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INTRODUCTION 

 

It has become widely and rather uncritically accepted that African civil society organisations 

(CSOs) must be included as vital partners in both regional conflict prevention policy 

formulation and in the implementation thereof. Both the African Union and the Economic 

Community of West African States (ECOWAS) have come to see civil society as viable 

partners in the promotion of their broader peace, security, regional integration and 

development agendas, and both organizations have called on the international community 

and all stakeholders to work collaboratively in support of this process.
2
 In West Africa, this 

consciousness has led to the launching of the West African Civil Society Forum (WACSOF) 

as the sub-regional umbrella organization for civil society in West Africa. 

 

                                                 

1
 This is a revised version of a similarly titled paper prepared for the AU-Civil Society Consultative 

Workshop on Enhancing AU -Civil Society Relationships, Kofi Annan International Peacekeeping Training 

Centre, 29-31 August 2005.  
2
 Article 20 of the AU Protocol on the Peace and Security Council states that: “The Peace and Security 

Council shall encourage non-governmental organizations, community-based and other civil society 

organizations, particularly women’s organizations, to participate actively in the efforts aimed at promoting 

peace, security and stability in Africa.  When required, such organizations may be invited to address the 

Peace and Security Council.” 
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This is not only a continental preoccupation. In its recent Resolution 1625, the UN Security 

Council: “[Recognized] the important supporting roles played by civil society, men and 

women, in conflict prevention, and the need to take into account all possible contributions 

from civil society; … [and stressed] the importance of establishing effective comprehensive 

strategies of conflict prevention, focused on averting negative developments in the security, 

economic, social and humanitarian sectors and in the field of governance and human rights in 

countries which are facing crises, with special attention to … strengthening the capacities of 

civil society groups, including women’s groups, working to promote a culture of peace, and 

to mobilize donors to support these efforts.”
3
 

 

A number of donor countries are indeed already making a priority of promoting both the 

notions of conflict prevention and the building of civil society capacity to do so in Africa. 

However, they are doing so without having clearly defined what exactly is meant by conflict 

prevention, capacity-building or civil society in the African context. This omission is 

problematic at a time when conflict prevention is increasingly interpreted in much broader 

terms than early warning and preventive diplomacy, and the perceived role of African CSOs 

is expanding from feeding information into monitoring centres, to include responsibility for 

security sector reform, good governance, and many other aspects of the global peace-building 

agenda.  

 

African civil society is itself an ill-defined concept. Civil society may appropriately be 

conceived as a network of informal and formal relationships, groups and organizations that 

binds a society together, a network that can provide both essential information and the 

environment within which the levels of trust and sense of community necessary for durable 

peace are constructed. However, African civil society is too often simply equated with NGOs 

that rely totally on external donors for financial survival. Local NGOs, although often 

ubiquitous, have been weak in producing actual results. Many African NGOs, including 

those engaged in conflict prevention “capacity-building” projects need technical capacity-

building assistance themselves. They not only need enhanced functional capacity to deliver 

effectively on projects, but also the knowledge, skills and resources required to successfully 

lobby major donors and manage a viable and competitive organisation.  

 

Nevertheless, African CSO’s are increasingly viewed as “… partners in the business of 

governance, making inputs into policy development and also [serving] as watchdogs … they 

have assumed increasing roles in conflict prevention, peacemaking and peacebuilding.”
4
 

There is an inherent contradiction in this vision of CSO roles; it is impossible to act with any 

degree of credibility as both whistleblower and policymaker. Nevertheless, the AU has 

acknowledged that there are currently two levels of civil society involvement in peace and 

security issues in Africa, viz: 

 

                                                 
3 UN Security Council, Resolution 1625 (2005), adopted by the Security Council at its 5261st meeting, on 

14 September 2005. 

 
4
 AU Commission (CSSDCA/CIDO), Civil Society – African Union consultative process: towards a new 

partnership, Concept Paper for Implementation of the AU-Civil Society Component of the Danish Grant on 

the Africa Program for Peace, Addis Ababa, August 2005. 
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• At the conceptual and analytic level, a number of CSOs are active in analysis, 

research, publication and advocacy, and are contributing substantially to the 

conceptualisation and design of a new security architecture for Africa. 

• At the level of practical peacebuilding, a number of CSOs, particularly ‘grassroots’ 

organisations, continue to play varied and important roles in promoting peace.
5
   

This paper focuses on the former category, and the notion that “collaboration with CSOs 

constitutes one of the most (cost) effective and sustainable ways” of overcoming recognised 

deficiencies in the AU’s analytic and operational capacity.
6
 The aim is to critically examine 

the prospect of civil-society based research institutions making a meaningful contribution to 

African conflict prevention strategies. Beginning with an analysis of concepts such as 

“conflict prevention” and “capacity building”, and continuing with a summary of some 

lessons from the West African experience in establishing CSO-based research networks, it is 

concluded that there is much greater sound than substance to this notion.  

 

CONFLICT PREVENTION STRATEGIES AND CAPACITY BUILDING 

 

The African Union and some of the regional conflict prevention and management 

mechanisms (such as ECOWAS) have been criticized for paying too much attention to 

conflict management (through peace-making and peacekeeping activities) and far too little to 

conflict prevention. Conflict prevention is accepted as a far more positive, ‘proactive’, and 

less costly approach to promoting peace and security. However, according to the AU 

Commission: 

 

“Conflict prevention … necessarily requires vigilance, constant monitoring and, above all, 

in-depth understanding of the dynamics of conflict (including identifying potential conflict 

spots and preventing the possibility of relapse into conflict after an initial settlement). 

Several of these functions are better preformed by CSOs [than by the African Union]”.
7
 

 

The key to effective anticipation and prevention of conflicts, as originally envisaged by the 

OAU/African Union and the regional conflict management mechanisms, is the development 

of early warning indicators and systems, which would enable timely decision making on 

early or preventive actions. To date, however, these systems have not been very effective and 

donor support towards developing early warning capabilities is waning. There remains much 

skepticism about the efficacy of early warning systems, with their emphasis on the value of 

producing reports to communicate warnings of potential crisis points and conflict trends. The 

focus has been on the challenges of collecting information, of analysis, and of the writing, 

editing and dissemination of reports. These reports often do not succeed in producing useful 

and timely information, and the critics of early warning hold that there is an abundance of 

evidence of a slide towards state failure and potential for violent conflict in a number of 

African countries – but that there is also a marked absence of early and concerted preventive 

action by regional mechanisms.  

 

                                                 
5
 AU Commission (CSSDCA/CIDO), op cit. 

6
 Ibid. 

7
 Ibid. 
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While the concept of conflict prevention originally focused on preventing the outbreak of 

war, or deadly armed conflict, extant approaches attempt to also target the structural causes 

of instability. Conflict prevention expanded, albeit implicitly, beyond Boutros Boutros-

Ghali’s idea of preventive diplomacy, in Kofi Annan’s 1998 report on The Causes of Conflict 

and the Promotion of Durable Peace and Sustainable Livelihoods in Africa.
8
 In 2001, the 

Secretary-General also placed conflict prevention on centre stage with the release of his 

seminal report on The Prevention of Armed Conflict.
9
 This report prompted the United 

Nations system to devote more energy to prevention and to embark on a new generation of 

conflict prevention activities. However, the report clearly states that conflict prevention is 

primarily the responsibility of member states, and that the primary role of the UN is to 

support national efforts and help build national capacity for conflict prevention. Annan 

pointed out that although development assistance itself cannot prevent or terminate conflict, 

it can strengthen a society’s capacity for managing and resolving tensions.  

 

The process of broadening the notion of conflict prevention – from preventive diplomacy to 

elimination of root causes through development assistance – has made it difficult to clearly 

identify which particular activities actually constitute conflict prevention. Conflict prevention 

is presently understood within the UN system as the broad range of actions, interventions, 

programmes, activities, mechanisms and procedures that address structural risk factors, and 

prevent the escalation of tension into deadly and destabilizing conflict - in addition to 

preventing the continuation of conflict or the recurrence of conflict in post-conflict situations. 

However, it is difficult to see how this differs from equally powerful concepts such as 

‘peace-building’ and ‘post-conflict reconstruction’.  

 

Peace-building includes activities such as the facilitation of interaction among former 

enemies, the inculcation of respect for human rights and political pluralism, and the 

accommodation of ethnic and cultural diversity. Moreover, like conflict prevention, it is 

considered as both a pre-conflict and a post-conflict process or set of activities: “At its core, 

peace building aims at the prevention and resolution of violent conflicts, the consolidation of 

peace once violence has been reduced, and post-conflict reconstruction with a view to 

avoiding a relapse into violent conflict. Peace building seeks to address the proximate and 

root causes of contemporary conflicts, including structural, political, socio-cultural, 

economic and environmental factors.”
10

 

 

Similarly, post-conflict reconstruction is also ultimately about addressing structural or ‘root 

causes’ of conflict. According to the NEPAD Secretariat, for example: “Post-conflict 

reconstruction is understood as a complex system that provides for simultaneous short-, 

medium- and long-term programmes to prevent disputes from escalating, avoid a relapse 

into violent conflict, and to build and consolidate sustainable peace. Post-conflict 

                                                 
8
 United Nations, Report of the Secretary-General on the Causes of Conflict and the Promotion of Durable 

Peace and Sustainable Development in Africa, A/52/871-S/1998/318, par.20. 

9
 United Nations, Report of the Secretary-General on the Prevention of Armed Conflict, A/55/985-

S/2001/574, 7 June 2001. 

10
 Necla Tschirgi, Peacebuilding as the Link between Security and Development: Is the Window of 

Opportunity Closing? IPA Sudies in Security and Development, New York, December 2003, p. 2. 
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reconstruction is ultimately aimed at addressing the root causes of a conflict and to lay the 

foundations for social justice and sustainable peace.”
11

 

 

Despite the such obvious conceptual confusion, the idea of devising and implementing 

comprehensive “Regional Conflict Prevention Strategies” has become increasingly popular 

with the UN, African regional organizations, and their principal donors. For example, during 

April 2005, representatives of the UN Office for West Africa, the European Union, and 

ECOWAS, meeting in Dakar, agreed that:   

“Integrated approaches linking security and development are essential for preventing 

conflict in West Africa.  The EU, ECOWAS and UNOWA will work towards the development 

and implementation of a shared regional conflict prevention strategy.  This should include 

the use of development instruments to address structural causes of conflict, such as 

inadequate governance and human rights violations, environmental degradation, economic 

stagnation and youth unemployment and demographic trends, including massive 

urbanization. The EU and UNOWA will also continue to support the strategic planning 

capacity of the ECOWAS Secretariat in this regard.”
12

  

The previous month, the Sahel and West African Club (SWAC), in partnership with the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), had organized a 

conference in Conakry on the theme “Capitalising on Conflict Prevention and Governance 

Endogenous Capacities Initiative”. This conference was seen by the organisers as a way of 

complementing rather than limiting existing initiatives to prevent conflict and build peace in 

West Africa.  The aim was to: 

 

• Identify endogenous capacities for governance; 

• Identify mechanisms and endogenous strategies for the prevention of conflict; 

• Indicate the types of actions that may harness these strategies for contemporary 

conflict prevention; and 

• Suggest how these can be converted into concrete action plans. 

 

According to the report of this conference, the outputs will be translated into a strategy 

within a given framework to enhance conflict prevention and governance in West Africa in 

close collaboration with the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and 

other pertinent stakeholders.
13

  

 

                                                 
11

 NEPAD Secretariat, Governance, Peace and Security Programme, African Post-Conflict Reconstruction 

Policy Framework, June 2005. 

12
 Report of the ECOWAS-EU-UNOWA Working Group Meeting on Peace and Security, Dakar 14 -15 

April 2005. 

13
 Prosper Addo, Report on the SWAC/OECD conference on “Capitalising on Conflict Prevention and 

Governance Endogenous Capacities Initiative”, Conakry, Guinea 9 – 11 March 2005. 
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The Kofi Annan International Peacekeeping Training Centre (KAIPTC) has also been 

dabbling with the idea of supporting the development of comprehensive conflict prevention 

strategy for West Africa. A fairly extensive research project designed to enhance ECOWAS 

conflict prevention policy was proposed by KAIPTC, with the implementation plan accepted 

for funding by the UK Conflict Prevention Advisor for West Africa on 4 October 2004. The 

primary objective of the project was to support the ECOWAS Secretariat’s peace and 

security agenda through the development of appropriate and relevant strategic policy papers 

in the realm of regional conflict prevention and management. The essence of the proposal 

was to provide sound academic/research input towards meeting ECOWAS policy priorities 

that are rooted in reality and that meet the priority development and security needs of the 

West African region.  

 

While it was envisaged that specific policy research needs and priorities would be defined by 

the Executive Secretary of ECOWAS, initial implementation planning was based on a 

preliminary research agenda that aimed at the development of a comprehensive ECOWAS 

Regional Conflict Prevention Strategy. The process would involve aggregating and 

prioritizing existing ECOWAS economic integration, social development, governance and 

security agendas into a benchmarked, medium-term and targeted strategic vision for conflict 

prevention. Importantly, it was intended that the project would rely on the contributions of a 

number of high quality policy researchers in the West African region. The difference 

between this and other proposals is that it was envisaged that inputs would be solicited from 

individual researchers regional research institutions in the form of contracted research 

assignments, each with clear terms of reference, including specific deliverables, timelines 

and remuneration.  

 

The KAIPTC proposal thus had the potential to actually deliver some concrete and relevant 

research output. However, the project was not implemented, due partly to lack of human 

resource capacity within KAIPTC to drive the project, and the fact that the ECOWAS 

Secretariat had interpreted the initiative somewhat differently and had plans to set up a looser 

network of research institutes and think tanks for similar purposes (see next section). 

 

Moreover, beyond the practical impediments to actually implementing a viable regional 

conflict prevention research programme, there remain significant conceptual obstacles to 

doing so. The simple truth is that structural factors in the form of poverty, inequality, and 

weak governance institutions point to traditional development challenges as well as potential 

conditions for violent conflict. Conflict prevention that targets structural factors thus risks 

referring to all development assistance – and developing a comprehensive strategy for 

harnessing all development assistance in service of a regional conflict prevention agenda is 

beyond the capability of any regional community, civil society organisation, or coalition.  

 

The UN Secretary-General’s report on Preventing Violent Conflict focuses on building 

national capacities to prevent conflict before it becomes violent. Conflict prevention is 

designated as the responsibility of governments and societies. However, there is a marked 

absence of substantive analysis as to what capacities for conflict prevention are. As with the 

very concept of conflict prevention, the notion of conflict prevention capacities gives rise to a 

number of basic questions that must be answered if substance is to be provided. For example: 
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• How are capacities for conflict prevention different from capacities for development 

or governance? 

• Are capacities for conflict prevention rather those that focus on assessing the causes 

of conflict, managing tensions and disputes, and taking action to resolve conflicts 

before they escalate into violence? 

• Whose capacities are key to conflict prevention – the government, the state, civil 

society, the civil service, academia, or community groups? 

• What are the capacities – are they skills, mechanisms, institutions, practices, 

procedures, values, abilities, or systems? 

In the absence of meaningful answers to such questions, national capacities have come to 

denote anything that is not an activity or responsibility of the international community. This 

reduces the challenges of preventing conflict in potentially dysfunctional countries and 

societies to a range of amorphous capacity-building interventions aimed at government, civil 

society, and a supposed effective partnership between the two. Moreover, African researchers 

are buying into the concept that these challenges can be met through collaboration and co-

ordination among a broad range of civil-society based institutions, each with their own 

vision, mission and concept of what conflict prevention actually is. 

 

DO RESEARCH NETWORKS WORK? 

 

One of the weaknesses identified in regional approaches to conflict prevention is a lack of the 

type of in-depth analysis of potential conflict situations that would provide a sound basis for 

taking decisions on appropriate forms of intervention. According to the AU Commission, 

very little research goes into the current conflict prevention and management work of the 

AU, and one of the critical gaps in the work of the Union is the lack of African-sponsored 

research and analysis. The fact is bemoaned that most research on African conflicts (and 

associated policy development) is funded by donor governments and undertaken by think-

tanks in the North. This, apparently, “adversely affects the quality of the AU’s approach and 

response to conflict.”
14

 

 

The solution to this perceived deficit, it seems, is for (donor-funded) African NGOs and think 

tanks/research institutes to join up into loosely structured networks for the pursuit of various 

aspects on the international and regional peace and security agenda. For example, in West 

Africa alone, a number of network-based CSO’s have been established, such as: the ASSN; 

AFSRAG; CODESRIA; WANEP (and derivatives such as WIPNET); AFSTRAG and PAN-

AFSTRAG; WAANSA; WARIPNET; WILDAF; African Leadership Forum; Mano River 

Union’s Women Peace Network; and West Africa Women’s Association.
15

 

 

The constituent members of each of these networks tend to focus their efforts on what they 

see as the most salient aspect of conflict prevention or peacebuilding challenge – the 

proliferation of illicit small arms; human rights; women’s rights; security sector reform; etc. 

                                                 
14

 AU Commission (CSSDCA/CIDO), op cit. 

15
 See Appendix A for a capita selecta of West African “conflict resolution” NGOs and networks. 
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This list is by no means exhaustive; and there have been a number of recent attempts to 

prevent conflict in West Africa by adding to the extant array of networks. Sometimes the 

initiatives are donor-inspired and donor-driven – but with regional research institutions and 

individuals participating uncritically in unfocussed processes that can only lead to dubious 

outcomes.  

 

For example, in July 2004, the Friedrich-Ebert Stiftung (FES), convened a three-day 

workshop in Abuja, with the theme: Towards an Efficient and Democratic Regional Security 

Architecture: The Role of Think Tanks.
16

 The workshop was aimed at articulating a regional 

framework for harnessing the capacity of “think tanks” for the effective democratic control 

of the security sector in the ECOWAS member states. Very few of the NGOs and other 

organizations represented at the Abuja workshop could be classified as “think-tanks”, and 

even fewer had any experience or knowledge of the principles and practice of security sector 

reform. Nevertheless, after three days of FES hospitality, it was agreed that there was a need 

for such a network, and to participate in further meetings and workshops to develop a clearly-

defined idea of what this network would actually do. 
 

FES convened a second meeting, in Accra, at the end of November 2004,
17

 for the purpose of 

studying a report submitted by a steering committee that had been appointed at the Abuja 

workshop and “officially” establishing the SSR network. The idea was to “… work in 

accordance with the ECOWAS agenda involving all the states of the region …, so that they 

can participate actively and contribute to the implementation of decisions taken from the 

outcome of the workshop and the establishment of the network”. 18 

In his opening address, the FES representative19
 set the tone for the meeting by stating that 

“… before the sub region as a whole can find its way towards a better future again, it is 

necessary that certain things change, … [and] that if democracy in the sub-region must 

advance in order to reinforce stability and to fight insecurity, it is necessary to include 

reforms that will carry out reform of the security sector”.
20 Professor Eboe Hutchful of 

ASDR responded with polite realism by stressing the need to know what exactly the 

capacities of the network are and the nature of the contributions the network could 

realistically be expected to make to regional security policy. Specifically, Hutchful asked: 

What kind of network is being thought of? What is the basis or criteria for membership? 

What is the network actually supposed to be doing? What capacity does the network need? 

                                                 
16

 From 25 – 27 July 2004. The workshop was funded by the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung West Africa 

Programme and hosted in conjunction with the National War College (NWC) and the Institute for Peace 

and Conflict Resolution (IPCR). 

17
 FES West Africa Programme, in collaboration with the African Security Dialogue and Research (ASDR), Ghana, 

hosted a regional meeting of the Network of Think-tanks for Security Sector Reform and Democratic Governance in 

West Africa, at La Palm Royal Beach Hotel, Accra, 29 – 30 November 2004. 

18
 Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, Minutes of Regional Meeting of Network of Think-tanks for Security Sector 

Reform and Democratic Governance in West Africa, La Palm Royal Beach Hotel, Accra Ghana, 29 – 30 

November 2004. 

19
 Jens Hettmann, Security Policy Projects Coordinator West Africa, FES, Abuja. 

20
 Minutes of Regional Meeting, 29-30 November 2004, op.cit.. 
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What will it contribute (value-added)? Within what framework will objectives be achieved – 

alone or with other networks?21  

Hutchful and other participants also found the report of the steering committee to be too 

ambitious and too complex, and cautioned that the proposed structure of the network would 

be very expensive to maintain. Despite these reservations, the report of the Accra meeting 

reflected an ambitious but ill-defined work plan and documented the official birth of a yet 

another network and acronym – the West African Network on Security and Democratic 

Governance (WANSED). 

A third “WANSED” meeting was convened in Accra from 10 – 13 April 2005. The agenda 

was extremely broad and unfocussed, covering issues such as the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung’s 

role in securing sub-regional security; a new glossary on security terminology; the 

proliferation of small arms and light weapons in West Africa; investment in security in the 

region; a WANSED logo and website; and consideration of reports by four working groups 

that had been established during the November 2004 meeting, namely: Research, Political 

Dialogue, Training, and Policy Advocacy.
22

 

 

Time will tell whether the FES initiative will bear any fruit, in terms of any new, relevant and 

meaningful contribution to the regional peace and security research agenda. However, after 

one year and three expensive regional meetings, the prognosis is not good. It is also unclear 

as to the role and relevance of the FES/WANSED initiative in relation to parallel efforts led 

by the ECOWAS Executive Secretariat to also establish an “ECOWAS Network of Research 

Centres and Think Tanks”.  

 

According to the Secretariat, the aim of this network will be to “assist ECOWAS accelerate 

the integration and development process through a knowledge-based approach.” The 

objectives are to: 

  

• Conduct relevant research to support ECOWAS strategic planning and policy 

formulation; 

• Publish issues papers on topical questions affecting the sub-region with appropriate 

recommendations for action; and 

• Create synergy among the relevant institutions through collaboration. 

The aim and objectives are to be achieved through establishing a regional network/forum of 

research centres and think tanks in West Africa; and organising it in sectoral/thematic sub-

groups according to areas of specialisation and relative advantage in terms of research 

competence – e.g. peace and security; democracy, governance and human rights; economic 

integration; education and culture; management and information systems. The Network will 

work closely with the ECOWAS Secretariat in order to determine research priorities and time 

frames, and to co-ordinate activities and outputs. It will do so through the Policy Analysis 

                                                 
21

 Ibid. 

22
 Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, Report on the Regional Meeting of the West African Network on Security and 

Democratic Governance (WANSED), Accra, 10 – 13 April, 2005. 
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and Strategic Policy Unit, which has recently been established within the office of the 

Executive Secretary.
23

  

 

In order to take this initiative forward, the ECOWAS Secretariat, in collaboration with 

AFSTRAG and CODESRIA, convened a Retreat of the Network of West African Research 

Centres and Think Tanks and the ECOWAS Secretariat, from 26 – 27 April 2005, at Minna, 

Nigeria. However, the consensus reached at the meeting has yet to be converted into a 

programme of action. Indeed, participants are yet to receive the report of the Minna retreat. 

 

There is an example of an African network-based approach to research that has been 

successful in terms of producing some tangible output. This is a project known as the 

African Human Security Initiative (AHSI), funded by the UK Department for 

International Development (DfID) and implemented by a core network of seven 

established African NGOs. The idea of the project was to embark upon a process of 

critically examining the performance of key African governments in respect of human 

security issues, and benchmarking performance indicators against the commitments made 

by Africa leaders to human security issues during past OAU/AU heads-of-state meetings. 

Indeed during their 6th meeting in Abuja during 2003, the Heads of State Implementation 

Committee (for the African Peer Review Mechanism) acknowledged that in order to 

supplement weak AU institutions: “It is anticipated that the APRM will have to work 

with a wider range of Partner Institutions including … African research and policy 

institutions engaged in policy advisory services”.
24

  

The AHSI project therefore proposed that African NGOs begin building a monitoring 

network to engage in a civil-society-based process of holding African governments 

accountable for the degree to which they had honoured or neglected their commitments to 

select political governance and human rights standards. With the Pretoria-based Institute for 

Security Studies in the lead, six other core network partners were identified to collectively 

form the African Human Security Network. These NGOs, together with the project’s 

research clusters for which they are responsible, are as follows:  

• African Security Dialogue and Research (ASDR) – security and conflict management 

(including peacekeeping, early warning, use of force, mercenaries, etc.).  

• Africa Peace Forum (APF, based in Kenya) – arms management (including small 

arms, conventional arms and landmines).  

• Human Rights Trust of Southern Africa (SAHRIT, based in Zimbabwe) – corruption .  

• Institute for Human Rights and Development in Africa (IHRDA, based in The 

Gambia) – democracy and human rights cluster (including the rights of women, 

children and vulnerable groups).  

• Institute for Security Studies (ISS) – terrorism and organised crime.  

                                                 
23

 ECOWAS Secretariat, Draft Concept Paper, ECOWAS Network of Research Centres and Think-tanks, 4 March 

2005. 

24
 NEPAD/HGSIC-3 2003/APRM/Guideline/O&P, 9 March 2003 .  
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• South African Institute of International Affairs (SAIIA) – democracy.  

• West African Network for Peacebuilding (WANEP) – civil society.  

The African Human Security Network has established its own website on which it has 

published to date seven out of fourteen envisaged project papers, as well as three 

substantive monographs and a number of relevant background papers.
25

 The research 

delivered may not be state-of-the-art in some instances, but the project as a whole 

represents a credible attempt to harness African NGO research capabilities in support of 

continental human security objectives. Such initiatives, that actually produce dedicated 

research output, according to agreed commitments and timelines remain, unfortunately, 

rather rare.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

There will inevitably be a significant amount of overlap between concepts such long-term 

conflict prevention, peace-building, and post-conflict reconstruction – so long as these all 

purport to address the structural or root causes of conflict. Thus the challenges are largely 

ones of development, and not necessarily those that constitute the core the focus of security 

studies think tanks and research NGOs. 

 

Beyond Africa’s perennial development challenges, there is obviously also a need for action-

oriented or priority conflict prevention strategies and actions. The key to this kind of conflict 

prevention lies in understanding and targeting the dynamics of conflict escalation, feeding 

such analysis into the process by which decisions are taken that action is warranted in order 

to prevent deadly conflict, and matching such decisions with the mobilization of resources 

and effective management of resultant interventions.  

 
This paper takes issue with the idea that collaboration with African CSOs constitutes one of 

the most effective and sustainable ways of overcoming recognized deficiencies in the AU’s 

analytic and operational capacity. CSOs are seen as an untapped mine of relevant information 

which, if harnessed, could provide early warning of deadly conflict and precipitate 

appropriate preventive action  by the AU or the regional mechanisms. The fact is that much 

information and many conflict indicators are already readily available from a wide variety of 

open sources – including various UN departments, agencies and associated organizations, as 

well as the print and electronic media.   
 

The problem is that there is a lack of capacity at the continental and regional levels to convert 

the “information overload” into predictive intelligence and viable options for preventive 

action. There some international think tanks, such as the International Crisis Group (ICG), 

which provide information, analysis and action-orientated options for conflict prevention. 

However, the latter are presented in the form of publicly-announced recommendations (or 

prescriptions) – to the “international community”; to the UN; to the AU; to the parties to an 

                                                 
25

 The AHSI, launched in Pretoria in 2003, was intended as a one-year pilot project which, if successful, 

might lead to a follow-on funding proposal in order for the network to continue and/or expand its work. For 

more information on the Network, including publications in full text, see http://www.africanreview.org/#. 
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ongoing or potential violent conflict; and to “donors”. It is unlikely that any government or 

intergovernmental organization will act solely on the basis of such prescription. The 

information and recommendations may indeed be very useful, but they still have to be 

filtered through official, in-house analysts, advisors and planners. The responsibility for 

providing sound, authoritative, and integrated political analysis and operational planning 

cannot simply be delegated to international or African CSO.   

 

The first priority for the AU, the regional mechanisms, and the donor countries that support 

them should therefore be the establishment of robust and sustainable political affairs and 

mission planning cells. These should be staffed by top-notch officers who understand the 

dynamics of armed conflict, who follow closely the evolution of these dynamics and who can 

develop strategies and operational plans for interventions that would prevent escalation into 

violent conflict.  

 

In the realm of conflict resolution more broadly conceived, civil society research institutions 

can perhaps play an invaluable role by informing development partners, own governments 

and African conflict management mechanisms of the potentials and limits of longer-term 

conflict prevention strategies. Regional researchers should be able to determine what the 

people’s security needs are, and to analyze and package these in such a manner that they can 

be presented, in a compelling way, to those who can help to provide security – for example, 

to the donor conferences that are regularly convened for the purpose of pledging money 

towards the prevention of violent conflict.  

 

However, to be effective, the civil-society research community has to be serious about what 

it does. It needs to be joined up, to set standards based above all on competence and 

credibility – and to deliver what it promises to both the donors and the conflict mechanisms. 

This is easier said than done; the reality is that all African CSO research capacity is donor 

funded, and there is much competition amongst NGOs for the same pot of niche funding 

from the same set of donor countries. Moreover, the donors themselves are not joined-up. 

They are often competitive; serving own national policy and constituencies, ignoring what 

other donors are doing,  and setting African NGOs up to compete with one another.  

 

Finally, the African NGO research community needs to acknowledge that there is a 

fundamental tension between the inclusiveness of region- or continent-wide networks and the 

focus of effort and resources needed to produce concrete, in-time research results. While civil 

society is built on notions of inclusiveness and consultation, these have to be connected to 

individual and organisational accountability and responsibility for the delivery of specific 

outputs. There are times when it is better to say “no” to well-meaning but misguided 

initiatives that contribute to the proliferation of regional meetings, workshops and 

conferences that are high on ideals and per diem, but remain conspicuously low on results. 
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Appendix A 

 
CAPITA SELECTA OF WEST AFRICAN “CONFLICT PREVENTION” CSO  

 

• African Security Dialogue and Research (ASDR), Accra, Ghana 

• African Security Sector Network (ASSN), Accra, Ghana 

• West African Action Network on Small Arms (WAANSA), Accra, Ghana 

• West African Network for Peacebuilding (WANEP), Accra, Ghana 

• Legon Centre for International Affairs (LECIA), Accra, Ghana     

• Foundation for Security and Development in Africa (FOSDA), Accra, Ghana 

• Foundation for Female Photojournalists (FFP), Accra, Ghana   

• Ghana Centre for Democratic Development (CDD), Accra, Ghana  

• Council for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa (CODESRIA), Dakar, 

Senegal. 

• West African Refugee & Internally Displaced Network (WARIPNET), Dakar, Senegal 

• West Africa Women’s Association, Dakar, Senegal 

• Institute for Human Rights and Peace (IHRP), Dakar, Senegal     

• African Meeting for the Defence of Human Rights (RADDHO), Dakar, Senegal 

• Movement Against Small Arms in West Africa (MALAO), Dakar, Senegal 

• Africa Strategic and Peace Research Group (AFSTRAG), Lagos, Nigeria 

• African Leadership Forum (ALF), Otta, Nigeria 

• Africa Business Roundtable, Abuja, Nigeria  

• Centre for Democracy & Development (CDD), Nigeria 

• West African Network on Security and Democratic Governance (WANSED), Abuja, 

Nigeria 

• African Centre for Democracy & Human Rights Studies (ACDHRS), Banjul, Gambia 

• Institute for Human Rights and Development in Africa (IHRDA), Banjul, Gambia 

• Gerddes-Afrique Network, Cotonou, Benin 

• Campaign for Good Governance – Freetown, Sierra Leone 

• Mano River Union’s Women Peace Network, Conakry, Guinea 

• Union de droit L’Homme (UIDH), Burkina Faso 

• Women in Law & Development, West Africa (WILDAF), Lomé, Togo 

• Grassroots Empowerment for Self Reliance (GEMS), Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire 

• Organization des Femmes d’Eburnie pour la Paix (OFEP), Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire 
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The Kofi Annan International Peacekeeping Training Centre (KAIPTC) 

is a Ghanaian led institution, which is supported by the international 

community through the provision of staff and specifically focused 

international financial assistance. It operates on behalf of the Economic of 

West African States (ECOWAS) to provide Operational Level training for 

personnel involved in global, regional and sub-regional Peace Support 

Operations. The Centre offers regional and international participants the 

opportunity to examine specific peace operations issues at the operational 

level and to update and share their knowledge of the latest practices through 

training courses, conferences, and presentation and publishing of research 

findings. 
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