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Executive Summary

· This study has been carried out as part of a broader research project on NGOs and peace building, with case studies also of Afghanistan and Sri Lanka, with the purpose of examining in some depth and through a bottom-up approach the impacts of NGO activity on peace building processes. Following a brief discussion of current debates on challenges to effective aid responses given the complexity, dynamism and functionality of modern conflict, peace building is conceptualised as a broad spectrum of activities, ranging from political level advocacy to psycho-social work to positive impacts through good practice in rehabilitation work. 

· Analysis of the nature and causes of the conflict in Liberia reveals its deep historical roots in an exploitative political economy, while processes of modernisation and developing opposition to the dominant Americo Liberian elite contributed further to the current pattern of violent competition for control of the state and its resources. Political NGOs within the developing Liberian civil society played a major role in mobilising opposition to the elite, but have failed to promote real democratic change (Tokpa 2000). Patterns of corruption from before the war deepened during the conflict, with illegal economic methods used by all the warring factions in order to fund their military and political activity. Fighters themselves preyed directly on civilians, with adoption by the latter of negative coping mechanisms contributing to the vicious cycle that developed. The resolution of the conflict was achieved in part due to greater commitment from the international community, with the humanitarian community playing an important advocacy role. The current ‘negative peace’ however suggests that patterns of illegal mechanisms of accumulation and limited political accountability have been little affected, as the major former warring faction has gained control of the government, and international responses of negative conditionality on aid disbursements appears to have little influence.

· At the community level, the devastating impact of the conflict on social and economic life was seen, despite major efforts at rebuilding livelihoods and re-establishing normalcy. Pre-war tensions which contributed to the conflict, including particularly inter-generational tensions relating to processes of modernisation, have deepened during the war, with an associated weakening to some degree of traditional governance mechanisms. Traditional institutions have however remained strong in some areas, playing important roles in maintaining law and order at village level as well as in reconciliation and the re-integration of ex-combatants. The resilience of traditional values was demonstrated in all communities, seen in attempts to maintain and adapt traditional forms of association. The slow rate of economic rehabilitation, related in part to the policies of negative conditionality adopted by donors, appears however as a major constraint to reconciliation at community level. While NGOs were praised for their roles in providing relief at the height of the conflict, there was little evidence of appropriate programming currently with an apparent lack of communication between communities and agencies. Economic regeneration appears as a crucial aspect of peace building for communities, and the potential for work through partnership was highlighted by the relatively strong social capital observed in the communities.

· While some innovation and effective programming by agencies was encountered during the research, there has overall been a reliance by all agencies on the implementation of donor driven food aid programming. The agencies studied in depth, LWS/WF, SELF and SCF, all displayed evidence of effective programming, due to a large extent to their locally grounded and responsive structures. Committed and knowledgeable expatriates, active local staff, sophisticated conflict analysis, and community participation appear as key factors in effective programming with peace building impacts. Local NGOs have a comparative advantage in programming with more directly political objectives, but INGOs and donors have played important supporting roles. Where INGOs were able to develop activist policies at the political level, through the PPHO and JPO, deep analysis as well as donor support were important factors. While most NGO activity remains focussed on the micro level, with any macro level impacts very difficult to determine, the relative success of the joint lobbying activity highlights the potential for political level work based on collaboration.

· In conclusion, the research suggests that international agencies must make greater efforts to support local processes with understanding, analysis and local participation crucial aspects of effective policy and programming. Complementarity of approach is a further key aspect of peace building, as seen in the spectrum of possible activity that may contribute to positive processes, as well as in the impact of co-ordinated action by the humanitarian community. NGOs can and do play important roles in contributing to peace building processes, both through their basic work in welfare and development, as well as through more specialised activities with direct peace building and political objectives. Their humanitarian and peace building roles should be strengthened through a greater focus on the realities and needs of those they are attempting to serve, while donors should also make attempts to strengthen processes of downwards accountability in order to develop effective policy. 

1. Introduction

1.1 Research objectives and methods

This research forms part of a broader comparative study of NGOs and peace building in complex political emergencies, with case studies also of Afghanistan and Sri Lanka. Its major objective has been to examine the roles that NGOs do and can play in contributing to peace building processes in contemporary conflicts characterised by their protracted and complex nature. The research questions were as follows:

· To determine the impact of NGOs on the dynamics of violent conflict

· To explore which kinds of NGO interventions can contribute to peace building processes

· To examine how such programmes can be supported, strengthened and replicated

The research was designed to address these questions by looking at three different levels, namely the macro level at which national and international political dynamics are played out, agency level at which the work of the NGOs takes place, and community level in order to capture the perspectives of those most affected by the conflict. A ‘bottom-up’ approach was adopted in an attempt to explore in more depth the linkages between macro level conflict dynamics and micro level processes and to provide the fine-grained analysis that is often missing in work on complex emergencies. Research at all three levels was based on testimony from a variety of actors, and it is hoped through presentation and examination of this empirical data to contribute both to understanding of the Liberian conflict as well as to wider debates on peace building processes. The adoption of an eclectic approach (Goodhand and Hulme 1998) allows for discussion of a variety of factors, although as a result some aspects of both the conflict and policy responses are through necessity referred to only briefly if at all.

Work at the macro level focussed on understanding the context in which peace building and other NGO interventions take place, in order to analyse better the political realities and constraints faced by agencies. Interviews were held with local political actors, donor representatives and supplemented by community perspectives. At the community level, three-week long surveys were carried out by a team of local researchers in six communities with the purpose of exploring community roles in and responses to violent conflict. Agency surveys were carried out in conjunction with the community level work, supplemented by questionnaires and interviews held with key agency personnel. While agencies as a whole were examined in the research, the research looked in depth at three NGOs involved in work with apparent peace building impacts, which collaborated closely with the work. The terms NGOs and agencies are used interchangeably throughout the report to refer to international and local organisations with humanitarian objectives that have been active in providing assistance of various kinds to populations affected by the conflict.

This report represents the synthesis of the research at the various levels, and is supplemented by macro analysis on the historical development of political NGOs in Liberia (Tokpa 2000), on the roles of local humanitarian NGOs (Barbue and Mulbah 2000), as well as by working papers presenting the community and agency surveys in detail (Atkinson and Mulbah 2000a, 2000b). The methodology used in the community surveys in the overall research is discussed in more depth in Atkinson, Goodhand and Hulme (1999).

1.2 Structure of the report
This report consists of six sections, of which the major empirical sections are self-contained and can be read independently of each other. This introductory section continues by sketching out briefly some aspects of current debates on peace building, in order to provide some context for the presentation of the empirical information. It is followed in section 2 by an analysis of the macro level context of the dynamics of the conflict. The findings from the community surveys are then presented collectively, and NGO activity and impact is examined in some detail, with an overview of general humanitarian action followed by analysis of the interventions of the specific NGOs surveyed. Conclusions are then presented. 

1.3 Current debates about peace building

1.3.1 The new peace building agenda

There has in recent years been a growing realisation of the inadequacy of current humanitarian responses in the context of highly complex and prolonged modern conflicts (Macrae and Zwi 1994). Recognition of the potential for aid to have perverse impacts and fuel conflict through the capture of aid resources by warring parties has contributed further to a search for innovative and more appropriate responses (Keen and Wilson 1994). It has even been suggested that the rules of humanitarian action in war as codified in the Geneva Conventions, need to be modified to deal with the new realities of aid given the changing nature of modern conflict (Action Aid 1998). The retreat by individual states and the international community as a whole from earlier forms of political or diplomatic interventions in inter-state conflict in so-called peripheral areas has at the same time contributed to growing expectations placed on humanitarian agencies to substitute for this lack of political level action (Duffield 1998). 

NGOs and UN operational agencies have struggled to meet the challenge of contributing to longer term solutions to such protracted conflicts in addition to providing effective relief for immediate crisis needs. Major innovation has taken place, including in Liberia, with the development of policies and programmes with longer-term objectives beyond relief provision. The development in the field of more sophisticated responses to conflict has been accompanied by attempts at the level of head offices and in academic and research establishments to construct new frameworks within which to design effective policy and programmes. The relief development continuum, developmental relief, smart aid, and peace building have all been discussed and critiqued by academics, agencies, and donors. The latter idea of peace building has been of particular interest to humanitarian actors frustrated with the inability of relief or development responses to address the prolonged and recurrent needs created by many modern conflicts. While such debates on the potential of peace building through external agency are not by any means new (see Lewer 1999), their current popularity is both a reflection of frustration by agencies with traditional relief responses as well as the greater role being played by humanitarian actors in conflict zones.

The possibility that aid interventions may contribute to longer term solutions in situations of prolonged conflict through support for peace building processes has of course become highly attractive to all humanitarian actors, and peace building is increasingly stated as an overall objective on policy statements and log frames. Progressive donor institutions in Europe and Canada, as well as the major overall funders of humanitarian aid, the US and EC, are in the process of exploring and defining this new and ambitious objective, and attempting to formulate tools with which to operationalise it. Agencies themselves are increasingly adopting this new agenda, and adding peace building objectives for their programmes to those of development and relief, while dedicated peace building and conflict resolution agencies are also evolving. Attempts at peace building policy and programming continue to develop in Liberia within donor institutions and NGOs. These innovations are taking place concurrently with, and are related to the changing agendas in development spheres, particularly the influential discourse of civil society and good governance. While concepts of peace and security are increasingly recognised within rights based approaches, at least at the level of rhetoric, peace building in practice faces similar challenges and ambiguities as the rights and governance debates within development.

1.3.2 Critiques of peace building

The new peace building agenda has been criticised from a number of different perspectives. The concept remains ill-defined, with a lack of distinction between peace making, or conflict mediation and resolution, and peace building, described vaguely as ‘structural and local efforts’ or ‘institutional and socio-economic interventions’ (Bush, UN, quoted in Goodhand and Hulme 1998). Many field-based actors see the push for a more expansionist mandate for humanitarian agencies as unrealistic and over ambitious, given the enormous difficulties faced currently in delivering relief effectively. The specifically humanitarian mandates of many organisations to intervene in conflict derive at least in theory from the Geneva Conventions, which specify only the responsibilities of agencies to supply emergency relief to non-combatants (Robinson 1999). There is also a fear that the inclusion in agency mandates of more ambitious and longer term objectives may undermine or detract attention from serious efforts currently being made to improve the efficiency and accountability of relief operations, such as through the Sphere and Ombudsman projects. The introduction of development activity into relief work has also in some cases served to threaten relief entitlements, such as in northern Sudanese displaced camps where food distributions were reduced to ensure participation in agricultural projects, while malnutrition rates continued to rise (Macrae 1998). 

The peace building agenda has also been critiqued on the basis of its role as a fig leaf for the political inaction of international actors, helping to mask the local and global political and economic dynamics that in fact are the driving force of violent conflict in peripheral countries (Macrae 1998, Duffield 1997). The dominance in donor and agency discourse of ‘developmentalist’ approaches, which continue to view conflict as a temporary aberration from the rational and eventually equitable path of development envisaged in neo-classical economic models, neglects the functionality of peripheral conflict for a variety of actors involved (Duffield 1998, Keen 1999). This deeper critique suggests that the focus of much current peace building activity on the resolution of communal and ethnic disputes and psycho-social work at the micro level obstructs analysis of structural and global aspects of conflict and is tantamount to ‘blaming the victims’ of conflict (Duffield 1997). The neglect of the political and economic interests of local conflict entrepreneurs and their international partners by this peace building as mediation model, contributes thus to its inability to address the issues of social justice that it claims to espouse (Bastian 1999). The limitations of this model are further highlighted in the Liberian situation in which resolution of open conflict has not contributed to any transformation of negative structural aspects of the political economy.

The assumptions of the developmentalist model are increasingly being challenged by analysis of the functionality of conflict, for a variety of internal and external actors, as well as its complexity and dynamism (Duffield 1998, Keen 1999). The structural roots of conflict in gross inequalities of distribution of power, resources, and opportunity, and the various uses of violence to achieve economic and social as well as political objectives, are being recognised and analysed by commentators (Richards 1996, Keen 1999, Goodhand and Hulme 1999). Internally, the manipulation of social factors such as identity by conflict entrepreneurs, and the use of negative coping mechanisms by individuals and groups attempting to survive in the context of social and economic collapse are important factors which contribute to vicious cycles of violence. Aspects of globalisation which may fuel negative trajectories include the growing networks of mafias and other powerful sets of actors prepared to exploit illegal mechanisms of accumulation, the lack of controls on international capital and commodity flows, and the failure of international institutions to evolve to address such developments (Duffield 1998, Edwards, Hulme and Wallace 1999). Contradictions between Western rhetoric and the realities of globalisation are highlighted most starkly in the gap between human rights discourses by donor governments and their continued dominant role in the international arms trade. While there is thus growing recognition of the need to understand better the local and global dynamics of peripheral conflicts, analysis of their functionality, complexity and dynamism also serves to emphasise the ambiguities and constraints faced by potential peace building interventions. 

1.3.3 The nature of peace building work

The multiplicity of conflicting interests at play in modern conflict including those of global capital and geo-politics as well as internal factors, must thus be acknowledged within any genuine debate on peace building, as well as the fact that the space and influence of activity by aid actors within these complex realities remains greatly limited. Increased understanding of the nature of conflict however may also reveal many potentially positive roles for agencies, with its very complexity in fact presenting great scope for peace building, and its dynamism presenting opportunities for interventions. Perceptions of peace are of course themselves highly varied and contested, as seen in the current situation of negative peace in Liberia, which external actors played some role in establishing. Villagers’ own conceptions of peace involved both tangible and intangible aspects, all relating to issues of social justice and the roots of conflict, some of which required action by them, while other aspects needed outside assistance and higher level political action (Appendix 5). Their vision of peace encompassing healing and regeneration of the whole society emphasises the range of potential peace building activity, while ‘trickle up’ impacts from positive micro level processes on broader dynamics, through coverage or ‘butterfly’ effects, remain a possibility. Thus while analysis of the depth and breadth of the issues involved in modern conflict and peace highlights the major constraints on any impact from activity by NGOs or humanitarian agencies, it can also serve to illuminate the inherent potential for positive action. 

While debates on the value of peace building as mediation by NGOs continue, with criticism of their unrealistic and even counter-productive nature (Duffield 1997, Voutira and Brown 1995) balanced by claims of impacts achieved particularly through multi-track approaches (Wodehouse 1999, Rupesinghe 1994), the scope of the debate is now broadening. Attempts to expand conceptions of peace building beyond conflict resolution or peace making have focussed on the potential roles of aid in ‘securing’ and ‘sustaining’ peace (Dolan 1999), based on longer term timeframes and process rather than outcome objectives, as well as a recognition of the complex reality in which any intervention takes place (Goodhand and Hulme 1999). NGO roles within this conception lie in their traditional and core expertise both as welfare providers and as representatives of their constituents within civil society both nationally and internationally. Peace building can thus include both effective assistance, such as through contributions to disarmament and re-integration, as well as action at the political level such as through civic education or lobbying, again at national and international level. Given the political level objectives of such work, however long term or diffuse, conceptions of peace building thus do go beyond ideas of ‘good practice’ in the development sphere, understood as effective interventions with potentially empowerment impacts, to encompass politics more directly. 

While the peace building agenda has become the subject of heated debate, the wide variety of interventions to which it refers is rarely described in any detail by either its supporters or detractors. It may thus be helpful to attempt to categorise the various interventions that a peace building agenda may include, and Table 1 below shows a range of peace building activities based on observations during the research, with the examples shown from Liberia all discussed further below. Classification is of course difficult, with many activities falling between the different categories, and the level of impact of work also difficult to judge, particularly any potential ‘trickle-up’ or ‘butterfly’ impacts of micro level activity on the macro level. Peace building impacts through interventions based on ‘good development practice’, usually in the form of rehabilitation activities during or after conflict, are also very difficult to classify, often because peace building represents an implicit and extra objective beyond that of more immediate assistance. The activities shown highlight the wide variety of agencies involved in peace building, with sources of funding also diverse, although some domination of the field by local organisations is also reflected.

Table 1 Types of peace building programming

Activity
Objective
Programme
Level of work
Examples

Political advocacy and protection
· to address directly macro and structural factors contributing to the conflict
· strategic lobbying of national and international actors on key issues

· human rights work including dissemination

· research and conflict analysis


· mainly macro level, dissemination at all levels
· advocacy through PPHO, JPO and PCVC

· war economy study commissioned by NGOs

· work by ICRC, MSF

· JPC, CEDE, VoF

Conflict resolution and mediation
· to attempt to promote compromise and reconciliation between individuals or groups with perceived grievances and differences 
· facilitate negotiations between warring parties

· facilitate communication through organising meetings between community leaders and groups

· promote joint activity between groups
· micro, meso and macro level
· Inter Faith Mediation Committee work 

· International Alert facilitation of Taylor meeting with Nigerians before Abuja I

· CHAL workshops

Civic and human rights education
· to contribute to positive peace and social justice through empowering people to demand their own rights

· to contribute to strengthening accountability 
· human rights lobbying 

· support and training for independent media practitioners

· support and training for electoral systems

· disseminate information and promote debate on key issues
· all levels
· Star Radio

· International Alert and others training of journalists and workshops

· EC support for independent elections commission

· CEDE, JPC, VoF

· SELF work with CWTs

Peace advocacy and peace education
· to attempt to promote and spread ideas about peace and non-violent conflict resolution
· production and dissemination of materials with peace messages

· work in schools, design of text books

· radio programmes with peace messages
· micro level, but scaled up through nation wide coverage of schools or radio programmes
· Work by Talking Drum radio and culture groups

· CHAL work in schools and colleges

Reconciliation and trauma healing
· to attempt to address and treat traumas resulting from conflict experiences of individuals

· to promote reconciliation within and  between communities
· training of trainers for community level work

· identification, counselling and support for highly traumatised individuals

· drama, music and cultural activities

· family tracing
· primarily micro level, scaled up through wide coverage
· LWS trauma healing programme

· Talking Drum 

· SCF/Don Bosco work with ex-child fighters and other children

· SCF/ICRC regional family and child tracing

Good development practice
· to contribute to longer term social justice through strengthening local capacities

· to contribute to the fulfilment of basic rights and needs

· to promote social regeneration through economic rehabilitation
· equitable social and economic rehabilitation programmes that reduce vulnerability and contribute to empowerment

· strengthening of social capital and leadership
· micro level with potential trickle up to macro level
· EC micro projects

· SCF community health committees

· SELF food for work projects with NVP

· Oxfam/LWS PLA based work in western Liberia

· IRC refugee education support

1.3.4 NGO roles

The various roles for NGOs in peace building, ranging from social welfare work at micro level, to specialist mediation work, to activism at the political level, are highlighted in the table. The continuing importance of local and international NGOs within Liberian civil society is also highlighted by the relatively thriving sector of organisations between state and society playing both welfare and more political roles. Local NGOs have been key catalysts in the development of many of the programmes shown, while international agencies have played supporting, funding and linkage roles. While the macro impacts of such activity remain in question, particularly as negative peace continues in Liberia, the table shows the potential for NGOs, perhaps not to build peace directly or in the short term, but to contribute to countering negative dynamics, and even to political change in the longer term. The potential for peace building impacts through more traditional programming or good practice, taken here in its broadest sense, should be of particular interest to multi-mandate international agencies, highlighting the value of their existing development expertise. 

Agencies of course face many constraints and good practice remains far more an ideal than reality even in relatively stable ‘development’ situations, with great institutional resistance to change and learning, to genuine participation and effective capacity building, as well as to activity with more overt political objectives. The complexity, dynamism, and functionality of conflict also of course present major challenges to effective peace building programming, and NGOs remain minor players confronted by powerful forces and actors. NGOs do however retain some comparative advantages, in their ability to respond and innovate, their relative closeness to communities, and their intermediary role between state and society, nationally and internationally, as will be demonstrated through the research, and the wide variety of potential roles and opportunities has been highlighted by the spectrum of activity shown above. The important question remains the extent to which NGOs have the necessary commitment and values to embrace longer term, political, peace building objectives, and whether they are equipped with sophisticated analysis and understanding on which to base effective programming. The right combination of ‘hearts and minds’ appears to be a crucial starting point for peace building programming.

2. Macro survey
This section presents analysis of the macro situation and dynamics in Liberia which led to the outbreak of violent conflict in late 1989, examines the seven year conflict in its various phases, and finally looks at the current period of what may be termed negative peace. International roles and responses to the conflict are also explored in brief, including political, economic and humanitarian. While much of this analysis is drawn from the limited academic and grey literature on Liberian history and conflict, as well as from interviews with key local and international political actors, material from the community surveys is also used in order to reflect the perspectives and ideas of those most directly involved and affected. This discussion is of necessity a superficial skim through highly complex processes and dynamics, and the reader is referred in particular to Atkinson (1997, 1999), Outram (1997, 1999), Osaghae (1996), Sawyer (1992) and Scott and Minear (1995) for more detailed accounts and analysis. The macro paper by Alaric Tokpa of the University of Liberia looks in some detail at the role of civil society organisations and political activism in promoting change and contributing to conflict, as well as current potential for positive action (Tokpa 2000). See also the chronology provided in Appendix 4, and the timeline of the conflict and responses in Margibi county in Appendix 6.

2.1 Roots 

The deepest roots of the Liberian conflict lie in the nature of the establishment and subsequent domination of the state by freed slaves from the United States and their descendants. These Americo Liberians were initially inspired by a missionary-like zeal to create the first modern democracy in Africa, and based their constitution of 1847 on that of the US. Their perceived superiority over African Liberians, and proclaimed civilising mission, served however to justify the development of an elite with exclusive control of political, economic and social functions similar to the colonial administrations (Liebenov 1987, Atkinson 1999). The highly nepotistic system which developed relied on alliances through marriage between the small number of Americo families, with church, family and the Masonic craft the key institutions used to perpetuate their rule. Control was institutionalised through the development of a strong one party state from the late nineteenth century, with personalisation of the system through the centralisation of power and wealth vested increasingly in the office of President (see Sawyer 1992). The pattern of control over access to power and opportunity by the Americos is reflected in later competition by similarly small and exclusive elite groups to capture and inherit the hegemony they established. 

The effects of this history of attempted political, economic and cultural domination are manifested in the conflict, with some at least of its horrific violence resulting from the deep sense of shame with which the society was imbued (Outram 1999). As one villager put it ‘they came here and stole, they thought everything good here was for them’. Inequalities of access to education is a further key factor, emphasised by villagers who commented ‘our eyes were closed, that’s why they were able to fool us for so long, and when our so-called liberators arrived, they were also to fool us also’. Americo Liberians dominated the educational facilities in Monrovia, and access for ‘native’ children was limited to those fostered, normally as servants, in Americo families. Although Americo rule continued until the coup of 1980, gradual modernisation of the state was occurring, seen in attempts by President Barclay, then Tubman and finally Tolbert, to integrate coastal and upcountry political systems, and to develop and expand economic activity. There were major tensions between the strategy of modernisation, with genuine desire to develop a real and thriving nation, seen in the ‘developmental’ agenda of Tubman’s and Tolbert’s administration, conflicting with the wish to retain control within the small elite. This latter dynamic was manifested through a balanced strategy of co-option and repression of any opposition, including through the controlled use of violence, as well as the maintenance of absolute Presidential control over re-distributative processes. 

By Tolbert time, the development of modern class interests and associated civil society organisations to represent their interests, including trade unions, teachers and students associations, contributed to increases challenges to the Americo hegemony (Tokpa 2000). A class of technocrats was developing, including within government, partly as a result of increasing opportunities for non-Americos to benefit from modern education. Political leaders who emerged during this period, including Charles Taylor himself, are a major and continuing factor in the national political scene. Underlying tensions continued between the developing opposition and the elite, seen in the co-option of the trade union movement for example using nepotism and patronage, as well as an increasing use of violence against the larger scale protests that were emerging. ‘Political’ NGOs established during the 1970s by educated neo-Marxist leaders, and with a support base in the trade, teachers’ and students’ movements and the press, played a major role in promoting change in society (Tokpa 2000). 

The world economic downturn was an important factor in the timing of the eventual violent change which finally ended the 110 year Americo political domination. Diversion of state resources for private accumulation was a major aspect of the Americo Liberian political system, with arguments of ‘growth without development’ certainly applicable in the 1950s and 60s (Clower et. al. 1964). But re-investment of capital by the elite was gradually occurring, as well as some redistribution through provision of government services, particularly by Tolbert, contributing to the development of working and middle classes. By 1980 Liberia was a middle income country, with the beginnings of manufacturing development, but the world recession dating from the OPEC oil price rises had a major impact on its trade-led economy. Increasing redundancies in the plantations and mines contributed to the growing clamour for political change, led by workers, teachers and student movements, galvanised by the political NGOs, all calling for an end to Americo exploitation (Tokpa 2000). 

Thus while the military coup of April 1980 was led by small group of NCOs, popular pressure for radical change led by political NGOs and their leaders was a major factor, acknowledged in their invitation to join the military PRC (People’s Redemption Council) government. Following the coup, there was some integration and co-option of political activists, but many fled into exile, as did the majority of Americos, of whom most settled in the US, taking their capital with them. The violence against the Americos that accompanied the coup, with 13 senior politicians publicly executed, is widely perceived as a major factor in the later support by Americos in the US of the civil war in its conception. Villagers suggested that ‘they had to come back to avenge the 13’, and one member of the elite commented, ‘we had to come and take back what we saw was ours, our country and property that we had worked for’.  

The NCOs led by Samuel Doe consolidated power in the model of Americo Liberian methods, accepting substantial US support during the height of the Cold War, when due to the strategic importance of Liberia then, up to US $100m a year was donated in aid and debt support. At the national level, co-option was used to bring in some sections, including initially the radical politicians, many of whom subsequently left, as well as Mandingo businessmen, and some Americos, whose money and expertise was also greatly needed as the recession continued into the 1980s. Doe was able to exploit the centralisation of the office of President, and increasingly developed a government dominated by his own tribal group, the Krahn, and his own clan. Repression of opposition groups intensified as Doe faked an election victory in 1985, supported by his allies in the US government, and with increasing use of explicit violence against opposition. An attempted coup against Doe led by fellow NCO Quiwonkpa in 1985 was followed by major reprisals against his Gio people, and represented the start of the cycle of ethnically targeted violence which was to intensify greatly during particularly the first period of the conflict. Doe’s continued efforts to construct a one party state modelled on that of the Americos were seen in the banning of the political parties that had developed from the political NGOs of the 1970s. Non-members of Doe’s Krahn dominated party were barred from participating in local elections in 1987 and even jailed. 

Political repression was accompanied by increasing corruption and the gradual criminalisation of the economy, a degree in illegality and exploitation beyond the accumulation strategies of the Americo elite. While a gradual diminishing of US financial support resulted from growing awareness of Doe’s methods of government, covert military and intelligence links continued (Kramer 1995), and although by the late 1980s Liberia was increasingly viewed as a basket case, international investors including Israeli and European were extending their involvement in trade. Methods of political repression used by Doe included disappearances of members of the opposition and press, as well as stories of the use of magical power to frighten any dissenters, with horrific methods used against perceived opponents including Gio civilians. War came to represent the only option for change, and was supported both internally and by the growing diaspora concentrated in the US. During the late 1980s, a group of radicals including leaders from the 1970s began to develop and train a rebel guerrilla force to wrest power by force from Doe government. The exiled rebels trained in Libya with other West Africans ‘revolutionaries’ including Foday Sankoh, held rallies in US to raise funding, while their leaders, including Taylor, sought diplomatic support within region, and gained permission to mount the operation from the border in Cote d’Ivoire (Ansing 1997).  

2.2 Revolution

The war was launched by the NPFL (National Patriotic Front of Liberia) in late December 1989 through Nimba county, the area of the Gio and Mano people targeted already by Doe and chosen by NPFL leaders to exploit this existing resentment (Ellis 1995). It was welcomed initially as a revolution, and a second chance to bring about the change required to develop a nation based on social justice and equality, ‘we hoped that liberation had finally arrived’, as one Lofa villager put it. Large numbers of youth joined up willingly, particularly in Nimba county where reprisals were carried out against Mano and Gio civilians by the national army the AFL (Armed Forces of Liberia). NPFL forces targeted Krahn and Mandingo civilians and others associated with the Doe government, in a spiralling cycle of ethnically targeted violence, encouraged to some extent by leaders on both sides (Atkinson 1997). Taylor’s own ruthless ambition emerged early on in 1990 as he eliminated his civilian rivals, including the Nimba man believed to have won the 1985 election that Doe stole . The loss of many strong fighters in the split between Taylor and a major military rival, Prince Johnson, who formed the INPFL (Independent National Patriotic Front), was followed by the implementation of forced recruitment tactics apparently learnt in Bengazi camp in Libya (Human Rights Watch 1990). 

The adoption of ‘negative’ coping mechanisms or survival strategies by desperate civilians, combined with the opportunities for power available to previously marginalised upcountry youth to swell the ranks of the first two rebel groups, and thus increase the levels of predation. Many civilians reacted by flight, with the human disaster of this period demonstrated by the death figures of 100,000, and refugee and displaced populations of approximately 600,000 and 500,000 respectively (Apthorpe et. al 1996, Ellis 1999). The humanitarian response was initially focussed on the refugee receiving countries where the UN agencies and emergency NGOs established a large operation. The humanitarian crisis to a large extent prompted the international political response, which was led by ECOWAS (Economic Community of West African States). The US government, Liberia’s traditional ally, happily delegated responsibility for active intervention in this non-strategic area, contributing diplomatic support and funding. Nigeria, the dominant ECOWAS state, and the US government both followed a pro-state and anti Taylor strategy from the start. Ecomog (ECOWAS Military Operating Group) was deployed in Monrovia, preventing the NPFL from taking control of the city, although not the killing of Samuel Doe by the INPFL in September 1990. Ecomog eventually were able to enforce a cease-fire signed at Bamako in November 1990, in which civilian groups including the IFMC (Inter Faith Mediation Committee) played an important mediation role, ending the famine and associated cholera in Monrovia that in itself caused many deaths. The country was split with Taylor and the NPFL controlling Greater Liberia, and Ecomog maintaining security within the boundaries of Monrovia.

2.3 Stalemate

An interim government made up of civilian politicians was established in Monrovia, the IGNU (Interim Government of National Unity) in which the juridical and diplomatic aspects of the state were vested (Outram 1999). Taylor set up his own administration, the NPRAG (National Patriotic Reconstruction Assembly Government), based in Gbarnga in central Liberia, which established control and maintained the cease-fire. While this latter government was only acknowledged briefly by ECOWAS during later peace talks, Greater Liberia was able to function to a greater extent than Monrovia, with the return to relative normality reflected in the far stronger exchange rate to the US dollar upcountry (Atkinson 1992). The development of the war economy during this period was rational and innovative in some sense (see Duffield 1998), with the re-opening of major extractive industries including rubber, timber and iron ore. The re-establishment of relative security and the multiplier effect from the formal sector, facilitated the renewed operation of informal markets, agricultural and mining activities, including mechanised diamond production in western Liberia (Atkinson 1997). While the major profits accruing from this ‘grey’ activity helped to fuel Taylor’s war effort and his second attempt on Monrovia in Operation Octopus of October 1992, there was some redistribution, with taxes paid in kind through electricity supply in Buchanan for example, and the activation of social welfare ministries upcountry. The threat of force continued to underpin the control of the NPFL and NPRAG upcountry, but many in the communities surveyed upcountry also expressed the opinion that ‘Taylor time was normal day’, and his later election success reflects this sentiment. 

In Monrovia a blossoming of civil society was experienced, with the relative freedom of the press and expression established following the repressive Doe years an aspect of this that has been sustained. Activists returned from exile and attempted to re-establish their organisations, although much social energy was invested in humanitarian operations, with existing organisations adapted and new operations established including SELF. A continuation and deepening of the corrupt and criminal tendencies of the Doe and previous governments undermined any real progress however towards representative or accountable government. The pursual by the IGNU of dubious methods against Taylor, including its support for the establishment and activities of new faction ULIMO, highlighted the continued reliance by the political class on violence, as well as the failure once again by the radical political activists to create any genuine solutions. Taylor continued to receive political and economic support from Cote d’Ivoire and France, as well as from ‘rogue’ states Libya and Burkina Faso. The rest of the international community, led by Nigeria and the US, continued to back the IGNU and Ecomog despite growing evidence of their partisan and militarily pro-active roles, and Monrovia remained the focus of diplomatic efforts and humanitarian support. The UN throughout this early period adopted a relatively low-key political approach, although its approval for the ECOWAS intervention implemented through Ecomog was formalised through Security Council Resolution 911 of January 22nd 1991.

2.4 Warlordism

The pursual by the international community of an active anti-Taylor strategy was demonstrated by continuing diplomatic support for Ecomog’s peace making role, as well as implicit support for the anti-NPFL factions which emerged from late 1991. ULIMO, set up in 1991 in refugee areas by primarily Krahn and Mandingo ex-government associates and AFL refugees, benefited from crucial military support from Ecomog, as well as from training with the armed forces of Sierra Leone to fight rebels there, which provided access to arms and international contacts. ULIMO’s incursions against the NPFL in western Liberia during 1992 resulted in flight from the area due to atrocities committed, and led in October to Taylor’s second offensive against Monrovia, Operation Octopus. Clashes in the city were followed by Ecomog air campaigns upcountry against economic and other strategic sites. The continuation of air raids into mid 1993 resulted in heavy ‘collateral damage’ in terms of civilian deaths and destruction, and used US military intelligence satellite reports for targeting (Atkinson 1996). Although Nigerian-led Ecomog claimed to be reacting to NPFL offensives, the attempt to blockade humanitarian relief for NPFL territory as part of a general embargo highlights the extent of its adopted ‘peace-making’ role. Its actions were strongly criticised by humanitarian actors, with the ICRC accusing the UN of ‘actively causing hunger’ through the strong backing of Ecomog’s response by the newly appointed SRSG, formalised in Resolution 788 of 19th November 1992 (Scott and Minear 1995, Atkinson and Leader 1999). Resolutions 813 and 866 during 1993 confirmed UN political support for Ecomog’s explicit peace-making strategy, which has been seen as a key factor in the transformation of Liberia’s conflict into a complex emergency (Outram 1999)

Major war continued during 1993 and 1994, with the re-arming of the AFL by Ecomog, the establishment of the LPC as a proxy force for the AFL during a cease-fire, and the split of ULIMO into its Krahn and Mandingo elements, ULIMO-J and –K respectively, in early 1994. The emergence of new factions in the war can be attributed partly to the incentive structures faced by would-be political and military actors and their international partners and backers. The political rewards for military strength contained in the Cotonou accord of July 1993, despite opposition from civilian groups including the IFMC, were a key factor in promoting warlordism (Alao 1996). Ecomog forces also became closely involved in the war economy, including through direct looting, transport and trading, including in arms, enjoying as they did comparative advantages due to their mobility and access to credit. The establishment in Cotonou of UNOMIL (United Nations Military Operation in Liberia) to oversee Ecomog attempted to address the problem of Ecomog’s partisan approach to peace-making, but UNOMIL remained fairly impotent while Nigeria retained its anti-Taylor position. While the UN had retreated somewhat from its proactive support of Ecomog, it failed to develop any real alternative to the partisan Ecomog intervention. 

The factionalisation contributed greatly to the development of a vicious cycle during this period, with increasing predation on civilians by military groups, leading to increasingly desperate strategies and negative coping mechanisms adopted by civilians. International companies and businessmen continued to exploit timber, rubber and diamonds, often in partnership with local commanders, with much economic activity taking place at meso level with far lower levels of production than during the Greater Liberia period. The pervasive insecurity greatly increased the risk to companies, and while the reduced activity generated enough to fund some military activity, fighters relied on civilians for their support. In many areas local populations were kept as captives by the faction in charge, and used for forced labour including agricultural and mining activities as well as toting loads for fighters, as reported by villagers in Lofa and Margibi, ‘we were kept as their slaves, who-ever they didn’t kill had to work for them’. Many civilians fled again to Guinea and Cote d’Ivoire, swelling the refugee populations in those countries to nearly 1m (Apthorpe et. al. 1996), while camps were established in Monrovia to house over 200,000 internally displaced in the city. Food distribution of rice continued in the city for displaced and resident populations while humanitarian operations expanded upcountry to address the major needs, with the continuation of the cross border operation established initially in response to the Ecomog embargo on NPFL territory. 

Although the ultimate aim of all factions remained to control the power and resources vested in the state, this was an unattainable goal for the smaller factions who focused also on preventing Taylor. An alliance was formed between all the anti-Taylor groups which, backed by Ecomog, in September 1994 took Taylor’s capital at Gbarnga. The increasing importance of personal economic interests in the conflict was exposed during the fall of Gbarnga, in which approximately US$5m was looted from the humanitarian operations based in the area, by different commandos from various factions. This incident led to the ICRC closing down its relief programme upcountry, and a growing awareness among humanitarian actors that particularly food aid had become an important aspect of the war economy (Atkinson and Leader 1999). The developing debate within the humanitarian community about the nature of the war and their role in it led during the same period to the adoption of joint operating principles, the PPHO (Principles and Protocols of Humanitarian Operations in Liberia). This represented an attempt by agencies to increase awareness of and therefore minimise any negative impacts of relief, thus fulfilling more effectively civilians’ needs, and also entailed increasing action by humanitarian actors in the political sphere (see box 1). The development of a joint DDR (disarmament, demobilisation and reconciliation) strategy by the US and EC aid actors also reflected a growing commitment by humanitarian actors to engage directly with political issues (Atkinson and Leader 1999, see below).

The period of warlordism in retrospect appears to have been unsustainable in the longer term, politically, economically or socially. A local hardening of resolve against the warlords was seen in civilian action during this period, including a successful one day strike in Monrovia early 1995 and an earlier refusal to allow warlords to land in the city without having signed a peace agreement. Following the retaking of Gbarnga by Taylor in December 1994, the balance of power remained such that neither Taylor nor his opponents could prevail militarily. Efforts to resolve the conflict between specifically Nigeria and Taylor, in which NGO International Alert played a major role, led finally to talks in May 1995. This was followed by the signing of the Abuja I accord in August 1995, another power-sharing agreement based on Cotonou, but involving more of the factions, and brokered more through regional than international diplomacy. While understanding of the nature of the conflict with its economic and regional dynamics was increasing during this period among international diplomatic actors as well as within the aid community, direct political engagement by the international community was still relatively limited.

2.5 Resolution

A final attempt by Taylor to take Monrovia by force in April 1996, with the NPFL in alliance with ULIMO-K led by Mandingo Kromah, derailed implementation of the Abuja accord and created a new humanitarian emergency in the city. The offensive was in part strategic, aimed at weakening Krahn forces and regaining territory and access to resources in the south-east. Fighting continued for six weeks in Monrovia between the combined NPFL and ULIMO-K forces and Krahn factions, ULIMO-J, AFL and LPC, as military objectives were hijacked by economic interests of the fighters. The local name for the action, ‘Operation pay yourself’, was particularly apt, given fighters’ suspicions of the Abuja I accord which appeared to offer them little, and the franchise method of organisation of local commando units which allowed many to join the battle purely for looting purposes. Humanitarian operations were a particular target, with an estimated US$20m stolen in vehicles, equipment and commodities. The reactions to the April 6th war and looting became a major factor in the change from this time in international policy towards the warlords, strengthening commitment from humanitarian and diplomatic actors to take action to challenge the self-interested strategies of all the warlords. 

This was reflected particularly in the introduction in the Abuja II agreement signed in August 1996 of sanctions targeted personally at the warlords and their supporters. This followed a Congressional hearing on the war economy in June (US State Department 1996) and the adoption of a strong resolution by the OAU threatening a war crimes tribunal in July. Sanctions included the threat of a war crimes tribunal, the freezing of overseas back accounts and prevention from overseas travel of any faction members failing to comply with the disarmament and demobilisation timetable set out in the accord (Atkinson and Leader 1999). While the impact of sanctions is difficult to determine, they have been regarded locally as a major aspect of compliance by faction leaders with the Abuja II process. As the former IGNU President commented, ‘the increased determination on the part of the international community to push for resolution was seen when penalties were imposed for failure to comply for the first time, …experience in Bosnia and Rwanda had shown that a war crimes tribunal was no idle threat’. Greater commitment from the international community was also reflected in aspects such as clarification of the mandates and relationship of Ecomog and UNOMIL, including human rights aspects (Olonisakan 1996), as well as in serious funding for Ecomog logistics, implemented by US private military company PAE, for the DDR process, and for the planned elections. 

While the association of changing military and political realities regionally and nationally was the major determining factor in the gradual moves towards a peaceful resolution of the conflict, the changed international policy also certainly had some impact in altering incentives faced by various sets of actors. Pro-active advocacy by the humanitarian community, through the adoption of the JPO by the NGOs, strengthening of the PPHO through the PCVC, and associated pursual of an active public relations campaign against faction members also had some impact, at least in the humanitarian sphere (see box). The resolution of open conflict also entailed the shifting of the balance of power decisively in Taylor’s favour, from some perspectives the natural outcome of his sustained efforts since 1990. As the resolution of the conflict proceeded, international actors faced a growing dilemma, with their sustained focus on the implementation of the peace process and quiet desertion of the war crimes and other threats amounting to, as one human rights activist put it, ‘the whole-scale accommodation and legitimisation of criminals’. 

2.6 Negative peace
The signing of the Abuja II accord in August 1996 did represent a compromise on the part of the factions, as an agreement to pursue power by other means than the gun, despite the sacrifice of justice for peace. Disarmament and demobilisation, however ‘virtual’, took place later that year, with elections following in July 1997 in which Taylor’s National Patriotic Party (NPP) won 75% of the popular vote. UNOMIL and Ecomog played key effective roles in securing the progress of the peaceful resolution, with EC and UN humanitarian operations supporting the supervision of elections deemed free if not entirely fair, the un-level playing field in Taylor’s favour seen internationally as the deciding factor. Civil parties failed to maintain an agreement on joint candidates, with individual agendas again supplanting nationalist ideals (Tokpa 2000).

Box 1 The PPHO and the JPO

The PPHO were developed by the humanitarian community following sustained abuse by fighters and factions of the provision of aid. Harassment of personnel and large and small scale looting, experienced as part of humanitarian work from the start, greatly intensified during the warlord period. There was a felt need for a joint and concerted effort to address these problems which by 1995 had led to the suspension of relief aid upcountry by ICRC, with insecurity and needs continuing. The adoption of the PPHO, which  represented an agreement between agencies rather than with factions, did result in major improvements in operations as agencies shared bad experiences and devised joint strategies to improve access, including through the development of joint programming. While problems persisted, ‘it laid the foundations towards a good approach to the local authorities’. Its limited impact was however demonstrated during the looting of April 1996, and the agreement was subsequently strengthened through the development of an enforcement mechanism, the PCVC (Programmes Compliance and Violations Committee), implemented by UN-HACO. The JPO was also established by the 12 NGOs remaining following April 1996 as a pro-active policy to promote humanitarian access and attempt to challenge continuing abuses by factions. Both mechanisms operated at the political level, with joint advocacy during the Abuja II process leading to the inclusion of a humanitarian clause in the general sanctions (Atkinson and Leader 1999). 

While the impact of these actions on the overall conflict is difficult to determine and likely to be negligible, they demonstrate some potential for political level action by humanitarian actors to affect humanitarian issues, given a prior level of commitment by international political actors. As one NGO activist put it, ‘you had a peace agreement, with sanctions built into it, something to use against them’. The policy of conditionality against faction leaders was implemented through publicising and lobbying privately against factions responsible for humanitarian or human rights law violations. Again while the impact is difficult to measure given the many other contingent and related factors, one donor commented that, ‘the relief community do deserve some credit for getting the issue into the peace accord, increased prominence for the humanitarian component was an important impact’. The PPHO and JPO operated effectively at the level of joint policy making, and also had positive impacts on practical aspects of relief delivery and other programming. Co-ordination was a key aspect of this, as well as the energy and motivation dependent on particular experience and leadership that emerged. Donor support from experienced individuals was also important, with greater analysis and deepening understanding of the dynamics of the conflict from all sectors of the humanitarian community (Atkinson and Leader 1999). The relevance of the agreements diminished as open conflict has ended, highlighting perhaps their basis in self interested access issues, although administrative issues are still handled jointly by agencies through the MSG (Management Steering Group) established from the PCVC.

Taylor’s success reflected both his remarkable ability for successful manipulation of his constituents and supporters, including through effective domination of the media, his unifying character, within national politics in Monrovia as well as upcountry, as well as the relative order that prevailed during the Greater Liberia period. 

While the demilitarisation and gradual re-establishment of security has been welcomed with relief and joy by Liberian population, the current situation of negative peace, in which historical patterns of exploitation and violence are deepening, is worrying. The domination of a new elite group, consisting of former NPFL associates and supporters, although perhaps including a broader spectrum of Liberians than ever before, is still fundamentally exclusive and perpetuated through co-option and repression. The willingness of resort to violence by various groups, demonstrated in incidents such as in September 1998 when Krahn and NPFL fighters clashed in Monrovia, highlights political continuity with the war years and before. The system of rule by the NPP reflects many old patterns, with inter-marriage and nepotism used, as well as illegal accumulation and domination by government members of lucrative economic activity. The patterns of criminalisation of the political economy appear to be deepening from the corruption of the Doe era and even the war years, as partnerships with rogue states and mafias, and involvement in actual illegal activity such as the drugs trade, appear to be increasing (See Bayart et. al. 1999). Irrational forms of redistribution through patronage help to mask the realities of the lack of accountability of the government, and while some state and non-state institutions are attempting to apply democratic pressures, these forces remain weak in comparison to the power concentrated within the hands of Taylor and his direct supporters. 

The major current response of the international community to the continuation of these negative dynamics consists of conditionality, with restrictions on disbursement of development funding, and little progress in debt reduction discussions with the IMF and World Bank. This policy may contribute in some sense to the decision making of the new leaders, and has been welcomed by some local campaigners, as one put it, ‘because international assistance is now tied to human rights, it does make government aware of the need to respect them more’. Small scale support for local civil society groups has also been increased, and contributed in some areas such as civic education and the apparent strengthening of some human rights as attested to by villagers. Local media, human rights and women’s groups are a growing voice and may provide some checks to government excesses in some areas. There is little evidence however of any impact on core issues of governance through international policy, with the negative conditionality containing little of the targeted or strategic approach of the resolution period. Taylor has in some cases dismissed ministers who have failed to secure international funding, rather than getting the message himself. The slow pace of rehabilitation activity, with international funding restrictions also discouraging private investment, undermines local efforts at social reconciliation, and carries potential dangers as even basic needs remain unmet. 

The difficulties of implementing effective rehabilitation programmes are of course hugely compounded by the genuine dilemma of how to engage politically given the evident lack of commitment to positive development processes from the NPP government. These problems are highlighted by failed attempts by the EC to invest in major rehabilitation projects in partnership with government agencies due to a lack of agreement on accountability mechanisms, although some success has been achieved in water provision through their innovative escrow system (Brusset et. al 1998).  Greater efforts to develop effective partnerships must be attempted at all levels, with the challenge for the humanitarian community to regain the depth of commitment and collaboration that bore such fruit during the resolution period. The macro analysis has demonstrated above all the historical depth and complexity of the conflict in Liberia, and mechanisms to support peace building processes are by no means obvious or easy. Better analysis and understanding of the negative trajectories at play may however contribute to better policy and programming. 

3. Community Survey

This section presents data gathered at the community level in order to give the ‘view from the village’. This work formed the core of the overall research, providing perspective on issues of conflict and peace from those most directly affected and involved. For more information on the methodology used see Atkinson, Goodhand and Hulme (1999), and for greater detail on the communities see Atkinson and Mulbah (2000a). The section starts with a brief discussion of the methodology used and the sample chosen, with background information on the communities presented in table form. This is followed by an analytical account of political, social and economic aspects of community experiences, including pre-war, during and since the conflict. While these issues are highly complex and difficult to generalise, community members held surprisingly similar views on both causes of conflict and aspects of peace, and some common themes can be explored. NGO activity in the communities is then briefly examined. Appendices 5 and 6 provide further information from the communities through a peace map and a timeline of conflict and responses.

3.1 Methodology

The field work was conducted by teams of mainly local researchers between July and December 1998 in six communities in two rural areas and in Monrovia. Security considerations were not a major issue, although villages in Margibi were chosen close to the main road following a serious security incident in Monrovia. Two communities were surveyed in each area in order to provide greater comparability. The basic method involved immersion over one month, with time spent staying in the communities interspersed with training and extensive de-briefing, and the research designed as a process from relatively non-threatening participatory background information gathering and analysis, to more in-depth work following up on emerging issues. A variety of techniques was used from PRA exercises and focus groups to open-ended interviews with a demographic sample and key informants. While the time constraint did impose limitations on the work, the diverse mix of methods used contributed to some depth and breadth of information gathered and analysed between the communities and team members. The timing of the research after the ending of open conflict facilitated the discussion of more sensitive issues relating to the conflict, although key aspects of local life including the continuing ethnic conflict in Lofa and the roles of secret societies were approached with caution.

The use of the teams of local researchers and training workshops used to develop their research skills were key aspects of the methodology. The teams were gender balanced, and consisted of two experienced researchers employed for the duration of the study, two local resource people or ‘gatekeepers’, who were educated members nominated by each community, and representatives seconded from the participating NGOs. Great insight was gained from team members and particularly the community gatekeepers, who contributed to the development of greater trust between the researchers and community members, as well as providing access to key information and understanding. There was widespread scepticism within communities of the purpose and methods of the research, as well as general suspicion of researchers and aid workers. Reciprocity remained a problem throughout, with the lack of direct benefit to communities from their participation a difficult issue, particularly given the time required for those involved. The multiplicity of local voices, the dominance of those who wished to be heard, and the fundamental complexity of local realities also contributed greatly to the challenges faced in developing understanding of community level dynamics. Sensitivity to such issues and the development of some rapport between the communities and the teams however helped to ensure a high level of participation and interest in the work from the communities. 

3.2 Communities chosen

The areas chosen for the research, in Monrovia, Margibi and Lofa counties represent a cross section of experiences in Liberia before, during and after the war (see map in Appendix 3), ranging from inner city to sub-urban in Monrovia, and upcountry from towns and trading centres to more peripheral villages. Table 2 provides background information on the six communities surveyed. The position of Lofa county on the border of Guinea and Sierra Leone has contributed to a strong local economy, and before the war it was one of Liberia’s richest agricultural counties. Lofa was contested during the war in part as a result of ethnic tensions between Mandingos and local groups, the continuation of which currently was of some interest to the research. Margibi county in central Liberia has played a highly significant role both in terms of national development and in terms of its strategic value during the conflict, with the intensity of the experiences of war there a major factor in its selection for the study. The concentration within Margibi of the rubber industry in Liberia, both plantation and small-holder, and importance of this sector in rehabilitation, contributes further to its interest in economic terms. The work in Monrovia added an important urban perspective to the research, with both communities there displaying classic urban characteristics from diverse economic activity to highly mixed social make-up.

3.3 Social and political aspects
3.3.1 Pre-war
While processes of modernity and nationalism have had major impacts on all the communities studied, the continuing relevance, albeit through adaptation, of ‘traditional’ political and social structures was emphasised during the research. These include the Poro and Sande secret societies, institutions which have played highly important roles in the maintenance of law and order and in education through ‘bush schools’ throughout the sub-region. The rural areas studied had active and still powerful secret societies before the war, with the head-quarters of Loma Poro and Sande based at Yealla, and a major national centre in the oracle at Mount Gibi near the Margibi communities. The related system of local political rule by chiefs and elders had also retained its role, integrated with national structures, with highly respected chiefs governing at town, clan and paramount chief level in all rural communities studied. National level political developments affected communities to some extent and the Tolbert era in particular was generally seen as having contributed to positive development at local levels, including through some government support for welfare and other services. The increasing violence of the 1980s was mentioned on all community timelines, and frustration with growing government corruption was also noted, ‘no good thing happened in Doe time’. The relative independence from government of communities was also however striking.

Table 2 Background information on communities studied

NAME
POPN.
ETHNICITY (1998)
ORIGINS OF COMMUNITY
EXPERIENCE OF VIOLENCE
EXPERIENCE OF DISPLACEMENT
PRE-WAR ECONOMY
CURRENT ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES

Kpaiyea, Salayea District, Lofa county
1030
Kpelle, some integrated Mandingo
C19th, established by migrants from Guinea, because good land, with Kpaiyea meaning ‘corn hill’
Targeted against Mandingos and govt. officials in first war, NPFL supporters in 1993; local pastor killed by ULIMO-K in Zorzor town
Targeted individuals left in 1990 for refuge Guinea; majority of village left in 1993 for Guinea, remaining until after elections
Production of staple rice; production and trade of cash crops particularly coffee and cocoa, sugar cane, oil palm, including cross border to Guinea; specialised skilled activities during wet season
Re-establishment of rice farming; little cash cropping; survival through palm wine and oil production, latter traded across Guinea border

Yealla, Zorzor District, Lofa county
600
Loma, Mandingos not allowed to settle, although active as traders
C19th, also established by migrants, good position because river; became important head quarters in Loma secret societies
Ditto, with enslavement and heavy destruction by ULIMO-K in 1993/4 including desecration of secret sacred sites
Ditto, some citizens reportedly rescued from ULIMO-K by LDF in 1995; harassment in refuge by Guinea soldiers allied to ULIMO-K
Ditto; more petty goods trading
Reliance on petty trade, including cross-border, and contract labour for those with no capital; re-establishment of rice farms 

Richardson/Dequenqon, Old Road suburb, Monrovia
5000
Mixed, itself two communities, Richardson named after Americo foster child to whom land given, and Dequenqon, populated with ‘squatters’
Early C20th Americo-Liberian development on outskirts of city, land given by them to protégés from upcountry; tension over land ownership and class
Periodic as war entered Monrovia, 1990, 1992, 1996; some destruction and harassment  
Brief periods of displacement when war hot; destruction of property also cause of movement out of area
Artisinal skilled work; contract labouring; some professional
Reliance on contract labour; skilled trades- people lack materials

District 501, Central Monrovia
25,000
Mixed, originally Bassa, urban diversity, relatively high Muslim population
Bassa settlement in late C19th, providing services for Mamba Point Americos, gradual mix 
When war in Monrovia, on front-line in 1996, many citizens killed, high levels of destruction
Ditto, particularly during April 1996, and also affected in September 1998
Ditto 
Petty trade, small businesses; some employment in ministries, Lebanese owned retail and services 

Jinnie-ta, Margibi county
850
Kpelle, some Vai, Manos
Established as Gorsue (big log) in early C20th, re-named in 1940s after woman chief appointed by President Tubman
Serious in 1994/5; some targeting against perceived NPFL supporters by ULIMO and coalition 
Periods of displacement throughout ‘warlord’ period from 1993-1996; highly insecure, ‘we were just up and down most of the time’
Production of rice; production and trade of cash crops, including sugar cane and rubber; some employment, in rubber
Rice farming; large weekly market; little cash cropping due to lack of capital

Gbaye-ta, Margibi county
350 (pre-war) 500 currently
Kpelle, some Bassa
Established by Bassa, seen as good land, near water
Ditto,  harassment and rape of civilians
Ditto
Ditto; also mining
Farming, mining, services for miners

Major ambiguities arising from processes of modernity and its threats to traditional mechanisms of order were apparent in all communities, particularly those relating to inter-generational tensions. Many youth expressed an awareness of the inequities inherent in the traditional system, ‘everything went by what they (the elders) said, even when they were in the wrong’. There was a sense from older people of youth having become increasingly out of control, in part as a result of economic changes, as in Kpaiyea where ‘they got rich from the cane, they didn’t listen to us anymore’. The impact of modern education was particularly ambiguous, providing opportunity for many, but also becoming a major source of tension. ‘Schooling helped to sow the seeds of disunity, and led the young people to resent each other. Those who were half schooled didn’t want to make farms, didn’t respect their fathers, it was easier for them to join the war’. The influence of modern education is reflected in the adaptation of the secret societies’ bush schools in order to coincide with school vacations. Social capital in the form of associational life continued to flourish in communities, as seen by the representative list of institutions active before the war in Yealla in Box 2. All the rural communities had numbers of ku groups, which provide communal labour for private and public work, as well as communal ‘play’ groups for music, dance and sports. These forms of social capital were also found in the urban communities, as were more modern organisations including church and mosque groups, all serving to supplement the minimal levels of government welfare and service provision. The role of leadership in all local institutions was important, and there was a recognition by all of the need for committed leaders to rule fairly, ‘if everyone has to work, the chief should also’.

Box 2

Yealla Institutions

· Political - Town Chief , Quarter Chiefs and Council of Elders, representatives of government; Zoes, (male and female) who head the secret societies and organise the bush schools; the societies themselves including those with specialised restricted membership and security functions

· Social – Football team, ‘zibli kisi’ youth group (meaning unity), ‘golamai’ and ‘kukwi’, both music and dance groups; Lutheran Church; school, clinic

· Economic - Ku system of communal and reciprocal labour, susu savings clubs, ‘kombei’ group (meaning company), marketing association, blacksmith; Rural Development bank, customs officials

3.3.2 Impact of war 

The arrival of war in all communities during 1990 entailed major disruption to the existing order, with violence directed beyond representatives and associates of the Doe government such as chiefs and business people, and used for recruitment including of children, in personal vendettas and for personal gain. Although the ‘revolution’ had been cautiously welcomed by some, the use of intense and exemplary violence during the first war revealed very quickly to communities its destructive aspects, ‘we thought the rebels would change things, we were wrong-o’. Many community members fled from the violence, at least temporarily. Following the cease-fire a new order was however quickly re-established upcountry by the NPFL, and new chiefs were appointed in the rural communities studied. Collaboration by communities and local leadership contributed to a sense of restored stability as well as some compromises from the military rulers, although force continued to underpin NPFL power, ‘we had to go along with them, or they would kill us’. Taylor’s concern to build local support including through alliances with traditional political power was demonstrated by his appearance in person in Yealla to resolve a dispute between Gio fighters stationed there and the local secret societies. Normality was to some extent regained, as in Gbaye-ta where, ‘we learned to live with them, they married out daughters, felt shame’. In Monrovia, the restoration of security by Ecomog in conjunction with the IGNU, and the establishment of relief and welfare provision contributed to a sense of some normality, ‘SELF saved our lives during that time, they helped things to get back to normal’.
The increasing factionalisation in the warlord phase of the war from late 1992 to 1996 greatly changed the nature of violence suffered by civilians, which became far more sustained and random than in the first war. In both rural areas sons and husbands were taken to be used as forced labour from toting loads to harvesting food and cash crops as well as for fighting itself, rape became more common, and life for everyone in both areas became highly insecure with great risks faced by all. ‘Every good thing was for them or their wives, they would take the cloth from even young girls, even an old ma, and say lie down..’. While flight remained an option from Lofa, shifting frontlines in Margibi prevented movement, and many people attempted to survive in the area. Even refugees were not safe however, with reports from Yealla of Mandingo Guinean soldiers collaborating with ULIMO-K to bring back suspected NPFL collaborators for execution. Exemplary violence continued throughout this period, with horrific deaths witnessed by villagers in Zorzor town where people including the pastor of Kpaiyea were buried alive, and at the road checkpoint in Jinnie-ta, where fighters forced villagers to watch them engaged in cannibalism. Malnutrition was also a major cause of death upcountry, with over 1000 people a month reportedly dying in Jinnie-ta before the establishment of a therapeutic feeding centre in late 1994. Children described the trauma, ‘war no good, the way people were hungry and swollen and our brothers died.. the people used to be forcing people to tote heavy loads and they can be beating you. The rebels bad too much’.

Despite such damaging experiences, many people also expressed positive aspects and learning through the war, including, to some extent, political enlightenment, ‘our eyes are now open, we will not be so easily fooled again’. The maintenance in refuge of traditional burial proceedings and participation in the Sande bush school by Yealla citizens in Guinea, as well as more general expressions of the role of sharing and humanitarian impulses, highlights the resilience of local ideals and responses even in times of great threat. ‘We survived because we all pulled together’. As the war progressed, there were attempts at re-assertion of power by local leadership, using innovative and effective tactics. Elders in Jinnie-ta established some control locally through appealing to political accountability from generals in the NPFL, reporting and even punishing themselves violent acts committed by fighters in the area. Relief workers including from ICRC, MSF and SCF, also played some role as contact points between communities and the military. Refugees from Lofa, led by their chiefs and elders, organised a rescue of people held as slaves in Zorzor by ULIMO-K, through the establishment of the Lofa Defence Force. Although reportedly achieved through the use of magic, the success of this operation demonstrates the potential of defensive military solutions at the local level. In Monrovia, community members participated in civic actions, also showing increased resistance to the continuing war. The increasing un-sustainability of the warlord phase of the conflict is highlighted by these civilian actions which demonstrate the eventual refusal of people to allow it to continue. 

3.3.3 Current realities

Concurrently with the gradual political resolution of the conflict has been a gradual restoration of relative ‘normality’ at the community level, with the return of displaced and refugee populations in communities dating from 1996. While attempts at rebuilding shattered lives and re-establishing order continue, there is however a sense in all communities of peace remaining unattainable, of an uneasy, ‘negative’ peace. Peace was defined in all communities as encompassing a wide variety of aspects, from an intangible sense of restored social political and moral order, to concrete improvements in access to livelihood and welfare, as shown in the peace map in Appendix 5. Many people expressed the importance of mutual respect and social cohesion, ‘for war not to come back we have to love one another, and work hard for the country’. Children saw peace in particularly concrete terms, as one put it, ‘when the people stop killing people, eating people and taking people, stop forcing them to fight, and stop making people to tote all kinds of thing, then that is peace’.

Both traditional and modern political institutions have been re-established to some extent, with the resilience and continued relevance of the Poro and Sande societies particularly highlighted by the relative order and discipline observed in the villages in Margibi. Ambiguous political dynamics continue however, with the continued links between politics and violence demonstrated by the activity of ‘heart-men’ in Margibi, who use body parts in ceremonies associated with gaining power, as well as by the harassment from local military at Jinnie-ta market. Military actors retain some power, while elitism and nepotism at the national level also continues to affect local level politics, as seen in the appointment of associates of the winning faction to high local government positions. The failure to address on-going ethnic tensions in Lofa provides further evidence of the negative peace at local levels. The non-resolution of national macro level issues is also seen in the lack of social welfare provision and economic regeneration, all prioritised by communities as important aspects of peace building. Local efforts at re-establishing community life and maintaining law and order can have little impact while at the national level political and economic dynamics remain so negative.

The intensification of aspects of tensions and conflicts during the war has of course had some impact on social life in all communities, with one young woman commenting on the inter-generational tension, ‘during the war the elders just ran away and left us here, we had to learn to take care of ourselves’. While the re-established Poro and Sande societies in the Margibi communities are playing some positive roles, particularly in terms of the reintegration of youth involved in the conflict, their use for revenge and personal gain as well as forcing of children to join is also reported. The impacts or manifestations of ‘modernity’ among the youth were of great concern in all communities, seen in the increase in teenage pregnancies, and weakening of extended family structures as young couples build their own houses and establish greater independence. Elders expressed great worry about the threat to moral order, ‘they will regret this when their own children don’t help them’, but recognised also that, ‘how can we tell them, when they do all the work’. Changes in family relations, in part resulting from deaths during the war, have had an important economic impact, with greater numbers of houses built to house smaller families, and smaller farms planted. Economic constraints also mean fewer social clubs, with a lack of equipment and spare time the major factor in the slow re-establishment of ‘play’ groups, ‘how can we play when our stomachs are empty ? Food business is all we have time for’. 

In all villages ku groups have however been re-established for social purposes, with cassava farms planted by youth and women’s groups in order to raise money to support social activities including sport, seen universally as a strong peace building activity. Even town farms have been established as before the war, to raise money for the needs of the town as they arise, from taxation to hospitality to strangers. The setting up of evening schools in the Monrovian communities and in Jinnie-ta is further evidence of efforts to get on with the future. The role of churches appears particularly important in reconciliation and psycho-social work, as in Kpaiyea where money was raised to hold a large regional choir meeting, and in Jinnie-ta area where churches are playing an important role in trauma healing. The strength of local social capital shows the potential for partnership work, particularly in terms of trauma healing and social regeneration. Economic constraints are an important factor in inhibiting local peace building processes, while continuing political ambiguities are also still problematic even at the local level.

Box 3

Diamamue and Wia-ta – satellite villages in Margibi county
Wia-ta’s strong sense of community can be seen in its cleanly brushed roads, with the labour done by townspeople and the football team and organised by energetic local leaders. Active attempts to promote reconciliation are also being made, with counselling given by the church, and the secret society bush schools playing an important role, ‘the devil business here is stronger than the government, and it has helped very much to cool the boys’. Forgiveness is offered to those who repent their actions, and particularly those youth who joined by force are welcomed back home happily. More difficult cases are encouraged to join the football team and put to work for a small wage on the communal farm, ‘sometimes work can help them return to us’. 

Community unity and trust in Diamamue was highlighted by the active susu group, which was paying out savings plus interest to almost the entire village during our visit just before Christmas. Communal cassava farms have been established by the women’s and youth groups. Efforts are being made here to address psychological damage from the war, in part through communal activity. ‘People are hurt, you can read the disappointment on their faces, their distress, we try by all means to restore hope, only through hope can people forget what has happened’. But the community is suffering from bad sanitation and from the lack of access to markets because of the lack of feeder roads. Even adults are dying from diahorrea, while orange orchards are left un-harvested because of the distance to the markets on foot. 
3.4 Economic aspects

3.4.1 Pre-war 

The impact of modernisation on the economies of the areas studied was generally seen by communities as positive, with highly productive cash crop activity and related trade in rural areas, and diverse employment opportunities in Monrovia. While the modernisation of the economy dates from particularly US investment in plantation agriculture, infrastructure, and extraction, positive impacts from these major changes were felt at local levels from the 1960s onwards. During the Tolbert era, changes in contractual arrangements with foreign concessions, growing unionisation, increased public expenditure on development, and assistance from international organisations such as the World Bank, all contributed to a positive development process felt by people in terms of concrete improvements in their lives. ‘Tolbert time brought development, you can see that in the schools and hospitals that were built’. Despite macro economic recession from this period into the 1980s, benefits from earlier growth continued to be enjoyed at community level, including through welfare provision and international programmes, and particularly because of the productivity in the cash crop sector, which remained resilient in the 1980s. ‘LRDP assisted us so we could grow more of our own rubber, to sell to Weala, or Firestone, for a good price’. While economic disadvantage and exploitation were certainly factors in the war, in terms of the joining up for personal gain by many, as well as the deeper issues of the corruption of the political economy, most community members expressed this in terms of greed rather than need, as there was both wealth and opportunity available. Differentiation of social, economic and political power continued at local levels, but opportunities existed for progress for all, particularly through education, highlighted in Kpaiyea where high production of sugar cane had funded the education of a number of former villagers currently holding positions of national and international importance.

Production, processing and trade of cash crops was the major lucrative activity, with sugar cane of particular importance in both rural areas studied, interestingly a product with almost solely local demand, being distilled as cane juice. As well as funding education, profits from cash cropping contributed to accumulation of capital and its reinvestment in more land, property, or trade. Even in Margibi county where the rubber sector was initially dominated by Americos and concessions, registration and investment in land by locals has contributed to strong local small-holder sector. Rural employment in plantations and on foreign owned mineral concessions was also an important livelihood source, with many spending periods in employment to return to invest locally. In Kpaiyea those forced to go and work at Firestone in the early 1960s were subsequently envied when they returned with pensions to build concrete houses. In Monrovia, service provision for the small elite Americo Liberian population developed into a thriving urban economy, with residents of both Monrovian communities engaged in a wide variety of activities. Before the war these ranged from petty trade to skilled self-employed artisan work, contract and blue collar work in industrial activities, to white collar employment in ministries and offices particularly in Central Monrovia. Increasing levels of corruption in the latter sector reflected perhaps the real development of the economy with its urban sector an increasing drain on rural productivity, reliant on subsidised rice imports, and part of the negative dynamic that was ultimately to encompass the entire economy. 

3.4.2 Impact of war

The economic impact of the war over the seven year period was devastating, with major destruction of all formal and informal economic activities, and the complete closure of many of the former, such as the iron ore operation at Bong Mines. While burning and looting of houses was confined in the first war to properties belonging to Mandingos and government officials, entire towns were burned down during the warlord phase, including much of Yealla old town by ULIMO-K. Even in Margibi, many concrete structures in the smaller villagers were greatly damaged, again by ULIMO, generally seen as more physically destructive. In Monrovia there was also major destruction of housing, with Old Road affected by AFL bombing during NPFL offensives, and Central Monrovia on the frontline during the April 6th war, when many buildings were destroyed. This destruction was an important factor in causing insecurity and displacement, particularly in Monrovia, and contributes greatly to the trauma of return and continued resentment in Lofa directed against Mandingos associated with ULIMO-K. The widespread looting of zinc roofing throughout the war added to deterioration of all building stock, while dismantling of economic facilities such as at Weala rubber factory and Bong Mines near Jinnie-ta, became an important part of the war economy with Ecomog playing a key role. 

The fast resumption and adaptation during the Greater Liberia period of many existing macro level economic activities, such as Firestone and Bong Mines, as well of informal production of cash crops and trading, contributed to a sense of relative ‘normalcy’ then. With the warlord period however came increasing control by fighters and factions of all production and trade. Adaptations included increased cross-border trading from Lofa to Guinea including in arms, as well as the expansion of diamond mining at Gbaye-ta directed by local NPFL generals, and with all large stones from the area sent to Gbarnga. As fighting intensified in Central Liberia, disrupting trade routes and displacing upcountry populations, returns from all activity greatly decreased, with all economic activity small scale, informal and high risk. The spiralling of the vicious cycle of the war economy to the point of unsustainability is reflected in the extent of the use of violence directly related to economic activity, seen in the use of forced labour as in Zorzor by ULIMO-K. The high levels of damage to all macro-economic institutions and infrastructure as the war progressed also contributed to its ultimate unsustainability, with local acceptance that the war burnt itself out when there was ‘nothing left to steal’.

. 

Despite local innovation in terms of survival strategies, civilians were increasingly forced to adopt negative coping strategies, contributing further to the negative dynamic. Women played ambiguous roles, with highly positive efforts within families and communities, but ‘loving to fighters’ a major source of support during the war, and mothers sending their sons ‘to take their share as the other boys were doing’. The line between civilians and fighters became increasingly blurred, as during looting, when ‘what the fighters left behind, the civilians would go in and take’. Levels of violence at times reduced production to a point where people could not survive, particularly during the hungry seasons at the height of the war. The desperation of civilians and fighters was apparent from testimonies, ‘they would just take everything we had on us, and even look behind where we would hide to hide it under our babies on our backs !’, as women from Jinnie-ta who survived by petty marketing told us. ‘It was hard to even see salt, we just had palm cabbage’. While relief was always important as a supplement for Monrovia and refugee populations throughout the war, at the height of the warlord phase in Margibi it became a life-saver through general distributions from ICRC and SCF in the rainy seasons, and therapeutic centres run by MSF. Despite the destruction and disruption, many families, and all the communities in the survey, managed to hold together and survive the war, to a large extent living through the natural wealth of their country, with many activities and economic strategies both fuelling the war economy but also ensuring survival.

3.4.3 Current realities

Despite the major destruction and loss of public and private capital, all the communities have been engaged in attempts to re-establish their lives and livelihoods. Adaptation and diversification, as during the war, continue to be the major strategies followed, with increases in all areas in the number of people involved in petty goods trading, as well as changes to the ku system to allow wage payments. The lack of capital for all types of re-investment poses the major constraint to economic regeneration, and is felt by all sectors, from artisan to farmer to professional. There is a gradual re-establishment of livelihoods upcountry through a return to the staple crop rice, with good harvests observed in Margibi and Lofa during the research. Shortages of labour, in part due to changes in family relationships, have however hindered the planting of larger upland farms, with a greater focus on swamp rice for which there is a lack of expertise. The re-generation of cash crop production is even more constrained, with the loss of capital, from land, seed and tree stock to equipment and access to markets, and major lack of inputs including labour, pose major constraints. The lack of regeneration of sugar cane production was seen as particularly pressing in the rural communities, given the key role played by this cash crop in the pre-war local economies. Attempts by communities to renovate feeder roads and other infra-structural projects from the 1980s are similarly constrained by a lack of equipment and labour. Macro level issues remain important in terms of the slow re-capitalisation of agro-industry as well as in Monrovia where government employment barely pays a living wage, and loss of capital is also a problem, particularly for artisanal labourers. 

Major reductions in consumption continue, and the inability of many to rehabilitate their concrete houses highlights the overall lack of spare funds for anything beyond food, as seen in Table 3 on changes in entitlements since the war. There are differentials between households and communities, from those who ‘are just barely surviving at all, let alone rebuilding our lives’, to the relative resilience of social institutions in Margibi, in part due to strong local economies. The impact of the breakdown in family structures was seen in Kpaiyea in the death during our visit of one old housebound woman through lack of relatives to bring her food and water. Old people are affected also by depression, as one man put it, ‘frustration is a way of life for me, I am old and cannot replace all that I have lost, its is about time now to die’, while youth are deprived of opportunity. There is a marked increased reliance on bush food, including palm oil and wine and hunting, all of which require few inputs beyond labour, but offer relatively low returns. Communal activity remains important upcountry particularly, as ever an innovative response to labour shortages, with many kus in operation in all the rural areas. The establishment of communal mining teams for small scale diamond production in Gbaye-ta, with minimal capital provided by a backer and profits shared, seen locally as a labour and land drain, have as yet have also provided low returns. The mine has however led to some multiplier effect on the local economy, with an increase in population and service provision. 

Table 3 Entitlements

ENTITLEMENTS
PRE-WAR
DURING WAR
POST-WAR

Private
Major free resource endowments, for food and building materials; use of bush food particularly in hungry season
Increased reliance on bush foods during first war with malnutrition and starvation as result upcountry and in Monrovia during first war
Greatly increased reliance on bush food including for cash through palm wine tapping and oil making; increased use of natural building materials

Civic
Extended family and patron-client relationships major aspect of all pre-war activity
Decline in role; individual contacts and relationships important for survival strategies
Decline in role of civic entitlements, some adaptation such as payment for formerly reciprocal ku labour

Public
Provision of welfare services; public and international support for education and infrastructure including transportation and cash-crop marketing 
Little during first war; nothing subsequently upcountry, maintenance of some health and education activity through NGO and international sector
Attempts to rehabilitate health and education services; ministries involved, but funding from NGO, UN and international sector; minimal government inputs

Market
Highly developed local informal trading systems in all goods; integrated with national formal economy particularly through coffee and cocoa and rubber; some formal employment 
Some ‘normal’ market activities during first war; very little during warlord phase when marketing controlled by factions and fighters
Market limited in some areas, major reduction in business activity in interior; greater opportunities in Yealla and Jinnie-ta and Monrovia where increase in petty trading; market relationships replacing some previously civic

Non-entitlements
Corruption by officials including for cash crop marketing and export
Taxation and extortion during first war and warlord phase; ‘negative’ coping mechanisms including collusion, prostitution, looting 
Some opportunities for those involved with NGO projects; ‘grey’ taxation, corruption and profits from smuggling 

All communities called for increased external support for economic regeneration, from government, the aid community as well as through private investment, and blamed international criticism of government for the slow pace of rehabilitation. Although there were calls for a greater government role, there appeared to be little local awareness of the continuation of illegal and corrupt practices within the government which themselves inhibit assistance and investment. Developments such as the funding of cash crop buying by a Lebanese business supporter of Taylor’s, or the re-opening of rubber plantations in Margibi by the Minster of Agriculture, highlight the need for civic education on accountability at local levels. The importance of economic aspects of peace, and potential for their regeneration with some external support, was emphasised in all communities, as seen in the peace map in Appendix 5, with economic rehabilitation the fundamental basis for social reconciliation. As one citizen put it, ‘Kpaiyea needs a return to its cane, so they can buy their zincs, go back to their societies and clubs. It will take a long time, they need self-sufficiency in rice also, but with some help, they can do it’. 

3.5 NGO activity

While NGO activity in all communities has remained fairly limited, and many expressed reservations about the effectiveness of what little there is currently, community members were positive about some programmes from which they had benefited both in exile and during the height of the war. Table 4 shows an overview of NGO activity in the six communities, with agencies involved and time-scale given.

Agency activity was generally seen in more positive terms during relief operations, with emergency food programmes in Margibi and Monrovia particularly praised, in Jinnie-ta for directly saving lives in highly dangerous conditions at the height of the war. The support by IRC for refugees’ own efforts to maintain education in exile was also given particular attention, with children expressing during PRA sessions, ‘how much we want to thank IRC for their help with our education in Guinea’. Work in rehabilitation was seen as less satisfactory, with corruption in both rural areas perceived in the operations of nation-wide school feeding and seeds and tools programmes, and a general lack of appropriate efforts. While rehabilitation of services and infra-structure was appreciated, such as the market in Zorzor, and clinics schools and wells in all the rural areas, only where local involvement was built in to a programme, such as with the CHDC (Community Health Development Committee) in Gbaye-ta, was effectiveness established and maintained. Corruption appeared pervasive, including in embedded organisations such as Quitono in Kpaiyea, a local agricultural NGO supported by CRS, and is seen as an aspect of conflict, ‘when inequalities brought the war, how can unfair distributions help to bring peace?’. Villagers even went so far as to include monitoring of NGO work as an aspect of peace when drawing peace maps, and operations that were had praised were those with greater monitoring in place, including SCF and ICRC in Margibi during the war. Bad design was a further issue leading to ineffective programmes, seen in skills development programmes which failed to provide effective training. As one team member suggested, ‘empower her through what she already knows, if she’s a farmer, help her to grow more, so she can feed her family all year round’. There was a strong sense from all communities of most agencies as distant and lacking basic of understanding of their realities.

Table 4 NGO activity


Relief/

Welfare
Rehabilitation/

Development
Peace building/Political

Kpaiyea


· Food, medical, in refuge (‘90-‘96), WFP, UNHCR, NGOs
· Education in refuge, IRC

· School feeding WFP, LWS (’96 -)

· Seeds and tools (’96 -), CRS, Quintono

· School and well, (TF) clinic (WVI) (‘97)

· Road rehab. , LWS (99)


Yealla


· Food, medical in refuge (‘90-96), WFP, UNHCR, NGOs
· Education in refuge, IRC

· School feeding (’96 -), WFP, LWS

· Seeds and tools (’96 -), CRS

· School, UNHCR and clinic, IAC, (‘97)

· Refugee repatriation centre (’98), IAC
· Participation in LWS trauma healing programme in Guinea (’96)

Jinnie-ta


· Emergency food aid, particularly‘94-96, by WFP, CRS, LUSH, ICRC, SCF, MSF
· School feeding (’96 -), CRS 

· Seeds and tools (‘96-), CRS/UMCOR
· SCF/Don Bosco child soldier rehabilitation centre in Kakata and CCWMS 

· Strengthening of IHL through PPHO/JPO (‘95-‘97)

Gbaye-ta


· Some emergency food aid, LUSH 
· School feeding (’96 -), CRS

· Seeds and tools (‘96-), CRS, UMCOR

· Clinic rehabilitation (‘96-), SCF and CHDC


Central Monrovia
· General food distributions (‘90-’96), WFP, SELF
· 
· some HR, civic education work by LNGOs

· SELF community structures

Richardson/Dequenqon
· General food distributions (‘90-’96), WFP, SELF
· Well and latrines built, (’96), ACF
· Some HR, civic education work by LNGOs

· SELF community structures

Some effective NGO peace building programmes were recognised, such as the Don Bosco/SCF support for children based in Kakata near Jinnie-ta and the LWS trauma healing programme from which the town chief of Yealla had benefited. At the political level, an increase in respect for prisoners rights and greater freedom of the press were also noted by villagers, in which local civil society organisations have certainly played a role. Great local efforts are being made to promote development, including as a result of exposure and learning through war. CBOs are active everywhere, but there was a sense that much potential was not being utilised, with the lack of support related in part to macro level conditionality. One villager suggested that calls for more and better support from NGOs rather than the government support reflected the fact that ‘the NGOs are the only ones we have seen doing anything, so we feel it is up to them to help us’. All their suggestions related to concrete needs and were based on a desire to develop through their own actions. While constraints faced are mainly physical, there are needs relating to social and political impacts of the war, and external support in the form of training and animation work may also be useful. Some community members praised the research exercise for helping them to think more directly, and as a community, of the impacts of the past, and of the future, ‘this is peace building, taking together like this’. The need for economic regeneration and the capacity for social regeneration within communities are marked, highlighting the major potential for NGOs to contribute to peace building at the micro level through partnership, despite the real dilemmas and macro realities.

3.6 Communities compared

While the specificity of experiences has been amply demonstrated in these surveys, some generalisations are however possible, despite the small size of the sample and the short time spent in communities, with a number of key common aspects apparent in all the communities surveyed. The resilience of traditional systems despite the major challenges from creeping modernity and the impacts of the war is an important finding emerging from the community level work. While adaptations to traditional structures were widely observed, including the greater power given to youth and the use of force by secret societies to ensure members, political, social and economic institutions from before the war retain their roles and relevance in the lives of community members. The depth of psycho-social impacts from the conflict is a further important common aspect. While these impacts are far less apparent than the more obvious economic and social devastation, although closely related, the deep impacts on people can be seen in the levels of depression reported in villages as well as in evidence of suicides particularly in Monrovia, both relatively unknown before the war. All communities expressed the need for mechanisms to address these issues, whether through local methods including secret societies, communal work groups or church counselling, or through methods introduced by outsiders, such as CHAL and LWS workshops. The paramouncy of economic needs was also highlighted throughout the community surveys, with economic rehabilitation seen by all as the underpinning of social and political regeneration, and the major economic needs relating to the lack of capital and reinvestment. 

The community surveys have also revealed some of the ambiguities and complexities of Liberia’s experience of war. The complexity of the relationship between micro and macro level dynamics was particularly highlighted by a paradoxical sense of communities’ separation from government and State and fundamental independence, at the same time as a recognition of the close links between the patterns of development and conflict at community level and national level. The complex nature of support for and resistance to the military dynamics and formations was demonstrated in the surveys. While support from communities for military activity varied considerably across time and location and in levels of coercion, it remained a key factor in factions’ strategies, with political and economic support for the NPFL particularly important. The significance of communities as political constituents can be seen also in the sporadic resistance mounted, in Lofa, Margibi and Monrovia, demonstrating some power of community voice and action. 

The highly ambiguous nature of processes of modernity was revealed to some extent in the research, including their relationship with the conflict. The apparent relative benefits of economic progress before the war was demonstrated in all the communities, providing as it did the potential for rural wealth, access to job opportunities, and above all, to education. Such development however contributed to growing tensions between youth and elders at community level as well as to negative social trends, both now greatly intensified by the war. At same time political realities of inequalities in the distribution of wealth and power, at local and national levels, and the increasing criminalisation of the political economy, fed into increasing dissatisfaction with the status quo and support for radical change. While the conflict represented a battle over access to and distribution of the fruits of modernity and economic development, the very productivity of such development for many, despite the associated negative social aspects, was emphasised throughout the research. 

The difficulties for NGOs to develop effective development or peace building roles in such a complex and politically charged situation have been amply demonstrated, however, the community surveys also reveal the major potential that exists at the local level. There are important roles for NGOs, in economic rehabilitation as well as psycho-social work, where outsiders can contribute through their access to resources and expertise. NGOs should attempt to develop accountable programmes in partnership with the communities they serve, based on a greater understanding of micro level dynamics and perspectives.

4. Agency Survey 

This section presents findings from the agency survey through an examination of agency activity in general in Liberia and that of the three selected NGOs, LWS/WF, SELF and SCF. These NGOs were chosen specifically for the in-depth survey as all appeared to have had some positive peace building impacts through their programming beyond that of relief and rehabilitation. The methodology involved observation of NGO programmes during the community level fieldwork, including through close contact with staff, and was supplemented by interviews at head office and headquarter level. The analytical framework used for the NGO work was based on that developed for the overall research project (Goodhand and Hulme 1998). The section starts by providing an historical overview of agency activity in Liberia before moving on to an organisational analysis of the selected agencies. The section concludes with an attempt to assess aspects of good practice and performance through an analysis of the features of agencies which have contributed to effective and peace building programming. For more detail on the individual agencies see Atkinson and Mulbah (2000b).

4.1 Overview of NGO activity 

Humanitarian activity in Liberia was focussed initially on responding to the emergency needs of the large refugee and displaced populations created through the violence of the first war. The US mainly through OFDA, and the EC through ECHO as well as country allocations, have been the main funders of food and medical aid throughout the war, working through the UN as well as directly through NGOs (USAID 1998, Emery et. al. 1998). Other sources of funding have included individual European government humanitarian and other aid budgets, as well as church and other private support, with total aid allocations over the seven year period of open conflict reaching an estimated US$700m (USAID 1998). 

Food aid has throughout accounted for the majority of that aid, costing between US$80m and US$100m per year in commodity and handling, with WFP the major operational agency, distributing to over one million beneficiaries during the various stages of the conflict (Apthorpe et. al. 1996). International and local NGOs have been the main implementing agencies, with CRS distributing one third of US funded food from the start, and SELF implementing all food distributions in Monrovia from late 1990. Emergency medical NGOs including the MSFs and ICRC have also been active, providing assistance to populations upcountry in 1990 and 1991. Other operational UN agencies including UNICEF, WHO, UNDP and UNOPS, FAO and UNHCR have also been involved from the start, both funding NGOs and supporting government welfare functions, as well as implementing programmes themselves. Attempts at rehabilitation work have continued since 1991, focussed at first on Monrovia but moving upcountry from 1992, while food aid support for refugees and the population of Monrovia became institutionalised following the first war as a half ration supplement to peoples’ own coping mechanisms.

As fighting intensified from 1992 and during the entire warlord period from 1993 to 1995 emergency needs greatly increased, with new displaced camps established for over 200,000 people in Monrovia and its environs, as well as renewed refugee flows, with refugee populations reaching 1m during 1994-95 (Apthorpe et. al. 1996). A major cross-border food operation was established upcountry from 1993, and all food operations faced increasing diversion and manipulation as food aid became an increasingly important input in the war economy. Fears that food aid in particular was fuelling the war led eventually in 1995 to the development of the PPHO by agencies, in an attempt to reduce diversion through common and principled practice (see Box 1 and Atkinson and Leader 1999). CRS, LWS and ICRC dominated implementation during this period, with the MSFs and ACF providing therapeutic feeding and medical assistance in Monrovia, upcountry and in the refugee areas. SCF became involved in food distribution upcountry after the withdrawal of ICRC in 1994 when the agency focussed their efforts on protection issues in Monrovia. Local NGOs played an increasingly important role in food distributions following the success of SELF, with WFP using LUSH upcountry, as well as CCC, LIURD and the national Red Cross in the Monrovia camps, with mixed results. Rehabilitation work continued where possible, with renovation and income generating activities particularly in Monrovia, support for education, skills training and income generation in the refugee areas, and agricultural support also attempted through seeds and tools distributions upcountry by CRS even during the height of the conflict.

As the political resolution to the conflict progressed from 1995, the focus of the aid community turned to DDR (disarmament, demobilisation and rehabilitation), with the development of a joint strategy by the major donors, the EC and US. A micro-projects approach was designed ‘to contribute to the peace process through social and economic interventions at the micro level’ focussed on the re-integration of ex-combatants (Fletcher 1996), in conjunction with the proposed disarmament plan involving UNOMIL and Ecomog. Greater attention was paid from this period to improving the effectiveness of aid disbursements, following EC criticism of the focus of food aid programmes on provision for relatively stable populations. Strengthened co-ordination among the humanitarian community was demonstrated by the initiation of joint US and EC strategic planning, as well as in the development of the PPHO. While implementation of the DDR plans was delayed by the April 1996 fighting, the massive looting of an estimated US$20m of aid resources did lead to the strengthening of the PPHO with the PCVC, as well as the establishment by NGOs of the JPO which restricted programming activity to ‘life-saving only’. Both were attempts to increase respect by faction leaders for aid provision and IHL (see Box 1), and arguably contributed to the signing and implementation of Abuja II in late 1996 as part of the growing consensus for peace and pressure on the faction leaders to comply with the process (Atkinson and Leader 1999). 

Disarmament proceeded from late 1996, with the eventual start of the micro projects strategy envisaged earlier, implemented by the EC and UNOPS. The suspicion of the NGOs of the disarmament process, seen as playing into the hands of the warlords by putting peace before justice, led to reluctance within the JPO to take part in its implementation. The EC micro projects programme was implemented directly by contractor Agrisystems, while UNOPS worked primarily with LNGOs and CBOs, and overall impact was reduced due to a lack of geographical coverage (Brusset et. al. 1998). The potential for effective micro level rehabilitation work to contribute to peace building processes can be seen however in the EC micro projects approach, as well as work by the IRC with refugees in exile, as elaborated in Box 4.

Box 4

EC Micro Projects and IRC Education 

The EC Micro Projects programme, implemented by contractor Agrisystems, was designed as a multi-objective approach in the immediate post-disarmament period. It aimed to contribute to the restoration of ‘normalcy’ through the rehabilitation of infrastructures and livelihoods, and promoted the re-integration of ex-combatants into communities through putting them to work on the projects. It worked in partnership with local communities, using in some cases former local and international staff from 1980s development programmes. Reconciliation was an implicit objective of the programme, achieved to some extent in Nimba county, where informal counselling was offered to ex-combatants involved in the work programmes, some of whom were accepted back into the communities with whom they were working on rehabilitation of cash crops. Sport was a further aspect, with local leagues re-established and some equipment provided. While the impact of the micro projects remained at the micro level, and any trickle-up effect was diminished by the restriction of NGO involvement in implementation, these local level efforts certainly represent some contribution to peace building processes (Brusset et. al. 1998). 

IRC became involved in supporting refugee education in Guinea from 1991, through providing assistance to schools already established by refugee communities themselves within Guinean infrastructures. Funded by UNHCR, IRC contributed to the salaries of otherwise volunteer teaching staff, and helped in the development of a joint curriculum for Sierra Leonean and Liberian refugees. A system was set up to regulate the refugee schools, and further collaborations between IRC and the refugees organisations included teacher training, school renovations, and participation in West African examinations. Higher education was also supported with a variety of vocational training available to refugees in Guinean towns. Although the assistance became increasingly directed by expatriate management to the detriment of refugee control and input, IRC were consistently praised in Lofa particularly by students who had benefited, some to the extent of receiving UNHCR scholarships for university studies in Conakry. The importance for peace building processes of investment of this kind in the future generation cannot be under-estimated.

NGO activity with more explicit peace building objectives is dominated by local organisations at the level of implementation, and has been receiving increasing funding since the disarmament and election period from the major donors as well as from other sources. This includes work in advocacy and civic education, as well as psycho-social work. Star Radio, a major US funded programme, was established in 1997 as an independent radio station with a daily broadcast and e-mail service, and is run as a capacity building operation with minimal expatriate support from specialist Swiss NGO Fondation Hirondelle. Other media support includes training for journalists such as through IA-supported workshops as well as psycho-social focussed media work, with the establishment by US NGO Search for Common Ground of Talking Drum Radio, which has designed cultural ‘plays’ to promote discussion of the conflict and its impacts through dance and drama. Civic education work has included support for the election process through the independent national elections commission from EC, as well as from the US for IFIES, for CEDE, as well as smaller scale support for many other local human rights and women’s groups. US assistance has contributed to the rehabilitation of the law school at the University of Liberia and the Bar Association law library, while International Alert is supporting capacity within the Justice Ministry for reporting on international human rights responsibilities. Some effective local human rights pressure groups have been established, such as Voice of the Future, funded in part by UNICEF and actively working to promote children’s rights. While this sector of local civic action is disparate, capacity is developing, often through the work of dedicated individual activists with some support from individuals within INGO, UN and donor institutions. 

The development of the JPO during 1996 contributed greatly to increasing awareness of the potential advocacy and peace building roles for INGOs, seen in attempts by CRS to implement a do no harm approach and its continued support for the important work of the JPC. Oxfam has also attempted to develop a peace building approach, seen in its community-led rehabilitation work which integrates psycho-social, trauma healing work with participatory development, implemented in conjunction with Talking Drum (Bennett 1998). While some INGOs have developed useful supporting and funding roles in political level activity, they are confronted by major challenges related primarily to the dilemmas and risks involved in building relationships with local political actors and organisations. These tensions were highlighted by the inability of Oxfam to develop effective links with local human rights groups, despite an explicit objective to do so. 

Table 5 shows a typology of NGO activity in Liberia, classified as a continuum of both the nature of responses from relief to rehabilitation to work directly aimed at the political level, and the modes of response, from direct intervention to capacity building to empowerment (Goodhand and Hulme 1998). The use of a continuum helps avoid some of the difficulties in classification of programmes, as many responses fall between the various categories. The table only shows activity according to its objectives rather than its impact, which is discussed further below.

Table 5 Typology of NGO programming in Liberia

Continuum

of responses
Relief



Rehabilitation

Political



Direct Intervention


MSF medical relief



Lobbying on IHL through PPHO and JPO

Capacity building


WFP food aid implemented by NGOs


IRC refugee education programme

WFP food for work projects
UNOPS micro projects approach

WFP school feeding, CRS seeds and tools, all implemented by various NGOs
LWS trauma healing

EC micro projects

CHAL conflict resolution work in schools
Training for local media 

Star radio

Advocacy 



SELF work with CWTs

SCF work with ex-child fighters 

Oxfam PLA based community work
Advocacy work such as JPC, VoF

CEDE workshops

The table highlights the variety of NGO responses, with some programmes focussed on relief provision or political work, and others more multi-objective, as well as the range of peace building and political aspects of NGO work. Local and international NGO are all involved as implementing partners of large scale UN and donor programmes, but major differences lie in the nature of the organisations and their linkages, with international NGOs having greater access to external actors, as well as perhaps greater sustainability in terms of funding. Some local NGOs do enjoy strong external links and funding, including CHAL and the JPC, both of which were established before the conflict. Political level work is dominated by local NGOs, reflecting their comparative advantages as local-embedded organisations, although many effective activists and organisations do receive core international funding and support, mainly from smaller and private donors, seen in the relationship between CRS and the JPC. 

4.2 Agencies chosen

LWS, SCF and SELF represent a cross section of agencies operating in Liberia, with their focus of interventions on relief and rehabilitation and multi-mandate nature reflecting the general pattern, and the sample of one local and two international NGOs also representative. All three agencies have peace building and political aspects to their work, based on commitments to tackling issues of social justice through their welfare roles. The involvement of staff from both SCF and LWS in the development of the PPHO and JPO displayed a high level of political maturity (Leader 1999), while other programmes also demonstrate some sensitivity to national and local level realities. The explicit empowerment agenda of the activists who set up SELF, based on ideals of community-led development and civic education, highlights the ambitions in their work of contributing to longer term peace building processes even through purely relief operations. The ability of all these agencies to combine relatively large scale food operations with apparently appropriate and effective small scale programming with peace building impacts, was of particular interest to the research. 

4.2.1 LWS/WF

The Lutheran World Services/World Federation has been working in Liberia since the start of the war, with its initial relief interventions at the request of the Lutheran Church of Liberia (LCL). Its basic mandate is to assist populations in need, with a mission of ‘pursuing a social commitment with others in the service of humanity’. LWS has been a large NGO in Liberia from the start, with a local staff of about 250 people, and annual budgets of between US$5-8m, of which food aid programmes have accounted for at least 50% in most years. LWS has also been involved in the implementation of other nation-wide programmes funded by UNOPS, UNHCR and EC rehabilitation budgets, as well as receiving direct support through ACT (Action by Churches Together) and other church and institutional donors. This variety of funding sources has contributed to some flexibility and independence, and a range of relief and rehabilitation programming. ‘LWS have always tried to take a developmental approach, we are here for the long term’. The relationship with the LCL as well as the high proportion of national staff, has allowed some direct representation of community interests and needs within LWS, demonstrated in the development of innovative programmes such as rehabilitation through income generation programmes during the war, and the trauma healing programme more recently. LWS also played an active role in the development of the JPO through senior national and human rights specialised expatriate staff. The organisation is still relatively reliant on implementation of large-scale food aid programmes, but is attempting to develop strategic planning with greater focus on staff development, community participation, and addressing macro political level issues, with peace building as an implicit long term objective of policy. 

4.2.2 SELF
SELF was established during the height of the war in 1990 by Liberian activists with a mission of ‘stimulating and assisting communities to assume responsibilities for their own welfare and well being’, and an explicit philosophy of community empowerment through self-help. During the immediate emergency, SELF established a system of registration through enumeration of structures, neighbourhoods and districts, and assembled teams of volunteers from each community, CWTs (Community Welfare Teams) to carry out food distributions. SELF was then funded by WFP to implement the entire food aid operation in Monrovia from port handling to distribution to households using an effective computerised system, reaching 750,000 residents from 1990 to 1996, and also serving displaced camps from 1992 to 1996. The innovative use of food for work in distribution was expanded into other rehabilitation programmes such as city sanitation. Total budgets over the period amounted to US$4.5m, of which US$1.5 was from WFP for transport and other food related costs, with US$.3m from UNDP. OFDA through UNDP funded a democratisation exercise for the election of CWT representatives in 1993, carried out in conjunction with the Carter Centre in part to test the process in preparation for future national elections. Despite emphasis by the agency on the need to discourage dependency and efforts to empower communities through the CWTs, SELF remained reliant on food distribution, which became increasingly politicised and corrupt, with major scandals in 1995 and 1996. The ending of general food distributions in Monrovia 1996 left the agency struggling to develop a new role while the loss of senior staff, particularly through the appointment of SELF founder Blamoh Nelson as Chairman of the Cabinet by Taylor, has further contributed to its relative decline. SELF’s achievement during the war is however in no doubt, with its operation one of the largest and most effective capacity building, LNGO-run ever supported by WFP, and its role in promoting civic education and action also important. 

4.2.3 SCF
SCF was the only British NGO operating in Liberia for many years, having arrived early in 1991 in response to Guardian newspaper coverage of the atrocities of the first war. The agency’s initial activities were in health and sanitation particularly in Monrovia, but it became a major player upcountry in mid 1990s, involved in bridge building, food aid distribution as well as health and child welfare. SCF has operated from the start through a large local staff, supported by specialised expatriates and expertise from head quarters, in public health care, child welfare and food security. Commitment within SCF to information and analysis, to a greater extent than other agencies, as well as its long term staff, has supported an active role in advocacy, seen in its important role in the development of the PPHO and JPO. The agency has gradually developed an effective child rights policy, working in conjunction with local agencies in response to needs, as seen in the evolution of a community based approach to working with ex-child fighters. Attempts have been made recently to increase the focus of policy by putting children’s rights at the centre of all activity, from food and health security to continued efforts at national level advocacy. Peace building is increasingly seen as ‘fundamental to all programmes, intrinsic just not explicit, using CRC as the basis’, according to the current country director. Diverse funding sources, including from the agency’s own sources, have contributed to some flexibility in SCF programming as well as its greater ability to invest in staff and research, but also perhaps an earlier lack of focus and diverse mix of relatively unconnected small scale programmes. While most SCF work appears relatively effective and sustainable at the micro level, there are also apparent trickle up impacts through wider coverage, seen in the child welfare programme which operates at the national level. 

4.3 Comparative analysis of agencies

This section is an attempt to compare the various aspects of the three NGOs which have determined their approaches and the relative effectiveness of their interventions. The analysis is based on the methodology developed in Goodhand and Hulme (1998), with an organisational assessment in terms of programming mix, organisational factors, and linkages with other stakeholders. 
4.3.1 Programming

There has been a diverse mix of programming and responses by the three agencies, with all however focussing to some extent on the delivery of food aid throughout the conflict, reflecting its importance within the overall humanitarian response. This has included food aid as supplementary income for stable populations, provision of emergency rations in challenging conditions at the height of the war, as well as the use of food aid in rehabilitation programmes of all kinds, from school feeding to food for work income generation and agricultural projects. All three agencies have faced major constraints in effective implementation, in part due to the important political functions of food aid, in the relationship between the civilian government and the population of Monrovia, the survival of the warring factions upcountry, as well as within donor policy. Despite the multiple opportunities in the bulk distribution of food aid for corruption, diversion, and fuelling conflict faced by SCF and LWS in upcountry operations and SELF in Monrovia, and sometimes therefore negative impacts, many innovative responses have been attempted. Effective SCF relief distributions in Margibi from 1995 to 1997 relied on local teams to carry out post-monitoring and develop close relationships with local military personnel, ‘we used key local staff who were able to see the realities and understand local dynamics’. The development of the PPHO and JPO in which SCF and LWS staff played important roles, also contributed to minimising negative impacts, with increased effectiveness resulting from better co-ordination (Atkinson and Leader 1999). 

A further issue related to dependency creation through on-going supplementary distributions was faced in particular by SELF in Monrovia, belying its claims to be an empowering agency. Needs continued however throughout the conflict, and the food operation remained a crucial input into the urban economy despite corruption, particularly through the multiplier effect (Atkinson 1992). SELF also attempted to develop more productive uses of food aid, including through food for work projects such as the NVP (National Volunteer Programme). This project aimed to facilitate the rehabilitation of ex-combatants through providing alternative sources of livelihood using food aid as an incentive in conjunction with skills training, and was evaluated as a productive use of food aid (Apthorpe et. al. 1996). As the former WFP country director put it, ‘local NGOs proved to be important and necessary, and INGOs should not replace them but complement and enhance them’. Despite constraints, effective and capacity building food relief was implemented by all three agencies, both in emergency conditions and in the relative stability of Monrovia.

Rehabilitation programming, attempted in various forms by the agencies throughout the conflict and increasingly important since the resolution, by its nature involves very different objectives and challenges from relief, with particular tensions in the dilemmas of partnership. ‘Developmental relief’ has evolved in some areas, with the school feeding programme seen as having contributed to the restoration of some sense of cohesion among communities (Apthorpe et. al. 1996), and the seeds and tools programme also an ambitious attempt to support livelihood rehabilitation (Brusset et. al. 1998). Despite their apparently good design, nation-wide food aid related rehabilitation programmes as observed in the community surveys appear to suffer major difficulties in implementation. Problems observed in Lofa involving the LWS school feeding operation were repeated with all programmes of this nature in Lofa and Margibi. Seeds and tools distributions, in which LWS and SCF are involved in other areas, also encountered problems such as with Quitono in Kpaiyea, and UMCOR in Margibi. Particular challenges are faced in the difficult transition from short term bulk relief provision to rehabilitation which entails necessarily deeper and longer term objectives. The usual tensions between relief and development programming resulting from different approaches and skills, were seen in the lack of community input and involvement with these programmes, whose top-down nature limits their effectiveness. 

Effective rehabilitation programming has however been seen from start of conflict, particularly in smaller scale micro level work. Health rehabilitation for example, while designed at the macro level by the major donors, is implemented at local levels according to community development principles, as by SCF in Gbaye-ta. The CHDC model was praised in Margibi communities for the extent of local participation and built in training, and although it was not tackling some pressing issues such as family planning and sanitation in Diamma-mu, the clinic was also seen as important in ‘bringing the villagers together to share common concerns’. Other small scale and sustainable SCF programmes include garbage collection in Monrovia, for which the agency supplied trucks while ex-combatants were supported with food for work. LWS have also always been community development oriented, based on the philosophy of Paulo Friere, ‘we are encouraging local communities to get actively involved in their own development, community participation and commitment is the major criteria, the community can be the catalyst for normalcy’. Despite small scale impacts, the relatively sustainable of the LWS approach can be seen in the high repayment rates their income generation groups, of which 50 were supported during 1992 and 1996 primarily in Monrovia. 

Peace building objectives are sometimes implicit but are also often added benefits to programmes that are effectively meeting other objectives, seen in these sensitive rehabilitation programmes, as well as the EC and IRC programmes described above. A patient and bottom-up approach is particularly important for any programmes with direct peace building and political level objectives, as seen in the apparently effective reconciliation work done by SCF and its partners with ex-child combatants and children in difficult circumstances. This work has been commended by its donors (EC), and is contributing to the development of international standards on responses in this area. ‘We were surprised, we went beyond what we thought we could do, lots of the kids were turned around’, according to the former programme manager. In addition to transit centres for ex-child fighters, the CCWMS (Community Child Welfare Monitoring and Support) attempts to register and monitor all children with potential needs in conjunction with the Ministry of Social Welfare, using a system of community based monitors. An innovative catch-up education scheme developed by SCF for ex-child soldiers in the transit centres is currently being extended in response to community children’s needs, again in conjunction with the relevant Ministry. This work with children has had important impacts, as the former programme officer suggested, ‘that work, of putting families back together, it is vital.. if anything is, that is a capacity for peace’.

There has also been effective civic education and political level work by the three NGOs. SELF’s ambitious CWTs and democratisation programme has contributed to some extent, along with the work of other local NGOs and activists, to a greater awareness of rights within Liberia through civic education, as well as to organisational skills development. The JPO, while itself contributing in some way to the peace process, also helped in the development of conflict sensitive programmes such as so no harm, and the Oxfam LWS collaboration over community led rehabilitation. The positive impact of the JPO was due in part to a deeper analysis and understanding of the political dynamics by agencies, although it is also seen as having missed opportunities to develop closer links with the local political NGO sector. Effective programmes appear to be those which worked because they were locally grounded, informed, responsive, and flexible, seen in the work of LWS, SELF and SCF. The types of programmes chosen by agencies were important determinants, with SCF perhaps achieving greater peace building impacts because of the micro level nature of most of their work, with even the food relief operation in Margibi was limited compared to those of LWS or SELF. The role of individuals and their commitment, agency structures allowing responsiveness, and donor support for innovation, have all been important aspects of effective programming. 

Ineffective programmes seem to be those which are donor-driven such as food aid for rehabilitation, and are therefore less likely to be responsive to community needs. A lack of communication with communities is heightened by the structures of implementation of nation-wide programmes. Even programmes with positive impacts however appear to be limited to the micro level, except perhaps the JPO which was able to affect the macro level through co-ordinated action by agencies, and some trickle up impacts from broader geographical coverage of effective micro level programming such as SCF’s work on child welfare.

4.3.2 Organisational aspects

All the NGOs surveyed have ideals, values and mandates related to the promotion of genuine development processes encompassing social justice. Although LWS/WF at the international level is dedicated to responding to humanitarian emergencies, and SELF was only established in response to the immediate emergency at the start of the conflict, the work of all agencies went beyond their basic relief and welfare functions. This commitment has in part been due to the importance within the agencies of so-called ‘soft’ institutional aspects (de Waal 1997), in turn based on the relative grounded-ness or Liberian-ness of all the operations. Committed and qualified staff have played the key role in this connectedness, expatriate and local, which has contributed to some level of accountability, seen in the sustainability of some operations, and the innovation and responsiveness of the all agencies. Again this is highlighted by the development of the JPO, the SCF child welfare programme, as well as in SELF’s CWTs. The ability of international NGOs, with LWS and SCF leading agencies, to take a political stand from 1995 onwards, with direct action having direct impacts through JPO representation at the Abuja talks for example, highlights the potential of action based on the assertion of strong values and principles (Leader 1999). That action evolved through the sophisticated political analysis of key staff, with interest diminishing following personnel changes, highlights both the importance of staff continuity, as well as the vulnerability of more decentralised policy-making to individual interests. SELF is also based on strong values as well as an implicit political agenda, with the organisation founded and staffed by members of the Progressive People’s Party (PPP). The CWT system developed based on their values of self-help promoted positive ideas of community action, and even introduced civic education into relief work with the democratisation exercise. 

The values of community based and led assistance are of course not always realised, in part due to inherent difficulties with for example participatory approaches in emergency situations, as well as institutional factors, which have contributed for example to the reliance of SELF and LWS to an extent on food aid implementation. ‘Hard’ institutional factors such as agency self interest increase as the emergency continues, with large local staffs a major factor. Such structural factors are key in determining the nature of responses and modes of intervention, with the flexibility of an agency’s response emerging as an important aspect of its ability to contribute to peace building. LWS is relatively decentralised from Geneva, although it operates within general principles and guidelines set out at the headquarters level. While leading to sometimes standardised programming, such as involvement in bulk food aid, this independence also allows the flourishing of individual vision, seen in the somewhat missionary approach operationalised by strong country directors. The agency is relatively hierarchical from Monrovia to field, with control and direction from the top down to some extent, and a lack of community input into policy. While the approach has contributed to the development of capacity among senior local staff, more direction and specialised expertise as well as greater listening to communities themselves could contribute to greater relevance and effectiveness of the operation in terms of strategy and implementation. LWS Liberia is currently working on ways to institutionalise its analysis and listening skills, in part through introducing participatory approaches to programming. 

SCF has from the start taken a relatively ad hoc approach to programming, with involvement primarily in areas in which staff and the agency at headquarters level have specialised interests and expertise. The agency is relatively de-centralised in terms of decision making, but has benefited from close contact and support from headquarters, seen in the number of visits as well as the continuity and thus depth of understanding of desk officers. This approach has worked fairly well, allowing the evolution of innovative responsive programmes, as well as an active advocacy role, although also contributing to a lack of focus to some extent. Efforts are being made currently to tighten up programming, with greater focus on strengthening children’s rights of all kinds. An important role in policy making is played both by head quarters innovation and specialisation, and by structures which allow the input of local staff into policy, such as through SWOT analysis described by the field director as ‘a dynamic and highly useful aspect of the planning process’. 

SELF was established as a professional and innovative structure, with a small team of resource people, supplemented by teams of food for work labourers, CWTs, and community volunteers. While the computerised system of distribution was not foolproof in terms of corruption, with persistent rumours about the political activity of its managers, actual leakage happened lower down in the system. SELF built up local capacities in a lasting sense, through the development of human resources, seen in the high level of computer skills among WFP local staff who formerly worked for SELF, as well as in the skill levels of members of this research team seconded by SELF. The drive of its founding directors was a major factor in SELF’s success for so long, as well as the strong support from individuals within WFP and USAID, as major donors. SELF’s structural reliance on food aid has however greatly limited its role since the ending of general food distributions, and attempts to develop other programmes, such as UNDP funded loans scheme, have been seen as donor-driven and ineffective due to small amounts offered. The highly personalised and overtly political nature of the SELF operation remain important aspects of current negative perceptions of the agency, both by donors and some Liberians, highlighting the inherent tensions between welfare provision and political action. 

Both INGOs have relatively broad funding structures and flexible donors, although the SCF transit centres suffered from some uncertainty due to the short term nature of EC micro projects funding, and the availability of food aid, particularly from the US, continues to be major determinant of its use in programmes. This has helped agencies to develop structures that allow local knowledge and individual talents to flourish, and pro-active approaches to programming. The role of leadership is demonstrated in all three cases, involving some risks, as highlighted by the distrust of many for the politically ambitious director of SELF, but crucial for the development of innovative and dynamic programming. NGOs serve in some sense as incubators of indigenous leadership, providing opportunity, training and other resources. To complement leaders with drive, the role of strategic planning is also increasingly recognised by the agencies, at least in the sense of having a political analysis and longer term policy objectives.

4.3.3 Linkages

Active and strong downward linkages appear to be a crucial aspect of good programming, relief, rehabilitation or peace building, as seen in the activities of SELF and SCF particularly. Both LWS and SELF could benefit from closer linkages with communities, of which little was observed in the community level research. A lack of trust in both cases stemmed from perceptions of suspected and actual corruption, in part due to the minimal communication between the agencies and communities. As acknowledged by LWS staff, ‘LWS and the present staff’s understanding of local communities needs to be improved’. LWS attempts at participatory programming in western Liberia were not entirely successful, although the related Oxfam programmes, which went further in the use of PLA and reconciliation through play in collaboration with Talking Drum, were seen as having promoted community action in some areas (Bennett 1998). Participatory approaches used by SCF even their in relief work have been effective, seen in negotiations by local staff over reduced seeds and tools distributions, with communication contributing to building trust and minimising corruption. The CHDC model used by SCF in Margibi also appears appropriate, as well as their general use of large locally-based teams in the CCWMS and food distributions. The danger remains of the association of locally-based organisations with political and personal interests, as seen with Quitono in Kpaiyea, as well as in the corruption experienced in the CWTs.  Built-in accountability is an important aspect of effective locally-based work, with decent wage rates paid by SCF to relief workers in Margibi seen by staff as a way of ‘building integrity into the system’. 

Effective horizontal linkages are equally important, seen in the major role played by effective collaboration in the successful implementation of the Abuja II accord, with task-sharing and allocation among donors built into the design of the DDR process. The relative co-ordination of the major donors during this period contributed to greater effectiveness of aid policy, seen in the potential of the micro projects approach, although the failure of some parts of the plan to play expected roles diminished considerably the eventual impact (Brusset et. al. 1998). The important impact of the PPHO and JPO in terms of promoting IHL and contributing to the pressure for peace during 1996 highlights further the potential for peace building work through horizontal linkages. While attempts by NGOs to institutionalise collaboration through the appointment of a joint advocacy facilitator were only partially successful, the MSG set up through the JPO continues to plan an important role in administrative relationships between agencies and the government. The failure of INGOs to develop linkages with local advocacy groups, in part because of their political nature, demonstrates further the major challenges in effective networking (Atkinson and Leader 1999). Other more successful linkages include those between international and local agencies involved in child welfare seen in SCF’s role in the establishment of the CCWMS, and the fruitful collaboration between LWS and the LCL, which has led to the joint development of trauma healing programme. While the impact of such small scale programmes may be limited, this type of work was seen by communities and team members as highly valid and necessary, even if at the micro level. 

Upwards linkages relating to the relationships between agencies and their headquarters, as well as with their donors, are also important in determining performance, with major benefits apparent through flexibility of approach to funding and policy direction. LWS and SCF both have independent sources of income, and have had the freedom to develop their own programmes, sometimes within the broader direction of donor policy as with the SCF transit homes funded by EC micro projects. Headquarters flexibility and expertise have also proved important, with inputs into SCF’s programme development in particular. There has been some reliance by LWS and SELF on large scale food aid programming driven by donor priorities, without enough thought given to impact, although both agencies were also able to develop and secure funding for more productive food for work programmes. Donor support, particularly from key and experienced individuals, has been crucial in the development of programming with objectives beyond pure relief. NGOs have also been able to influence and inform policy, as seen with the PPHO and JPO, as one senior LWS staff put it, ‘donor policies on NGO programming have helped to sustain the independence and impartiality of the organisation to work effectively in the conflict, although in the case of Liberia this has been a two way street’. The apparent impact on higher levels of the political sphere from this action, depending itself on strong horizontal linkages, suggests that NGOs should explore further their potential impact on the macro level dynamics of conflict based on such positive experiences. Although NGOs should not necessarily take on political roles increasingly avoided by donor states, there are ways available to them to put pressure on more powerful actors to take or change their actions at international, national and local levels. Where impacts by NGO action at the political level are observed, it is usually as a result of combined and collaborative efforts, as seen in Liberia as well as in effective international civil society alliances on landmines or diamonds.

4.4 Impact assessment and analysis

4.4.1 Impact assessment
There do appear to have been highly positive experiences of NGOs in Liberia, with examples of apparently peace building impacts, at the political level as well as through effective rehabilitation programmes, whether these have been explicit policy objectives or not. The peace building impacts observed, to a perhaps greater extent than in Afghanistan and Sri Lanka, are due in part to the political nature of actions taken by NGOs through the JPO, and do not particularly reflect community level views. Some positive impacts at that level are also apparent however, particularly in child welfare and health, both areas in which some trickle-up to macro level may be possible through wide coverage. That agencies are ultimately only micro level players with limited impact is highlighted however by their relative impotence during the current equilibrium of negative peace, particularly given diminishing donor interest since the resolution of open conflict. 

While it is of course very difficult to assess the impacts of NGO activity on the broader conflict, Table 6 represents an attempt to classify NGO interventions based on observations in the field and testimonies from those involved. Interventions are ranked along a continuum, from fuelling conflict to holding to peace building, in physical, social attitudinal and political terms, based on the methodology developed for the overall research (Goodhand and Hulme 1998).  

Table 6 Impacts of NGO activities


PHYSICAL
SOCIAL
ATTITUDINAL
POLITICAL

FUELLING


· Looting of food aid through various mechanisms – LWS/SCF/SELF

· Looting of relief infra-structure

· Spying using LWS
· Support of corrupt, politically connected local NGOs
· Hierarchical ‘bossman’ attitudes and on-going nepotism and corruption – many agencies, including LWS/SELF
· Human rights issues ignored

· Aid used to accumulate political capital by one of the warring sides eg. NPFL during cross-border

HOLDING
· Food aid operations in central Liberia during the heat of the war – SCF/LWS/ICRC/MSF
· Community level assistance programmes – all agencies 





GOOD PRACTICE
· Economic rehabilitation – EC Micro-projects, HCR, UNOPS, NGO implemented

· Productive use of food aid through support for school feeding and agricultural activities
· Capacity building support for LNGOs, such as WFP with SELF

· Reconstruction of schools, clinics, markets, through participatory methods–SCF/UNOPS

· PLA activities in western Liberia carried out by LWS and Oxfam

· IRC’s education programme for refugees
· Training of local staff-SCF/LWS/EC/SELFothers
· ICRC’s protection and dissemination work

· Strategic lobbying on aid related issues eg.  Access



PEACE-BUILDING



· Reunification of families through SCF child tracing

· Reconciliation between ex-combatants and communities through work programmes – LWS/UNOPS/EC Micro-projects
· CHAL workshops in schools

· LWS trauma healing programme
· Efforts to promote respect for IHL through the JPO and PPHO

· Child rights advocacy – SCF, VoF

· Star Radio, other support for independent media 

While actual impacts on peace building processes are highly difficult to determine and may be impossible to quantify, the table highlights the contributions of interventions in terms of the creation of positive or negative incentives within the dynamics of the conflict (see Uvin 1999). Fuelling refers to activities which contribute negatively, and contradicts the very definition of humanitarian according to the Geneva Conventions (Robinson 1999). Agencies should thus at all times strive to do no harm in order to fulfil these responsibilities (Anderson 1996). The holding operation, referring to activities which fulfil relief objectives without negative impacts, is highly valid particularly during the height of an emergency, but should be a minimum position for agencies in the longer term. Many rehabilitation programmes with multiple objectives appear to have some positive peace building impacts, if peace building is understood in its broadest sense including based on community definitions (see Section 1). These extra impacts are classified in a separate category between holding and peace building, as ‘good practice’, which is very close to the concept of good development practice, but with conflict sensitivity a necessary and important component. 

4.4.2 Analysis of impacts

Through an analysis of impacts it is possible to look at aspects of performance that contribute to effective and peace building interventions. While it is also difficult to determine with confidence the reasons for the various impacts, a number of factors emerged through the research as key aspects of good practice and of programmes which appeared to fulfil implicit or explicit peace building objectives. These include depth of analysis and sensitivity to political complexities, local grounding and commitment, including through depth of experience of expatriates and local staff, flexibility and responsiveness, or the ability to adjust and respond to perceived needs, and strong linkages at all levels. As a result, some interventions can be said to be relatively accountable to affected populations, across the whole spectrum of possible humanitarian responses. Where programmes appear as less effective, it is also possible to identify common features, whether as a result of bad design, corrupt implementation, or a lack of overall commitment and strategy. 

Local grounding 

The depth of agency involvement in Liberia appears to be a key factor in programmes with appropriate and relevant design and implementation, seen in all effective internationally implemented programmes as well as in the evident comparative advantage of LNGOs particularly in political work. The roles of local staff within an organisation are particularly important, relating to training and promotion within an agency, incentive levels, and the extent of local staff participation in decision making, seen in SCF’s use of SWOT analysis. SCF’s use of local staff helped inform effectively monitored food aid distributions in Margibi, as well as in their continuing ability to play a highly sensitive role in promoting the rights of children including former child fighters. LWS has been able to develop and implement relevant and innovative programming in part due to the important role of senior local staff, who also contributed much to the development of JPO. Local grounding can also of course contribute to opportunities for corruption through development of networks, obligations of local staff to their extended families, as experienced within the operations of SELF in Monrovia, as well as in a degree of nepotism within LWS. Where programmes are less locally grounded in terms of relationships with communities, a lack of relevance in design, as well as corruption in implementation, was more likely, as observed in some rehabilitation programmes in Lofa and Margibi. 

The tenure, commitment and knowledge of expatriate staff appear to be further aspects of the long term commitment of an agency which help determine the relative effectiveness of programmes, including within donor institutions. This was a vital aspect of effective SCF programmes, with key individuals having long experience in Liberia since the first war, and with one former field director having grown up in the country, and also seen in the sustained interest by specialists at headquarters level. High levels of analysis by agencies also contribute to the extent of ‘embeddedness’, with SCF stronger than other agencies in this regard. EC micro projects implementation also relied on expatriate staff with a deep knowledge of country, while the re-hiring of senior local staff from the 1980s development programme contributed further to continuity and depth of local grounding. While the role played by individual commitment and energy appears key, the structures within an agency including funding that allow and promote the flourishing of such impulses are also vital, and donor supporting roles have also been important. 

Responsiveness

While effective relief itself is by definition highly responsive, as seen in the life-saving impact of MSF feeding centres established upcountry, and quick action of SELF in Monrovia in 1990, responsiveness also contributes greatly to peace building impacts. Examples of highly effective and responsive programming include the IRC refugee education programme, developed in conjunction with schools established by the refugees with the IRC role to support and complement the existing structure. The introduction by SELF of a system of democratic election for representatives on the Community Welfare Teams was similarly responding to a felt need within communities, and increased the accountability of the food implementation structures to the beneficiaries. The catch-up education programme developed by SCF in the transit centres is a further example of an improvisatory approach which responded to the needs of the former child fighters, and has been extended further to address needs within communities also. As the field director put it, ‘this programme had an incredible impact, the children saw that they could get back on track, and the brighter ones are now back in formal education’. Trauma healing programmes run by CHAL and LWS also highlight the potential of programmes that are developed in country. All these programmes are responding to felt and expressed needs, and are implemented in partnership. While as ever impacts are felt at the micro level, some trickle up impact may also arise through the scaling up of such programmes.

The ability to develop responsive and innovative programmes based on the needs and capacities of affected populations is thus an important factor in achieving positive impacts. A high level of flexibility is necessary in order to respond based on the realities on the ground, involving innovation from agency staff, and de-centralised structures which allow input from field staff. The ability of individuals and agencies to seize ‘windows of opportunity’ as they arise appears particularly important, seen in the JPO and the SCF child welfare policy. Attitudes of donors are a key aspect of responsiveness, seen in their support for innovation and risk taking resulting from a greater commitment to resolution following the April 6th war, as well as in the lack of effectiveness of supply driven and top-down food aid programmes. Donor policy tools such as the log frame may to some extent mitigate against innovation and improvisation, while short funding time frames also may discourage the development of programmes with longer term, more intangible benefits. The inherent tensions between an ad hoc approach and strategic planning can be seen in policy debates within SCF and LWS, with a recognition of the challenge of achieving flexibility and responsiveness within a strategic approach. 

Accountability

Accountability is of course an integral aspect of good practice, and almost synonymous with effectiveness, and so more effective structures and programming, based in part on local grounding and responsiveness, should lead to greater accountability, both to donors and importantly communities. While some programmes did achieve these objectives, there appear however to be high rates of invisible ineffectiveness, of programmes that fail to have any positive impact but which go unnoticed by agencies or donors because the systems necessary to detect this do not exist. Although donors are attempting to strengthen accountability to their Western stakeholders, and accounting procedures for implementing agencies have become more cumbersome as a result, there are however still few mechanisms to ensure or promote accountability to beneficiaries. Inter-agency initiatives such as the Sphere project, Red Cross Code of Conduct and Ombudsman, which are attempting to set and monitor standards of response, do reflect an increasing recognition of the responsibility of agencies to intervene effectively and accountably including through local participation and analysis. These are yet to be operationalised however through effective systems of monitoring and learning lessons from past successes and failures (Leader 1999). 

Monitoring and evaluation thus appear as key aspects, both of effective relief programming which minimises negative impacts, and of responsive, peace building rehabilitation interventions. Post distribution monitoring helped to ensure the minimisation of diversion from SCF food operations in Margibi, while food aid programmes that lacked effective monitoring were subject to diversion from implementing partners, and more easily manipulated by factions. The negative impact of the failure to monitor programmes was demonstrated particularly by the seeds and tools programmes, which were seen by communities as potentially promoting conflict through unfair distribution. A lack of communication between agencies and communities further contributed to distrust and a sense that NGOs were working for their own benefit rather than that of the people in need. This also makes it particularly difficult for communities to complain when corruption in implementation or inappropriate and irrelevant design renders interventions ineffective. While learning from experience through assessment and evaluation is recognised as a key aspect of effective programming, time constraints for staff within agencies remain important even way beyond the emergency phase, limiting opportunity to assimilate analysis that has been done or reflect on lessons learnt from programming experience. As one senior staff put it, ‘most staff are still too busy in the day to day operational details… even for staff in management… conflict analysis has not impacted organisational behaviour for the most part’ 

5. Conclusions

While some programmes have had positive peace building impacts at micro level, and macro level lobbying by the humanitarian community as a whole also had some political level impact at a particular point in the conflict, NGOs remain minor players in a highly complex situation. There does however appear to be some potential for agencies to contribute to encouraging positive peace building processes through interventions based on good practice that support and supplement local efforts. The following conclusions may not appear particularly new or surprising, affirming as they do many well known aspects of NGO good practice in humanitarian and development interventions. They are however based on strong and detailed empirical foundations, and even the best known truths still need to be repeated and emphasised.

5.1 Support local processes

Agencies must attempt through their work to support and contribute to local processes and capacities for peace (Anderson 1996), learning about and responding to the peculiarities and specificities of each situation in which they undertake to work (Richards 1996, Keen 1999). A genuine community based approach appears the most effective way of achieving positive and peace building impacts, whether through rehabilitation or directly political activity (Uvin 1999). Political analysis and awareness are important aspects of this, as one senior NGO worker put it, ‘getting back to normal time will not solve the problems, and socio-economic programmes that lack political conscientisation are no good’. Local grounding and sophisticated situation analysis appear as essential aspects of implementation of a holding operation, let alone programmes with rehabilitation and longer term objectives. While greater political analysis and higher levels of participation may also underline and increase the difficulties of intervening effectively, given the intractability of the issues faced and the dilemmas and risks inherent in partnership approaches, it can also highlight areas with potential for strategic peace building interventions with longer term time frames. The translation of information and analysis into better understanding and more effective programming is a further important issue which requires greater attention from agencies.

The great potential through working in partnership with local capacities has been demonstrated through all the examples of agency good practice observed, from SCF’s child welfare policy to the trauma healing programme developed by LWS with the LCL. From relief to rehabilitation, to political level work, all effective programmes are those with community involvement and based on informed analysis of local realities. The community level surveys carried out as part of this research project have demonstrated the potential use of participatory or consultative research methods, and not surprisingly communities are able to identify issues that affect them and analyse effectively their own situation, needs, capacities and constraints. While aid policy and programming based on greater participation will not necessarily contribute directly to political change, even micro level impacts are valid, whether through support for livelihoods or for local civil society organisations. Opportunities for peace building exist through a variety of interventions, from re-integration through sport to political lobbying on human rights. NGOs can develop their capacities for greater participation and analysis earlier on in emergency situations, through local grounding and responsive structures, based on investment in staff training and skills capacity, and should be supported in doing so by donors. 

5.2 Complementarity of action

Complementarity of action between agencies within the overall response has emerged as a key aspect of effective programming with peace building impacts, going beyond co-ordination to encompass active collaboration, networking and division of labour. Its importance was seen during the resolution phase in the potentially highly effective DDR policy, in the collaboration over child soldiers, and in the PPHO and JPO. Implementation by agencies of a range of small scale responses, as seen in the micro projects approach, also appears highly appropriate, with built in responsiveness and specialisation. Smaller scale interventions appear to have a greater chance of effectiveness and so peace building impacts, although progress may be slow and limited to the micro level. This relationship between interventions at the micro level and impacts on the macro political level remains a key and ambiguous aspect of effectiveness in peace building. While micro level processes such as the adoption of negative coping mechanisms can be seen to contribute to the macro level war dynamic, potential positive impacts are less clear, but perhaps possible through trickle up effects. The potential cumulative impact through the scaling up of small scale programmes has been seen in some areas in Liberia, including child welfare, health, the media, and to some extent human rights, all representing valid peace building contributions. Greater complementarity of action is needed in other areas, including education and civic education, with collaboration and collective action by political NGOs particularly important (Tokpa 2000).

Complementarity of action at the macro political level is also of course vital, with international political diplomatic and military roles all important in the resolution of open conflict in Liberia. The relative effectiveness of policy during this phase when all components of the international response were relatively co-ordinated and working towards the same goal, highlights the major importance of donor coherence. While such issues are not the responsibility or of direct concern to INGOs, their potential role in political advocacy has been demonstrated by the impact of the JPO and associated advocacy activity during 1996. Concerted actions by international civil society, or a co-ordinated national group as in Liberia, can thus have positive impacts at the macro political level, although rare, and based perhaps on contingent or unpredictable factors. NGOs must remain aware of the complexity of the situation in which they are intervening, which encompasses national regional and international political and economic dynamics, as well as donor factors, and way in which dynamics played out at local levels of intervention. Based on a sophisticated understanding of the complexities of the situation, interventions can be designed to respond to these realities in a strategic co-ordinated way, or to contribute to particular aspects. Just as conflict is a complex process, peace building also must form part of a longer term process of encouraging positive development trajectories or incentives, rather than being a specific output of an individual programme. 

5.3 Agency roles and mandates

The basic function and objective of the majority of NGOs is to be humanitarian, understood as helping those in need, with their actions and responses based on the humanitarian impulse with all its narrow and broad interpretations. As self-mandated humanitarian organisations, NGOs in some sense represent the world’s conscience, acting on behalf of national and international, public and private interests and contain the social energy we collectively devote to our ethical values and responsibilities. Humanitarian agencies have a strong moral obligation at the very least to do no harm and to strive to deliver relief as effectively as possible, in order to fulfil their role of helping those in need. Where interventions aim to go beyond relief provision, as many do, even greater moral obligations and dilemmas must be confronted by agencies as part of attempts to achieve good practice. While peace building may not become an explicit objective of all agencies, as is increasingly recognised in the field of natural disasters, the issue of future vulnerability must be addressed by accountable interventions, with its political as well as welfare implications. That NGOs form an important and active part of civil society, with explicitly political roles, remains true despite current critiques, and their important roles as catalysts for action, in promoting linkages at all levels, and in increasing civic space, have been highlighted in the research. 

NGOs should thus attempt to develop strategies based directly on the needs of those to whom they are responding, which includes their longer term and political needs and rights. While donor governments have other sets of goals and priorities, donor institutions should also aim to represent the interests of those in need. Donor conditionality on aid disbursements itself reflects the growing unwillingness to provide unaccountable aid, and its use as a tool to promote respect for human rights is appreciated within the Liberian human rights community. The danger remains that negative conditionality may itself result in negative impacts, while political accountability, at the heart of the conflict, remains unaffected. Any donor restrictions on physical aid flows should thus be balanced by strategic interventions to support and encourage positive processes, to ensure that they are fulfilling their mandated roles. NGOs should defend the interests of their constituents, and contribute to operationalising existing rhetorical commitments, particularly those relating to rights, which offer huge scope for effective lobbying at international level. Donor institutions, local and international NGOs, and UN agencies, should strengthen partnerships where ever possible to achieve greater influence and scale of intervention, contributing also to greater accountability. 

5.4 NGOs and peace building

The research has highlighted the many potential humanitarian roles which go beyond relief provision, both for local NGOs as well as multi-mandate INGOs. For most agencies their interpretations of their mandates do go beyond relief or even development, and many including donors are now attempting to encompass peace building as part of their overall objectives in conflict situations. To operationalise these objectives, international agencies must analyse and strategise more in order to develop effective roles in areas in which they have comparative advantages, whether through access to resources or through providing linkages. Local NGOs appear as the catalysts in effective peace building programming, with INGOs and other humanitarian actors as supporters, and activists at the international level. While peace building may not form an explicit part of programming, it should be considered as an overall aim within which all policy should be viewed, with positive impacts achievable through local grounding, responsiveness and complementarity of action. While agencies will continue to face major constraints, in the power of negative dynamics at the macro level and in the ambiguities of community level struggles, peace building approaches remain at the heart of programming in conflict situations based on accountability and good practice.
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3. Map of Liberia 

4.
Chronology of major events

1847 Establishment of Liberian nation by Americo Liberians; American-style constitution adopted

1931 League of Nations Enquiry into allegations against prominent Americo Liberians of involvement in forced labour

1944 Election of reformist President Tubman; initiation of twin policies of Unification and Open Door to foreign investment

1971 Vice President Tolbert succeeds Tubman on his death; continuation of reforms including increased toleration of opposition political activity

1980 Military coup ends Americo Liberian hegemony; Krahn African Liberian Samuel Doe takes presidency

1985 Doe fakes victory in elections; failed coup by former rival, Thomas Quiwonkpa results in reprisals against his Gio ethnic group 

Dec 24th 1989 Launching of insurgency by Taylor’s NPFL (National Patriotic Front of Liberia); sparking of ethnic violence as the increasingly only Krahn national army, the AFL (Armed Forces of Liberia) fights Gio and Mano followers of Taylor

Jan-June 1990 Advance of NPFL towards Monrovia; large scale human rights abuses perpetrated by both sides

August 1990 Arrival of ECOWAS (Economic Community of West African States) Monitoring Group, ECOMOG; halted advance of NPFL

November 1990 Cease-fire established at Bamako conference; interim government set up, not recognised by Taylor who establishes own government upcountry

1991-1992 ULIMO (United Liberation Movement for Democracy) set up by former members of Doe’s government; make advances in NPFL territory in western counties

October 1992 Operation Octopus launched; Taylor fails again to take Monrovia; sparks major combined action against NPFL including Ecomog air strikes

July 1993 Agreement signed at Cotonou, Benin; initiates system of factional representation in national interim governments

September 1993 LPC (Liberian Peace Council) formed as proxy faction for AFL; make advances in NPFL territory in south-east

March 1994 Split between Krahn and Mandingo elements of ULIMO to form ULIMO-K (Mandingo) and ULIMO-J (Krahn), following disagreement over allocations of positions in interim government

September 1994 Coalition forces including ECOMOG, AFL and ULIMO briefly take NPFL capital Gbarnga in central Liberia

September 1995 Abuja I agreement signed in Nigeria, signalling rapprochement between Taylor and Nigerians; Taylor arrives in Monrovia 

April 1996 NPFL launch attack on Monrovia allied to ULIMO-K; sparks fighting for six weeks against combined Krahn factions, ULIMO-J, LPC and AFL; NPFL retake most of south east from LPC

June 1996 Public awareness of war economy increased following testimony before US House of Representatives International Relations Committee 

September 1996 Abuja II signed; greatly increased pressure on factions to comply due to targeted sanctions including threat of war crimes tribunal

December 1996 – February 1997 Disarmament and demobilisation; ostensibly successful with over 20000 fighters disarmed, although only 8000 weapons collected

July 1997 Holding of democratic elections with international supervision; Taylor elected President as his National Patriotic Party takes 75% of the vote 
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6. Timeline of conflict and response in Margibi

Date


Events

1981

July 1983

October 1985

November 1985

1987

December 24 1989

April 1990

May 22 1990

May 25 1990

June 1990

June 27 1990

July 2 1990

July 1990

August 1990

September 1990

1991

April 1991

June 3 1991

October 15 1992

October 17

December 9

December 18

December 21

December 25

June 1993

September

September 4

September 8

October 

January 1995

May 25

July

September

October 

April 6 1996

October

May 25 1997

June 1997

July 19

August 2


Closure of Samuel Grimes School by Superintendent

BWI student riot, college closed until following year

Rigged elections

Invasion by General Quiwonkpa

Superintendent went into hiding, jubilation in Kakata, Gio Quarter attacked, ‘witch-hunting’

Student riot at BWI

War started from Butuo (Nimba county)

Gbarnga captured by INPFL

AFL retreated to Monrovia/Kakata

Police Director fled the country via RIA

Resistance from AFL, but retreated from Kakata, Taylor arrived in Kakata

NPFL arrived in Bong Mines

Met no resistance from the AFL

INPFL arrived in Bong Mines

NPFL captured RIA

Airport terminal damaged, AFL retreated towards Monrovia

NPFL arrived on outskirts of Monrovia

Relief supplied in Kakata through NEROL from rice ship captured in Buchanan, saved a lot of lives

Widespread looting

Marine base established at SRC, former rubber company headquarters

Forced recruitment by the NPFL, most men stayed indoors

NPRAG established, new Police Director in Kakata

Massive displacement of people from Monrovia

Vehicle movement controlled by fighters, INPFL particularly; Nigerians abducted

Vehicles (looted) brought to Kakata, to Samuel Grimes School, Slocum Mission, CRS compound

Requirement of G-2 pass paper for travelling

Relief provided, by ICRC/LNRC, and CRS food distributions for Nigerians

MSF/H health clinics

Road to Monrovia opened, with 21 checkpoints

CRS food distribution

Liberty bank notes refused, anyone found with it charged with economic sabotage

Trade link to Monrovia through women

Local community based organisation started, LUSH

Octopus war, Monrovia attacked by NPFL

First (Ecomog) plane raid in Kakata

Civilians fled into bushes

Bong Mines captured by ULIMO

Population fled to Kakata and Gbarnga

ULIMO arrived in Kakata, population fled, Charles Taylor arrived in Kakata

NPFL retook Kakata, population returned

ULIMO recaptured Kakata, population fled again
SCF food distribution in Margibi

MSF/H established feeding programme

High mortality rate among children, with kwashiorkor

ICRC relief service established, with food distribution following assessment

Marine corps NPFL General Nixon Gaye killed by his own men, following defection

The fall of Gbarnga, attacked by coalition forces

Relief organisations looted

Coalition attacked Weala and Cinta

Joint relief assessment from Cote d’Ivoire in Greater Liberia by SCF, LWS, CRS, MSF/H

Joint distribution by SCF and LWS of seed rice and clean rice

SCF food distribution in Upper Margibi and Lower Bong to 100,000 persons

Food distribution SCF/WFP, of bulgar wheat and CSB

Distribution completed, end of general distribution by SCF

Monrovia crisis, gave rise to reduction in relief activities in Margibi

General food distribution by SCF in Upper Margibi of bulgar wheat

Seed rice distribution by SCF, for 7,500 farmers

End of food distributions

Presidential and general elections, Taylor wins 80%

Taylor inaugurated 21st President

Key

Events

Responses

Relief

7. List of Acronyms

ACF – Action Contre le Faim

AFL – Armed Forces of Liberia

CCC – Concerned Christian Community

CCWMS – Community Child Welfare Monitoring System

CEDE – Centre for Democratic Empowerment

CHAL – Christian Health Association of Liberia

CHDC – Community Health Development Committee

CRS – Catholic Relief Services

CWT – Community Welfare Team

EC – European Commission

ECOMOG – ECOWAS Monitoring Group

ECOWAS – Economic Community of West African States

HACO – Humanitarian Aid Co-ordination Office

JPC – Justice and Peace Commission

LUSH – Liberians United to Serve Humanity

IA – International Alert

ICRC – International Committee of the Red Cross

IFIES – International Foundation for Election Systems

IFMC – Inter Faith Mediation Committee

IGNU – Interim Government of National Unity

IRC – International Rescue Committee

JPO – Joint Policy of Operations

LNRC – Liberian National Red Cross

LTNG – Liberian National Transitional Government

LPC – Liberia Peace Council

LWS/WF – Lutheran World Service/World Federation

MSF – Medicins sans Frontieres

MSG – Management Steering Group

NPFL – National Patriotic Front of Liberia

NPRAG – National Patriotic Revolutionary Assembly Government 

NPP – National Patriotic Party

OAU – Organisation of African Unity

OFDA – Office for Disaster Assistance

PAL – People’s Alliance of Liberia

PBRC – Peace Building Resource Centre

PCVC – Programmes Compliance and Violations Committee

PPHO – Principles and Protocols of Humanitarian Operations

PRC – People’s Redemption Council

SCF – Save the Children Fund

SELF – Special Emergency Life Food

SRSG – Special Representative of the Secretary General

ULIMO – United Liberation Movement

UNOMIL – United Nations Mission in Liberia

UNSCOL – United Nations Co-ordination Office in Liberia

VoF – Voice of the Future

WFP – World Food Programme
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� For acronyms see Appendix 7
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