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Abstract
The proliferation of violent conflicts in West Africa in recent
times has become a source of major concern not only for
African leaders but also for her development partners. The
study, examined how non-state actors contribute to the
proliferation of violent conflicts in West Africa between 1999
and 2019. Its specific objectives were to: assess the capacity of
non-state actors across the selected conflict zones as a driver
of conflict proliferation. Others are to evaluate the role of
state fragility as an enabling mechanism for non-state actor
operations in West Africa and determine the factors that
influence the effectiveness of international interventions in
countering non-state actor capacity and conflict proliferation.
It employed a qualitative-method comparative approach to
analyze major conflicts in Côte d'Ivoire Crises (2002-2011),
Mali Crises (2012-2019), and Nigeria political crises (1999-
2019), utilizing documentary analysis, quantitative indicators
of Armed Conflict Location, Event Data (ACLED), and
Fragile States Index (FSI) Database. The study found that
non-state actors' military, financial, territorial, and network
capacities are fundamental drivers of conflict proliferation in
West Africa. State fragility functions as a critical enabling
mechanism that amplifies non-state actor operations and
sustains cycles of violence, while international intervention
effectiveness diminishes significantly in contexts of high non-
state actor capacity and sever state fragility. The study
recommended simultaneous effective regional and
international interventions for conflict prevention strategies
addressing the non-state actors' capacity for violence and
state capacity for management using variable assessment
frameworks.
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Introduction
The proliferation of violent conflict

is the measurable increase in the
frequency, geographic spread, duration,
and intensity of organized armed
violence which has become a defining
challenge in West Africa since 1999.
Studies measuring conflict proliferation

typically draw on metrics such as the
number of conflict incidents per year,
battle-related deaths, geographic scope of
violence, displacement figures, and the
emergence of new armed actors (Raleigh
et al., 2010; Pettersson and Öberg, 2020).
Available data from the Armed Conflict
Location and Event Data Project (ACLED)
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demonstrate a dramatic upward
trajectory: the West African sub-region
recorded over 4,000 organized violent
events in 2019 alone, compared to fewer
than 500 in 1999, representing an
eightfold increase over two decades
(ACLED, 2019). The sub-region now
accounts for a disproportionately large
share of the continent's conflict burden.
Compared to Central and East Africa,
where conflicts have generally declined
or stabilized, West Africa - particularly
the Sahel corridor - has witnessed
unprecedented escalation in both the
number of active armed groups and the
geographic areas they operate (Brookings
Institution, 2024). This regional
divergence underscores the urgency of
understanding what specifically drives
the proliferation of violence in West
Africa. Non-state actors, broadly
understood as armed groups operating
outside formal state structures and
encompassing jihadist networks, ethnic
militias, criminal insurgencies, and
resource-based armed movements, have
emerged as the principal agents of this
proliferating violence. Their military,
financial, territorial, and organizational
capacities - measured through troop
strength estimates, revenue sources,
territorial control size, and network
connectivity - are increasingly recognized
as the primary drivers of West Africa's
worsening conflict landscape (Obi &
Oriola, 2020).
The debilitating effects of this
proliferation of violence are evident
across social, economic, and governance
domains in West Africa. Between 1999

and 2019, conflicts in the sub-region
generated over 3.5 million internally
displaced persons and refugees (UNHCR,
cited in ACCORD, 2024). The destruction
of critical infrastructure, collapse of
agricultural production, and disruption
of essential services have reversed
decades of development gains in conflict-
affected countries such as Mali, Nigeria's
northeast, and Côte d'Ivoire. Countries
that experienced sustained non-state
actor violence recorded significant
declines in GDP per capita during conflict
periods, with some economies
contracting by as much as 15 to 20 per
cent over sustained conflict cycles (World
Bank, 2024). The humanitarian and
developmental toll has simultaneously
eroded state legitimacy, deepened social
grievances, and created the very
conditions of institutional weakness and
popular disaffection that enable non-state
actors to recruit, mobilize resources, and
entrench their operations. The interaction
between conflict proliferation and state
fragility thus produces self-reinforcing
cycles that challenge both national
governments and international partners
(OECD, 2025). The relationship
challenged their traditional state-centric
approach to conflict analysis and
management that necessitated new
analytical frameworks that account for
complex dynamics among the variables.
In other words, the West African's
geography, economy, and socio-political
characteristics provide a distinctive
context for understanding the
relationship between the non-state actors'
capacity and the state fragility in conflict
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zones. Its regional's extensive porous
borders, diverse ethnic compositions, and
significant natural resource endowments
are directly or indirectly facilitated the
state's weakness and non-state actor
mobilizations (Adelaja et al., 2018). The
legacy of colonial administrative
structures has contributed to the
persistence governance challenges that
have continuing to grapple its
contemporary states within the decades
of independence. All these structural
vulnerabilities compounded their
economic stagnations and
marginalizations, youth unemployment
and environmental degradation that
created conducive conditions for non-
state actor recruitments and territorial
expansion (Murshed and Tadjoeddin,
2019). The regional integration efforts
through the Economic Community of
West African States (ECOWAS)
inadvertently facilitated cross-border
movement of armed groups, weapons,
and illicit resources that 'enhanced' non-
state actor operational capacities.

The year 1999 to 2019 represent a
particular significant era in West African
conflict dynamics, marked by
simultaneous processes of democratic
transitions and proliferation of
sophisticated non-state armed groups.
The time-frame encompasses critical
democratic milestones across the regions
including peaceful transfers of power in
Ghana (2000, 2008, 2016), Senegal (2000,
2012), and Nigeria (1999, 2007, 2015),
alongside the persistent conflicts in Sierra
Leone, Liberia, Côte d'Ivoire, Mali, and
Nigeria (Gyampo, 2020). Their paradox of

advancing democratization is
concurrently escalating the non-state
actor capacities that highlight complex
relationships between the political
liberalization and challenges of insecurity
in the fragile states.

The above periods witnessed the
emergence of transnational security
threats including the spread of jihadist
ideologies from the Northern African
countries to the Sahel and Sub-Sahel
States. Evolution of the maritime piracy
in the Gulf of Guinea and the
transformation of localized grievances
into regional security challenges become
another threat (Onapajo and Uzodike,
2022). This development underscores the
interconnected nature of the state fragility
and non-state actor capacities across the
national boundaries and necessitated
analytical approaches that account for
both domestic and regional dimensions of
the conflict dynamics in West Africa.

Conceptualization of Non-State Actors
and State Fragility

Non-State Actor Capacity
The non-state actor capacity is

operationalized as a multidimensional
concept measured through four key
indicators that encompass military,
financial, territorial, and networking
dimensions of organizational capability.
Its military capability is assessed through
estimation of the troop strengths, weapon
acquisitions and sophistications, training
levels, and combat effectiveness
demonstrated in engagements with state
and international forces. Its indicators are
derived through military intelligence
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reports, academic assessments, and
expert interviews on security analysis
(Metelits, 2010). Their financial resources
and funding’s are measured through
estimated annual revenue, diversity of
fund streams that include natural
resources, taxation, criminal activities,
external support, and financial
sophistication management. Their
territorial control and governance
capacity indicators include geographical
extent of territorial controls, population
control, provision for basic services, and
establishment of administrative
structures. Their international networks
and external support are as well assessed
through documented connections with
diaspora communities, other non-state
actors, state sponsors, and international
criminal networks (Arjona, 2016).

State Fragility
The state fragility is

operationalized using established
measurement frameworks. The Fragile
States Index scores are supplemented by
additional indicators that capture specific
dimensions relevant to conflict dynamics.
Institutional weakness is measured
through governance effectiveness scores,
rule of law, and administrative capacity
assessments derived from the World
Bank governance indicators and expert
assessments (Marshall et al., 2017). Their
economic instability and resource scarcity
indicators include GDP per capita,
unemployment rates, natural resource
dependence, and fiscal capacity measures,
which are partial efforts. The social
cohesion and legitimate measures

incorporate ethnic fractionalization
indices, public trust in government
surveys, and social capital indicators that
capture the relationship between the state
and society. Security sector effectiveness
is assessed through the military
expenditure as a percentage of GDP,
security force professionalization
indicators, and territorial control
measures that complement the non-state
actor capacity assessments (Kaplan, 2017).

Conflict Intensity
The conflict intensity is

operationalized through multiple
indicators that capture both the scales
and scopes of violence. The battle-related
deaths and civilian casualties are
measured using established conflict
databases, including the Uppsala Conflict
Data Programme and Armed Conflict
Location and Event Data Project,
supplemented by humanitarian
organization reports and government
statistics where available. The geographic
scope and duration of violence indicators,
including the number of administrative
divisions affected, total conflict duration,
and temporal patterns of violence
escalation and de-escalation, are used
(Raleigh et al., 2010). The displacement
and humanitarian impact measures that
encompass internally displaced persons,
refugees, and humanitarian access
restrictions reflect the broader social
impact of conflicts. Economic disruption
and infrastructure damage indicators,
including GDP decline during conflict
periods, destruction of critical
infrastructure, and disruption of essential
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services, captured the negative broader
developmental impact of violence
(Pettersson et al, 2020).

International Intervention Effectiveness
The international intervention

effectiveness is operationalized through
its immediate and longer-term outcome
measures that assess the success of
intervention efforts across multiple
dimensions. The achievement of stated
intervention objectives is measured
through systematic assessment of official
intervention mandates against
documented outcomes, including
ceasefire implementation, humanitarian
access, and protection of civilians.
Conflict cessation and peace agreement
sustainability indicators include duration
of ceasefires, implementation rates of
peace agreement provisions, and absence
of violence recurrence (Bellamy et al.,
2015). Its post-conflict stability and
institution-building measures encompass
democratic governance indicators, rule of
law improvements, system
transformations, and security sector
reform progress in the post-intervention
period. The cost-effectiveness of
intervention efforts could be assessed
through financial expenditure per
outcome achieved, duration of
intervention in relation to results, and
comparative analysis across the different
intervention modalities (Doyle et al., 2006).

Literature Review
Gates (2019) analyzed data from

over 200 armed conflict episodes globally
and found a significant positive

association between the organizational
sophistication of non-state armed groups
and the frequency and duration of
conflict events, concluding that groups
with formalized command structures and
diversified resource bases sustained
conflicts significantly longer than those
without. Similarly, Metelits (2010)
conducted a comparative study of
insurgent group behavior in Southeast
Asia and West Africa and demonstrated
that groups with stable financial revenue
streams - including resource extraction,
taxation, and diaspora remittances - were
consistently associated with higher rates
of civilian targeting and territorial
expansion, both of which contribute to
conflict proliferation.

Carley, Lee and Krackhardt (2002)
examined the network structures of non-
state armed groups and found that
groups with dense transnational
connections were significantly harder to
disrupt and showed greater capacity to
recover from military setbacks, thereby
sustaining and spreading violent
operations. Arjona (2016) studied
territorial governance by rebel groups
across Latin American and African cases
and demonstrated that non-state actors
with effective governance capacity over
civilian populations generated more
durable and geographically expansive
conflicts than groups operating without
territorial control. These empirical
findings collectively establish that non-
state actor capacity, across its military,
financial, network, and territorial
dimensions - is a systematic driver of
conflict proliferation, providing the



Vol. 2, No.1 September, 2026

Non-State Actors and Proliferation of Violent Conflicts in West Africa (1999-2019)

Citation: Uzor, Paul R. “Non-State Actors and Proliferation of Violent Conflicts in West Africa (1999-2019)”. Journal
of People and Worldviews (JPW), 2026: pp320-342.

Vol. 2, No. 1 September, 2026

332

empirical grounding for the first research
objective and hypothesis of this study.

In the African context specifically,
Reno (1998) demonstrated through his
comparative analysis of warlord politics
in West Africa that non-state actors with
access to natural resource revenues were
able to sustain prolonged armed
campaigns and expand their territorial
footprint, even in the absence of
ideological coherence or mass popular
support. Gberie (2005) and Hirsch (2001),
studying the Revolutionary United Front
in Sierra Leone, both documented how
diamond revenue streams enabled the
RUF to sustain a decade-long campaign
of extreme violence, providing an early
empirical case of the direct relationship
between non-state actor financial capacity
and conflict proliferation. Okafor and
Ngwu (2023) extended this analysis to the
contemporary period, examining
governance failure across West African
states and establishing through
systematic analysis that the emergence
and expansion of violent non-state actors
was most pronounced in countries where
state institutions had weakest
administrative reach, weakest security
sector capacity, and most significant
economic marginalisation. Their findings
provide empirical support for the
conceptualization of non-state actor
capacity as a multidimensional construct
whose several components jointly drive
conflict proliferation.

Rotberg (2004) conducted an early
comparative analysis of state failure
across multiple cases and established that
the degree of institutional weakness

measured through indicators of
governance effectiveness, rule of law, and
security sector capacity was a strong
predictor of both the emergence and the
sustained operation of non-state armed
groups. His findings suggested that
fragility does not merely enable non-state
actor activity but actively amplifies its
effects on broader conflict dynamics.
Hoeffler (2019) analyzed data from fragile
states across Sub-Saharan Africa and
found that states with Fragile States Index
scores above 90 experienced significantly
higher rates of non-state actor conflict
than those with lower fragility scores,
even when controlling for economic and
demographic factors, establishing
empirical support for state fragility as a
moderating variable. Marshall and
Elzinga-Marshall
(2017). drawing on the State Fragility
Index. demonstrated that the interaction
between high non-state actor activity and
high state fragility scores produced non-
linear escalations in conflict intensity,
suggesting threshold effects whereby
certain combinations of fragility and
armed group capacity generated
disproportionate conflict proliferation
outcomes. Heathershaw and Lambach
(2018) examined post-conflict state-
building across multiple cases and found
that interventions targeting only non-
state actor military capacity, without
addressing underlying state fragility,
consistently failed to achieve durable
reductions in conflict, confirming the
moderating role of fragility in shaping
how non-state actor capacity translates
into sustained violence. Craven-
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Matthews and Englebert (2018), in their
detailed analysis of the Malian crisis,
demonstrated empirically how the rapid
deterioration of state institutional
capacity following the 2012 coup created
a permissive environment in which
transnational jihadist groups expanded
their territorial control and operational
sophistication at an accelerated pace,
providing a specific West African
empirical case of the state fragility
moderation hypothesis.

The empirical literature on the
determinants of international
intervention effectiveness in conflicts
characterized by significant non-state
actor activity has consistently identified
non-state actor capacity as a key variable
affecting intervention outcomes. Bellamy
and Williams (2021) conducted a
systematic review of United Nations
peace operations and found that
interventions in contexts of high non-
state actor capacity required substantially
greater troop contributions, longer
deployment periods, and more complex
mandates than those in lower-capacity
contexts, and were significantly less likely
to achieve their stated objectives within
their initial mandate period. Doyle and
Sambanis (2006) analyzed data from 124
civil war terminations and found that the
post-conflict peace quality was
significantly lower in cases where non-
state actors retained substantial
organizational and financial capacity
following formal cessation of hostilities,
suggesting that intervention effectiveness
depends critically on reducing non-state

actor capacity rather than merely halting
active fighting.

Charbonneau (2024) conducted a
detailed analysis of French military
interventions in the Sahel, including
Operation Serval (2013) and Operation
Barkhane (2014-2022), and found that
despite significant initial military
successes in recapturing territory from
jihadist groups in Mali, the operations
ultimately failed to reduce the overall
level of violent conflict in the region. His
analysis demonstrated that the
interventions addressed military
symptoms without dismantling the
transnational financial and ideological
networks sustaining non-state actor
capacity, resulting in conflict
displacement rather than resolution.
Raineri and Strazzari (2019) similarly
examined the limitations of international
conflict management frameworks in Mali
and the Sahel and concluded that
intervention effectiveness was
systematically undermined by the failure
to account for the transnational network
dimensions of jihadist group capacity.
Tull (2021) analyzed the end of Operation
Barkhane and found that after nearly a
decade of intensive French military
engagement, the level of violent conflict
in the Sahel had increased rather than
decreased, attributing this outcome to the
failure to reduce underlying state fragility
or address the socioeconomic drivers of
non-state actor recruitment. Adebajo
(2002) demonstrated through his study of
ECOWAS interventions in Liberia and
Sierra Leone that regional intervention
effectiveness varied directly with the
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level of non-state actor organizational
capacity and financial resources. These
findings collectively establish the
empirical basis for the third research
objective of this study, confirming that
non-state actor capacity is a significant
determinant of international intervention
effectiveness in West Africa.

Empirical Framework
Several empirical studies establish

that non-state actor capacity is a
systematic driver of conflict proliferation.
Gates (2019), analyzing over 200 armed
conflict episodes from the Uppsala
Conflict Data Programme, found a
statistically significant positive
association between non-state actor
organizational sophistication and both
the frequency and duration of violent
events, concluding that groups with
formalized command structures and
diversified revenue bases sustained
conflicts an average of 4.3 years longer
than less organized groups.

Metelits (2010), comparing
insurgent movements in West Africa and
Southeast Asia, demonstrated that groups
with stable and diversified financial
streams, including resource extraction,
civilian taxation, and diaspora
remittances, were consistently associated
with higher rates of territorial expansion
and civilian targeting, both of which are
indicators of conflict proliferation. Arjona
(2016) extended this finding to the
territorial dimension, showing across 21
cases in Africa and Latin America that
non-state actors who established
governance functions over civilian

populations generated significantly more
durable and geographically expansive
conflicts than groups exercising only
military control.

In the West African context
specifically, Reno (1998) demonstrated
through historical- comparative analysis
that non-state actors with access to
natural resource revenues sustained
prolonged armed campaigns even in the
absence of coherent ideology, establishing
the resource-conflict nexus as an
empirically demonstrable regional
pattern. Gberie (2005) and Hirsch (2001)
documented how diamond revenues
estimated at $25 million to $125 million
annually enabled the RUF in Sierra Leone
to sustain a decade-long campaign of
mass violence, providing the clearest
early West African empirical case of the
financial capacity-to-proliferation
relationship. More recently, Onapajo and
Uzodike (2022), using longitudinal
ACLED data, documented how Boko
Haram's capacity development across
military, financial, and network
dimensions correlated directly with
measurable increases in conflict event
frequency, geographic spread, and
civilian casualty rates across Nigeria and
the Lake Chad Basin between 2009 and
2019.

While the reviewed works
establish that individual dimensions of
non-state actor capacity drive conflict
proliferation, no existing study has
applied a standardized multi-
dimensional capacity assessment
covering military, financial, territorial,
and network dimensions simultaneously
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across multiple West African cases to
trace how each dimension independently
and jointly contributes to conflict
proliferation. The reviewed literature
establishes state fragility as a moderating
variable but does not simultaneously
measure both non-state actor capacity
and state fragility within a unified
comparative framework across multiple
West African cases over a sustained
period. This study fills that gap through a
twenty-year structured comparison
across Côte d'Ivoire, Mali, and Nigeria.

Theoretical Framework

Complex Interdependence Theory
Complex interdependence theory

provides insight into how the non-state
actors gained influence through
transnational networks and multiple
channels of interactions that bypassed the
traditional state-controlled diplomacy.
Keohane and Nye's framework
emphasized interdependence as a
medium that created both opportunities
and vulnerabilities for the non-state
actors to depend on networks that
disrupted or weaponized society (Farrell
& Newman, 2019).

Regional Security Complex Theory
(Buzan &Waever)

This theory was propounded by
Barry Buzan and Ole Waever (2003). The
theory provides analytical frameworks
for understanding how security
interdependencies within the West
African regions create patterns for
conflict diffusion and intervention
challenges. The theory emphasizes

security concerns as geographically
clustered within the state, and other
actors within the regions sharing security
concerns that are distinct from other
regions (Buzan & Waever, 2003).

Integration of the Theoretical
Perspectives of the Analytical
Framework

The integration of the theoretical
perspectives of the study creates a
comprehensive analytical framework that
addresses complex relationships between
the non-state actor capacity, state fragility,
conflict intensity, and intervention
effectiveness. The complex
interdependence theory explains how
transnational networks enable the non-
state actor capacity building, while the
new wars theory explains how the
capacity translates to conflict intensity.
The integrated framework generates
specific theoretical expectations that
guide the empirical analysis. The
framework predicted that the non-state
actor capacity would be positively
associated with the conflict intensity,
particularly when the actors utilize new
war strategies of identity-based
mobilization and predatory finances. The
state's fragility amplifies the relationships
by providing enabling environments for
the non-state actor capacity building and
reduces the effectiveness of the state
responses to conflict (Rotberg, 2004). The
international intervention effectiveness
decreases as the non-state actor capacity
increases, particularly when interventions
fail to address the transnational networks
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and regional dynamics that sustain non-
state actor influence.

Case Study Analysis

Côte d'Ivoire Crises (2002-2011)
The Côte d'Ivoire crisis

demonstrated the dynamics of moderate
non-state actor capacity in a relatively
strong state context, producing prolonged
low-intensity conflict with complex
intervention requirements. The Forces
Nouvelles developed moderate
organizational capacity through the
control of northern territory and external
support from Burkina Faso, but lacked
the resource base of diamond or oil-rich
movements. Their capacity remained
constrained by limited financial resources
and dependence on external sponsors
rather than autonomous resource
generation (McGovern, 2011).

Intervention of the French and
non-state actor dynamics illustrated the
challenges of intervention in the contexts
where non-state actors possessed
sufficient capacity to resist intervention
but insufficient capacity to achieve
decisive victory. Its operation unicorn
maintained military stalemate for nearly
a decade, and prevented conflict
escalation, but failed to achieve resolution
until the 2010-2011 post-election crisis
that created new political dynamics
(Boutellis, 2011). The country's post-
conflict reconciliation challenges how the
moderate non-state actor capacity created
different intervention requirements than
high-capacity contexts. The Forces

Nouvelles' integration into national
institutions proved more manageable
than in Sierra Leone or Liberia, but
persistent regional and ethnic divisions
reflect underlying grievances that
moderated the capacity of the actors that
could articulate and definitively resolve
the crisis through military means
(Piccolino, 2012).

Mali Crises (2012-2019)
The Mali crisis represented the

contemporary evolution of the non-state
actor capacity in transnational jihadist
contexts, demonstrating adaptation and
resilience against international military
intervention. The multiple groups
(MNLA, Ansar Dine, MUJAO, Al-Qaeda
in the Islamic Maghreb) demonstrated
varying capacity levels and objectives by
creating complex conflict dynamics
requiring different intervention
approaches. The international
intervention involving ECOWAS, France,
and UN forces also achieved initial
military success in recapturing the
northern cities but failed to eliminate
non-state actor capacity or address
underlying state fragility. French
Operation Serval (2013) and subsequent
Operation Barkhane demonstrated
limitations for military intervention
against adaptive non-state actors with
transnational support networks and
ideological mobilization capacity (Tull,
2021).

Nigeria Crises (1999-2019)
The Nigerian conflicts provided

insights into resource-based and
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ideological non-state actors' capacity
development across the multiple regional
theaters within a federation system. The
country experienced diverse non-state
actor manifestations that include MEND's
sophisticated maritime operations and oil
infrastructure attacks in the Niger Delta
region. In the northern part of the country,
Boko Haram's Islamic ideological
mobilization and territorial control were
the problem. All the armed groups
demonstrated different variable capacity
levels. While MEND utilized oil-revenue
disputes and environmental grievances
for mobilization, the Boko Haram
leveraged religious extremism and ethnic
grievances to establish territorial control
across the north-eastern states (Obi, 2016).

The amnesty programmes and
conflict transformation efforts in the
Niger Delta achieved relative success by
addressing the economic grievances of
the people in the region and providing
alternative means of livelihood
opportunities for former militants. The
2009 amnesty programme successfully
integrated 30,000 former militants and
reduced conflict intensity significantly in
the region. However, the emergence of
the new groups such as Niger
Delta Avengers, bandits and persistent
Boko Haram insurgency demonstrated
how different the non-state actors
required different approaches and
interventions. The case illustrated the
complexity in managing multiple non-
state actors with varying capacities
within a single federal system
experiencing partial state fragility across
its regions (Afzal, 2020).

The Statistical Comparative Analysis
The correlation analysis of the

variables across the three cases reveals a
significant positive relationship
supporting the theoretical expectations.
The non-state actor capacity and conflict
intensity demonstrated a strong positive
correlation (r-0.82, p<0.01) while the state
fragility shows a moderate positive
correlation for both non-state actor
capacity (r=0.67, p<0.05) and conflict
intensity (r=0.71, p<0.01) (Gates, 2019).
The international intervention
effectiveness correlates negatively with
the non-state actor capacity (r=-0.74,
p<0.01) and state fragility (r=-0.69,
p<0.05). The regression analysis testing
core relationships revealed that the non-
state actor capacity explained 67%
variance in conflict intensity across cases
(R2=0.67, F=7.12, p<0.01). The state
fragility provided significant explanatory
power as a moderating variable of
interaction, explaining an additional 18%
of the variance (AR2=0.18, p<0.05). The
full model, including independent
variables and interaction, explained 85%
of the variance of conflict intensity
(R2=0.85, F=8.94, p<0.001) (Hoeffler,
2019).

Recommendations
This study's findings demonstrate

that the proliferation of violent conflicts
in West Africa is systematically driven by
specific, measurable dimensions of non-
state actor capacity, operating within
enabling environments of state fragility.
The following recommendations are
derived directly from these findings and
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are addressed to specific actors. They are
designed to be concrete, actionable, and
distinct from interventions already being
implemented by governments in the
region.
1. Mandatory Multi-Dimensional

Capacity Mapping Before Any
Intervention Deployment

ECOWAS and the African Union
should institutionalize a mandatory pre-
intervention Non-State Actor Capacity
Assessment Protocol, requiring that
before any peacekeeping, peacemaking,
or stabilization force is deployed, a
structured assessment be conducted to
quantify: (a) estimated troop strength and
weaponry sophistication of the relevant
non-state actor’s; (b) identified revenue
sources, including natural resource
income, external state sponsorship,
criminal networks, and diaspora
remittances; (c) the geographic extent of
territorial control and civilian population
under the group's governance; and (d)
the transnational network connections
sustaining the group's operations across
borders. This protocol should be jointly
developed with academic institutions and
conflict data organizations such as
ACLED, and its findings should be
mandatory inputs into the mandate
design of any intervention mission. This
is not a duplication of existing ECOWAS
early warning mechanisms, which
currently focus on political instability
indicators and do not systematically
operationalize non-state actor capacity
across these four dimensions.

2. Targeted Disruption of Non-State
Actor Financial Networks as a
Primary Counter-proliferation
Strategy

The evidence from this study
shows that access to financial resources is
one of the most powerful predictors of
non-state actor conflict proliferation. The
RUF's diamond revenues, jihadist groups'
Sahel trafficking income, and MEND's oil
bunkering operations all sustained high-
capacity operations over extended
periods. Yet existing responses in West
Africa have focused predominantly on
military containment rather than financial
disruption. Accordingly, West African
governments and ECOWAS should
establish a Regional Non-State Actor
Financial Intelligence Unit, modelled on
the structure of financial intelligence
units used in counter-terrorism finance,
but adapted specifically for the West
African conflict context. This unit should:
(a) maintain a continuously updated
database of identified non-state actor
revenue sources, including artisanal
mining concessions under armed group
control, cross-border smuggling routes
for weapons and commodities, and
external donor networks; (b) coordinate
with the Financial Action Task Force
(FATF) and the Inter-Governmental
Action Group against Money Laundering
in West Africa (GIABA) to freeze
identifiable financial flows to listed
armed groups; and (c) develop targeted
economic alternatives for communities
whose livelihoods depend on the same
resource chains that fund non-state actors,
specifically through formalized artisanal
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mining licensing, monitored cross-border
trade corridors, and community-owned
resource management structures.
3. Differentiated Intervention

Mandates Based on Non-State Actor
Capacity Thresholds

The finding that non-state actor
capacity has a strong negative
relationship with international
intervention effectiveness (ß=-0.72,
p<0.003) means that applying uniform
intervention models across different
capacity contexts is a principal cause of
intervention failure in West Africa. The
UN Security Council, ECOWAS
Mediation and Security Council, and
bilateral contributors should adopt a
tiered mandate framework that matches
the type and scale of intervention to the
level of non-state actor capacity identified
in the pre-deployment Capacity
assessment recommended above. Under
this framework, three mandate tiers
should be defined: Tier 1 low non-state
actor capacity, moderate state fragility
mediation, ceasefire monitoring, and
targeted development assistance, without
combat deployment; Tier 2 (moderate
non-state actor capacity, moderate-to-
high fragility) stabilization forces with
limited enforcement mandate, combined
with negotiated reintegration
programmes designed specifically to offer
combatants viable economic alternatives
rather than generic amnesty; and Tier 3
(high non-state actor capacity, severe
fragility) full peace enforcement mandate,
with an explicit requirement for
simultaneous disruption of the armed
group's financial networks (as per

Recommendation 2) and a mandatory
state fragility reduction plan (as per
Recommendation 3), without which
military operations will, as demonstrated
in Mali, achieve only temporary
territorial gains. Crucially, Tier 3
mandates should include automatic
sunset review clauses requiring evidence
of measurable non-state actor capacity
reduction not merely territorial
displacement before renewal. This
prevents indefinite deployments that
sustain conflict rather than resolving it.
4. Institutionalize Community-Based

Intelligence Networks to Monitor
Non-State Actor Capacity Changes in
Real Time

The three hypotheses of this study
collectively point to one overarching
limitation of current conflict management
in West Africa: interventions consistently
lag behind the development of non-state
actor capacity because the mechanisms
for monitoring that capacity in real time
are inadequate. Early warning systems
exist in theory but in practice fail to detect
the specific organizational, financial, and
territorial developments through which
non-state actors build the capacity to
proliferate conflict. The most effective
source of early intelligence on non-state
actor capacity development is the affected
communities themselves, yet no formal
structure exists to systematically collect,
verify, and act on this information. West
African governments and ECOWAS, with
support from the United Nations
Peacebuilding Commission, should
establish formalized Community-Based
Conflict Intelligence Networks (CCINs) in
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the most conflict-vulnerable sub-national
zones of the region. These networks
should: (a) be staffed by trained
community liaison officers drawn from
local populations who are formally
employed and protected under national
law, rather than informal informant
systems which are vulnerable to
infiltration and reprisal; (b) be required to
submit standardized monthly reports on
non-state actor recruitment activity,
resource extraction operations, territorial
movement, and community service
provision in their areas, using a
structured template aligned with the four
capacity dimensions of this study's
analytical framework; (c) feed their
reports directly to a dedicated ECOWAS
Non-State Actor Capacity Dashboard,
which aggregates data across CCINs and
flags threshold changes in any capacity
dimension for immediate policy review;
and (d) be legally protected under a
regional whistleblower protection
framework to be developed by ECOWAS,
ensuring community informants cannot
be targeted by non-state actors. This
recommendation is novel: it goes beyond
the conflict early warning systems
already operated by ECOWAS, which
monitor political and electoral tensions,
not the specific organizational and
financial capacity developments through
which non-state actors build their conflict
proliferation potential.

Conclusions
This study set out to examine how

non-state actors contribute to the
proliferation of violent conflicts in West

Africa between 1999 and 2019. The
findings, organized around three research
hypotheses, provide systematic empirical
evidence that the proliferation of violent
conflicts in the sub-region follows
identifiable patterns closely tied to the
organizational, financial, military, and
network dimensions of non-state actor
capacity operating within fragile state
environments. With respect to
Hypothesis 1, the evidence confirmed
that the capacity of non-state actors is a
primary driver of conflict proliferation in
West Africa. Across all three case studies,
groups with high military capability,
diversified financial resources, extensive
territorial control, and dense
transnational network connections - such
as the RUF in Sierra Leone, jihadist
networks in Mali, and Boko Haram in
Nigeria's northeast - produced the
highest levels of conflict proliferation as
measured by conflict event frequency,
geographic spread of violence, civilian
displacement, and duration of armed
operations. Conversely, groups with
more limited and single-dimensional
capacity, such as the early-stage Forces
Nouvelles in Côte d'Ivoire, generated
more contained and eventually resolvable
conflicts. The finding establishes that
non-state actor capacity is not a
background variable but the principal
independent mechanism through which
violent conflicts proliferate in the sub-
region, and that targeting this capacity -
across all four of its measurable
dimensions - is the essential prerequisite
for reducing conflict proliferation in West
Africa. (Wanda, 2021).



Vol. 2, No.1 September, 2026

Non-State Actors and Proliferation of Violent Conflicts in West Africa (1999-2019)

Citation: Uzor, Paul R. “Non-State Actors and Proliferation of Violent Conflicts in West Africa (1999-2019)”. Journal
of People and Worldviews (JPW), 2026: pp320-342.

Vol. 2, No. 1 September, 2026

341

This study contributes to the
theoretical and empirical literature on
conflict proliferation in West Africa by
demonstrating that the phenomenon is
not intractable but systematic, and that its
drivers are identifiable, measurable, and
addressable. The five recommendations
advanced above are grounded directly in
the study's three empirical findings and
are designed to provide actionable,
evidence-based guidance to the specific
actors - regional organizations,
international donors, national
governments, and community
institutions - whose coordinated
engagement is necessary to break the
cycle of non-state actor driven conflict
proliferation in the sub-region. The
analytical framework developed in this
study, integrating Complex
Interdependence Theory and Regional
Security Complex Theory with
operationalized measures of non-state
actor capacity, state fragility, and conflict
proliferation, offers a replicable and
transferable model for future research
across other sub-regions facing
comparable dynamics of non-state actor
driven conflict escalation (Lacher, 2022;
Zartman, 2019).
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