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Constitutional amendments affecting presidential tenure have become
increasingly prominent across Africa, raising difficult questions about the
relationship between legality, legitimacy, and democratic governance.
While many of these reforms are enacted through lawful constitutional
procedures, they often generate concerns about the concentration of
power, institutional accountability, and public trust. Using Zimbabwe’s
proposed Constitutional Amendment No. 3 Bill as a point of departure,
this article examines similar developments in Rwanda, Uganda, Côte
d’Ivoire, and Togo to explore the broader state of constitutional
democracy on the continent. It argues that the rule of law extends
beyond procedural compliance and must be understood in light of each
country’s historical, political, and socio-economic context. Ultimately, the
article contends that the health of constitutional democracy depends not
merely on whether leaders can change the rules, but on whether those
changes preserve accountability, participation, and meaningful limits on
power.
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   Across Africa, constitutional democracy faces a critical question: what
happens when governments modify the laws that regulate political power?

From Zimbabwe to Uganda, Rwanda,
Côte d’Ivoire, and Togo, constitutional
revisions governing presidential tenure
have emerged as key political issues.
While frequently pursued through legal
channels, they raise a more
fundamental question: is democracy
safeguarded solely by procedure or
also by the aim and impact of those
changes?
Zimbabwe’s proposed Constitutional
Amendment No. 3 Bill exemplifies this
debate. It proposes increasing
presidential terms from five to seven
years and replacing direct presidential
elections with a parliamentary system.
Supporters argue that Parliament has
the authority  to implement such
changes. Critics contend that reforms
affecting how leaders attain and
retain power warrant closer scrutiny
because they alter democratic
accountability. ¹  

[1]

Zimbabwe is not alone. Rwanda’s 2015
constitutional referendum enabled
President Paul Kagame to seek
additional terms. 
Uganda removed presidential age
limits in 2017, allowing President Yoweri
Museveni to remain eligible for office.
Côte d’Ivoire’s 2016 Constitution reset
presidential term calculations, while
Togo’s constitutional reforms have
generated debate over whether they
could further entrench existing political
leadership.[2]

These cases highlight the distinction
between legality and legitimacy. Most
of these reforms were enacted
through constitutional procedures
prescribed by law. Yet many
constitutional scholars argue that
legitimacy depends not only on
compliance with procedure but also
on preserving checks on power,
political competition, and public trust.
[3]
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The debate also extends to governance and development. Some economists and
policy thinkers, including Dambisa Moyo, have argued that longer leadership horizons
can support long-term reforms, policy continuity, and political stability.[4] From this
perspective, governments may be better positioned to implement ambitious
economic programs without the disruption of frequent electoral cycles.

Country Consitutional Issue

Zimbabwe Proposed longer presidential terms and parliamentary election
model

Rwanda 2015 referendum enabled additional terms

Uganda 2017 removal of presidential age limit

Côte d’Ivoire 2016 Constitution reset term calculations

Togo Reforms raised debate over leadership entrenchment

COMPARATIVE COUNTRIES SNAPSHOT

(Table showing the constitutional issue of each country)

Country Score

Zimbabwe 2.98 / 10

Rwanda 3.34 / 10

Uganda 4.49 / 10

Côte d’Ivoire 4.22 / 10

DEMOCRACY INDEX 2024

(Table showing the democracy index 2024 of selected country)
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     Africa’s record, however, remains mixed. The data tells a nuanced story.
According to the Economist Intelligence Unit's 2024 Democracy Index, Zimbabwe
scored 2.98/10, Rwanda 3.34/10, Uganda 4.49/10, and Côte d'Ivoire 4.22/10.
Zimbabwe and Rwanda were classified as authoritarian regimes, while Uganda
and Côte d'Ivoire fell into the category of hybrid regimes.
While these countries have pursued different constitutional and political paths,
the scores suggest that extending or altering constitutional tenure limits has not
necessarily translated into stronger democratic performance. The trend is not
unique to Africa. The Economist Intelligence Unit reported that the global average
Democracy Index score fell from 5.23 in 2023 to 5.17 in 2024, the lowest level
recorded since the index began in 2006. More than 39% of the world’s population
now lives under authoritarian rule, highlighting broader concerns about
democratic decline and institutional accountability worldwide.[5]

History matters as well. Constitutional reforms affecting presidential tenure often
generate greater concern in countries with histories of contested elections,
dominant-party rule, or weak institutional checks. In such contexts, even legally valid
reforms may be viewed with suspicion because they are assessed against broader
patterns of political power.
For this reason, the rule of law encompasses more than procedural compliance.
Constitutional democracy requires balancing legal authority with democratic
purpose. Institutions and citizens alike must consider whether constitutional reforms
strengthen governance or merely concentrate power. As constitutional scholar D.
Tinashé Hofisi argues, constitutional amendments should be evaluated not only
according to whether they are lawful but also according to whether they preserve
democratic accountability and institutional balance.[6]
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Zimbabwe’s ongoing constitutional debate illustrates
these tensions. The government maintains that the
proposed reforms are lawful and consistent with
constitutional amendment procedures. Opponents,
including war veterans, constitutional lawyers, and civil
society actors, have challenged aspects of the bill before
the courts, arguing that the proposed changes risk
undermining constitutional safeguards and democratic
accountability.[7]

The debates unfolding across Africa demonstrate that
democracy depends not only on written rules but also on
how those rules are interpreted and applied. The critical
question is not whether constitutions can be amended;
constitutions are designed to evolve. Rather, the question
is whether reforms preserve accountability, participation,
and limits on power. As Zimbabwe’s debate continues, it
reflects a broader continental challenge: when leaders
change the rules, are they strengthening democracy or
testing its limits?
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