
CHAPTER 7: Conclusion

The Economic Community of West African States is the major regional economic

unit of West Africa and the focus of this work. It, like other regional economic bodies

was envisioned as a platform to promote cooperation and integration in order to raise

the living standards of its people. Regional economic units have become important

for the development, growth, and stability of nation states; thus, a plan for sustainable

development through economic integration is beneficial for the nations of West

Africa. The primary focus of this work are to: 1) examine the overall importance of

economic integration, its benefits and hindrances to nations; 2) summate ECOWAS

and the pros and cons of its existence; and 3) propose a non-traditional synthesis for

sustainable economic development with realistic and relevant benefits to the West

African populace.

This thesis has researched the work of many scholars and world bodies to uncover the

stark realities of economic integration and how effective it is at promoting sustainable

development. Theory indicates that after a certain level of infrastructural and

economic development, economies tend to be stronger and more robust if they

integrate, while practical application of theory unfortunately is a complex and

counterintuitive process of compromise. Factors such as economies of scale,

complimentarity, efficient use of resources, export oriented industrialization, peace

and security, etc., have been widely viewed as driving forces for integration. The

rationale for such co-operation among developing countries is the fact that it takes

cognizance of their varying degrees and stages of development, their industrial and

resource base, and at the same time, significant amounts of productive power and

resource endowments. The challenge of globalization has given governments a strong

justification for undertaking reform in pursuit of such economic co-operation. This

institutional opportunity allows countries to organize themselves into regional co-

operation schemes, seen as an important element of their globalization policies. In

essence, regional co-operation helps its participants to take part in global economic

integration more effectively as a group of regional economies. Conversely, economic

integration is heavily dependent upon several foundations, such as, economic

development, infrastructure, non-competitive economies, and strong legal, fiscal and

political frameworks in place to support extensive integrative systems. Furthermore,

freer trade tends to erode national sovereignty as the benefits of free trade may be
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unequally distributed between developed and less developed economies. Depending

on which school of thought one subscribes to, most nations are members to at least

one regional grouping for one particular reason or the other, as is the case of

ECOWAS.

As this paper has explored ECOWAS, it has been established that its purpose and

evolution have meant much for the region. Not only is this organization a symbol of

hope for West African post colonial development, it personifies a greater self-reliance

and independence movement for the region and the continent. While its crafting in

1975 left much ambiguity, broad powers to the Authority and lack of accountability to

its institutions, the revised treaty of 1993 curbed several overarching powers of the

major political stakeholders. Through the creations of several institutions and

commissions, along with very clear mandates for operation, ECOWAS attempted to

approach a more action-oriented organization. This is well documented as history

witnessed the tremendous work done through the ECOMOG peacekeeping forces in

Liberia and Sierra Leone during their civil conflicts.

Unfortunately, ECOWAS has a long list of individual nation’s socio-economic

hindrances that do not allow it to reach its full potential including; weak economies,

insufficient infrastructure, inadequate human resources, wide spread corruption, fiscal

mismanagement, political instability, civil uprisings, etc. Even compared to other

regional bodies such as ASEAN and ALADI, ECOWAS dramatically underperforms

in many socio-economic indicators and is essentially worse off now, than its

individual economies were in the late 1960’s – early 1970’s. For all these reasons,

this work presents a simple yet effective plan by which the ECOWAS community

should stop wasting monies and energies on region wide objectives and completely

re-orientate itself to local, community based projects. To reform, ECOWAS should;

1) establish viable local economies through small and medium sized enterprise

development; 2) develop human resources and infrastructural improvements through

cost effective collaborative means; and, 3) promote region wide cooperation and

enhanced development through diplomacy and interaction.

The only true solution to sustainability is to have a strong economy. To support and

sustain economic growth, you must have the support of the private sector, not just a

few large, resource extracting industries. Secondly, a healthy private sector requires
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small and medium scale production hubs (satellite industries), supported by both

domestic and foreign investment, and the existence of a sizable and viable local

markets to trade goods and services. This is particularly important for the

development of commercial activities in non-urban centers to ensure a more equitable

income distribution. The research of Collier (1999 and 2000) argues that it is not

tribalism, ethnicity, or race that promotes conflict in Africa, the culprit is economic

opportunity or the lack of it. Research also shows that most other factors, such as

healthcare, education, infrastructure, etc. will all become readily available as money

becomes available to execute those projects. People will take care of themselves and

seek out improved lifestyles if they have the opportunity to.

The prescription this work leaves is not concerned with the traditional mixture of

punditry regarding overemphasized ethnic diversity or weak governments and

corruption; this work emphasizes the need for the average citizen to have

opportunities to earn money and pay taxes. ECOWAS has almost no tax base and

taxes levied are not perceived by the people to actually benefit the people. These two

simple premises are the platform for all economies.

Other underlying factors to making this synthesis a reality also include having a

strong administrative backbone to properly track and report on the progress of the

plan, as well as a very powerful and influential leader. The person or persons should

have almost celebrity status to galvanize the people, promote common goals and have

the support of major world bodies such as the UN, African Development Bank, AU,

etc. to buy in to this plan and appreciate its value to the people.

This synthesis lastly proposes future research be done in the areas of the effectiveness

of community based SME development in West Africa, infrastructural development,

community education projects, and traditional medication development. This work

merely presents a general plan of how ECOWAS can move forward to alleviate its

current ills and not be so blaringly ineffective. The ultimate goal of this synthesis is

not to prescribe a way for ECOWAS to be immensely wealthy as the EU or NAFTA,

but to have a sustainable economy. For many West Africans sustainability simply

means access to clean water, daily nutritious food, shelter, and education; especially if

the people can provide for themselves. A wise man once said, “It’s the economy

stupid!”
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