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Abstract

This paper explores the political and economic factors that have hindered the realization of the ECO currency, West Africa’s
proposed common monetary unit, despite five decades of regional integration efforts under the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS). Though the ECO was regarded as a critical phase toward greater economic convergence, trade
facilitation, and regional autonomy, its frequent postponement reflects complex challenges at the intersection of national interests,
institutional readiness, and macroeconomic disparities among the member nations. From official ECOWAS reports, convergence
criteria assessments, and regional political alignments, this study emphasizes the role of anchor economies (especially Nigeria and
CFA-franc zone), the role of outside agents such as France and the EU, and internal inflation divergences, fiscal prudence, and
political compliance. The paper's argument is that beyond technical hurdles, the ECO project is a case study of the limits of
supranational ambition without political consensus and economic harmonization. By way of an analysis of these structural
impediments, the paper draws out observations on the bigger prospects for regional monetary integration in Africa.

Introduction

The quest for monetary integration in West Africa has been a high priority of the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS), founded since 1975 and seeking to promote regional economic cooperation and integration. Among its most daring
proposals is the planned launch of a single regional currency, the ECO, which would enhance the efficiency of trade, reduce the
costs of transactions, ensure macroeconomic stability, and enhance the overall political and economic integration of the region
(Debrun et al., 2011; Masson & Pattillo, 2005). Yet, five decades on since the establishment of ECOWAS, the ECO is still a mere
dream, endlessly delayed since its initial proposed implementation in 2003. Subsequent deadlines, including 2005, 2010, 2015, and
now 2020, have passed too without productive implementation (ECOWAS Commission, 2020).

The constant delay of the ECO gives rise to pressing questions about the structural, institutional, and political barriers to monetary
union in West Africa. Unlike the European Monetary Union, which was a model for currency convergence, the ECOWAS region
is marked by vast macroeconomic variations, spotty compliance with convergence conditions, and contrasting political interests of
members (lyoha & Okim, 2017; Bénassy-Quéré & Coulibaly, 2020). Nigeria, whose GDP is over half the region's, and the
WAEMU's eight member states, already sharing the CFA franc, are often rivalling groups with differing visions of economic
leadership and currency control (Alesina & Barro, 2002). Furthermore, regional negotiations on monetary sovereignty and
institution-building have been complicated by external influence principally France's historical monetary relationship to the CFA
zone.

This essay analyses the political and economic reasons that have restrained the introduction of the ECO currency, even after five
decades of regional integration talks and planning. It argues that the procrastination is not necessarily technical or financial in nature
but lies rooted in more profound issues of political will, national interest, external dependency, and economic asymmetry. By setting
the ECO within the wider context of regional monetary integration, the paper offers an analytical view of the potential and limitation
of a common currency in the geopolitically fragmented but economically interlinked West African sub-region.

Literature Review
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The results of existing literature on regional monetary union are extensive, covering economic theory, political economy,
institutional analysis, and comparative regionalism. There has been active debate among scholars on the viability and desirability
of one currency for ECOWAS, often centering on the European Monetary Union (EMU) as a paradigm, but with special attention
to the specific challenges that face the West African context.

Theoretical foundations and economic rationale

The foundation for currency union rests upon Optimum Currency Area (OCA) theory, initially developed by Mundell (1961),
McKinnon (1963), and Kenen (1969). The theorists discovered principal criteria including labor mobility, price and wage flexibility,
fiscal transfers, and similar economic cycles that lie at the base of successful currency unions. The application of these criteria in
West Africa has led a variety of studies to conclude that ECOWAS countries overall do not meet these criteria. For example, Masson
and Pattillo (2005) argue that member state macroeconomic divergence, specifically in respect of inflation, fiscal deficits, and debt
sustainability, is an important obstacle to convergence.

Similarly, Debrun et al. (2011) note that while trade integration has increased modestly in ECOWAS, it remains far from the desired
level to make the cost of relinquishing monetary policy independence justified. The authors note that in the absence of more intimate
trade linkages and institutional underpinnings, a single currency may be more of a curse than a blessing for smaller economies.

Convergence Criteria and Institutional Constraints

One of the sizable literatures focuses on ECOWAS convergence criteria such as inflation control, deficit constraints on budget, and
currency stability. lyoha and Okim (2017) and Alagidede et al. (2011) have found, in their research, that very few countries
consistently meet even the main convergence targets, and many lack institutional capacity to exert macroeconomic discipline. This
has political will and the sustainability of imposing supranational rules implications.

In addition, Sy (2019) finds that the dual-track system between WAEMU (using the CFA franc) and non-WAEMU ECOWAS
countries (with national currencies) creates institutional fragmentation that complicates harmonization. The euro peg for the CFA
franc, French Treasury convertibility guarantee, and European Central Bank control of monetary policy complicate regional
convergence with the necessary flexibility (Bénassy-Quéré & Coulibaly, 2020).

Political Economy and National Interests

In addition to economics, scholars identify the political economy of money integration as a major hindrance to the ECO. Countries
like Nigeria and Ghana with relatively larger economies and independent central banks are usually not willing to sacrifice monetary
sovereignty. However, WAEMU countries, accustomed to fixed exchange rate discipline from the CFA system, greet the ECO with
hope and suspicion (Alesina & Barro, 2002; Lavergne, 1997).

Political mistrust and uneven power dynamics also come into view in the literature. For instance, Tchokote and Nwankwo (2020)
argue that disputes over positions of leadership, particularly between Nigeria and Cote d'lvoire, taint collective commitment towards
the ECO. The one-sided move by WAEMU countries in 2020 to rename the CFA franc to the ECO, without broader ECOWAS
consultations, also exposed fault lines in the bloc (Kohnert, 2020).

Comparative Lessons and Integration Models

Different authors make comparisons between the European Monetary Union to learn from it for ECOWAS. The EU, which boasts
of strong institutional setups and history of political cooperation, has no counterpart in West Africa (Nnadozie & Njuguna, 2015).
Regional integration in Africa is far from being people-based and institutional, as Asante (2013) states, as it is currently characterized
by being elite-dominated and externally inspired.

Finally, the literature points towards external actors, i.e., France and the EU, as drivers and obstacles towards progress. Technical
and financial support has been offered but usually at the expense of geopolitics influencing decision-making within ECOWAS
(Kohnert, 2020; Sy, 2019).

Research Questions
1. What are the political and economic drivers that have resulted in repeated delays in adopting the ECO currency in ECOWAS?
2. How far have macroeconomic performance disparities among ECOWAS nations contributed to monetary convergence advances?

3. How have national interests, particularly those of regional hegemonies like Nigeria and the WAEMU bloc, impacted political
forces behind the ECO project?

4. What has been the contribution of external players (e.g., France, the European Union) to promoting or stalling realization of a
West African monetary union?
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5. How is the ECOWAS institutional and policy framework differing from that of successful monetary unions, such as the European
Monetary Union, in relation to readiness for a single currency?

Methodology
Research Design

This study utilizes a qualitative research method founded on documentary analysis and comparative political economy. It seeks to
explore the interface of political and economic forces that have led to the tardy introduction of the ECO currency across the
ECOWAS region. The research is explanatory, descriptive, and analytical and draws its conclusions from primary and secondary
sources to study patterns, trends, and power dynamics.

Data Collection
Information was collected from a combination of primary documents and secondary academic sources:

Primary sources included official ECOWAS communiqués, treaties, policy guidelines (e.g., the Macroeconomic Convergence and
Stability Pact), Central Bank reports (e.g., that of BCEAO and Central Bank of Nigeria), and speeches or press releases of political
leaders and finance ministers.

Secondary sources included peer-reviewed journal articles, policy briefs, books, and institution reports such as the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, African Development Bank (AfDB), and think tanks such as the Brookings Institution and
GIGA Institute.

The period of analysis covers 1975 to 2025, corresponding with ECOWAS' 50-year history.
Data Analysis

The data gathered were analysed qualitatively through content analysis. The main themes, including monetary convergence, political
commitment, national interest, institutional capacity, and external influence, were coded by hand and elicited through qualitative
content analysis.

Besides, comparative analysis was used in assessment of the West African monetary integration attempt against the European
Monetary Union (EMU), specifically in comparison to the achievement of the convergence criteria, institutional architecture, and
governance arrangement.

A process-tracing research strategy was also used to reenact pivotal junctures (such as the 2003, 2010, and 2020 ECO launch targets)
and evaluate patterns of decision-making that shaped the course of the single currency project.

Validity and Reliability

Validity was enhanced by triangulating several sources to verify consistency across data points. Peer-reviewed articles were
compared with official ECOWAS and central bank reports to establish facts.

Reliability was ensured by using clearly established coding protocols and having a precise audit trail of all documents that were
reviewed. To the extent possible, sources published by recognized and well-established institutions only were used.

Limitations

This study is limited by the openness and availability of some political negotiations and ECOWAS internal meetings, availability
of which could not be total in the public. Being qualitative research study, the findings also may not be generalizable elsewhere but
seek to provide rich description of the specific dynamics of monetary integration in West Africa.

Research Results

The findings of this research are categorized under five key themes on the basis of the analysis of economic reports, policy
documents, and scholarly literature: (1) uneven macroeconomic convergence, (2) political divergences among member states, (3)
institutional and governance limitations, (4) external pressure and monetary dependence, and (5) regional power asymmetry.

1. Uneven Macroeconomic Convergence
Member states of ECOWAS have typically failed to meet the convergence requirements for the deployment of the ECO. These are

such standards as keeping a below-5% inflation rate, having a below-3% of GDP fiscal deficit, and external reserves to cover three
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months' worth of imports (ECOWAS Commission, 2020). According to evidence from the West African Monetary Institute (WAMI,
2019), fewer than four countries met all principal criteria in a given year between 2020 and 2010. This shows ongoing
macroeconomic heterogeneity which makes a uniform monetary policy impossible in the near future (Masson & Pattillo, 2005;
lyoha & Okim, 2017).

2. Political Divergence and National Interests

ECOWAS country political will is scattered due to differing national interests. Nigeria, being the largest economy in the bloc, has
hesitated to join the ECO because of problems of fiscal indiscipline among other member countries (lyoha & Okim, 2017). WAEMU
countries, however—already within the CFA franc—have also been keen on the ECO but under a framework similar to the existing
monetary system. WAEMU's 2020 decision to rename the CFA franc to the ECO without ECOWAS-wide consensus again pushed
political cohesion and hampered progress (Sy, 2019; Kohnert, 2020).

3. Institutional and Governance Challenges

Institutional readiness for monetary union remains weak. While ECOWAS has set up institutions such as the West African Monetary
Agency (WAMA) and the West African Monetary Institute (WAMI), they lack mandatory powers or supranational authority
(Debrun et al., 2011). Also, disagreements concerning the form of a possible regional central bank—e.g., its leadership structure
and location—have suspended talks (Bénassy-Quéré & Coulibaly, 2020).

4. External Influence and Monetary Dependence

Outside actors, particularly France and the European Union, have influenced the trajectory of the ECO. The continued use of the
CFA franc by WAEMU countries—fixed to the euro and supported by the French Treasury—has raised suspicions of neo-colonial
monetary reliance (Kohnert, 2020; Sy, 2019). Non-WAEMU countries fear that adopting the same system for the ECO would
compromise the economic autonomy of the region, making the ECO's structure more difficult to reach consensus on (Alesina &
Barro, 2002).

5. Regional Power Asymmetry

Regional power asymmetry in ECOWAS—most notably economic hegemony by Nigeria—has bred institutional gridlock. The other
small states oppose being dominated by Nigeria in a shared currency system, while Nigeria will not accept incurring excessive fiscal
costs without pledging fiscal convergence (lyoha & Okim, 2017). These divergent interests have prevented consensus on such key
matters as the location and administration of the envisaged West African Central Bank.

Summary of Results

The analysis confirms that the ECO's lag in application arises from intertwined economic, political, and institutional causes. It is
not a question of mere policy failure but an outcome of deep-seated structure-related issues in ECOWAS—ranging from
macroeconomic instability and political fragmentation to institutional fragility and external dependence. This is consistent with
previous literature advising that premature monetary unification without sufficient convergence and confidence will likely fail
(Debrun et al., 2011; Masson & Pattillo, 2005).

Discussion

The findings of this study reveal that the failure to fulfill the promise of introducing the ECO currency is not so much an economic
failure but rather more significantly, a reflection of unresolved political strains, institutional inadequacy, and postcolonial monetary
arrangements. All three of these aspects support and fuel each other in ways that have systematically frustrated monetary unification
in the ECOWAS area.

1. Political Commitment vs. National Sovereignty

The inability to realize the ECO currency in the past 50 years reminds us of the enduring contradiction between the politics of
regionalism and the imperatives of preserving sovereignty. In the face of high-level political affirmations of support for the ECO,
individual member countries—especially Nigeria—have sought national macroeconomic self-control. Nigeria's reluctance,
according to lyoha and Okim (2017), is driven by fears of uneven fiscal discipline among members and the expense of serving as a
regional anchor.

In contrast, the European Monetary Union (EMU) succeeded because of political will to establish binding institutions and fiscal
harmonization mechanisms—qualities that are still in absentia in the ECOWAS framework (Masson & Pattillo, 2005). ECOWAS's
inability to use supranational powers to impose convergence criteria also highlights the lack of supranational powers.
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2. Economic Divergence and Structural Inequality

There are still very different inflation, budget deficits, and foreign reserve positions among ECOWAS members. WAMI (2019)
evidence confirms that most members have persistently fallen short of the key convergence criteria. This economic divergence has
led to declining confidence and viability in going for a common monetary policy. In their reasoning, Debrun, Masson, and Pattillo
(2011) argue that macroeconomic convergence is a prerequisite for monetary union viability, especially for developing economies
with weak fiscal coordination.

This finding is consistent with earlier studies showing that it is structural inequality, rather than political motivation alone, that is a
primary barrier to integration (Alesina & Barro, 2002).

3. Institutional Deficiencies and Integration Exhaustion

The institutional framework—i.e., WAMA and WAMI—Iack the autonomy, enforcement capability, and funding required to
coordinate or manage convergence adequately (Bénassy-Quéré & Coulibaly, 2020). There is no final legal mandate, governance
structure, and operational mechanism for a West African Central Bank, in contrast to the European Central Bank. The absence of
an integrated legally binding blueprint has resulted in what may be termed "integration fatigue," as subsequent failures erode the
confidence of stakeholders as well as popular opinion.

4. Postcolonial Challenges and External Actors

The rebranding of the CFA franc as the ECO in 2020 by the WAEMU countries with continued French involvement and euro
anchoring is evidence of the continued postcolonial monetary hegemony in West Africa (Sy, 2019). This single-handed action
further exacerbated ECOWAS tensions, particularly with non-WAEMU countries like Nigeria and Ghana, who interpreted it as a
bid to hijack both the ECO mechanism (Kohnert, 2020).

These forces confirm earlier statements that financial integration in West Africa is inseparably connected to broader geopolitical
and historical dependencies, as opposed to economic coordination (Masson & Pattillo, 2005).

5. Regional Power Asymmetry and Leadership Crisis

Nigeria's economic dominance (over 60% of ECOWAS GDP) has yielded a leadership conundrum: while it is essential for the
ECO's success, smaller countries fear Nigeria's domination of regional monetary institutions (lyoha & Okim, 2017). The imbalance
has been a hindrance to consensus on money matters such as the siting of the planned regional central bank and voting arrangement.

This is a common issue in regional blocks where asymmetry in economic power leads to institutional deadlocks unless there are
formal compensation arrangements (Debrun et al., 2011).

Conclusion

Two decades since ECOWAS was founded, the dream of one regional currency—the ECO—is yet to come to fruition. From this
study, it becomes clear that the slow pace of adopting the ECO is not necessarily due to technical or economic problems only, but
is a consequence of more profound structural and political forces that have constantly stalled regional monetary integration.

The findings indicate that macroeconomic divergence among member states, by way of asymmetric fiscal and monetary
performance, has made it impossible to attain the required convergence criteria. Political fragmentation, and even more so the
differing strategic interests of Nigeria and WAEMU countries, has stood in the way of consensus on key institutional arrangements.
Institutional vulnerabilities, like the weak power and resource endowment of WAMA and WAMI, have stood in the way of effective
coordination and enforcement of integration milestones. Secondly, postcolonial dependencies—above all, the continued French
control over WAEMU's monetary policy—gave rise to competing visions for the ECO and generated distrust and strategic
misalignment.

Thirdly, power imbalance within ECOWAS, specifically the Nigerian dominance, has given rise to dependence and resistance and
resulted in a leadership vacuum and regional policy paralysis. Without a consensus on monetary and fiscal convergence, efficient
institution-building, and member-state trust, the ECO project will only be faced with set-backs.

The collapse of the ECO after half a century of endeavour is a lesson in the fallibility of symbolic regionalism in the absence of
structural convergence. Although monetary union is still a compelling vision for integrating economies, it will only be practicable
with credible convergence, united leadership, and political accommodation. Until then, the ECO shall be more a political dream
than an economic fact.
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