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1 Introduction

To date, mapping African peace and security developments has mostly meant different mappings of 
conflict dynamics in Africa. In contrast to this dominant trend, we have started to map conflict interven-
tion practices of African regional organizations (ROs), specifically ECOWAS1 and the African Union (AU), 
based on a comprehensive review of different official documents that these ROs have produced for 
‘internal’ reporting as well as ‘external’ communications. While the first results of this work have become 
part of a detailed study of basic intervention practices of African ROs and their intimate connection 
to space-making during conflict interventions (see Herpolsheimer 2021 [forthcoming]), in this working 
paper we reflect in more detail about the methodological and practical challenges inherent in mapping 
intervention practices based on official documents of ROs. Moreover, building on these reflections, we 
discuss strengths and weaknesses of our approach and identify several directions into which it could 
be developed, thereby allowing for new empirical and theoretical insights on African Peace and Secu-
rity. In this, we argue that some of the methodological and practical challenges identified in this paper 
already point to interesting dynamics and allow for several important observations.

To this end, we begin with a brief review of the literature, identifying the gaps that we want to ad-
dress. First, this refers to literature on African Peace and Security, insufficiently capturing multiple, 
non-military intervention practices of ROs. Second, it refers to existing mapping projects, which largely 
focus on mapping conflict dynamics, not intervention practices. Subsequently, we introduce our ap-
proach towards mapping intervention practices, reflecting upon methodological and practical choices. 
Following this, we outline the main challenges that still remain, before identifying different directions for 
research based on our mapping.

2 Literature review

By and large, literature on African Peace and Security has overwhelmingly focused on military and 
police peacekeeping, devoting relatively little attention to non-military intervention practices of African 
ROs (cf. Herpolsheimer 2021 [forthcoming]). The literature that has dealt with non-military intervention 
efforts has mostly focused on ‘mediation’ (e. g. Engel 2012a; Gomes Porto and Ngandu 2014; Nathan 
2017), ‘early warning’ (e. g. Wane et al. 2010; Lewis and Shinoda 2012; Noyes and Yarwood 2013) and, 
to a very limited extent, post-conflict reconstruction and development (PCRD, e. g. Tadesse 2010; Car-
valho, de Coning, and Ahere 2016). 

These have been important contributions, highlighting different aspects and moments of conflict 
intervention (i. e. the ‘before’, ‘during’, and ‘after’). However, first, what exactly these terms and cate-
gories refer to has varied considerably and has not always been explicit. In particular, ‘mediation’ has 
been used to describe diverse practices, ranging from ‘high-level’ (state and / or regional) diplomatic 
practices (e. g. Khadiagala 2016) to different ‘grass-roots’ initiatives (e. g. Mtukwa 2015; Limo 2018). 
Second, these terms and categories have often been closely tied to specific discourses and therefore 
to specific power-knowledge constellations between different actors, which existing research has in-
sufficiently reflected upon. As a result of both trends, actual (everyday) practices of actors at African 
ROs, underlying and connected to these terms and categories as well as others (e. g. ‘election obser-

1 ECOWAS is the Economic Community of West African States and includes the following 15 member states: Benin, Burkina 
Faso, Cabo Verde, Côte d’Ivoire, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra 
Leone, Togo.
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vation’ or ‘security sector reform’), have not yet received adequate academic attention. Consequently, 
the understanding of the ‘internal’ modes of operation of African ROs is still very limited.2

Interestingly, the strong focus on military and police peacekeeping is also reflected in visual presen-
tations of interventions in African peace and security dynamics, as is, for example, observable in the 
SIPRI Multilateral Peace Operations Database,3 the ZIF Peace Operations world map,4 and the Global 
Peace Operations Review.5 In addition, detailed mappings of African peace and security dynamics have 
almost exclusively focused on tracing conflict dynamics (e. g. ACLED,6 HIIK Conflict Barometer,7 UCDP8) 
while leaving out the different intervention practices employed in response to them.

The only (limited) exception in that regard is the African Peace and Security Architecture (APSA) 
Impact Report, produced and published annually since 2017 (although with considerable time lag, see 
IPSS 2017, 2019, 2020) by the Institute for Peace and Security Studies (IPSS) of Addis Ababa University 
with support from the European Centre for Development Policy Management (ECDPM) and the German 
Corporation for International Cooperation (GIZ).9 Mainly interested in assessing ‘quality’ and ‘effective-
ness’ (i. e. ‘success’), the APSA Impact Report traces interventions by the African Union and the Regional 
Economic Communities (RECs). Looking at the pillars of APSA, they distinguish between ‘diplomacy’, 
‘mediation’, ‘peace support operations’ (PSOs), and, since 2017, ‘PCRD’ as different ‘tools’ of conflict 
intervention. However, as mentioned above, the actual underlying intervention practices remain largely 
obscure behind these categories, grouping very different practices together as “only one tool” (e. g. IPSS 
2019, 27) and not clearly defining how the report differentiates between ‘diplomacy’ and ‘mediation’.

In response to these gaps and shortcomings, in the following we outline an alternative approach 
towards mapping conflict intervention practices of African ROs, focusing in particular on ECOWAS and 
the AU. The mapping that we suggest is interested not in ‘success’ (or similar normative assessments) 
but in what actors at these organizations actually do when they respond to conflicts in their respective 
regions, introducing a perspective that allows for analysis and comparison across time and space. In 
this, we employ a broad understanding of ‘mapping’ that is not strictly related to cartographic practice. 
First and foremost, in the initial stages of this project, we employ ‘mapping’ to refer to the process of 
organizing and visualizing collected data.10 

2 Although not explicitly focusing on practices, some scholars have begun to unpack the ‘inner life’ of African ROs and the 
African Peace and Security Architecture (e. g. Tieku 2011, 2016; Engel 2013, 2017; Hardt 2016; Witt 2020; Döring et al. 
2021 [under review]).

3 See https://www.sipri.org/databases/pko (accessed 13 October 2020). SIPRI is the Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute.

4 See https://www.zif-berlin.org/sites/zif-berlin.org/files/inline-files/Weltkarte_0.pdf (accessed 13 October 2020). The ZIF 
is the Center for International Peace Operations.

5 See https://peaceoperationsreview.org/ (accessed 13 October 2020). In addition to peacekeeping missions, this map also 
includes information about special envoys and liaison offices, although not consistently.

6 See https://acleddata.com/#/dashboard (accessed 11 November 2020). ACLED is the Armed Conflict Location and Event 
Data Project that collects as well as analyses data on political violence and protest.

7 See https://hiik.de/konfliktbarometer/aktuelle-ausgabe/ (accessed 11 November 2020). The HIIK is the Heidelberg Insti-
tute for International Conflict Research, which annually publishes the Conflict Barometer, a report focusing on identifying 
developments and processes of conflicts as well as their intensities, amongst others.

8 See https://ucdp.uu.se/ (accessed 11 November 2020). The UCDP is the Uppsala Conflict Data Program, which collects 
data on organized violence focusing on instances that include fatalities.

9 Previously, the GIZ has produced APSA Impact Reports together with the ECDPM covering the reporting period 2007–
2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015 (only the last, GIZ 2016, being publicly available; see also Desmidt and Hauck 2017).

10 Yet, debates related to post-representational cartography arguing amongst others for “maps as practices” (Kitchin, 
Perkins, and Dodge 2009, 16) and adjacent critical discussions of visualization (e. g. cf. Knowles, Westerveld, and Strom 
2015) prove not only valuable in our reflection but also serve as inspiration where to take our approach from here.

https://www.sipri.org/databases/pko
https://www.zif-berlin.org/sites/zif-berlin.org/files/inline-files/Weltkarte_0.pdf
https://peaceoperationsreview.org/
https://acleddata.com/
https://hiik.de/konfliktbarometer/aktuelle-ausgabe/
https://ucdp.uu.se/
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3 Mapping intervention practices of ECOWAS and the AU

The following sections detail our approach to mapping intervention practices. The goal is twofold: first, 
we seek to make the research process and analytical choices transparent, which, second, shall serve 
as a basis for the subsequent discussion of methodological and practical challenges as well as obser-
vations that can already be drawn from this mapping exercise.

Fig. 1: AU intervention practices, 2006–2018

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
Libya [] ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ [] ◼ [] ◼ [] [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼

Tunisia [] ◼ ◯ ◯ ◯ [] ◯
Egypt [] ◼ [] [] ◼ ◯ [] ◯ [] [] []

Western Sahara ◼ ◼ ◼ ◼ [] ◼ [] [] ◼ ◼ ◯
Mauritania [] [] [] [] ◼ ◯ [] []
Mali/Sahel ◼ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ ◼ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◯

The Gambia [] [] [] ◯ [] ◯
Guinea-Bissau [] [] ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ [] [] []

Guinea [] [] [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◯ [] [] ◯ []
Liberia [] ◯ ◼ ◯ [] ◯ []

Côte d'Ivoire [] [] [] ◼ [] ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◯ [] []
Burkina Faso [] ◯ [] ◯ []

Niger [] ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] []
Boko Haram [] ◼ [] ◼ ◯ [] [] ◯ []

[] [] [] []
Sudan [] ◼ [] [] ◼ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ [] [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯

[] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼
South Sudan [] ◼ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯

Lord's Resistance Army ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] [] ◼ ◯ []
Central African Republic [] ◯ [] [] [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ [] [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯

DRC/Great Lakes Region [] [] [] ◼ [] ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ [] [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯
Burundi [] ◼ [] [] [] ◼ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ [] ◯ []

[] ◯ ◼ ◯
Somalia [] [] [] ◼ [] ◼ [] ◼ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ [] ◼ ◯ [] [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯

Madagascar [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◼ ◯ [] ◯ [] ◼ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
Comoros [] ◯ [] [] ◯ [] ◯ [] ◼ ◯ ◯ [] ◯ [] ◯ [] ◼ ◯

Kenya ◯ [] [] ◯ [] [] [] []

[] at least 1 PSC meeting concerned with the conflict situation; ◼ at least 1 other meeting; ◯ at least 1 visit to the conflict country or region;

liaison office; peace support operation; PSC reports to the Assembly only partially available; PSC reports not available for that year

*

Conflict situations

Djibouti-Eritrea

Sudan-South Sudan

Chad-Sudan

Notes: Liaison offices have been compiled based on information provided by Global Peace Operations Review (see  
https://peaceoperationsreview.org/maps/africa/). Peace support operations have been compiled based on Williams (2013).  
The indicated peace support operation in Mali are the African-led International Support Mission in Mali (AFISMA) and the G5 
Sahel Joint Force. For Boko Haram, the Multinational Joint Task Force is indicated. * The liaison office is located in Chad.

Source: (cc) BY-NC-ND Jens Herpolsheimer, Skollan Elisabeth Warnck

https://peaceoperationsreview.org/maps/africa/
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Fig. 2: ECOWAS intervention practices, 2000–2018

Conflict situations 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018◯ ◼ ◯◼ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯◯ ◯ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯◼ ◼ ◯ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼◼ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◼ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◯ ◼◼ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◼ ◼ ◼◯ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼◼ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◯◼ ◯ ◯ ◯◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯◼ ◼ ◼ ◼ ◼ ◼ ◯◯ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◯ ◯ ◼◼ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◯ ◼ ◼ ◯ ◼◼ at least 1 meeting concerned with the conflict situation; ◯ at least 1 visit to the conflict country or region;

liaison office; peace support operation

*Cabo Verde
Senegal

*The Gambia
Guinea-Bissau

*Guinea
Sierra Leone

Liberia
Côte d'Ivoire

Mano River Region
*Burkina Faso

Ghana
*Togo
Benin

Nigeria
Boko Haram

*Niger
*Mali/Sahel

Notes: The dotted line indicates that these liaison offices may have been closed intermittently. * These countries have ECOWAS 
liaison offices, but the available information does not allow to say since when exactly.

Source: (cc) BY-NC-ND Jens Herpolsheimer, Skollan Elisabeth Warnck

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the ROs’ intervention practices over time (horizontal axis) in different con-
flict situations (vertical axis). Besides peace support operations (grey-hatched area) and liaison offices 
(arrows) established by the ROs’, intervention practices include meetings of specific decision-making 
organs, other meetings on specific conflict situations involving actors of these organizations, and visits 
that they undertake to the conflict site (i. e. geographic area of a particular conflict situation). In figure 1, 
meetings by the Peace and Security Council (PSC) and other meetings are separated (rectangles and 
black squares), whereas in figure 2, we merged meetings of the ECOWAS Authority and other meetings 
(black squares). This has been done because ECOWAS meeting and reporting practices differ from the 
AU and, at this point, do not allow for the same degree of differentiation (see section 5). These latter 
three practices (meetings, other meetings, and visits) were primarily researched by thoroughly review-
ing the ROs’ internal reports following a coding scheme. While we also attempted to collect information 
on peace support operations and liaison offices in the same manner during the document review, it 
proved difficult to gain sufficiently detailed insights on these practices over time. Therefore, we relied 
on additional, albeit limited, existing research. Besides information provided on the ROs’ official web-
sites,11 we referred to the Global Peace Operations Review as well as Williams (2013), which, however, 
also did not allow all gaps to be closed, in particular with regard to the creation and operation of liaison 
offices.

In the following discussion, therefore, we focus on the mapping of the categories ‘meetings’, ‘ other 
meetings’, and ‘visits’. First, we elaborate on the corpus of RO documents that we have used for our map-
ping. Second, we zoom in on and explain the different practices and categories of the coding scheme, 
before discussing the clustering of the conflict situations (presented on the vertical axis).

3.1 Documents used for analysis

The basis of our mapping are different official documents by the AU and ECOWAS for ‘internal’ reporting 
as well as ‘external’ communications. For the AU, we have referred to 18 statutory Reports by the PSC 
on Its Activities and the State of Peace and Security in Africa to the AU Assembly (henceforth PSC 

11 For the AU, see http://www.peaceau.org/en/page/103-liaison-offices (accessed 11 November 2020). For ECOWAS, see 
https://www.ECOWAS.int/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Mai-2020-ECOWAS-Permanent-and-Special-Representatives.
pdf (accessed 11 November 2020).

http://www.peaceau.org/en/page/103-liaison-offices
https://www.ecowas.int/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Mai-2020-ECOWAS-Permanent-and-Special-Representatives.pdf
https://www.ecowas.int/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Mai-2020-ECOWAS-Permanent-and-Special-Representatives.pdf
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reports), overall covering the period from 2006 (when the AU PSC began operating more consistently, 
e. g. cf. Dersso 2013; Engel 2012b) to 2018. However, at the time of writing, we were unable to access 
nine PSC reports, covering parts of the years 2006, 2007, 2008, 2010, 2015, 2016, and 2018. The PSC 
reports are assembled biannually covering the period between the two annual Assembly summits and 
containing, amongst others, more ‘technical’ information, such as the composition of the PSC and also 
its activities and a review of what is usually titled ‘state of peace and security in Africa’. For ECOWAS, 
we reviewed 19 annual reports by the ECOWAS Commission from 2000 (following the adoption of the 
1999 Mechanism)12 to 2018. Most of these reports are produced towards the end of a respective year 
(November / December) and give, different to the PSC reports, a broader overview on ECOWAS’ general 
activities, ranging, for instance, from economic integration to free movement and related issues. There-
fore, we focused on the chapters of the reports that specifically refer to ‘peace and security’ and / or 
‘governance’.

In addition to this ‘internal’ RO reporting, we reviewed documents of the two ROs’ external com-
munication (e. g. to other ROs and the international community more broadly), which are mostly avail-
able online or have been collected during research visits to the two organizational headquarters. These 
documents amount to 725 PSC communiqués and press statements as well as 40 final communiqués 
by the ECOWAS Authority. The PSC communiqués and press statements are published following PSC 
meetings that are executed on three different levels (ambassadors, ministers, or heads of state). The 
documents are in most cases assigned with a meeting number and usually concerned with one issue 
that is either thematic (e. g. the operationalization of the African Standby Force) or related to a specific 
conflict situation. Conversely, the final communiqués of the ECOWAS Authority cover general ECOWAS 
activities (except for communiqués related to extraordinary or mini summits) and, similar to the annual 
reports, include specific sections on ‘peace and security’, which have been the focus of our analysis. So 
far, we have not included press releases by the commissions of the two ROs. However, a cursory review 
of available AU Commission press releases, as well as a detailed study of the example of pronounce-
ments of the ECOWAS and AU commissions on conflict in Guinea-Bissau (cf. Herpolsheimer 2021 [forth-
coming]), reveal similar dynamics to those observed in the documents mentioned above. Consequently, 
these will have to be included in future stages of our mapping.

3.2 Intervention practices: developing the categories

The basic categories for this mapping have been developed in the context of project B07 of the Col-
laborative Research Centre (SFB 1199): “Processes of Spatialization Under the Global Condition”. In 
particular, they have emerged out of a detailed study of ECOWAS and AU intervention practices in Guin-
ea-Bissau and a subsequent effort to relate these findings to an emerging field of practices of conflict 
intervention by African ROs more generally. A first step in that direction has been a comprehensive 
review of reporting on interventions by African ROs in the Africa Research Bulletin’s (ARB) Political, 
Social and Cultural Series (2002–2017), which served to formulate empirical categories of intervention 
practices.13 These have then been clarified and defined in a codebook (as explained below) and applied 
during the analysis of the documents mentioned above through a close, interpretative reading. Thus, 
data has been coded manually and collected in two separate excel sheets, for ECOWAS and the AU 
respectively. Inspired, amongst others, by the event-based coding of ACLED, each instance of an inter-
vention practice was coded as an ‘event’ and additional information on start and end dates (at least the 
year) as well as locations / destinations were recorded (if reported).14 Further, we included the relevant 
quote from the analysed document often describing context and content of the respective event that 
was coded. Crucially, we defined the categories as mutually exclusive, the category visit could not be 

12 1999 Mechanism refers to the ECOWAS Protocol Relating to the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management, 
Resolution, Peacekeeping and Security, adopted by the ECOWAS Authority (1999). 

13 First results of this exercise have been presented at the biannual VAD (African Studies Association in Germany) confer-
ence in 2018.

14 Different to ACLED, we did not disaggregate events per day (cf. Raleigh et al. 2010, 652) but instead recorded start and 
end dates. However, we coded the different locations separately. We discuss the resulting issues of quantifying RO 
activity in section 4.2.
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coded as a meeting as well (and vice versa), and each event was assigned to a conflict situation (which 
we will detail below).

Meetings

The category of meetings captures instances when specific RO decision-making organs considered, re-
viewed, or discussed or were briefed on a conflict situation. The recorded decision-making bodies differ 
for the two ROs we investigated. For the AU, we coded occasions when the PSC concerned itself with 
a conflict situation, which we traced on the basis of both the PSC reports as well as the available PSC 
documents (the corpus of 725 communiqués and press statements). Importantly, this way of coding 
signifies that the number in brackets in figure 3 do not represent the absolute number of all PSC meet-
ings and / or briefings or PSC documents published between 2006 and 2018 for that matter. Rather, it 
attempts to count occasions on which a specific conflict situation has been discussed, which entails 
that some PSC sessions were counted more than once if concerned with multiple conflicts. We exclud-
ed thematic PSC sessions (e. g. on the implementation of specific policies, such as ‘PCRD’). The only ex-
ception in which thematic issues were coded as relating to conflict situations concern elections and / or 
general debates on peace and security. This decision has been taken as these meetings usually entail a 
briefing or discussion of a specific country or conflict situation (e. g. “recent elections” in Burkina Faso, 
amongst others)15 and elections have been underlined as relevant in the context of the AU’s approach 
in peace and security (cf. Desmidt 2019, 87). For ECOWAS, we recorded instances when the ECOWAS 
Authority concerned itself with a conflict situation (see figure 4).16 Similar to the PSC documents, we 
also coded instances when upcoming elections were mentioned in the ECOWAS final communiqués. In 
that, both for the PSC and the ECOWAS Authority, the represented number of meetings differs from the 
number of documents on conflict situations (for the AU, see also figure 7).

Other Meetings

The category ‘other meetings’ records meetings of other deliberative or decision-making organs of 
ECOWAS and the AU than those discussed above or meetings of other organizations or constellations 
that have involved ECOWAS and / or AU actors. As is the case for ‘meetings’, ‘other meetings’ may take 
place at different locations and are coded and counted as such as long as they have not taken place at 
the conflict site as such. The latter would be coded and counted as a ‘visit’ (see below). For example, a 
meeting by the International Contact Group on Madagascar taking place in Addis Ababa is recorded as 
‘other meeting’ (e. g. July 2009). Further meeting constellations include, amongst others, conferences, 
joint summits with other ROs, (joint) coordination mechanisms, consultative fora and panels delegations 
and meetings at the ROs’ headquarters, as well as (joint) technical workshops. However, when an AU 
representative travels to Banjul (The Gambia) to meet with other stakeholders in the context of man-
aging conflict in Guinea-Bissau, this is also coded as ‘other meeting’ as the destination is not Guinea- 
Bissau (e. g. April 2013). In case the location of an event is not stated, it is coded as ‘other meetings’, too. 
Where not mentioned explicitly, ECOWAS and / or AU involvement is discerned through close reading, 
requiring interpretation. Here, the wording often revolves around meetings that are ‘initiated, ‘facilitated’, 
‘organized’, ‘supported’, or ‘established’ by actors of the respective RO.

15 See PSC press statement on 573rd PSC meeting, February 8, 2016 in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.
16 This is only the second-best option, as the ECOWAS Authority doubles as the ECOWAS Mediation and Security Council 

(MSC) at the presidential level but represents only part of MSC meetings. MSC meetings at the ministerial and ambas-
sadorial levels do not produce publicly available documentation. However, MSC meetings during ECOWAS Authority 
sessions (both ordinary and extraordinary) account for a large share of MSC meetings overall, as, in contrast to meeting 
practices at the AU, ECOWAS heads of state get involved in conflict management very frequently (cf. Herpolsheimer 2021 
[forthcoming]).
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Visits

This category captures all RO activity relating to a conflict situation that takes place in or includes travel 
of AU personnel to the respective conflict site (e. g. city, country, or region, see below). The emphasis is 
to record every instance when ECOWAS and / or AU actors are physically ‘present’. Hence, this category 
includes different types of missions (fact-finding missions, PSC field missions, joint RO / IO missions, or 
election observation missions), visits by, for instance, high-level representatives, mediators, or the com-
missioners, and crucially also meetings that are organized at the conflict site (see also section 4). While 
these visits almost always involve meetings, RO actors being ‘on the ground’ constitutes a qualitative 
difference from acting ‘from afar’ (e. g. assessing, consulting, discussing, or making statements), which 
is also the main reason why RO actors (temporarily) visit and establish local liaison offices at conflict 
sites (cf. Herpolsheimer 2021 [forthcoming]).

Besides the overall figures 1 and 2, which demonstrate the type of intervention practice that took 
place in a respective year, we also quantified each individual practice both for the AU (figures 3–4) and 
ECOWAS (figures 5–6). Further, it becomes apparent that the definition of categories, particularly ‘other 
meetings’ and ‘visits’, are conditioned by the respective conflict situation in relation to what we referred 
to as conflict site. In the following, we explain how we have determined what exactly belongs to a par-
ticular conflict situation, resulting in the clustering of conflict situations (presented in the vertical axis 
of our figures) and how we defined the respective conflict sites.

Fig. 3: AU PSC meetings and other meetings of AU actors on conflict situations, 2006–2018

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
[11] ◼ ◼ [3] ◼ [3] ◼ [2] [3] ◼ [2] ◼
[3] ◼ [1]
[4] ◼ [1] [6] ◼ [4] [1] [1] [1]◼ ◼ ◼ ◼ [3] ◼ [1] [1] ◼ ◼

[1] [1] [3] [6] ◼ [1] [1]◼ [12] ◼ [8] ◼ [5] ◼ [4] ◼ ◼ [5] ◼ [5]
[1] [2] [6] [1]

[1] [5] [3] ◼ [6] ◼ [5] ◼ [5] ◼ [4] ◼ [4] [3] [4]
[1] [2] [9] ◼ [5] ◼ [1] [2] [2] [1]

[1] ◼ [1] [1]
[2] [3] [4] ◼ [3] [9] ◼ [9] ◼ [1] [1] [1]

[2] [4] [1]
[1] [4] ◼ [1] [2]

[2] ◼ [4] ◼ [2] [5] [1]
[4] [1] [2] [1]
[10] ◼ [10] [10] ◼ [9] ◼ [6] ◼ [8] ◼ [2] [3] ◼ [3] ◼ [2] ◼ [2] [3] ◼ [4] ◼

[1] ◼ [8] ◼ [7] ◼ [3] ◼ [3] ◼ [1] ◼ [4] ◼
[1] ◼ [3] ◼ [11] ◼ [7] ◼ [6] [3] ◼ [6] ◼◼ [2] ◼ [1] ◼ [1] ◼ [1] ◼ [2] ◼ [1] [1] ◼ [2]

[1] [1] [2] [1] ◼ [2] ◼ [1] ◼ [12] ◼ [8] ◼ [3] ◼ [6] [1] ◼ [2] ◼
[6] [2] [5] ◼ [1] [1] ◼ [6] ◼ [7] ◼ [2] ◼ [2] ◼ [2] [3] ◼ [3] ◼
[2] ◼ [2] [2] [1] ◼ [1] ◼ [3] ◼ [12] ◼ [5] ◼ [1] [2]

[5] ◼
[7] [5] [8] ◼ [7] ◼ [5] ◼ [9] ◼ [7] ◼ [5] ◼ [3] ◼ [5] ◼ [5] [6] ◼ [5] ◼

[8] ◼ [3] ◼ [2] ◼ [6] ◼ [1] [1] ◼ [3]
[1] [8] [6] [1] [3] ◼ [1] [1] [2] ◼

[4] [2] [2] [1] [2] [1]

Libya
Tunisia

Egypt
Western Sahara

Mauritania
Mali/Sahel

The Gambia
Guinea-Bissau

Guinea
Liberia

Côte d'Ivoire
Burkina Faso

Niger
Boko Haram

Sudan

South Sudan
Lord's Resistance Army
Central African Republic

DRC/Great Lakes Region
Burundi

Somalia
Madagascar

Comoros
Kenya

Conflict situations

[#] number of PSC meetings concerned with the conflict situation; ◼ 1 or 2 other meetings; ◼ between 3 and 6 other meetings; ◼ 7 or more other

meetings; PSC reports to the Assembly only partially available; PSC reports not available for that year

Djibouti-Eritrea

Sudan-South Sudan

Chad-Sudan

Notes: This is an exploratory mapping. Counting has been based on available documents and information provided therein only; 
actual numbers may therefore be higher than indicated in this figure (see below).

Source: (cc) BY-NC-ND Jens Herpolsheimer, Skollan Elisabeth Warnck
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Fig. 4: Meetings of the ECOWAS Authority on conflict situations, 2000–2018

Conflict situations 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
Cabo Verde [2]

Senegal [1] [2] [1] [1]
The Gambia [2] [2] [3]

Guinea-Bissau [2] [1] [1] [1] [2] [1] [3] [1] [5] [4] [3] [4] [2] [3] [4]
Guinea [1] [2] [1] [2] [1] [2] [3] [4]

Sierra Leone [3] [1] [1] [1] [1] [1] [1] [1]
Liberia [1] [1] [2] [1] [1] [1] [1] [2] [1]

Côte d'Ivoire [2] [1] [1] [3] [1] [1] [2] [1] [2] [1] [4] [2] [3] [4]
Mano River Region [2] [1] [1] [1]

Burkina Faso [1] [3] [4] [2] [1]
Ghana [1] [1] [2] [1]

Togo [1] [1] [1] [1] [2] [2] [3] [1] [1] [2]
Benin [1]

Nigeria [1] [3] [1] [1]
Boko Haram [1] [2] [2] [2] [1] [2]

Niger [1] [2] [1] [1]
Mali/Sahel [2] [1] [6] [4] [3] [2] [2] [2] [2]

[#] number of Authority meetings concerned with the conflict situation

Notes: This is an exploratory mapping. Counting has been based on available documents and information provided therein only; 
actual numbers may therefore be higher than indicated in this figure (see below).

Source: (cc) BY-NC-ND Jens Herpolsheimer, Skollan Elisabeth Warnck

Fig. 5: Visits of AU actors to conflict sites, 2006–2018

Conflict situations 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
◯ ◯ ◯
◯ ◯ ◯ ◯

◯ ◯
◯

◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
◯ ◯◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯◯ ◯ ◯ ◯

◯ ◯ ◯
◯ ◯ ◯ ◯

◯ ◯◯ ◯ ◯ ◯

◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
◯ ◯ ◯ ◯

◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
◯ ◯ ◯ ◯

◯ ◯
◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯

◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯

◯ ◯
◯ 1 or 2 visits to the conflict country or region; ◯ between 3 and 6 visits; ◯ 7 or more visits;

PSC reports to the Assembly only partially available; PSC reports not available for that year

Libya
Tunisia

Egypt
Western Sahara

Mauritania
Mali/Sahel

The Gambia
Guinea-Bissau

Guinea
Liberia

Côte d'Ivoire
Burkina Faso

Niger
Boko Haram

Sudan

South Sudan
Lord's Resistance Army
Central African Republic

DRC/Great Lakes Region
Burundi

Somalia
Madagascar

Comoros
Kenya

Chad-Sudan

Sudan-South Sudan

Djibouti-Eritrea

Notes: This is an exploratory mapping. Counting has been based on available documents and information provided therein only; 
actual numbers may therefore be higher than indicated in this figure (see below).

Source: (cc) BY-NC-ND Jens Herpolsheimer, Skollan Elisabeth Warnck
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Fig. 6: Visits of ECOWAS actors to conflict sites, 2000–2018

Conflict situations 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
Cabo Verde ◯ ◯

Senegal ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
The Gambia ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯

Guinea-Bissau ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
Guinea ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯

Sierra Leone ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
Liberia ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯

Côte d'Ivoire ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
Mano River Region ◯ ◯

Burkina Faso ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
Ghana ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯

Togo ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
Benin ◯ ◯ ◯

Nigeria ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
Boko Haram ◯

Niger ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯
Mali/Sahel ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯

◯ at least 1 visit to the conflict country or region; ◯ 2 or 3 visits; ◯ 4 or more visits

Notes: This is an exploratory mapping. Counting has been based on available documents and information provided therein only; 
actual numbers may therefore be higher than indicated in this figure (see below).

Source: (cc) BY-NC-ND Jens Herpolsheimer, Skollan Elisabeth Warnck

3.3  Conflict situations

A crucial aspect of mapping conflict intervention practices (as described above) has been to delimit 
conflict situations and their respective conflict sites that interventions seek to respond to. To address 
this issue, for the AU we have drawn on the reporting structure in PSC reports. Although this structure 
has changed during the time period covered here, each report contains a section on the state of African 
peace and security by listing and labelling different conflict situations and sites in respective subsec-
tions. These subsections, usually indicated through headlines or marked in bold letters, report on the 
AU’s different intervention practices. We recorded these subsection titles and their variations as well 
as changes over time and subsequently grouped them in a coherent manner, clustering them into 30 
conflict situations (2006–2018).17 

While, for example, conflict in Guinea-Bissau was also under similarly designated headlines, other 
cases were less straight forward. In that regard, we grouped, for instance, under ‘Mali / Sahel’ diverse 
headlines ranging from ‘Mali’ to variations of ‘Mali and the Sahel’ to more specific sections titled ‘G5 Sa-
hel Joint Force’. We identified the conflict site of such cases (as referred to by AU actors) through close 
and continuous rereading of the relevant documents. For ‘Mali / Sahel’, this meant grouping together 
Niger, Mauritania, Mali, Chad, Burkina Faso, and Libya, which was decisive in the coding and differenti-
ating between other meetings and visits. We have proceeded in the same manner with Western Sahara 
(Morocco and SADR18), Boko Haram (Nigeria, Chad, Niger, and Cameroon), Sudan / South Sudan (also 
includes events that were reported under sections of the PSC reports referring to the Horn of Africa), 
Lord’s Resistance Army (DRC,19 CAR,20 South Sudan, and Uganda), and DRC / Great Lakes Region (DRC, 
Rwanda, and Uganda). While the forward slash in Mali / Sahel and DRC / Great Lakes Region designates 
the larger conflict situation, the hyphens in Chad-Sudan, Sudan-South Sudan, and Djibouti-Eritrea refer 
to the relations between the countries.

From the 30 conflict situations, we excluded Ebola, Eritrea-Ethiopia, as well as Somalia-Eritrea, re-
sulting in 27 conflict situations, which are shown on the vertical axis of figures 1, 3, and 5. For Er-
itrea-Ethiopia and Somalia-Eritrea, the coding did not yield any entries and we excluded Ebola as it 
represents a more thematic issue, not a conflict situation as such. Crucially, the clustered conflict sit-

17 Each coded event was assigned the original headline under which it was stated and the clustered version in a separate 
column.

18 Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic.
19 Democratic Republic of Congo.
20 Central African Republic.
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uations are partly overlapping (e. g. Lord’s Resistance Army and CAR). AU intervention practices that 
were listed under other sections than the ‘state of peace and security in Africa’, for example related 
thematic headlines (e. g. ‘post-conflict reconstruction’) were also coded. In such cases, we assigned the 
conflict situation on the basis of the references made in the document’s text following the assembled 
cluster and ensured transparency through recording the original headline in the excel sheet as well as 
the respective quote.

The clustering of conflict situations for ECOWAS required a more interpretative approach due to the 
fact that only the first ECOWAS annual reports (2000–2008) follow a reporting structure similar to the 
one described for the PSC reports with sections on the state of African peace and security. From 2009 
onwards, the sections on peace and security in these annual reports increasingly have transitioned 
into a reporting predominantly structured along thematic subsections.21 We recorded the different the-
matic subsections (e. g. ‘Election Monitoring’) and noted in a second step what references to conflicts 
situations / sites were made, on the basis of which we clustered 17 conflict situations. In this process, 
a comparison with the final communiqués was also helpful, as these usually continued to contain sec-
tions on specific conflicts. For example, the final communiqué for the 36th ECOWAS Authority session in 
June 2009 lists sections on conflict situations in Guinea-Bissau, Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, Niger, Togo, and 
the Sahel region. Recording ECOWAS intervention practices in the coding sheet, we used these section 
headlines to cluster the conflict situations accordingly.

4  Persistent challenges in mapping intervention practices

The results of the different steps described above, and shown in figures 1–6, demonstrate that actors 
at ECOWAS and the AU have relatively consistently applied different intervention practices, of which 
the deployment of military and police peacekeeping forces has been only one, and apparently not even 
the most important at that. The mapping also shows that ECOWAS and AU actors have often respond-
ed to more than one conflict situation at a time and, in most cases, have applied several, different but 
interrelated, practices simultaneously. All of these, as well as further observations, invite interesting 
and far-reaching analysis and discussions, which we allude to below in section 5 of this working paper. 
However, it is also necessary to reflect upon several methodological and practical challenges involved 
in this mapping exercise. In the following, we discuss them in the same order introduced above, suc-
cessively turning towards access and nature of the documents used for analysis; difficulties in coding 
according to the identified categories of intervention practices; and difficulties regarding the clustering 
of conflict situations (also with implications for coding). Our aim therein is to offer as much transparency 
as possible in the face of difficult choices and to identify limits and shortcomings, also with a view to 
potentially improving upon them in the future. Important to note, however, is that some of the chal-
lenges described in the following also point to specific practices at the organizations that we research 
and therefore allow for some interesting observations, which we also briefly discuss below in the last 
section of this working paper.

21 Exceptions are the reports for 2013 and 2017, which contain thematic subsections that are dedicated to specific conflict 
situations (e. g. the 2013 annual report contains a section on “preventive diplomacy” related to Guinea-Bissau and Mali).
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4.1 Documents

On a very practical level, a consistent, systematic mapping of intervention practices based on official 
documents is difficult due to limits in accessing these very documents. While some of these should be 
available publicly, for free, and online (e. g. AU PSC communiqués and final communiqués of ECOWAS Au-
thority sessions), in practice this is not always the case. Not all of these documents have been uploaded 
to the respective organizational websites; in some cases, links do not open or do not lead to the indicat-
ed documents. This is further complicated where documents (and sessions they refer to) are not con-
secutively and / or consistently numbered, meaning that it is sometimes even difficult to clearly assess 
the extent to which access is limited. We as researchers may miss documents, and thereby information 
about meetings, visits, and so on, without being aware of it. In our research, we have repeatedly en-
countered information about events or even documents by accident that we were not aware of before. 

Moreover, working with official documents requires a basic understanding of and knowledge about 
the organizations that produce them and how they work. For example, this means knowing which ac-
tors / organs of an organization produce what kind of documents, who is involved in it, and how they 
do it. It also means knowing the functions and purposes that these documents serve, what kind of 
information is presented in them and how so, and what is often or regularly left out. Put differently, re-
searchers have to be able to identify information contained and know what it means as well as to know 
and understand ‘lacunae’. In the example of ECOWAS and the AU, most documents reflect a carefully 
produced consensus (over a certain period of time) and in the end, amongst other aspects, communi-
cate specific self-representations, legitimate positions, and actions as well as relations towards other 
actors (cf. Herpolsheimer 2021 [forthcoming]). All of this is further complicated by recurring changes in 
reporting structures as well as the level of detail and the kind of information that is reported. 

To illustrate these aspects, it is worth taking a closer look at the coding of the PSC meetings. Here, 
the combination of (internal) reports and (external) communiqués allowed a more detailed reconstruc-
tion of when the decision-making bodies concern themselves with conflict situations. Thus, on top of 
the 725 PSC communiqués and press statements we had access to, we could trace further information 
with the help of the reports. However, this also brought challenges regarding the availability of docu-
ments and specifically their changing ‘nature’ clearer to the fore. While the first reports each contain 
an Annex that lists all PSC meetings as well as briefings that are not numbered or entail the production 
of an official document, later reports also begin to include a discussion of PSC meetings in the written 
parts of the reports, whereas for the years 2017 and 2018 neither a separate in-text discussion of the 
PSC meetings nor an Annex thereof is contained. The resulting difference in level of detail has implica-
tions for the data mapping as some years are consequently covered in a ‘denser’ manner than others.
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Fig. 7: Tracing the gaps in AU PSC documentation, 2006–2018
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Notes: This figure is based on available PSC communiqués, press statements, online information from https://www.peaceau.
org/en/, as well as the PSC reports. It juxtaposes occasions when the PSC concerned itself with specific conflict situations 
and/or thematic issues and a counting of PSC sessions as numbered by the PSC. The conflict situations in this figure are not 
clustered (as discussed in section 3.3).

Source: (cc) BY-NC-ND Jens Herpolsheimer, Skollan Elisabeth Warnck

In order to deal with these limitations, we trace gaps as far as possible and make our approach transpar-
ent, as reflected in figure 7. Here, on the basis of information available online as well as through the PSC 
press statements, communiqués, and / or reports, we show the frequency of PSC meetings concerned 
with conflict situations (counted as described in section 3.2 but not clustered as represented in figures 
1, 3, and 5) contrasted with thematic issues (hatched bars). Additionally, we illustrate the number of PSC 
sessions by taking the numbering assigned by the AU PSC as a basis, which we also employed in order to 
locate gaps of sessions (instances where we have no information through the external or internal doc-
uments but know of the session number, see black line with squares in figure 7). The latter is naturally 
constrained by the fact that the PSC often assigns the same session number to multiple documents. 
This demonstrates what we mean by saying that it is sometimes not even possible to discern the exact 
extent of gaps. For example, for the year 2006, we could access PSC documents consecutively for each 
meeting number (from 45 to 68) so that there is no apparent gap. However, as we had also access to 
the PSC report for the second half of the year, we could identify nine ‘extra’ meetings / briefings through 
the annex with no number and / or public document. For 2013, on the other hand, we had access to both 
PSC reports covering the entire year. Yet, 15 sessions remain as gaps that we could not ‘close’ through 
the combination of PSC documents and the PSC reports. Conversely for 2017, we had to mostly rely on 
online coverage of the PSC communiqués and press statements, as the reports only refer selectively 
to some PSC sessions.

Inherent to such considerations of what these documents allow us to do and what not, is the ten-
sion between how, on the one hand, these official documents only represent a certain discourse and 
self-representation and, on the other hand, how we employ them to reconstruct RO intervention be-
sides military activity.

https://www.peaceau.org/en/
https://www.peaceau.org/en/
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4.2  Categories

The developed categories allow us to go beyond diplomatic language and political discourse that is em-
ployed by actors at ROs. Yet at the same time, this very language and the way RO activities are reported 
on make it challenging to code events. For example, the reporting is not always explicit and remains on 
the level of formulations such as “the Commission undertook consultations”,22 thereby making it hard 
to know what exactly was done (i. e. did the consultations entail a meeting and, if so, where did such a 
meeting take place?). Or, in some cases, the wording makes it difficult to decide whether a particular 
event mentioned in the document has only been planned or actually taken place. Specific attention 
is required since the same action is sometimes reported in different terms or reframed in subsequent 
reports. Whether this happens on purpose or not often remains unclear. As the reports give a general 
update on the conflict situations and report on multiple actions, it has been a particular challenge to dis-
cern in which of these interventions actors of the respective ROs (AU and / or ECOWAS) were involved. 
While we referred to words such as ‘initiated’ or ‘facilitated’ or specific RO personnel participating (see 
section 3.2), it was also necessary to read between the reports, namely to learn which activities and 
panel formats, for instance, were RO driven. Here, the aspects of basic knowledge, understanding, as 
well as experience with the documents and the ROs are also pivotal to posing future questions with 
regard to assuring intercoder reliability. Overall, with our interest in concrete actions on the ground, the 
described challenges meant that we could not trace and map every single RO intervention practice.

Relatedly, the wording and specific nature of the reports also had implications for quantifying the 
intervention practices. For example, the reports sometimes detailed the length and different locations 
of missions, whereas in other instances RO activity was only described in terms of ‘several visits’. While 
the former allows for more precise coding, the latter example is only coded as one event, obscuring 
the extent of an intervention practice. Additionally, the level of detail on the respective destinations 
also affected the counting of events. For example, a visit by the Chairperson of the AU Commission 
and the Commissioner for Political Affairs from 3 to 10 June 2017 went to Niger, Chad, Mauritania, Mali, 
and Burkina Faso.23 In such cases, we coded each destination separately but under the same conflict 
situation (‘Mali / Sahel’) according to our distinct interest in tracing the spatial dimension of conflict in-
tervention and to enable further analysis. This signifies that while the start and end date render it as one 
mission, our coding scheme counts several meetings at different locations. Therefore, in some cases, 
the number of visits or other meetings may diverge from how the ROs count themselves. Taking these 
challenges into account, figures 3–6 have to be understood as an exploratory attempt to illustrate 
differing degrees of intensities of intervention practices. To account for the ‘fuzziness’ in quantifying 
other meetings and visits, we chose to present the extent of these activities as a range. Specifically, we 
employed differently sized squares and circles (see figures 3–6).

4.3  Clustering

Our approach to delimiting the conflict situations and clustering these is (as discussed in section 3.3) 
closely related to the documents’ structure and reporting employed for analysis. This entails that the 
conflict situations include countries, relations between states, countries and their regions, as well as 
conflict issues such as ‘Boko Haram’ or ‘Lord’s Resistance Army’. Hence, the cluster is not homoge-
nous and assembled according to distinct parameters such as either countries or issues. This is due to 
the subsections and the reporting structure of the source material, which in turn reflect the complex 
spatialities of conflict situations as well as practices of space-making by African ROs. On a technical 
level, our approach allowed us to deal with the nature of the documents and specifically formulations 
such as “a mission to the [Lord’s Resistance Army] affected countries”.24 In this case, we could record 

22 See Report of the Peace and Security Council on its Activities and the State of Peace and Security in Africa (Assembly/
AU/4[XXII]a), AU Assembly, Addis Ababa, 30–31 January 2014, para. 92.

23 See Report of the Peace and Security Council on its Activities and the State of Peace and Security in Africa (Assembly/
AU/4[XXIX]), AU Assembly, Addis Ababa, 3–4 July 2017, para. 61.

24 See Report of the Peace and Security Council on its Activities and the State of Peace and Security in Africa (Assembly/
AU/6[XVIII]), AU Assembly, Addis Ababa, 29–30 January 2012, para. 79.
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the explicitly reported-on activity as a visit although no specific information is given regarding its des-
tinations and could compare it to later reports. This example illustrates the necessity to define what 
‘conflict sites’ belong to a conflict situation. Accordingly, ‘conflict site’ as related to countries (e. g. Lord’s 
Resistance Army including DRC, CAR, South Sudan, and Uganda) is understood rather broadly since a 
visit to one of the capitals is not always tantamount to visiting the actual site of fighting, for example. 
Further, referring to the documents’ reporting and structure for the clustering signifies not only differ-
ences in how the conflict situations can be assembled (ECOWAS annual reports versus AU PSC reports, 
see section 3.3), but also that the resulting clusters differ.

5  Tentative conclusions and potential research directions

Despite the challenges outlined above, our mapping provides a valuable first approach to investigate 
and compare RO intervention practices on a broader scale. On an analytical level, the most important 
take away from our mapping (see figures 1–6) are that African ROs, and in particular ECOWAS and the 
AU, have relatively consistently and simultaneously employed several different sets of practices in 
response to regional conflicts, both over time and across various conflict situations. Most importantly, 
although not exclusively, these have included meetings, visits, and public communication.25 In addition, 
it has also included the production of conflict-related knowledge (not discussed and mapped here) and 
the deployment of peacekeeping forces. Herpolsheimer (2021 [forthcoming]) analyses these sets of 
practices and their interrelations in detail as well as how they relate to processes of spatialization, spa-
tial formatting, and spatial ordering by African ROs during conflict interventions. However, these figures 
allow for further observations and discussion. What is more, the underlying data, which continues to be 
a work in progress, potentially also enables further renderings. In the following, we briefly point to a few 
examples.

Once the categories presented here have been established as important, coherent sets of prac-
tices, it becomes possible to zoom in on them individually and, despite the challenges and limitations 
discussed above, to quantify them (see figures 3–6). Thereby, it is possible to trace their frequency, 
allowing for interpretation of how changes therein relate to particular conflict situations and respons-
es by actors at African ROs. For example, we can observe an increase of AU PSC meetings in relation 
to the (perceived) urgency of a conflict situation (e. g. following coups d’état), which so far has been 
observed only by Desmidt (2019) but not yet undergirded with data. In addition, we can see long-term 
engagement in low-level but long-term conflict sites, such as Guinea-Bissau. Thereby, the data and the 
related mappings allow attention to directed to conflict situations that, so far, have not received much 
(if any) attention in the literature on African Peace and Security (both academic and practitioner ori-
ented). An example in that regard is ECOWAS’ engagement in Ghana. As a response to tensions around 
the 2016 elections, ECOWAS not only sent election observers but also visited the country, together 
with, amongst others, the AU and the United Nations Office for West Africa and the Sahel (UNOWAS) in 
August 2016.26 This was accompanied by commenting on the election in the final communiqués by the 
ECOWAS Authority (49th and 50th summit in 2016 as well as 51st summit in 2017).27

Moreover, our approach enables a mapping of conflict situations ‘through the eyes’ of African ROs 
(i. e. what do they respond to), which makes it interesting to compare this perspective with those offered 

25 We have not yet mapped public communications directly. However, they relate to meetings numbers very closely.
26 See Annual Report (December 2016). ECOWAS Commission, Abuja, para. 463.
27 See Final Communiqué, 49th Session of the ECOWAS Authority of Heads of State and Government, Dakar, 4 June 2016, 

para. 8; Final Communiqué, 50th Session of the ECOWAS Authority of Heads of State and Government, Abuja, 17 Decem-
ber 2016, para. 6; Final Communiqué, 51st Session of the ECOWAS Authority of Heads of State and Government, Monrovia, 
4 June 2017, para. 7.
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by other mappings based on other indicators (e. g. ACLED). In that regard, our mapping is a useful tool to 
generate questions that may guide further research. For example, what exactly do increases in meeting 
or visit numbers tell us, in addition to increasing attention to and interaction around a particular conflict 
situation (e. g. differences amongst different actors within and around African ROs)? What instances or 
cases of conflict situations does our mapping show or not show that ACLED (or other mappings) do not 
show or show?

Turning towards our practice of mapping itself, some of the challenges identified above, as such, tell 
us a lot about the ‘inner life’ of African ROs (Döring et al. 2021 [under review]), pointing to basic practic-
es and dynamics within and around them. For example, social construction of consensus documents, 
what information is given (or not) and how so, changes in document structures (whether on purpose or 
due to inconsistency). Moreover, differences between ECOWAS and the AU are discernible, for example, 
regarding which actors exactly meet to discuss and decide on matters of peace and security and what 
kind of documentation they produce (or not). For instance, at the AU, it is the PSC (meeting at different 
levels, most frequently, however, at the level of ambassadors) that takes this kind of decision, usually 
(although not always) issuing a communiqué after its meetings. In contrast, at ECOWAS things work 
in a slightly less straightforward manner. While the ECOWAS Mediation and Security Council (MSC) is 
supposed to work very similarly to the AU PSC on paper, in practice the ECOWAS Authority plays a very 
strong role (practically posing as the MSC at presidential level) (cf. Herpolsheimer 2021 [forth coming]). 
As mentioned above, the only publicly available documentation are final communiqués of ECOWAS 
 Authority sessions, which often contain less detail than PSC communiqués.

Finally, a few remarks are warranted on where we would like to or could take our mapping exercise 
from here. The primary goal is to further develop and consolidate the mapping on the basis of our 
present insights into a database that involves refining the code-sheet and categories, filling some 
of the remaining gaps, and, where necessary, correcting information about instances of intervention 
practices. Further, amongst other conceivable directions, our data on the basic sets of practices pre-
sented here could be linked to the more common labels and terms used by practitioners and academ-
ics with respect to conflict interventions by African ROs, such as ‘PCRD’, ‘security sector reform’, and 
‘election observation’. Depending on the available resources, it is also possible to further refine our 
sets of practices, for example, differentiating between different kinds of visits and / or quantifying 
the frequency of meetings of further organs of ECOWAS and the AU. Likewise, additional African ROs 
could be included, thereby further increasing the empirical basis and allowing for even more compre-
hensive comparisons.
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