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This paper is part of the ECOWAS Policy Analysis Series (EPAS)—a flagship initiative that
highlights the perspectives of African thought leaders and researchers on ECOWAS. EPAS
aims to critically examine the evolution of ECOWAS over the past five decades, from the
viewpoint of scholars and citizens alike, and to contribute to a forward-looking vision for
regional integration in West Africa. The series is coordinated by the Africa Policy Research
Institute as part of the Support to the ECOWAS Commission on Organisational Development
project. This project is implemented by the Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Internationale
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH on behalf of the German Federal Ministry for Economic
Cooperation and Development (BMZ).

INTRODUCTION

On 29 January 2025, thousands of demonstrators in Niger, Mali and Burkina Faso

took to the streets to celebrate the withdrawal of their countries from ECOWAS.

Their rallying cry, “A bas la CEDEAO”"—which translates to “Down with ECOWAS"—
underscored the depth of popular anger towards the regional bloc. One of the most
common grievances against ECOWAS is its perceived dependence on Western powers,
particularly France, the former colonial ruler of much of West Africa. Many citizens in
the region accuse France of maintaining an exploitative, neocolonial relationship with
their countries.

Specifically, France has faced allegations that its companies extract mineral resources
from these countries in ways that primarily serve French interests at the expense of
local populations. However, France is not the only foreign power exerting influence
over West Africa’s mineral wealth. As French geopolitical influence in the region wanes,
other external actors such as Russia and China are expanding their footprintin the
mineral sector.

For example, the Wagner Group, a Russian private military company allegedly overseen
by Russia’s Defence Ministry, has been actively working to secure access to gold mines
in Mali. Similarly, in December 2024, the Canadian mining firm Orezone Gold secured a
$58 million loan to expand operations at the Bomboré gold mine in Burkina Faso. The
company plans to increase its annual production from approximately 125,000 ounces
to at least 170,000 ounces by 2026.

According to the Africa Policy Research Institute, at least 12 foreign governments have
signed strategic bilateral agreements with African countries granting them access to
critical minerals—broadly defined as scarce, strategically important resources essential
for advancing the technological innovations driving the ongoing green and digital
transitions. These deals have often been criticised for their lack of transparency, as
they are typically negotiated in secrecy. This opacity has fuelled domestic perceptions
of exploitation, particularly given Africa’s contentious history with mineral exploration.
The withdrawal of Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso from ECOWAS marks a pivotal shift



that challenges the regional bloc’s traditional approach to resource governance.

It raises pressing questions about ECOWAS's strategy for managing the region’s
mineral wealth, which should ideally serve as a key source of financing for the social
development of West African nations. These three countries have become emblematic
of a broader wave of resource nationalism across Africa, with governments increasingly
demanding a greater share of profits from mineral extraction and calling for more local
processing.

In 2024, Burkina Faso's military leader, Captain Ibrahim Traoré, announced plans to
revoke the mining licences of certain foreign companies, prioritise domestic firms

for local gold production, and renegotiate profit-sharing formulas to achieve what

he described as a fairer balance (Coulibaly, 2024). His pronouncements drew mixed
reactions, as supporters praised his push for resource sovereignty, while critics warned
that such moves could trigger capital flight and deter foreign investment in Burkina
Faso’s economy.

Nevertheless, Traoré’s positions have resonated across West Africa, prompting other
governments in the region to adopt similar measures aimed at asserting greater
sovereignty over their mineral resources. For example, Ghana has introduced
restrictions on foreign participation in its domestic gold trade as part of broader
reforms to increase revenues from gold sales and strengthen regulatory oversight

of the mining sector. A key component of this reform was the enactment of the 2025
Ghana Gold Board Act, which established the Ghana Gold Board (GoldBod) and granted
it exclusive operational and oversight authority over the production of gold and other
precious minerals in the country. Under the new law, large mining companies in Ghana
are now required to sell up to 20 percent of the gold they intend to export to GoldBod.

In addition, GoldBod has introduced new regulations that give it more oversight over
the artisanal gold trade. Under this new framework, Goldbod is the sole authority
responsible for “the purchase, sale, assaying and export of gold” produced through
artisanal mining. It revoked all foreign licenses issued by the Ministry of Lands

and Natural Resources or the defunct Precious Minerals Marketing Company, and
introduced a new licensing regime under its purview. Ghana's regulatory overhaul
signals a concerted effort to assert greater control over its mineral wealth and curtail
capital flight from its economy.

IS ECOWAS LOSING CONTROL OF ITS MINERAL WEALTH?

According to the African Development Bank, Africa’s mineral endowments are valued
at over $30 trillion (African Development Bank, 2013). The International Monetary Fund
(IMF) projects that critical minerals could generate up to $16 trillion in global revenue
over the next 25 years. African countries are expected to contribute approximately

$2 trillion of this figure, according to estimates by the Atlantic Council (Atlantic

Council, 2024). This suggests that mineral-rich economies in the ECOWAS zone are

well positioned to benefit significantly from the growing global demand for mineral
resources.


https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cpvr0x3mkl1o
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cpvr0x3mkl1o

However, for West African countries

to fully capitalise on this demand, they “lllegal artisanal mining further
must address the persistent challenges complicates the picture in West
of mineral smuggling and illicit financial Africa.”

flows in the mining industry. In 2022

alone, more than $30 billion worth of

gold—equivalent to over 435 metric tons—was smuggled out of Africa, according to a
report by Swissaid, a Swiss aid organisation. The report also estimated that between 32
and 41 percent of the gold produced in Africa goes unrecorded in official statistics.

lllegal artisanal mining further complicates the picture in West Africa. While not

all artisanal mining is unlawful, a significant portion operates outside regulatory
frameworks. In Ghana, for example, an estimated 85 percent of small-scale artisanal
mining is conducted illegally.

Similarly, illegal artisanal mining accounts for more than 80 percent of mineral
production in North-West Nigeria alone (Institute for Security Studies, 2020). In Ghana,
illegal gold mining—known locally as galamsey—is driving deforestation, degrading
land and water resources, threatening cocoa production, and posing serious public
health risks.

Although artisanal mining holds potential for sustainable development—as
demonstrated by Niger, where it has historically employed up to 600,000 people—
the lack of government oversight is often exploited by criminal non-state actors in
countries like Nigeria, where illegal mining operations help fuel armed conflicts. In
response, the Nigerian federal government has outlawed artisanal gold mining in the
North-West region and deployed military forces to enforce the ban.

The global demand for lithium has risen dramatically, driven primarily by the growth
of electric vehicles and the expanding use of lithium-ion batteries for energy storage.
However, the lack of infrastructure and technical expertise needed to process and
refine mineral resources limits the ability of African economies to integrate fully into
global value chains. Consequently, countries like Nigeria continue to export large
guantities of raw minerals, missing out on the industrialisation benefits of refining and
battery production, such as higher earnings, job creation, and technology transfer.

With Chinese-backed mining operations and increasing interest from European and
North American investors in lithium, cobalt, and gold, West Africa has become a key
arenain the global competition for critical minerals. While this demand could generate
substantial financial gains for West African economies, it also raises concerns about
extractive partnerships that prioritise foreign interests over local development.
Without strong governance frameworks, these dynamics risk perpetuating the region’s
reliance on raw material exports at the expense of developing value-added industries
that could deliver long-term benefits to local populations.



ECOWAS’ RESPONSE: POLICIES AND CHALLENGES

Over the years, ECOWAS has introduced several initiatives aimed at harmonising
mining regulations across the region. One such initiative was the ECOWAS Directive

on the Harmonization of Guiding Principles and Policies in the Mining Sector, which
sought to establish a unified set of mining regulations and a common mining code

for the region. These frameworks were underpinned by commitments to sustainable
socio-economic development, environmental protection, and respect for human
rights. However, enforcement of this directive has been weak due to poor coordination
among ECOWAS members (Pam-Hworo, 2024).

Despite the adoption of the Regional Action Plan on Disability Inclusion, disability
has not been insufficiently mainstreamed into ECOWAS's broader agenda for

security cooperation, humanitarian affairs and inclusive development. The region’s
broader disability framework faces significant challenges related to policy coherence,
institutional capacity, implementation and funding.

In 2011, the bloc also adopted a Mineral Development Policy, designed to establish a
regulatory framework to support the sustainable development of ECOWAS’ mineral
resources. While the 2009 directive focused primarily on harmonizing regulatory
regimes, the 2011 policy emphasized long-term development goals, including regional
cooperation, environmental sustainability, and the integration of mining into broader
socio-economic planning. By promoting the creation of an integrated West African
mining sector, the policy sought to help countries in the region capitalize on rising
global demand for African minerals and foster a stable investment environment that
balanced the need for foreign investment with the demand for domestic economic
sovereignty.

More than a decade later, however, several challenges persist (Mac-Pods, 2024).
Regulatory uncertainty, volatile commodity prices and political instability continue to
deter investment in West Africa’s mining industries. Geopolitical tensions, including the
risk of civil unrest, further aggravate concerns over investment security. For example,
in Niger, security threats such as terrorism and banditry amplify the risks associated
with mining in mineral-rich areas.


https://www.ecowas.int/ecowas-now-has-a-regional-action-plan-for-the-inclusion-of-people-with-disabilities-in-west-africa-for-the-2022-2030-period/

RECOMMENDATIONS

This paper makes the following recommendations, grounded in a realistic assessment
of the current geopolitical landscape, and proposes three strategic interventions:

Strengthen anti-illegal mining protocols. ECOWAS should adopt a coordinated,
multinational approach to tackling illegal mining. The bloc should support the
establishment of joint-agency task forces within each member state, allowing for
national discretion in determining their composition based on local contexts and
institutional capacity. Each country would decide whether to include police, civil
defence corps, military personnel, or a combination of these. These national task
forces would serve as focal points for cross-border collaboration, working directly
with their counterparts in neighbouring countries. This structure would balance
local dynamics with the regional cooperation necessary to address the transnational
nature of illegal mining.

Improve oversight through satellite surveillance. ECOWAS member states
should consider adopting satellite surveillance systems to enhance oversight in the
mining sector. Nigeria's initiative, centred on the development of a detailed mineral
map providing comprehensive data on the location and distribution of mineral
resources, offers a useful model that could be scaled across the region.

Establish a unified export and marketing strategy. ECOWAS should develop a
‘West African Minerals’ brand certification, modelled on standards such as Fairtrade
Gold and the Kimberley Process. This would enable the region to market its minerals
as ethically sourced and sustainable, commanding higher prices on the global
market. Such a certification would also help address concerns about human rights
violations and environmental degradation. To support this initiative, the ECOWAS
Mineral Development Policy could be amended to include a clear framework for
ethical certification and traceability. This framework would define expectations for
member states and introduce mechanisms for regional oversight, ensuring that
national objectives align with broader regional goals.
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