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Abstract

The Liberian Civil War (1989-2003) ended in August 2003 with the 
signing of the Accra Comprehensive Peace Agreement. Shortly thereafter, 
the United Nations Security Council established the United Nations 
Mission in Liberia through Resolution 1509. Since then, the Government 
of the Republic of Liberia has depended on UNMIL’s military and police 
components to maintain peace and stability in the country. Security 
responsibilities in the country were successfully handed over to the 
Government of the Republic of Liberia on 30 June 2016 as reported by 
the United Nations Security Council Resolution 2333 (2016). However, a 
detailed analysis of the current situation of Liberia raises a serious concern 
regarding the possibility of lasting peace without the support of UNMIL.
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ANALYSIS OF THE SITUATION OF PEACE AND STABILITY IN 
LIBERIA FOURTEEN YEARS AFTER THE ESTABLISHMENT OF 

THE UNITED NATIONS MISSION IN LIBERIA (UNMIL)

INTRODUCTION

The objective of this document is to create awareness on the part of decision-
makers in the field of peace-building regarding the limited impact of the 
so-called top-down systems of peace-building and State-building, as far as 

promoting democratic governance and more inclusive societies is concerned in post-
conflict societies1.

This paper also addresses an understanding of the current situation of Liberia and 
an assessment of the possibilities of a lasting peace after the withdrawal of UNMIL2, 
which require, for their part, the analysis of the following key elements:

•	 The history and causes of conflicts in Liberia.
•	 The current political and socio-economic situation in Liberia.
•	 The reasons behind the continuance of the causes of conflict in Liberia.
•	 The roles carried out by the international community and the United Nations 

Mission in Liberia from 2003 until the present.

Based on the following two arguments —the historic association of social 
unrest and conflict in Liberia with socio-economic injustice, and the fact that the 
international response regarding peace-building in Liberia has had only a very limited 
impact on the promotion of lasting stability, obviating to a great extent national and 
local appropriation of the peace processes— the author undertook research based 
on a review of the pertinent bibliographic material available online. Nonetheless, it 
must be added that the author had the opportunity to carry out the evaluation of 
the organizational and developmental aspects of the Liberian Peace-building Office 
(hereinafter PBO), forming part of the Liberian Ministry of Internal Affairs (MIA), 
between June of 2014 and March of 2015. The said evaluation was carried out following 
a mixed methodology which included the application, among others, of the following 
techniques of social research:

•	 Interviews of 50 key informants of the GRL, UNMIL, PBO, PBSO, agencies 
of United Nations systems with a presence in Liberia, Liberian Organizations of 
the Civil Society (CSO’s), international donors and diplomatic representations.

1  The author wishes to express his gratitude to Tom Woodhouse, Emeritus Professor at Bradford 
University, for his contributions, ideas and bibliographic resources regarding the top-down systems of 
peace-building in post-conflict contexts.

2  United Nations Mission in Liberia, hereinafter UNMIL.
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•	 A self-administered survey shared with 68 people from the aforementioned 
groups, following a technique of convenience sampling. This said evaluation 
has been employed as well for the framework of the present research.

THE POSSIBILITIES OF LASTING PEACE AND STABILITY IN 
LIBERIA AFTER THE WITHDRAWAL OF UNMIL

The Accra Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA), signed in August of 2003, put an 
end to the Liberian civil war which had razed the country between 1989 and 2003. On 
September 19th, 2003, one month after the signing of the CPA by the several parties 
to the conflict, UNMIL was set up through UN Security Council Resolution 1509 
(2003). For its part, UNMIL has played a key role in the maintenance of peace and 
stability in the country from the outset of its operations. In the last fourteen years, 
no large-scale violent incidents have been registered in the country, although there 
have been violent outbreaks, adequately handled by UNMIL. Despite this, as will be 
analyzed in detail below, Liberia continues to constitute a threat to the international 
peace and security of West Africa.

The birth of a nation

The foundation of Liberia at the beginning of the XIX century was motivated 
by «the domestic politics of slavery and race in the United States as well as by U.S: 
foreign policy interests»3. In 1816, a group of white Americans founded the American 
Colonization Society (ACS) in order to resolve, through the re-settling of these in 
Africa, the [problem of a] growing number of free Negroes in the United States. After 
a failed attempt in 1818, the ACS, with the aid of the Navy of the United States 
of America (hereinafter USA), brought pressure to bear on a local ruler in order to 
achieve the purchase of a strip of land, constantly under attack by local tribes, for 
which reason it was fortified, and in 1824 designated «Liberia»4.

The settlers, or Americo-Liberians, received financial support from the USA once 
settled into their new lands, as well as education from the American Methodist 
Mission in Cape Montserrado. For their part, the native population had no access to 
these benefits, which rapidly led to the creation of an Americo-Liberian elite; «Liberia 
developed into a relatively stable oligarchy through the 1800’s and mid-1900’s»5. Thus, 

3  Office of the Historian, Bureau of Public Affairs, United States Department of State, 
«Milestones: 1830-1860. Founding of Liberia, 1847», undated, available at: https://history.state.gov/
milestones/1830-1860/liberia. Viewed: 07.04.2016.

4  Office of the Historian, Bureau of Public Affairs, United States Department of State, Ibid. Viewed: 
07.04.2016.

5  Truth and Reconciliation Commission, «Consolidated Final Report», Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, 2009, p. 14, available at: http://trcofliberia.org/resources/reports/final/volume-two_
layout-1-pdf. Viewed: 22.05.2016.
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at the time of the death of President Tubman, who had governed Liberia for 23 years, 
between 1948 and 1971 some 3.5 % of the population, mostly Americo-Liberian, 
accumulated more than 60 % of the nation’s wealth6.

Some Liberian academics underline as causes of the civil war the ethnic divisions, 
the abuse of power by predatory elites, a corrupt political system and economic 
disparities7. However, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, created in 2005 to 
investigate the causes of the conflict and possible violations of human rights during 
the war, found that the key element explaining the conflict was none other than «the 
decision to establish the Liberian State, and the psychology of that establishment, that 
maintained a divided nation (between natives and settlers), from independence in 
1847 until the present»8.

Certain other causes should, however, be added to the factor of social division 
mentioned in the foregoing paragraph. One of these was the decision of President 
Samuel K. Doe (1980-1989) to create and exploit ethnic divisions9, sowing the seeds 
of subsequent conflicts, as well as the creation of the numerous militias based on 
ethnic origin10 which generated an unending cycle of vengeance. The report Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission Report includes a paragraph which illustrates to perfection 
the evil use of the wealth of ethnic diversity in Liberia by military leaders and rebels 
during the Liberian civil war: «Doe’s armed forces had been purged of citizens from 
Nimba County amid a pogrom against Liberians of Mano and Dahn (Gio) ethnicities. 
Remnants of Liberians of Nimba provenance that fled the fight of 1985 into neighboring 
Cote d’Ivoire and elsewhere awaited an opportunity to consolidate in order to avenge 
what had befallen them. The enigmatic Charles Taylor showed up and worked his 
way into the leadership, combining the resentment of the dethroned TWP11 with the 
lethal fury of a vengeful Nimba people into a ferocious enemy soon to be unleashed»12. 

6  Ibid, 302.

7  PeacebuildingData.org, «Root Causes of the Civil War», PeacebuildingData.org. 2011, available 
at: http://www.peacebuildingdata.org/research/liberia/results/civil-war/root-causes-civil-war. Viewed: 
07.04.2016.

8  Truth and Reconciliation Commission, «Consolidated Final Report», Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, 2009, p. 300, available at: http://trcofliberia.org/resources/reports/final/volume-two_
layout-1.pdf. Viewed: 22.05.2016.

9  Samuel K. Doe openly favored his own Krahn tribe, of Grand Gedeh County origin, as well as the 
Mangingo tribe, considered by a great part of the Liberian population as foreigners, in spite of their 
widespread presence in Liberia (PeacebuildingData.org. 2011).

10  PeacebuildingData.org. «Root Causes of the Civil War», PeacebuildingData.org.2011, available 
at: http://www.peacekeepingdata.org/research/liberia/results/civil-war-/root-causes-civil-war.
Viewed:07.04.2016.

11  True Whig Party.

12  Truth and Reconciliation Commission, «Consolidated Final Report», Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, 2009, p. 148, available at:http://trcofliberia.org/resources/report/final/volume-two_
layout-1-pdf. Viewed 22.05.2016.
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Another primary cause has been the historically destabilizing influence of transnational 
corporate interests, especially since 1929, when the Firestone Natural Rubber Company 
was granted a concession to create in Liberia the greatest exploitation of natural rubber 
in the world13.

CURRENT POLITICAL AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC SITUATION 
IN LIBERIA: PERSISTENCE OF THE PRIMARY CAUSES OF THE 
LIBERIAN CIVIL WAR (1989-2003)

The CPA, signed by the GRL, Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy 
(LURD), Movement for Democracy in Liberia (MODEL), and the political parties 
in 200314 contains a paragraph relative to the historic social fracture in Liberia, key to 
understanding the necessities of the construction of peace in Liberia: «Committed 
to promoting an all-inclusive participation in governance and the advancement of 
democracy in Liberia, as well as promoting full respect for international humanitarian 
law and human rights»15.

However, the 2008 report of the African Development Bank Group «The Middle 
of the Pyramid: Dynamics of the Middle Class in Africa», estimates that only 4.8 % 
of the population of Liberia may be considered middle class, the lowest percentage on 
the continent among countries for which data exist16.

In 2015 the estimated maternal mortality rate, a fundamental indicator for the 
measurement of the general health of the population, or quality of life in a determined 
geographic area, was, in Liberia, that of 725 deaths/100,000 live births17, the eighth 
highest percentage in the world. In terms of the Human Development Index (HDI), 
the figures for Liberia are along the same lines. According to the document of the 

13  Firestone, «Firestone and Liberia», Firestone, 2014. Available at: ttp://www.firestonenaturalrubber.
com. Viewed: 06.04.2016.

14  United States Institute of Peace, Peace Agreements Digital Collection, Liberia, «Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement», United States Institute of Peace, 2003, p. 1, available at: http://www.usip.org/sites/
default/files/file/resources/collection/peace agreement/liberia 08182003.pddf. Viewed: 06.04.2016.

15  United States Institute of Peace, «Peace Agreements Digital Collection, Liberia, Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement», United States Institute of Peace, 2003, p. 2, available at:
http://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/file/resources/collelction/peace_agreement/liberia 08182003.
pdf

16  African Development Bank, «The Middle of the Pyramid: Dynamics of the Middle Class in 
Africa», African Development Bank, 2008, p. 22, available at: http://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/
afdb/Documents/Publications/The%20Middle%29of%20the%20Pyramid_The%20Middle%20
of%20Pyramid.pdf.Viewed: 07.04.2016.

17  Central Intelligence Agency, «The World Factbook Liberia», Central Intelligence Agency, 2015, 
available at: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-worldf-factbook/geos/li/html.Viewed: 
08.04.2016.
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United Nations Program for Development, entitled «Briefing note for countries on 
the 2015 Human Development Report- Liberia», the value of the Liberian HDI in 
2014 was 0.430. This figure, corresponding to a country of low human development, 
ranked Liberia in 177th place out of 188 countries and territories computed. However, 
when this value is corrected to take into account inequality, the Liberian HDI falls to 
0.280, a loss of 34.818.

Corruption, impunity and the lack of political will to apply transitional justice

The levels of corruption and impunity in Liberia may be illustrated through the 
case of President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, re-elected in 2011. The first version of the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission Report, published on July 2, 2009, recommended 
that the then President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf should be disallowed from any public 
office for a period of 30 years, and based this recommendation on support at the end 
of the 1980’s for Charles Taylor, and the absence of her repentance in this respect19. 
Nonetheless, these references to the President of Liberia were eliminated from the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report shortly after its initial publication and are 
only known of through press articles or political analyses published immediately after 
the 2nd of July of 2009.

The national survey on peace and reconstruction carried out with the support of 
the Harvard Humanitarian Initiative at the end of the first mandate of President Ellen 
Johnson-Sirleaf determined that «Adult Liberians identified greed and corruption 
most frequently as the causes of the conflict (63 %). Another 40 % mentioned identity 
and tribal divisions, while less than one in three adult Liberians mentioned poverty (30 
%),and inequalities (27 %). The results on the direct causes of violence perceived by 
the population may not highlight structural deficiencies that allow greed, corruption 
or inequalities to exist and eventually lead to conflict, but nevertheless they suggest 
that conflict results partly from elite’s behavior»20.

The theme of corruption, mentioned in nearly all of the United Nations documents 
on Liberia, is also addressed by the latest Security Council Resolution on Liberia, 
Resolution 2333 (2016). It underlines both the problem of political corruption and 
the conflicts associated with natural resources and land ownership, «Observing 

18  United States Development Program, «Briefing note for countries on the 2015 Human 
Development Report – Liberia», United Nations Development Program, undated, pp. 2-5, available 
at: http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/LBR.pdf. Viewed: 22.05.2016.

19  IRIN, «Opinion divide don Truth and Reconciliation finding», IRIN, 2009, available at: http://
www.irinnews.org/report/85158/liberia-opinion-divided-truth-and-reconciliation/findings. Viewed: 
08.04.2016.
GORDON, Glenna, «In Liberia, Sirleaf ’s Past Sullies her Clean Image», Time, 2009, available at: 
http://content.time.com/time/world/article/o.8599.1908635.00.html/ Viewed: 10.07.2016.

20  PeacebuildingData.org «Root Causes of the Civil War», PeacebuildingData.org. 2011, available 
at: http://www.peacebuildingdata.org/research/liberia/results/civil-war/root-causes-civil-war. Viewed: 
07.04.2016.
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with concern the possibilities of conflict over the natural resources of Liberia and 
the controversies related to land ownership, and observing as well that the questions 
relative to corruption continue threatening to undermine the stability and the 
efficiency of governmental institutions»21, as the two elements are, and have historically 
been, related in Liberia.

Finally, it is worth adding a comment regarding corruption and impunity, and 
about how these two elements operate together. In the Presidential Progress Report on 
the Implementation of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report Recommendations 
dated 27th August 2010, President Johnson-Shirleaf indicated that the GRL hesitated to 
put into practice the controversial recommendations on penal responsibility until the 
Supreme Court cast some judicial light in this regard22. However, the Supreme Court 
has yet to take any decision whatsoever and this delay only shows the weak will of the 
powers of the State to promote the cause of justice as a means to real reconciliation 
and the creation of an inclusive Liberia. The problem of persistent corruption (in 
a country historically misgoverned by an elite group) reinforces among the native 
population the traditional distrust towards Government and the institutions of State. 
The author, during the aforementioned visit to Liberia as part of the PBO evaluation, 
was able to confirm first-hand how deeply this distrust is rooted among the Liberian 
civil society and how the perception that the Government does not represent the 
population and does not concern itself with it is absolutely generalized among all 
types of associations, confessional, non-confessional (very influential in Liberia), those 
specialized in women’s and children’s rights, associations of ex-combatants, etc.

The role of the United Nations System in Liberia

The Mission of the United Nations (2003-2016)

The United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) was established through Security 
Council Resolution 1509 (2003) on September 19th, 2003. Its principal objectives were 
the following23:

•	 To support the application of the cease-fire agreement which put an end to the 
second Liberian civil war and to support the peace process.

21  United Nations Security Council, «Resolution 2333 (2016), United Nations Security Council», 2016, 
p. 2, available at: http://www.un.org/es/comun/docs/index.asp?symbol=S/RES/2333 (2016)&refer= 
http://www.un.org/peacekeeping/missions/unmil/resolutions.shtml/&Lang=S. Viewed: 10.09.2017.

22  Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Government of Liberia, «Strategic Roadmap for National 
Healing and Reconciliation, 2012-2030», LERN Ushahidi, 2012, p. 11, available at: http://lern.
ushahidi.com/media/uploads/page/3/reconciliation%20Roadmap%20Draft%20203-W.pdf. Viewed: 
22.05.2016.

23  United Nations Mission in Liberia, «Support for the implementation of the Peace Process», 
United Nations Mission in Liberia, undated, available at: http://www.un.org/un/peacekeeping/
missions/unmil.
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•	 To protect the personnel and facilities of the United Nations.
•	 To support humanitarian and Human Rights protection activities.
•	 To assist in the reform of national security, including the formation of the 

national police and the formation of a new and re-structured Army.

This mission was conceived as a multidimensional peace operation, as declared by 
the Secretary General of the United Nations before the establishment of the mission: 
«The United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) would be a multidimensional 
operation composed of political, military, police, criminal justice, civil affairs, human 
rights, gender, child protection, disarmament, demobilization and reintegration, 
public information and support components, as well as an electoral component in due 
course. The Mission would include a mechanism for the coordination of its activities 
with those of the humanitarian and development community»24. In the case of Liberia, 
the multidimensional nature of this peace operation has required, and requires, the 
participation of a great number of agencies of the United Nations System with differing 
mandates to implement, together with the civil component of UNMIL, actions 
associated with fields such as democratic governability, the rule of law, promotion of 
Human Rights, woman and child protection, and training programs for demobilized 
soldiers.

Within the field of security, one of the principal activities which UNMIL has been 
carrying out is to provide specialized training to the Liberian National Police (LNP) 
and to the Bureau of Immigration and Naturalization (BIN). It must be mentioned 
that the BIN includes the essential task of the management and control of the borders 
of a region where conflict has historically had a strong trans-border component. For 
example, «On 24 December 1989, a small band of Libyan-trained rebels led by Charles 
G. Taylor invaded Liberia from the Ivory Coast»25, and «in 1991, the Liberian civil war 
spilled into Sierra Leone when Foday Sankoh led a mixed group of Liberians and 
Sierra Leoneans into Kailahun in eastern Sierra Leone»26.

Initially, it was composed of 15,000 United Nations military troops, including 
a maximum of 250 military observers and 160 officials and up to 1,115 civil police 
officers, together with the necessary civil component27. With the passing of time, 
the United Nations Security Council, through a series of Resolutions, has set about 
progressively reducing the military and police presence of UNMIL. Some of the 

24  United Nations Mission in Liberia, «Support for the implementation of the Peace Process», 
United Nations Mission in Liberia, undated, available at: http://www.un.org/un/peacekeeping/
missions/unmil. Viewed: 04.04.2016.

25  Global Security, «Liberia – First Civil War – 1989 – 1996», Global Security, 2011, available at: 
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/war/liberia-1989.html. Viewed: 23.05.2016.

26  Global Security, «Liberia – First Civil War- 1989-1996», Global Security, 2011, available at: http://
www.globalsecurity.org/miliitary/world/war/liberia-1989.html. Viewed: 23.05.2016.

27  United Nations Security Council, «Security Council Resolution 1509 (2003)», Refworld, 2003, 
p. 3, available at: http://www.refworld.org/docid/3f8d3045d4.html. Viewed: 06.04.2016.
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revisions carried out, and which have resulted in the reduction of troops, have taken 
place on these dates:

•	 On September 17th 2012 the Security Council, through Resolution 2066 
(2012), decided to extend the mandate of the mission until 30th September 
2013. Additionally, it authorized a progressive reduction in the UNMIL mili-
tary and police force in three phases between August 2012 and July of 201528.

•	 On April 2nd, 2015, the Security Council, through resolution 2215 (2015), 
authorizes its Secretary General to set in motion the third phase of troop re-
duction. A limit of 2,590 military and 1,515 police personnel is established, to 
be reached by September of 201529.

•	 On September 17th, 2015, the Security Council, through Resolution 2239 
(2015), decides to reduce the UNMIL presence by June of 2016 to a maximum 
of 1,240 military and 606 police personnel30.

•	 On June 30th, 2016 UNMIL handed over security responsibilities to the GRL 
exactly as stipulated in Security Council Resolution 2238 (2015).

•	 On December 23rd, 2016, the Security Council, through Resolution 2333 
(2016), decides that the military presence of UNMIL as of February 2017 
could not exceed 434 personnel and that the police presence would be reduced 
to 31031.

In the near future, most likely by April of 2018 once the government handover 
associated with the general elections of October 2017 is completed, all uniformed 
personnel of UNMIL shall have left Liberia after fifteen years of service of incalculable 
value. Due to doubts regarding the capabilities of the GRL and its security forces, the 
United Nations Security Council plans to have the Rapid Reaction Force of the United 
Nations Operation in the Ivory Coast (UNOIC), once transferred into the United 
Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (UNMISMA), 
continue to support UNMIL, now without uniformed troops32. It should be noted 
that UNMIL will remain in the country, but represented solely through its civil 
components. This decision had been undergoing evaluation by the military commands 
of UNMIL since the year 2014. In February of 2015, the author was able to interview 
a high-ranking UNMIL military officer who stated that the high costs of uniformed 
personnel, and the increasing instability in Mali, would be the two decisive elements 
when the time came to determine the future of UNMIL.

28  United Nations Security Council, «Security Council Resolution 2066 (2012)», United Nations 
Security Council, 2012, available at: http://222.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/
RES/20662012). Viewed: 10.09.2017.

29  http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/RES/2215 (2015). Viewed 10.09.2017.

30  http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/RES/2239(2015). Viewed 10.09.2017.

31  http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/missions/unmil/resolutions.shtml. Viewed: 10.09.2017.

32  Ibid, pp. 5-7.
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Is the government of the Republic of Liberia prepared to undertake security 
responsibilities for the country?

There are serious concerns regarding the capabilities of the GRL, in particular 
with regard to the Liberian National Police and the Bureau of Immigration and 
Naturalization, to assume security activities which have been carried out under the 
responsibility of UNMIL since its creation in 2003. The final report of the Evaluation 
of the Liberian Peace-building Office (PBO) mentions in this respect that «The 
UNMIL Transition Planning Working Group points to considerable gaps in the 
Liberian security sector, especially around such issues as infrastructure, logistics, 
communications and mobility. The Liberian National Police (LNP) and the Bureau 
of Immigration and Naturalization (BIN) will be particularly vulnerable as many 
of the activities currently undertaken by UNMIL will fall to these two security 
agencies»33. Likewise, Resolution 22239 (2015) of the United Nations Security Council 
emphasizes «Commending the cooperation between, and significant efforts of, the 
Government of Liberia and the United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) to 
plan and prepare for the 20 June 2016 security transition to the Liberian authorities, 
expressing concern that the Government has not provided predictable and sustainable 
funding to shoulder the costs of deploying and sustaining its security personnel and 
resources throughout the country, including to operate and maintain the LNP and 
BIN outside of Monrovia»34.

This analysis was recently confirmed in the latest Special Report by the Secretary 
General of the United Nations on the mission in Liberia, which considers that the 
BIN lacks sufficient means of transport, communication and infrastructure to be able 
to maintain deployment on border posts35.

This generalized weakness, and not only restricted to the BIN, is also endorsed 
by the aforementioned Special Report when it states that nearly the whole of those 
interviewed during the mission of the Secretary General to Liberia coincided in 
underlining the scarcity of resources of the national security services as a risk making 
it impossible for them to react in the face of any incident related to security, especially 
in remote areas of the country36. From this it may be deduced that the Government 
of the Republic of Liberia, which has depended for the last fourteen years on external 

33  CARRAVILLA, Carlos. «Evaluation of the Liberian Peace-building Office (PBO)”, United 
Nations Peace-building Fund, 2015, pp. 11-12, available at http://www.unpbf.org/wp-content/uploads/
Liberia-PBO-evaluation-report-2015-1.pdf. Viewed: 23.05.2016.

34  http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/RES/2239%282015%29. Viewed: 
22.05.2016.

35  United Nations Security Council, «Special Report from the Secretary General on the United 
Nations Mission in Liberia», United Nations Security Council, 2016, p.10. Available at: http://
www.un.org/es/commun/docs/index.asp?symbol=S/2016/968&referer=http://www.un.org/es/
peacekeeping/missions/unmil/reports.shtml&Lang=S. Viewed: 10.09.2017.

36  Ibid, p. 7.
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support to maintain peace and stability in the country, is still not prepared to assume 
security responsibilities within all Liberian territory.

LIBERIA CONTINUES TO REPRESENT A THREAT TO 
INTERNATIONAL PEACE AND SECURITY IN THE REGION

The United Nations Security Council Resolution on Liberia, Resolution 2239 (2015), 
of September 17th, 2015, considers that the situation in Liberia continues to represent 
a threat to international peace and security in the region37. A year later, the Security 
Council, in its Resolution 2238 (2016), persists in the assessment of the situation in 
Liberia as a threat to international peace and security in the region38. In addition, 
Resolution 2333 (2016) of 23rd December 2016, considers as matters of concern the 
possibilities for conflict associated with natural resources and land ownership in 
Liberia39. In this case, no explicit mention is made of the threat to international peace 
and security in the region. Nonetheless, just as has been noted, armed conflicts in 
West Africa have historically had a strong trans-border component. That is to say, the 
risk that open conflict in Liberia should extend into countries such as the Ivory Coast, 
Guinea or Sierra Leone is, judging from previous experience, high.

The BIN, without direct and permanent support from UNMIL after its complete 
withdrawal, would come under enormous pressure to efficiently control trans-border 
activities in consideration of the porosity and length of Liberia’s land borders: 299 
km with Sierra Leone to the northwest, 590 km with Guinea to the north, and 778 
km with the Ivory Coast40. Therefore, it is not only the case that a potential open 
conflict in Liberia might spill over into neighboring countries, but also in the opposite 
direction, from any neighboring country into Liberia. Additionally, any Liberian 
armed group (a possibility which should not be dismissed, given the lifting of the 
arms embargo against Liberia) would have the chance to organize and launch attacks 
from neighboring countries, a strategy already employed in the past by Charles Taylor.

37  Ibid, p. 7.

38  United Nations Security Council, «Resolution2308 (2016)», United Nations Security 
Council 2016b, p. 2, available at: http://www.un.org/es/comun/docs/index.asp?symbol=S/
RES/2308(2016)&referer=http://www.un.org/es/peacekeeping/missions/unmil/resoutions.
shtml&Lang=S. Viewed: 09.09.2017.

39  United Nations Security Council, «Resolution 2333 (2017)», United Nations Security 
Council 2016a, p. 2, available at: http://www.un.org/es/comun//docs/index.asp?symbol=S/
RES/2333(2016)&referer=http://www.un.org/es/peacekeeping /missions/unmil/resolutions.html& 
Lang=S. Viewed: 08.09.2017.

40  Central Intelligence Agency, «The World Factbook, Liberia, Land boundaries», Central 
Intelligence Agency, undated, available at: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/fields/2096.html. Viewed: 27.05.2016.
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A major and quite obvious question which arises from the analysis carried out so 
far is: Why, fourteen years after the establishment of UNMIL, is Liberia unstable, 
although no large-scale violent events have taken place within this period of time? The 
following section deals with this question, given that an understanding of the reasons 
explaining the limited impact of international intervention in Liberia is fundamental 
with respect to predicting possible evolution of the situation in Liberia.

The case of Liberia: tension between the «top-down» peace-building systems framed 
within the theory of «liberal peace»41 and the need for local management.

A plausible response to the question formulated in the foregoing section may be found 
in the research article «When Critique is Framed as Resistance: How the International 
Intervention in Liberia Fails to Integrate Alternative Concepts and Constructive 
Criticism», published by the International Peacekeeping Journal on December 3rd, 
2013, where it is pointed out that «Our study clearly shows that the current system 
of international intervention largely fails the challenge of incorporating disparate 
actors and concepts into the State-building project. The priorities of the international 
intervention system are framed in terms of interaction with the government and the 
process of administering the post-war setting rather than creating an interface for 
a context of sensitive political development and participation. Two consequences 
of this failure are clearly observable in Liberia: first, civil society remains only an 
implementing partner and has not become an active and constructive actor that 
shapes the State-building project. Second, the provision of basic services by informal 
alternative structures has been widely ignored by the international intervention even 
though the new formal government structures have not replaced them»42.

The strategy of peace-building applied in Liberia belongs to the category called 
«top-down peace-building system», applied in the majority of peace-building and 
development interventions in fragile States which are in post-conflict phase. This type 
of strategy is based on a set of suppositions assumed by decision-makers about peace-
building operations with regard to the composition and structure of national and 
local governments, and to the functions which the State apparatus should carry out. 

41  Democratic Liberalism is based on the idea that the liberal democracies are more peaceful and 
law-abiding with respect to other political systems. The theory of liberal peace, or Liberal Democratic 
theory, or Democratic Peace, and therefore the construction of liberal peace, gained weight after 
the Cold War due to the dominance of Western ideology. But what validity does it have, despite its 
influence? Certain questions seem pertinent regarding how democracy or peace are defined, as well as 
to whether the model of liberal democracy is adequate for all societies or all post-conflict States. As 
well, considering the role that liberal democracy plays in peace-building and State-building in fragile 
countries, it is also pertinent to put forth certain questions regarding the moral dilemmas associated 
with the imposition of liberal democracy as a form of neo-imperialism rather than as a model of 
development.

42  NEUMANN, Hannah and WINCKLER, Joel, «When Critique is Framed as Resistance: How 
the International Intervention in Liberia Fails to Integrate Alternative Concepts and Constructive 
Criticism», International Peacekeeping, 2012, p. 631, available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13533312.2
013.864520. Viewed: 22.05.2016.
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This approach, which sounds reasonable, may be unrealistic and lack adaptation to 
specific realities. In fact, State-building efforts of this nature are often perceived as an 
imposition by an external authority, and only vaguely connected, if at all, with pre-
existing governmental structures, be these formal or informal43.

A good understanding of the process behind the foundation of Liberia, and the 
principal causes of conflict in Liberia, indicate that the aforementioned inclusive 
participation in government affairs is undoubtedly the only path towards lasting 
stability in the country, especially considering the historical social breach which 
continues to characterize the country. The Liberian conflict exacerbated ethnic 
rivalry, since it was used by the different actors as a way to recruit and mobilize 
combatants.

Analyzing the quality of participation of the different actors involved in fields 
of peace-building in Liberia in the designing of national policies and programs 
of reconciliation and justice, it is seen how the top-down approaches operate in 
such a way as to hinder participation in the definition of peace-building policies 
and programs. One example, a self-administered survey of key local, national, 
and international informants regarding how they were consulted by the Liberian 
Peace-building Office (PBO) on the subject of reconciliation, with the aim of 
developing key documents such as the «Strategic Roadmap for National Healing 
and Reconciliation (2012-2030)», showed that 60 % of those surveyed stated 
that the PBO rarely or never consulted their institutions about themes related to 
reconciliation44.

The obstruction of political opposition caused by top-down approaches represents 
a major obstacle to the inclusion, democratization and good governance

The methods of top-down work end by obstructing political opposition, an essential 
element for promoting inclusion and the development of democratic governability, 
exercising democratic control and preserving freedom of expression. Political 
opposition, which allows the functioning of corrective mechanisms with regard to 
people and institutions in possession of great degrees of power, has no possibility of 
functioning. In addition, international intervention, which greatly influences peace-
building policies and programs, is not the object of opposition, since it is linked to the 
Liberian political system but not a part of it45.

43  WENNMANNP, Achim, «Grasping the Strengths of Fragile States: Aid Effectiveness Between 
“Top-down” and “Bottom-up” State-building», The Centre on Conflict, Development and Peace-
building, 2010, p. 2, available at: http://graduateinstitute.ch/files/live/sites/iheid/files/sites/ccdp/
shared/Docs/Publications/Working%20paper 6 BD.pdf. Viewed: 21.05.2016.

44  CARRAVILLA, Carlos. «Evaluation of the Liberian Peace-building Office (PBO)», United 
Nations Peace-building Fund, 2015, p. 33, available at: http://222.unpbf.org/wp-content/uploads/
Liberia-PBO-evaluation report-2015-1.pddf. Viewed: 23.05.2016.

45  Ibid, p. 622.
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Different types of resistance exist, some of constructive character and some, now 
identified in Liberia, which must be considered as negative, namely: disagreement, 
non-collaboration, obstruction and violence. The latter form of resistance is of special 
concern, especially considering the history of extreme violence in Liberia, especially in 
the 1990’s, a period when it was seen how public protests, or simple demonstrations, 
easily gave way to very violent situations46.

During the evaluation of the PBO, the author was able to confirm at first hand, 
through interviews with a number of Organizations of Liberian Civil Society of 
varying nature (environmentalists, women’s organizations, confessional groups, etc.), 
normally founded and made up by native Liberians, the existence of an extremely 
high level of disagreement with the GRL. Those interviewed presented very harsh 
opinions regarding their lack of identification either with the GRL or with its policies. 
Some of the interviewees from the aforementioned groups emphasized their refusal to 
recognize as legitimate a government and a political system which give space to war 
criminals47.

Some of the underlying reasons for such serious accusations on the part of the 
Liberian Civil Society, in addition to the previously mentioned case of the current 
President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, would include the sadly famous Prince Johnson, 
Senior Senator for Nimba County since 2005. The following extract from the article 
«Warlord to Kingmaker: An Audience with Prince Johnson», leaves no room for 
doubt or ambiguity regarding his criminal activities: «His return to stage center has 
brought back memories of one of West Africa’s darkest chapters. Like Charles Taylor, 
who is awaiting the verdict in a war crimes trial, Mr. Johnson led a rebel group that 
fought President Doe in the late 1980’s. His men captured the coup leader in 1990 
and videotaped his interrogation and torture. A terrified Mr. Doe, bound to a chair, 
begs for his life as Mr. Johnson drinks a Budweiser. Unhappy with his answers to his 
questions over what the President had done with «the Liberian People’s money», he 
warns him: «“Don’t fuck with me”. He loses patience and orders his men to cut the 
President’s ear off. Mr. Johnson raises the ear to the camera and then puts it in Mr. 
Doe’s mouth»48.

Evaluation of the PBO also permitted the author to identify a clear case of non-
collaboration in the execution of the most important reconciliation initiative for 
the GRL, and decidedly supported by a number of agencies of the United Nations 

46  NEUMANN, Hannah, and WINCKLER, Joel. «When Critique is Framed as Resistance: How 
the International Intervention in Liberia Fails to Integrate Alternative Concepts and Constructive 
Criticism», International Peacekeeping, 2012, pp. 624-631, available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1353
3312.2013.864520. Viewed: 22.05.2016.

47  These opinions were not included in the final evaluation report as they were not directly related 
to the objectives of evaluation.

48  HOWDEN, Daniel. «Warlord to Kingmaker: An audience with Prince Johnson», Independent, 
2011, available at: http://www.independant.co.uk/news/world/africa/warlord-to-kingmaker-an-
audience-with-prince-johnson-2370926.html. Viewed: 04.06.2016.
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System, the Palava Hut49 Program. The PBO began the reactivation of the Palava 
Hut Dialogues through the coordination of the construction, reconstruction and 
inauguration of Peace Huts (edifices in which the Palava Hut Dialogues were carried 
out) in 2009. When the evaluation of the PBO took place (2014-2015), that is to say, 
five years after the opening of the aforementioned edifices, the PBO was directly 
executing the Palava Hut Program50 with very weak participation by the governmental 
partner actually mandated to carry out the said execution, the Independent National 
Commission on Human Rights (INCHR). In addition to the low involvement of 
the INCHR, the commitment on the part of local leaders to make the program 
progress was practically non-existent. It is important to emphasize that the PBO 
is not an executive governmental agency, but rather an advisory and coordination 
entity in peace-building fields, meaning that its direct participation in the execution 
of the Palava Hut Program must be qualified as exceptional or even irregular. In 
addition, this program has been an ancestral process, in the territories today called 
Liberia, since before the arrival of the colonialists, as a way to resolve local conflicts 
peacefully51.

The only plausible reason the author found to explain the delays and difficulties 
in the execution of this program during the evaluation of the PBO was in line with 
the foregoing quote. The Palava Hut Program, basically designed by agencies of the 
United Nations System, seeks to reactivate this ADR mechanism modifying some of 
its essential elements, such as the selection of local chiefs or the functioning of the 
Palava Hut Dialogues according to certain suppositions of liberal democracy which 
collide with local practices. Logically, community actors are not eager to participate in 
the corruption of their ancestral customs.

Violence associated with the occupation of lands

The security forces of UNMIL have supported Liberian security forces in smothering 
cases of the eruption of violence during their fourteen years of mandate. One recent 

49  The Palava Hut Dialogues belong to the category of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) 
Systems. The term ADR refers to a process or systems of resolution of disputes without the intervention 
of a tribunal of justice.

50  CARRAVILLA, Carlos. «Evaluation of the Liberian Peacebuilding Office (PBO)», United 
Nations Peacebuilding Fund, 20215, p. 53, available at: http://www.unpbf.org/wp-content/uploads/
Liberia-PBO-evaluation-report-2015,pdf. Viewed: 23.05.2016.

51  PAJIBO, Ezequiel, «Traditional Justice Mechanisms: The Liberian Case», International IDEA, 
2008, available at: http://dspace.africaportal.org/jspui/bitstream/123456789/25263/Traditional%20
Justie%20Mechanisms%20-%20%20The%20L>ibrarian%20Case.pdf. Viewed: 26.05.2016. 
Author’s translation: «The Palava Hut Process is of major importance in the context of Liberia, for 
which reason it is highly applicable in very diverse communities. The current practice has been 
co-opted and altered to a great extend in recent years, especially since the 1940’s, when the State 
intervened in the selection of traditional leaders [ ] As a result, these processes no longer enjoy the 
legitimacy, the obedience and respect which they did hold in the Liberia previous to the arrival of 
the colonizers».
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case which exemplifies a type of violence which, without the support of UNMIL, 
could have had grave consequences in terms of the escalation of hostilities, is the 
occupation of the rubber plantation at Sinoe by ex-combatants from two groups which 
were participants in the Liberian civil war, with the support of local communities: 
Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD); and the Movement for 
Democracy in Liberia (MODEL)52.

UNMIL has also helped to prevent certain other violent events, as in the case of 
Sinoe National Park. In 2011, UNMIL refused the requests for military intervention 
in this national park to expel communities dedicated to illegal gold-mining activities53.

The two situations described have a clear connection with the fact that large sectors 
of the population have no access to dignified work, and therefore take part in activities 
which imply the illegal occupation of land. It should be mentioned that the GRL has 
failed to comply with its commitments with regard to guaranteeing access to land for 
the most vulnerable groups. According to environmental NGO’s, local authorities and 
landowners have sold, in recent years, more than 1.5 million acres of land to companies 
dedicated to palm oil in Liberia, seriously threatening the rights of the proprietary 
communities54.

It also seems pertinent to give a certain amount of attention to the current war-
waging capacities existing in Liberian civil society. Certain ex-warlords are currently 
social leaders, as in the case of the aforementioned Prince Johnson or that of Joshua 
Blahyi: «Joshua Blahyi, formerly General Butt Naked, who infamously drank children’s 
blood before running naked into battle, is now a born-again preacher with his own 
faith-based NGO. We argue that their [Prince Johnson and Joshua Blahyi] use of 
social media has enabled them to reconstruct and reframe their ‘past lives’, ensuring 
these cannot become political liabilities»55.

The ties between demobilized child combatants and their former commanders 
continue to exist, and have even been reinforced due to an erroneous policy on the part 

52  SUHRKE, Astri and BERDAL, Mats, «The Peace in Between: Post-War Violence 
and Peace-building», Routledge, 2012, p. 257, available at: https://books.google.com.ni/
books?id=kNWoAgAAQBAj&pg=PA257&lpg=PA257&dg=occupation+of+tghe+sinoe+rubber+ 
plantation&source=bl&ots=Zi9eeAWbxw&sig=laVV8wFOc51mR4J7Aza8ZQKLH2RE&hl=es&sa= 
X&redi r_esc=y#v=onepage&g=occupat ion%20of%20the%20s inoe%20rubber%20
plantation&f=false. Viewed: 25.05.2016

53  NEUMANN, Hannah, and WINCKLER, Joel. «When Critique is Framed as Resistance: 
How the International Intervention in Liberia Fails to Integrate Alternative Concepts and 
Constructive Criticism», International Peacekeeping, 2012, p. 631, available at: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1080/13533312.2013.864 520. Viewed: 22.05.2016.

54  IRIN, «The changing face of land disputes in Liberia», IRIN, 2013, available at: http://www.
irinnews.org/report/98070/changing-face-land-disputes-liberia . Viewed: 26.05.2016.

55  O’MAHONY, Geraldine, and FAIR, Jo. «From lords of war to leaders in society: How former 
Liberian warlords have used «old» and “new” media to self-reframe», University of Wisconsin, 2016, 
available at: http://mwc.sagepub.com/content/5/1/37.abstract. Viewed: 25.05.2016.



319
http://revista.ieee.es

Carlos Alberto Carravilla Gregorio	 Analysis of the situation of peace and…

of the GRL belonging to the Liberian Disarmament, Demobilization, Rehabilitation 
and Reintegration Program (DDRR)56.

On May 25th, 2016, the United Nations Security Council decided, through a 
unanimous resolution, to put an end to the arms embargo against Liberia and dissolved 
the related mechanisms, such as the Sanctions Committee and the panel of experts. 
At the same time, the Council exhorted the GRL to establish the necessary means 
to combat illegal arms and ammunition traffic57. The relation between the transfer of 
security responsibilities from UNMIL to the GRL and this resolution seems obvious. 
The United Nations Security Council seeks to have the security forces of the GRL 
arm themselves in order to assume the said responsibilities. In fact, according to an 
interview carried out by the author with a member of UNMIL in May 2016, the only, 
or at least most visible, initiative taken on the part of the GRL in order to face up to 
this transfer is to militarize the border patrols of the BIN.

CONCLUSIONS

The causes of the civil war in Liberia between 1989 and 2003 are still present in the 
country because they have not been dealt with since the signing of the Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement in August of 2003 either by the Government of the Republic of 
Liberia or on the part of the international intervention in the country.

Neither the United Nations Mission in Liberia, nor other peace-building actions 
promoted by international intervention, have had an impact on the various essential 
elements sufficient to stabilize Liberian society, namely: democratic governability, 
inclusion and the reduction of poverty. The principal reason explaining this situation is 
that the top-down approach of peace-building applied by UNMIL and the international 
intervention has been perceived by the majority of the population as an external 
imposition, just as occurred with the founding of Liberia as a new State in 1847.

During the last fourteen years, the military and police components of UNMIL 
have acted as conflict inhibitors thanks to their dissuasive effect. This effect is about to 
disappear, while the security forces of Liberia are still not prepared to assume security 
responsibilities throughout the country.

In this situation, considering that there exist in Liberia local capacities for waging 
war and that the United Nations Security Council has lifted the arms embargo 
against Liberia, the possibility of a relapse into a new phase of war from the latent 

56  United Nations News Centre, «Security Council ends 13-year sanctions regime on Liberia»,United 
Nations News Centre, 2016, available at: http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=54045#.
V1NWJGadL10. Viewed 04.06.2016.

57  United Nations News Centre, «Security Council Ends 13-year sanctions regime on Liberia», United 
Nations News Centre, 2016, available at: http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=54045#.
V1NWJGadL10. Viewed: 04.06.2016.
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Liberian conflict is a reality. In the short and medium term, the maintenance of peace 
in Liberia will depend to a great extent on the capacity of the future United Nations 
rapid reaction force based in Mali to avoid the escalation of possible outbreaks of 
violence.
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