before a crisis is seen to risk escalation 
into violent conflict. Thus, as much as ECOWAS has not 
rested on its laurels in developing long term policies like 
the ECPF and Policy for DRR, it does risk being defined 
by its successes in crisis response unless such policies can 
be implemented effectively and proactively, both within 
the Commission and the member states. 

The paradox of ECOWAS – an organisation established 
for long-term economic integration successfully 
reoriented to the immediate needs of security 
management – reinforces itself via perception and 
resource mobilisation. The perception that West Africa 
needs to deal with imminent security and humanitarian 
threats before it can tackle long-term integration has 
become entrenched despite evidence this decade that it 
is the structural causes of crises, including future crises, 
that need to be tackled and emerging experience that 
ECOWAS can progress with integration even in a context 
of recurrent crises. 

Thus, donor funding is concentrated in the area of peace 
and security, especially conflict response or imminent 
crisis warning, reinforcing the perception externally 
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and internally that this is ECOWAS’ key role. From a 
resource mobilisation perspective, this encourages 
the phenomenon, well known in the humanitarian 
community, of permitting crisis drivers to generate to 
the point where a perceived crisis makes an expensive 
intervention inevitable. It also tends to reinforce the 
sovereignty constraints on early intervention. The 
opportunity for ECOWAS may lie in rejecting external 

agenda-setting in recognition that the Community is 
something like 80% self-financing16 and increasingly 
capable of setting and managing its own agenda. 

The following section provides some perspectives on 
how IGOs like ECOWAS can develop their organisational 
structure to prepare for the challenges of the future. 

As ECOWAS prepares for the future
The role and functions of IGOs will have to adapt to 
various transformations in their operating environments 
and in their assumptions about the hierarchical 
structures that have traditionally defined their authority. 
With this in mind, ECOWAS, as will all other IGOs, will 
have to develop an organisational capacity responsive to 
rapid change and complexity. In this case organisational 
structure, per se, is less an issue than are the dynamics of 
organisations. From that perspective, an effective IGO 
of the future will have to reflect at least five essential 
characteristics. 

[i]   Planning as a priority. All too often in modern 
organisations, the planning function is regarded 
as secondary to what are perceived as more 
implementation-oriented functions. Planning, too, 
is frequently and wrongly deemed a luxury, and 
long-term planning particularly so. In that context 
it is interesting to note that sections designed to 
think creatively and innovate within organisations 
are all too often the first for the axe when economic 
times become hard. In effect, planning as a central 
function is vital for organisational adaptation, 
although the centrality of planning still does not 
ensure more effective planning. 

[ii] Expanded planning time-frame. Two to three 
years is long-range planning for most governments, 
although so-called “blue-skies thinking” can look 
at issues for much longer periods. The problem for 
many planners is that they assume that a plan must 
reflect relatively firm and fixed steps for a defined 
period of time. However, the key for planners in a 
time of intense uncertainty is to understand that the 
only way to prepare for the short-term is to have 
some sense of probable future alternatives that set 
boundaries for possible change. 

[iii] Speculation as a main-line activity. The US 
Under-Secretary for Science and Technology at 
the Department of Homeland Security, Charles 
McQueary, noted soon after his appointment that 

“it’s easy to look back and say we could have done 
this or that, but the fact is we weren’t thinking 
that way.” Those who were not thinking that way 
were policy planners and decision-makers, for the 
probability of this sort of attack was evident to 
many. The problem is that speculative research or 
blue-skies thinking are activities relegated to “think 
tanks” or frequently to non-main stream sections 
within conventional organisations. The implication 
is frequently that there is little use in pursuing a 
matter about which one cannot be certain. It is clear 
that such insistence on certainty reflects a form of 
mind-closure. Speculation, like planning itself, will 
have to gain greater respectability if an organisation 
is to be truly adaptive;

[iv] Cross-systems organisations. “Exploration 
competencies”, or, the ability to harvest ideas 
and expertise from a wide array of sources, is 
vital for staying on top of innovations and their 
implications. Adaptive organisations will need to 
develop open information and communication 
linkages with new types of partners, institutionally 
[eg, commercial, non-governmental organisations] 
as well as geographically. They, too, will need to find 
ways to institute “a new kind of go-between” that 
will be responsible for ensuring the exchange and 
incorporation into planning processes of trends and 
innovative ideas.

 In this context, organisations may wish to look 
at recent business experiments with knowledge 
networks [KNs] and communities of practice 
[COPs]. The former and latter mesh based upon 
recognised needs to share information [“common 
ground”] in order to achieve common goals, 
purposes and objectives. KNs and COPs are non-
hierarchical, fluid, inter-active and – as opposed to 
many aspects of organisational behaviour – non-
judgmental. 
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[v] Promoting inter-disciplinary methodologies. 
The organisational gulfs between technical experts, 
policy makers and decision-makers are legion. 
It might be amusing when management – at 
headquarters or at field level – is teased for not 
understanding the implications of the “techies’ 
language.” Every effort at inter-disciplinary analysis 
faces the hardship of bringing to bear the full 
weight of relevant perspectives without over-
simplifying or diluting the contribution of each 
individual discipline. It is a test rarely satisfied 
completely, except perhaps in the planning and 
making of policy on matters that are principally 
technical in nature. All too often, though, even the 
concept of collaboration poses a difficult initial barrier. 

The art of systematic speculation. 
Planners and policy-makers are inhibited in their 
efforts to plan for the longer-term because of their 
assumption that the future cannot be predicted. This 
attitude reflects in part the linear thinking that requires 
a precise understanding of cause and effect sequencing. 
It also reflects an inherent organisational resistance 
to ambiguity. And yet as a recent study of future 
consequences of climate change suggests, the only way 
to develop means to deal with the possible consequences 
of such change is to identify “a sequence of steps, each 
with associated uncertainties.” The first emissions of 
greenhouse gases and aerosols need to be specified, 
but so, too, will their dependence on unknown socio-
economic behaviour. These unknowns can be tackled by 
using scenarios designed to produce indicative rather 
than definitive analysis. 

The scenario – both as a concept and a practical planning 
device – accepts the value of relative probabilities. In 
other words, one accepts that definitive explanation will 
be less probable in attempting to understand the future 
and that one will have to accept the need to plan based 
on a set of compelling probabilities. Scenario planning is 
intended to help management “think outside the box”, 
or, to serve as “mind-shifting exercises”. And at the same 
time it is used to provide “high-level descriptions that 
help to clarify very long-term strategic direction, threats 
and opportunities.”17 

Essential institutional adjustments. 
None of the above can have overall value unless 
the consequence of such adjustments feeds into an 
organisation’s decision-making processes. All too often 
organisations are characterised by divisions between 
strategic planning, policy formulation and decision-
making. Such divisions frequently occur because of the 
perceived distinction between the immediate and the 
speculative and between the practical and the conceptual. 
These sorts of distinctions – though understandable – 
create the narrow prisms that dulls responsive capacities.

There are ways which, when incorporated with the 
three previous sets of proposals, can reduce the negative 
implications of these sharp structural divides:

[i] reduce the impact of unanticipated strategic 
options. Those responsible for strategic planning 
and policy formulation need to communicate 
regularly with decision-makers to ensure that “the 
future” fits into a pattern of events that will not 
come as a surprise. The inclination of decision-
makers working under extreme pressure is to 
discard issues and options with which they are not 
familiar. A way around this barrier is to introduce 
means by which senior decision-makers are 
regularly briefed on trends and their implications 
– in order to enhance familiarity and reduce the 
potential dissonance created by unanticipated 
analyses, options and proposals. In so saying, it 
is incumbent upon decision-makers to make it 
clear that speculation is a central function in the 
organisation and is central to the organisation’s 
survival

[ii] communicating the centrality of speculation. 
While in most organisations only a relatively few 
will be interested in becoming involved in “blue-
skies thinking,” an effective organisation in the 
future will be sure of two things. In the first place, 
it will be sure that all in the organisation know 
that long-range strategic analysis and planning 
are valued by the organisation, and that it is part 
of the organisation’s ethos. Secondly, it will find 
ways to foster that ethos, promoting for example 
knowledge networks and communities of practice. 
The centrality of speculation, broad-based networks 
and close liaison with decision-makers all underpin 
efforts to make planning a priority.

[iii] eliminate functions that create unnecessary 
closure. Organisations require decisions. They 
function least effectively in environments 
of ambiguity. Hence, the future will require 
organisations to be far more adept at handling 
uncertainty and far more willing to be 
administratively and programmatically more 
flexible. A starting point is to assess the various types 
and levels of pressures that determine why and 
when decisions are taken.

Unnecessary closure in this context is due to various 
factors. Inflexible budgeting procedures, disconnects 
between programme objectives and project targets 
and “bottom-line” driven determinants all restrict the 
organisation’s access to information or its willingness to 
deal with new or discrepant information. The obvious 
tension is between the need to make decisions and 
the need to understand the basis and context for those 
decisions.
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1. Prioritise and integrate planning   
Strategic planning is an essential function for 
organisational adaptation and ECOWAS must 
embrace it at all levels as it reorients itself from 
contingent crisis response towards sustainable 
economic and political development and 
integration. Adaptation is an inevitable and desirable 
feature of the future IGO but can only achieve 
coherence if pursued with a clear understanding of 
aims and obstacles in the long term. It is essential 
that this planning is conducted creatively within and 
across all relevant departments rather than being 
enforced top-down. 

2. Extend planning timeframes  
ECOWAS is currently working to a range of planning 
timeframes and there is much uncertainty within 
departments as to what is desirable. The new 
Strategic Planning Unit is working to coordinate 
planning and to extend the timeframe somewhat 
within a unified Strategic Plan. This is very welcome 
and ECOWAS should be encouraged to extend its 
strategic planning horizon forward at least ten 
years in order to meet the long-term challenges the 
region faces. 

3. Establish a horizon-scanning Future Crises Unit 
Just as the regional Early Warning System has 
prioritised collection and assessment of real time 
data on conflict and crisis drivers and their near 
term consequences, so ECOWAS should develop a 
dedicated unit to project data and think speculatively 
about challenges to regional human security in the 
much longer term. This should consider scenarios 
for events from well outside the sub-region and 
what their consequences might be within West 
Africa. It should consider not only political, social, 
economic and environmental change but also 
changes to the scientific and technological bases of 
society. HFP’s Beyond 2020 report provides an initial 
attempt at identifying these challenges. ECOWAS 
will benefit from internalising this process and 
producing its own rolling strategic assessment of 
future humanitarian challenges. 

4. Harness distributed intelligence networks to early 
warning  
The ECOWAS Warning and Response Network 
(ECOWARN) has made important progress in 
extending its intelligence network to member state 
and civil society partners but there is much still 
to be done in terms of harnessing the distributed 
intelligence within and outside the Commission. 
As ECOWAS expands its human capacity this means 
embedding early warning reporting in every 
department and specialised agency and utilising this 
distributed expertise for analysis of trends in the 

long as well as short term. It also means exploiting 
information technology and online communities 
to share information with the full range of regional 
expertise outside ECOWAS structures, including 
NGOs and the corporate sector. In that sense, 
ECOWAS could enhance its role by serving as an 
information hub.

5. Make use of online collaborative networks 
Harnessing interdisciplinary methodologies 
means not only accessing expertise but developing 
intermediary bodies to interpret different types of 
knowledge and analysis. ECOWAS is considering 
in this context the creation of a Futures Group 
consisting of key scientists in the region as part 
of an actual as well as an online resource to assist 
ECOWAS to better understand the complexity of 
future crises and response mechanisms. 

6. Evaluate ECOWAS’ comparative advantage as a 
humanitarian organisation  
ECOWAS has proved itself effective as a regional 
peace and security provider and retains great 
potential in its core role as a regional economic 
community. It is currently less clear whether it has a 
comparative advantage as a humanitarian response 
organisation. Ongoing recruitment has potential to 
increase ECOWAS humanitarian response capabilities 
but, given severe resource constraints, it may be 
desirable to concentrate on development of such 
capacities at the member state or continental level. 
Humanitarianism is a relatively crowded field for 
IGOs and enhanced multi-level collaboration with 
member states, the AU, international NGOs and 
UN agencies may be the most effective strategy for 
ECOWAS. Conversely, there is a clear requirement 
for regional leadership on DRR. No organisation is 
better placed in the region than ECOWAS to make 
a strategic assessment of future threats to human 
security or to facilitate collaboration among partner 
organisations with the capacity to prepare and 
respond effectively.  

7. Survey within ECOWAS on future challenges 
The HFP was able to make a partial and preliminary 
assessment of ECOWAS’ institutional capacity. Its 
research found an enormous amount of expertise at 
all levels of the organisation and strong ideas about 
how ECOWAS should pursue its ongoing reforms and 
restructuring to meet the challenges of the future. 
ECOWAS can continue this assessment by initiating an 
internal consultation process to harvest thinking on 
what these future challenges are and how it can best 
respond to them. The HFP has developed a range of 
tools, including the Organisational Self-Assessment 
Tool (OSAT), which it can make available to assist 
ECOWAS in this process. 

Recommendations
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1 Potential drivers of conflict and humanitarian crisis are 
analysed in Beyond 2020: Crisis Drivers in West Africa’s Future (HFP, 
2009). Engagement with West African scientists has been 
conducted through a pilot ‘Futures Group’ initiative to promote 
engagement between scientists and policy makers on issues of 
future concern. 

2 ECPF, Articles 93-96.

3 These are items a), b) and c) respectively of Article 94 of the 
ECPF. 

4 ECOWAS Policy for Disaster Risk Reduction (August 2006), 
Executive Summary and Paragraph 2.2.2, pp. 2-6. 

5 Thomas Homer-Dixon, The Upside of Down: Catastrophe, Creativity and 
the Renewal of Civilisation, Souvenir Press, , London, 2007, p.251. 
In this context, it is interesting to note that Yaneer Bar-Yam 
in “Multiscale Variety in Complex Systems”, Complexity 9, #4. 
2004, pp.37-45 notes that “an adaptive system must increase its 
internal complexity.”

6 Alex Evans and David Steven, ‘Shooting the rapids: 
multilateralism and global risks’, A paper presented to heads of 
state at the Progressive Governance Summit, 5 April 2008

7 Alex Evans and David Steven, “Beyond a zero-sum game,” In 
British Council ed., Talking Transatlantic, British Council 2008

8 Favela is the name given to shanty towns in Brazil. The term has 
increasing global significance as it describes the consequences 
of demographic shifts away from rural areas to urban areas, and 
also suggests new forms of self-contained governance, often 
outside the ability of conventional authorities to control.

9 The importance of the remittance economy for Africa is a good 
though well recognised example of the impact that external 
actors can have on their societies of origin. It is a subject well 
captured by Cerstin Sander and Samuel Munzele Maimbo in 
‘Migrant Labor Remittances in Africa: Reducing Obstacles and 
Development Contributions’, Africa Region Working Paper Series #64, 
November 2003, and its implications emphasise the dilemma of 
defining “region” as a geographic construct, alone. 

10 World Bank, Peoples, Space, Deliberation, Common Gap <publicsphere.
worldbank.org/crowdsourcing-crowdfunding-and-community-
funded-reporting> 

11 Ilya Prigogine, “The Arrow of Time and the End of Certainty,” in 
Jerome Binde, ed., Keys to the 21st Century, UNESCO, Paris, 2001, 
p.9

12 Etienne Balibar, ‘Outlines of a Topography of Cruelty: 
Citizenship and Civility in the Era of Global Violence’ in 
Constellations, Vol 8, No. 1, 2001, pp.15-29.

13 Peter M Senge, The Fifth Discipline: The art and practice of the learning 
organisation, Doubleday, New York, 1990

14 In John P. Kotter’s Leading Change [Harvard Business School Press, 
Boston, Massachusetts, 1996, pp 68ff], the author notes how 
long-term planning serves as a useful means to by-pass the day-
to-day rivalries and bureaucratic delays which hamper effective 
strategies and a clear understanding of objectives and end-states.

15 HFP has promoted the use of ‘Futures Groups’ that bring 
together scientists and other experts with policy makers to 
brainstorm crisis issues and responses, including a pilot West 
Africa group to meet in Abuja in May 2009. 

16 This figure, of course, excludes the more than US$1.2 billion 
the UN and bilateral partners continue to spend annually on 
their own peace support operations in West Africa. 

17 Courtney, H., 20/20 Foresight: Crafting strategy in an uncertain 
world, Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2001, p.1

Endnotes
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If you would like more information about the 
Humanitarian Futures Programme, please contact 
our offices on +44 (0)20 7848 2869, and speak to 
one of our HFP team members. 

Alternatively contact us at info@humanitarianfutures.org, or go to our 
website at www.humanitarianfutures.org

If you would prefer to write to us, please do so via the Programme 
Coordinator:

Humanitarian Futures Programme 
School of Social Science and Public Policy 
King’s College London 
138–142 The Strand 
London, WC2R 1HH , UK


