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AT A GLANCE

Burkina: One old regime down, more to fall?
Author: Judit BARNA

The resignation of
Burkina Faso's
president Blaise
Compaoré in October
2014 should not have
come as a surprise.

The interplay of
several political and
socioeconomic factors
led to his fall.

International actors
followed the events
closely and urged a
consensual approach
in the transition
negotiations.

In hindsight, the signs of Blaise Compaoré's impending demise were numerous. Yet
when the long-ruling President of Burkina Faso resigned, many were surprised by the
speed of his fall. After 27 years of rule, Compaoré had pushed to amend the
Constitution to allow him to stay, but miscalculated the recently-altered power relations
in domestic politics, the shift in the military's loyalty, civil society's grassroots
mobilisation, and his loss of the support among old, international allies. His tenure
ended on 31 October 2014, after just a few days of widespread protests.

Comparing Burkina's protests to the 2011 Arab Spring revolts in Tunisia and Egypt
quickly caught on – in Burkina and abroad alike. Discontent has deep roots but,
emblematically, in the spring of 2011, the death of a student in police custody had
triggered youth protests, and an army mutiny deepened the crisis. Compaoré then
pacified the country by introducing various measures, including social ones, such as
food subsidies, and promises to fight corruption. He calmed the army by making
changes in the ranks and paying soldiers' allowances. Yet tensions simmered, then
intensified, as a result of underlying socioeconomic problems – endemic poverty,
unemployment, inequality, widespread corruption and nepotism. Cracks appeared
within Compaoré's party, the Congrès pour la Démocratie et le Progrès (CDP), growing
into a schism when several high-ranking members defected in early 2014 to form the
opposition Mouvement du Peuple pour le Progrés (MPP). In the last act, renewed revolts
engulfed the streets as Parliament was preparing to vote on a controversial amendment
of Article 37 of the Constitution, which limits presidential mandates.

As the crisis unfolded, the European External Action Service (EEAS) issued a number of
statements, calling for orderly democratic transition through an inclusive national
dialogue, echoing the positions taken by the African Union (AU), the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and the UN, among others. Although fears
rose during a brief military takeover – an interlude promptly and unequivocally
criticised by civil society and the international community – the army, political parties,
civil society and religious leaders engaged in intensive negotiations, reinforced by a
rapidly deployed UN-ECOWAS-AU mediation team. International actors widely
recognised the sense of responsibility and engagement of all stakeholders and urged
that the consensual procedure be continued until free and fair elections were held – in
November 2015, a deadline seen as a crucial milestone and test for the transition.

At the same time, both civil society and international actors have expressed
reservations about the central role of the military in the transition and the interim
government; a potentially stabilising factor in the short term, the military might
jeopardise any full transition to civilian rule in the long run. All previous regime changes
in Burkina Faso have resulted from coups, and the military has been omnipresent for
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The role of the
military has been
central to the
changes; it should be
watched carefully in
the coming months.

A civilian president, a
prime minister hailing
from the Presidential
Guard, a 26-member
government and a 90-
member transitional
council will steer the
country until the
elections, scheduled
for November 2015.

Events in Burkina Faso
are followed in other
African countries,
where long-standing
leaders are also likely
to try to stay in power.

Burkina, one of the
world's poorest
countries, needs a
genuine transition to
ensure a more
inclusive and resilient
future.

decades. Again today, military influence is considerable. The transition could be seen as
controlled– as well as peacefully managed and diplomatically well-played – by the
military, which obtained certain key portfolios in the 26-member transitional
government that was announced on 24 November.

The transitional arrangements have named a civilian – Michel Kafando, former
ambassador to the UN and foreign minister – as interim president (and foreign
minister). The EU's High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy
welcomed his appointment and the country's 'Charter for the Transition', which
foresees the establishment of a 90-member Transitional National Council as the
legislative body. Lieutenant Colonel Issac Zida of the Presidential Guard, who was
decorated for securing order in the country, became both prime minister and defence
minister. Other significant ministries secured by the army include the interior, mining
and communications, while various political parties and civil society share the rest of
the cabinet posts. Although Zida, Kafando and members of the government cannot run
for president in 2015 under the Charter, observers are speculating about their post-
transition roles – particularly Zida's.

The Burkinabé continue watching the events quite closely and have also found their
voice. Street protests have already forced the Culture and Tourism Minister Adama
Sagnon to resign on 25 November. Having served as prosecutor in the still-controversial
case of the 1998 death of investigative journalist Norbert Zongo, Sagnon was seen as
too close to the Compaoré regime. In this atmosphere, the promises made by Kafando –
to break with injustice and corruption and inquire into the death of former President
Thomas Sankara – and by Zida – to restore civilian rule after the transition – are
expected to be monitored.

What happens in Burkina Faso will, in turn, be closely watched in West Africa and
further across the African continent, as a season of important elections and political
transitions approaches (in Guinea, Cote d'Ivoire, Nigeria, Burundi, etc.) With other
longstanding leaders clinging to power, opposition movements and civil societies are
likely to mobilise to turn the tide. The very first test case has developed in Togo, where
Burkina-inspired opposition protests have engulfed the capital, Lomé as demonstrators
are trying to uphold the two-term presidential limit amidst fears that President Faure
Gnassingbé is seeking a constitutional change and a third term.

In Burkina, a constellation of several factors ousted a regime that catered for the needs
and wants of the privileged few while the country as a whole remained one of the
poorest in the world – 181st of 187 countries in the 2014 Human Development Index.
Only time will tell, however, how profoundly the current transition will change the
country. Genuine leadership is needed in the 'Land of the upright men' to correct
structural weaknesses and to make growth more inclusive and society more resilient to
imminent challenges, including climate change and population growth.

For Burkina, the EU has foreseen EUR 623 million under the 11th European
Development Fund (EDF) for three main sectors: governance, food security and
sustainable agriculture, and health. It also benefits from the EDF's regional programme,
and is a key country in the EU's Sahel Strategy and the Global Alliance for Resilience
(AGIR). In the coming months, the EU should also closely follow and support the
transition process, so that in one year, election observers can declare that Burkina Faso
finally held free and fair elections.


