
 

Challenges to Peace and Development in Mali-The 

Role of Free Trade in Development and Peace in Mali  

 

 

Mali, Africa s eighth largest country situated along the Senegal and Niger River 

Velleys, is among the 25 poorest countries in the world. It’s economic freedom has dropped 

significantly since 2012 due to inundated war and conflicts. What has made Mali one of the 

most fragile states in the world? What is stifling development and poverty reduction efforts in 

the region? What would be the key to realize development and prosperity in Mali?  

This report aims at providing quantitative and qualitative analysis on current economic and 

political situation in Mali and explores the role of peace and trade liberalization in poverty 

reduction.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Freedom to Trade Declining Since 2012 

Mali, Africa’s eighth largest country situated along the Senegal and Niger River 

valleys, is among the 25 poorest countries in the world. Despite its role as the third largest 

exporter of gold and precious stones after South Africa and Ghana, poor infrastructure and 

governance have denied the country many economic opportunities, rendering it a place of 

endless war and poverty. 1 

Mali ranked 133 out of 152 countries in economic freedom. 2 In 2013, Mali’s freedom 

to trade score was higher than 50 percent of West African countries, only slightly behind 

Nigeria, the largest economy in Africa (based on rebased figures announced in April 2014). 

Due to political conflicts and wars since 2012, its free trade score has fallen to the bottom of 

all West African countries, from 6.44 down to 5. 86 West Africa.  (Table 1, Table 2).    

                 

 

 

                                                                    
1 Mali Profile. 28 January 2015. BBC. http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13881978 

2 Economic Freedom of the World 2014 Annual Report. 2014. Fraser Institute.  
http://www.freetheworld.com/release.html 
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FIGURE 1: 2013 FREEDOM TO TRADE RANKING MAJOR 
ECOWAS COUNTRIES



 

 

 

Violence Widening Poverty Gap 

 

           Mali embroiled in a series of compounding political, security and humanitarian crises in 2012.  

An armed conflict broken out in northern Mali since January 16, 2012 involving several insurgent  

groups rebelling against the Malian government for the independence of the northern region of Azawad. 

 In addition extremist groups occupied the northern regions of Gao, Timbuktu and Kidal.  

The Malian government was unable to halt the advance of the rebels; As a rapid response,  

France intervened militarily. On 18 June 2013 a peace agreement was reached which resulted  

in a shaky “official” end of the conflict, which opened the way for a UN Multidimensional Integrated  

Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA). The peacekeeping mission MINUSMA replaced the  

African-led International Support Mission in July 2013. Northern Mali, which is  two thirds of  

the national territory had long suffered from periodic episodes of violence related to 

 inter-tribal politics, smuggling, and friction between local tribes and the central government.  

In the last two years the occupation of the Northern part of Mali by exterimist groups has worsen  

rule of law and institution continue to deteriorate (Figure3).  
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FIGURE 2: 2014 FREEDOM TO TRADE RANKING MAJOR 
ECOWAS COUNTRIES  



FIGURE 3: WORSENING INSTITUTION AND RULE OF LAW AMID VIOLENCE 

The chart above demonstrates the long-term trends, year-to-year, for the political and military  

indicators for Mali. Upward movements represent worsening trends, while downward movements  

represent improving trends. Source: Fund for Peace (FFP), 2014 Indexes. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



          

Figure 4: Correlation between violence and percent of headcount of population living  

Below $ 1.25 a day. 

   

          

        War, as an organized human violence is rarely justified. It brings about enormous costs to life, 

 to freedom, and to prosperity. 3 Nevertheless, consequences of war in current global regime might vary  

significantly. Conflicts between large developed nations often bring about frictions in trade, higher  

transaction costs for businesses and thus, therefore burdens onto consumers through taxes and price. 

 In small and poor countries, most of which located in Africa, however, war and conflicts often mean  

more hunger, poverty and mass humanitarian crisis. It is estimated that for every three years a country 

is affected by major violence, poverty reduction lags behind by 2.7 percentage points.4 (Figure 4)  

  

                                                                    

3 Tom Palmer, Peace Love and Liberty, Published by , P14.   

4World Development Report.  2011. World Bank 

http://web.worldbank.org/archive/website01306/web/pdf/english_wdr2011_facts_figures%20no%20e
mbargo.pdf 



 

Aid or Trade?  

         Trade deficit has long been blamed for Mali’s political and economic instability.  

Excluding official grants, annual deficit with current account averaged around 10 per cent  

for decades long. International aid and foreign direct investment, mainly in the gold and  

telecommunication sectors have been flowing into the country which has brought balance  

of payment to an average of 3.2 per cent of GDP between 2007 and 2010  

(GPRSP, 201; AfDB, 2013).5 However, the foreign aid backed “balance of trade”  

and “poverty reduction” made very little sense in stabilizing the country or  

improving the livelihood of people.  

             Despite the country as the No. 3 producer of gold and mineral, one in five  

Malians live in extreme poverty – not having enough resources to meet their basic  

nutritional needs even before the crisis took place in 2012. The population  

suffers from chronic vulnerability and has face food crisis in the last seven years.6 

 Though the rising trends of gold prices have sometimes helped its economic number 

 look good the country remain extremely vulnerable to world prices in gold and cotton. 7 

         Gold and cotton export remain a predominant role in Mali’s economy. Gold mining 

                                                                    

5 Francesca Bastagli ; Camilla, Toulimin.  Mali: Economic Factors behind the Crisis. 11 March 2014.  
European Parliament . 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2014/433754/EXPO-
DEVE_ET(2014)433754_EN.pdf 

6 Mali: a New Development Contract:  What kind of aid is needed  to end the crisis. 15 May 2013. Oxfam  
http://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/bn-mali-new-development-contract-150513-en.pdf 

7 Francesca Bastagli ; Camilla, Toulimin.  Mali: Economic Factors behind the Crisis. 11 March 2014.  
European Parliament . 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2014/433754/EXPO-
DEVE_ET(2014)433754_EN.pdf 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2014/433754/EXPO-DEVE_ET(2014)433754_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2014/433754/EXPO-DEVE_ET(2014)433754_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2014/433754/EXPO-DEVE_ET(2014)433754_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2014/433754/EXPO-DEVE_ET(2014)433754_EN.pdf


 industry, which are concentrated in West and South, constitutes 7.6 per cent of GDP  

(AFDB, 2013) and 75 per cent of total export. And production of cotton accounts for 14  

percent of Mali’s GDP and employs 12 percent of the land and 30 percent of the population,  

generating bread and butter especially critical to the poor. In addition to this, cotton industry  

also generate many more employment in related sectors including textiles,  

oil mills, cattle feed manufacturing plants, transports and crafts. The livestock  

breeding and rearing takes place on 70 percent of the country’s land and provide  

living for 30 percent of Mali’s population. Live animals, instead of produced 

 meat are exported to neighboring countries every year due to a lack of technology  

in production.  

               Apparently, export, which constitutes around 35-40 percent of the country 

 GDP is the main stabilizer of economy and lifeline of ordinary people in Mali. On the  

other hand, hundreds of millions of dollars of foreign aid and military intervention only  

cause backlashes of trade and prosperity, pushing Mali towards the edge of fragile state.  

 

Weakness in Regulation and Institution Hinders Trade Liberalization   

 

              As many landlocked African countries Mali’s external trade routes have often 

 

 been jeopardized by conflicts in Côte d'Ivoire, as Côte d'Ivoire‘s Abidjan port is a principal 

  

port for goods travel out of Mali. The country also depend on coastal countries for their ports  

 

to gain access of international markets.  Above all, the country’s capacity to trade has been  

 

largely constrained by wars and conflicts in the region. Its current trade volume accounts  

 



only for 3 percent of West African Economy. (Figure 5)  

 

FIGURE 5: TRADE SHARE OF TOTAL WESTERN AFRICAN GDP 

 

  

Governance and rule of law must be placed at the heart of the discussions  

of poverty reduction. In the case of Mali, improvement of technology and capacity building  

which aim to enhance local productivity is also important. According to a most recent study  

from World Bank, merely 25 percent of the population in Mali have access to electricity.  

Infrastructure deficit remain a major barrier not just to trade but also a burden for  

attracting foreign investment.  

In 1975, 15 Economic Community Of West African States (ECOWAS)    Member  States  has  

signed the Trade  Liberalization  Scheme  (ETLS), a  set  of  protocols  that  aims at ensuring  

the free movement  of goods  and  persons  across  the  region.  The ultimate goal of the   

ETLS  is  to  establish  a  custom  union among the Member states in a 15- year time frame.   



  

 

           According to a Poll from Private Sector on Challenges with Doing Business  

 

in Mali, fully implementing ECOWAS Trade Liberalization Protocols (ETLS) would 

  

mean to West African Countries greater economic growth, more jobs and lower consumer  

 

prices.8  Both businesses and individuals are confronted by uneven implementation of 

 

 the ETLS and unpredictable costs of trade activities. Interviewees cited corruption, 

 

 poor infrastructure and a failure to harmonize transportation regulations and procedures  

 

to be the main obstacles to freedom to trade.  

 

          During our field Research in Mali. we have interviewed members  of the Plat  

 

form Ensemble Nous Sommes un Peuple, a platform for Peace that has about 30 civil society  

 

organizations and  30000 members from different regions of Mali9. According to several  

 

respondents, There is an absence of political willingness from governments to collaborate. A  

 

number of private sector respondents noted that meetings with government officials resulted  

 

                                                                    

8Quarterly Progress Report, West Africa trade Hub 2.  April-June 2011. USAID. 
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/pa00hs6j.pdf 

   
9 Depuis 2012, le Mali traverse la plus grande crise socio- politique et sécuritaire de son histoire. 
Malgré le retour à l'ordre constitutionnel, les conflits persistent et le processus de réconciliation 

nationale connaît beaucoup de difficultés. Pour soutenir ce processus, une trentaine d'organisations 

jeunes de la société civile malienne soutenues par le Programme d'Appui à la Transition du Mali ont 

mis en place la Plateforme pour la Paix, dont l'oeuvre majeure est la campagne nationale intitulée: 

#ENSEMBLE NOUS SOMMES UN PEUPLE 

http://www.ensemblenoussommesunpeuple.org/fr/index.php 

 

http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/pa00hs6j.pdf
http://www.ensemblenoussommesunpeuple.org/fr/index.php


in greater enforcement of the regulations on particular areas. The interviewees emphasized the  

 

role of civil society to raise awareness on the importance of rule of law, human rights and  

 

institutional reforms. 

 

Trade as a Stabilizer and Catalyst of Economy  

 

           The goal of trade facilitation in the least developed countries means not simply to  

 

expand trade but also to focus on the broader goal of sustainable and broad-based inclusive  

 

economic growth. The expectation is that trade liberalization and economic growth becomes a  

 

catalyst for poverty reduction by creating more and broad-based job and income  

 

opportunities10. Despite that Mali has yet met its full capacity in trade it remain extremely  

 

low in global value chain. It is important to mention that trade has provided a cushion for the  

 

Malian economy which is absent in primary fragile states like South Sudan. Nevertheless, it is  

 

 

 

 

                                                                    

10Barbara, Rippel.  Why trade facilitation is important for Africa. 2011. World Bank.  
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2011/11/15757410/trade-facilitation-important-africa 
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worth notifying that regulatory barriers remind predominant in hindering trade and poverty  

 

reduction in Mali than tariff. Trade Liberalization is important for economic growth in Mali.  

 

However, An assistance programme that offers training and capital to Malian business people  

 

operating in the informal sector should be established and also supported by International   

 

funding. These programs should  provide basic business know-how and continued expertise.  

 

Thereby, competition could be turned into a healthy force in Mali and aid the socio-economic  

 

development of the country. In addition, Improving infrastructure and workers skills,  

encouraging entrepreneurship and boosting industrial output for a larger market are  

some of the strategies that complement open commerce (UN Conference on Trade and  

Development 2013 report).  It is also important to respect the democratic principles  

Which exerts a direct influence on the volume of trade, which depends not only on  

"natural" factors but also on the choice of trade policy. This relationship takes a U  

shape: from initially low levels, openness decreases with the enforcement of  

democratic institutions, and increases after reaching a threshold, estimated to be  

between the level of democracy of Malaysia and Brazil11. Finally peace and stability  

are crucial to trade development and prosperity in Mali. In the case of Mali, this must  

take on  a participatory approach including decision makers,  religious leaders, women, youth  

and community elders to influence the views and the skills of the next generations and build  

resilience to violent extremism.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                    

11 Trade and Democracy: an Empirical Investigation. Granger & Siroën 
http://www.dauphine.fr/siroen/tradedemo.pdf 

 

http://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/aldcafrica2013_en.pdf
http://www.dauphine.fr/siroen/tradedemo.pdf
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