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Abstract
Liberia presents an important opportunity for civil society, national government and the
international community to cooperate in rebuilding a post-conflict country in a way that
addresses the essential and elemental basis for building a just and durable peace. In other
words, the country is poised to be a potential ‘success story,’ one that could set new trends
in how African people negotiate a post-conflict coexistence on the basis of shared values,
popular participation and economic and social justice. The role of civil society in particu-
lar in this process of reconstruction, and specifically issues of transitional justice, is central
to ensuring that policies have broad input amongst the Liberian population, all of whom
have been directly impacted by the war. This article outlines the country’s trajectory from
conflict to peace, the challenges of addressing the crimes of the past, the risks to newly
established democratic institutions posed by a truncated or incomplete transitional jus-
tice program and the role of Liberian civil society both broadly in a newly democratic
Liberia as well as specifically in regards to the establishment and functioning of the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission.

Introduction
In August 2003, parties to the Liberian conflict signed the Comprehensive Peace
Agreement (CPA) in Accra, Ghana. As a result of that agreement, Liberia began
the long and difficult journey to build peace with justice. The various warring fac-
tions to the agreement have, for the most part, honored the cessation of hostilities
provisions. Since August 2003, none of the warring factions has engaged in any
significant violence that has prevented or undermined the overall agreement. The
United Nations has deployed 15,000 troops in the country in the form of the
United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL), and one can safely conclude that the
UNMIL presence in Liberia has been welcomed by most, if not all, of the Liberian
population. No peacekeeper in Liberia has died as a result of ‘enemy fire,’ and in
fact the UN troops have successfully demobilized all of the warring factions and
have collected significant amounts of the weaponry used during the war.

In crowning the successful implementation of the CPA, Liberians went to the polls
in October 2005 and held the freest and fairest elections in the country’s 
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history. Approximately one million Liberians registered to vote, the highest number
of voters ever registered in the country’s 150 year history.1 More than 90 percent of
the registered voters turned out to vote not once, but twice,2 and the election pro-
duced the first woman President in Africa; a historic achievement. The context of
the international community’s attention towards Liberia has dramatically shifted
from perceptions of gun-toting, drunken rag-tag soldiers, including child soldiers,
who visited destruction and death on their fellow citizens, to a country that has pro-
duced the first woman president; thus breaking the proverbial ‘glass ceiling’ on
African politics which has in the past been dominated by African ‘strong men.’

Context
The post-conflict challenges facing Liberia are enormous. At the end of 14 years of
brutal warfare, the Liberian economy as well as its national infrastructure lay in
ruins. Approximately 250,000 died as a result of the war and more than one mil-
lion Liberians became refugees or internally displaced persons. According to a
recently published United Nations Development Program (UNDP) report on
Liberia, over 75 percent of Liberians live on less than one US dollar a day, and 85
percent are unemployed.3 More than 60 percent of Liberia’s population is below
the age of 25 and the level of illiteracy among the youth is higher than the adult
population. Education and health facilities are almost nonexistent, especially for
the rural poor. A United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) study points out that
over 40 percent of the population have no access to safe and clean drinking water
and the HIV/AIDS prevalence rate is among the highest in the West Africa region.4

The National Transitional Government of Liberia (NTGL) that ran the machin-
ery of state from October 2003 to January 2006 was perceived by many Liberians as
the most corrupt government yet to rule the country, and is referred to by its crit-
ics, as the ‘come, grab and go’ government. The European Union commissioned a
number of audits which established that public monies had been abused and mis-
used by entrusted authorities during this time. The most corrupt agency, according
to the audits, was the Liberian Petroleum Refining Company (LPRC), where at
least US$20 million may have been stolen by its management.5 The Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS), a regional body, also conducted
forensic investigations of key revenue generating agencies including the Ministries
of Finance and Commerce as well as the Presidency. The reports established that
massive fraud had taken place and recommended prosecution of those involved.6

1 Liberia gained its independence on 26 July 1847.
2 The initial vote was followed by a presidential run-off vote.
3 UNDP, National Human Development Report 2006, Liberia: Mobilizing Capacity for Reconstruction

and Development (Monrovia: UNDP, 2006).
4 UNICEF, ‘At a glance: Liberia,’ http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/liberia.html (accessed April 28,

2007).
5 European Union, European Union Audit Report on the Liberia Petroleum Refining Company (2004).
6 ECOWAS, Final Report of ECOWAS Team of Investigators into Economic Crime in Liberia (June 18,

2005).
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While the political landscape is hopeful, the emerging political class in Liberia
resembles very closely those who brought mayhem and misrule to the country in
the past. One new political alliance that now forms a loose coalition as an opposi-
tion group is composed of former Taylor loyalists including the former Speaker
and current Member of the House of Representatives, Mr Edwin Snowe, a former
son-in-law of Charles Taylor and the Managing Director of the LPRC during its
time of alleged mismanagement and abuse of public funds.7 The party also
includes Mr George Weah, Liberian soccer legend, who came second in the recent
Presidential election. It is alleged that Mr Snowe and his coterie are attempting to
use their newly acquired wealth to recapture the Liberian state and shield them-
selves from having to answer to allegations of corruption and gross human rights
violations.8 There are a number of members in the new parliament who continue
their political careers in the face of serious allegations of their role in the past con-
flict. Such individuals include Prince Johnson who allegedly presided over the
extrajudicial execution of the former military dictator, Samuel Doe, and was cap-
tured on video. He is further alleged to have committed several massacres and
extrajudicial killing of civilians during the armed conflict.9 Another member of
Parliament, Adolphus Dolo, was one of Charles Taylor’s most feared ‘comman-
ders’ and has been accused by local and international human rights organizations
of extensive human rights violations during the war.10 Given the seriousness of
these allegations and the level of political power held by these individuals, Liberia
is in serious danger of having its democratic institutions manipulated in favor of
further impunity; thus fundamentally undermining the nascent democracy. These
risks make the development and implementation of sound transitional justice
policies imperative to Liberia’s success. Like any post-conflict state, however, these
policies have been subject to the prevailing political forces that have shaped their
character and implementation.

Truth and Reconciliation Process
The establishment of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) in Liberia
was a result of the country’s peace negotiations. In an interview with Mr Conmany
Wesseh, who actively participated in these negotiations, he noted that the ‘warring

7 Snowe is currently on trial for the theft of over US$1 million while serving as Managing Director of
the LPRC. See, ‘Liberia: Government Wants Former Speaker Edwin M. Snowe Jailed,’ The Inquirer,
April 19, 2007.

8 ‘Statement by the Center for Democratic Empowerment (CEDE) on the Alleged Misapplication of
State Resources,’ 2005. Snowe is subject to a UN travel ban and asset freeze for constituting ‘a threat
to the peace process in Liberia’ and for being ‘engaged in activities aimed at undermining peace and
stability in Liberia and the subregion.’ See, Human Rights Watch, Backgrounders: Liberia at a
Crossroads: Human rights challenges for the new government (September 2005).

9 Gill Tudor, ‘Liberia’s ex-fighters learn peace,’ Mail and Guardian Online, November 15, 2006,
www.mg.co.za.

10 Dolo (aka‘General Peanut Butter’) is described by the UN travel ban report as ‘a [r]enegade sup-
porter of former Liberian President Charles Taylor.’ Human Rights Watch has documented Dolo’s
involvement in war crimes committed during the armed conflict in Cote d’Ivoire in 2003 as well as
allegations of his use of child combatants during the Liberian conflict, supra n 8.
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parties agreed to the TRC concept because they wanted to prevent the establish-
ment of a war crimes tribunal.’11 The announcement in July 2003 that Charles
Taylor had been indicted for war crimes and crimes against humanity in Sierra
Leone by the Special Court for Sierra Leone may have contributed to this decision,
as some of the faction leaders recognized the possibility that they too could be
indicted for war crimes.

The law establishing the TRC was approved in June 2005 and actual work began
in June 2006. During the intervening year, TRC members were selected, vetted and
commissioned.

The TRC is confronted with many problems, not least of which is the assembly
of competent staff to implement the mandate of the TRC Act. The Commission
was only able to hire its Executive Secretary early in 2007 after more than six
months of searching.12 In addition, the road network in the country is horren-
dous, making travel difficult and expensive. In the absence of sufficient resources,
including funding, the TRC’s ability to fully and successfully implement its man-
date is proving difficult. According to the Commission, a budget of approximate-
ly US$4 million is required to pay for its two-year work plan. Thus far it has raised
less than US$2 million. The Commission is having difficulty maintaining its inter-
national advisors, as it cannot locate the necessary funding to cover their salaries.
The Government of Liberia has said that its funding to the TRC would not cover
the salaries of international advisors. During the fiscal years of 2006 and 2007 the
total Liberian Government’s commitment for the TRC as contained in the nation-
al budgets is approximately US$1.5 million.

Donor funding to the TRC is channeled via multilateral agencies including the
UNDP and the European Commission. Both institutions in turn make only in-
kind contributions to the activities of the TRC and not cash donations. The Open
Society Initiative of West Africa (OSIWA) is the only known donor thus far which
has made a cash grant to the TRC in the amount of US$200,000. What is more,
funding that is made through the offices of multilateral agencies are not disbursed
in a timely fashion. For example, more than 50 percent of the donations from the
UNDP remain unspent, while more than two-thirds of the European Commission
funds are for technical assistance that uses European nationals who are yet to be
seconded to the TRC.13

In January 2007 the TRC was forced to suspend its statement-taking process as a
result of the lack of funding.14 At the time of writing, the resumption of the state-
ment-taking process is yet to be rescheduled, but Chairman of the TRC Counselor
Jerome Verdier, himself a human rights lawyer and one time prominent leader with-

11 Personal interview, April 2005, conducted during the period when parliament was debating the pas-
sage of the TRC Act. At the time of the interview, Wesseh was a member of the National Transitional
Legislative Assembly where he served as Chairman of the Peace and Reconciliation Committee, the
body that led parliamentary efforts to pass the TRC Act.

12 The Executive Secretary of the TRC, Mr. Nathaniel Kwabo was inducted into office on 29 March
2007.

13 Personal interview with Chairman Jerome Verdier, 1 March 2007 (Gbarnga Bong County, Liberia).
14 Ibid.
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in the civil society sector, hopes that it will resume no later than June 2007.
Meanwhile, there have been a number of meetings in the country to discuss the dif-
ficulties the TRC is encountering, including questions of mismanagement, account-
ability and transparency, and to develop a forward looking strategy that would put
the work of the Commission on course. The discussions have included the
International Contact Group of Liberia, which comprises the European
Commission, the African Union (AU), ECOWAS, the Governments of Ghana,
Nigeria and the United States of America, as well as the UNDP and UNMIL.
Conspicuously absent from these deliberations are civil society organizations. The
discussion has resulted in the formation of a TRC Working Group, which includes
the various organizations and countries named above as well as members of the TRC
and the Ministries of Justice and Planning and Economic Affairs. No civil society
organization has been asked to form part of the Working Group. The TRC Working
Group is expected to exercise some form of oversight and assist fundraising activities.

Emerging Issues
Emerging from years of conflict, and given the nature of that conflict, it was clear
that any transitional justice policy adopted by Liberia to deal with the crimes of
the past needed to incorporate three essential elements: accountability, repara-
tions and economic crimes.

Accountability
Research was conducted by the Transitional Justice Working Group (TJWG) in early
2004 during which more than 1007 persons were interviewed from the 15 political
subdivision of the country. The majority of respondents (72%) said that ‘child sol-
diers’ should not be held accountable for abuses they may have committed during the
war years. The majority of respondents, however, also said that ‘commanders’ should
be held accountable.15 The TRC Act clearly stipulates that persons who may have
committed war crimes or crimes against humanity will have to be prosecuted. The
task now is to establish what war crimes were committed and by whom and to make
the determination, given the political circumstances in the country, as to whom to
prosecute. Doubtless, the indictment and subsequent arrest and detention of Charles
Taylor has emboldened the Liberian public to seek justice. Yet, as noted, those in the
country who could possibly be named as culprits continue to wield political power
and may well use this power to prevent attempts to hold them to account.

Reparations
Reparations as an individual human right cannot feasibly be implemented in
Liberia. In the study cited above, two-thirds of Liberians said that they have

15 Transitional Justice Working Group, The Road to Peace In Liberia: Citizens Views on Transitional
Justice, August-September 2004 (Monrovia: Transitional Justice Working Group Initiative, 2004).
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been affected by the war. Most respondents said that they had a family 
member killed, or were victims of abuse, or had their property destroyed/loot-
ed or had to relocate from one place to another – sometimes more than twice.
Thus, community-driven reparations would appear to be the most relevant
option in the Liberian context. Although the relationship between individual
reparations and community development as reparations is an ongoing debate
– with some arguing that development is a right on its own and separate from
the individualized right to reparations16 – the case in Liberia is one in which
there has been a complete absence of the state in the lives of the majority of
Liberians. Thus the provision of any form of basic social services such as
schools, clinics, housing and roads may constitute a form of reparations to the
affected communities.

Economic Crimes
A unique feature of the TRC act is the provision related to economic crimes.
During the Liberian war years, the country’s resources, including diamonds, tim-
ber and rubber, were exploited by the various conflicting parties and proceeds
generated from these resources were used to fuel and perpetuate the conflict. A
number of corporations and individual Liberians benefited from this ‘war econo-
my.’ According to the Act, these persons and corporations will be investigated and
once criminality is established, prosecuted. If found guilty, asset recovery will be
undertaken.17 This, however, is a huge task in itself, as many of these individuals
and corporations are now busy trying to create the political conditions that would
absolve them of any possible wrong-doing.

Reconstruction, Peace and the TRC: The Role of Liberian
Civil Society
Liberian civil society, as in an organized entity that seeks to hold government
accountable and advocate for the rule of law, social and economic justice and
democracy, is a novelty. Prior to the war years, political pressure on the status quo
emanated mostly from social movements including students, workers, progressive
intellectuals and the Liberian Diaspora. As a result of the war years, the country
has witnessed the mushrooming of numerous pro-democracy, human rights,
women and youth organizations. These new configurations have demonstrated
their ability to positively impact the country leading to the creation of new demo-
cratic spaces. One way in which they have demonstrated their ability to be a force
for good is the active role they have played in achieving the peace the nation now
seeks to consolidate.

16 For an overview of this debate see, Pablo de Greiff, ‘introduction’ in Handbook on Reparations, ed.
Pablo de Greiff (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).

17 An Act to Establish The Truth And Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Liberia, Enacted by the
National Transitional Legislative Assembly on May 12, 2005, available at http://www.ictj.org/static/
Africa/Liberia/liberiatrcact.eng.pdf (accessed April 30, 2007).
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Civil society’s role in the peace process was largely driven by church-based orga-
nizations including the Catholic Bishops’ Conference, the Liberia Council of
Churches and the Inter-Faith Mediating Committee, comprising both Muslims
and Christians. Another group that impacted the process included the Liberia
Leadership Forum, a coalition of Diaspora and local organizations. As a testimo-
ny to their role, civil society actors actively participated in the peace process and
were ‘witnesses’ to the CPA.

The NTGL, which ran the country from October 2003 to January 2006, had a
measured representation by civil society organizations including human rights,
pro-democracy, professional, youth, workers and women’s organizations. There
were seven members of the National Transitional Legislative Assembly (NTLA)
representing civil society groups.

Challenges to the Role of Civil Society
That civil society organizations have impacted the development in Liberia is with-

out doubt, but the sector itself is plagued by numerous challenges. As is the case else-
where in Africa and around the world, particularly in a context of mass poverty and
competing needs, civil society in Liberia is largely a slave to donor interests and has
adopted a ‘band-wagon’ attitude. In other words, a great number of local civil society
groups, especially in the pro-democracy and human rights arena, ‘follow the money.’

As well, the sector has yet to be institutionalized and often organizations are
personalized around the founder (or founders), who usually serve as Executive
Director or Chairman of the Board. For the most part, relevant accountability and
transparency structures are absent or dysfunctional.

There is no enforceable regulatory framework and no Code of Conduct/Ethics
for civil society actors. Whilst some are accountable to the donors, almost none
are, or even pretend to be, accountable to the people in whose interest they claim
to be working. This is especially the case in which such groups are founded by
international NGOs operating in the country and who have to work with local
partners, as is required by their source of funding. Several civil society organiza-
tions in the country were founded by international NGOs or UN-related bodies
including the UNDP. In some cases, the civil society sector has become a launch-
ing pad to political office. In the recently held elections, a good deal of civil soci-
ety leaders ran for public office.

Given the mass movement of civil society actors to government and the larg-
er international NGOs, programs aimed at regenerating the sector and culti-
vating future leadership are not only vital for the continuation of the sector but
also for the safeguarding of democratic spaces and government accountability
in the long term. There is currently, however, no structured program in the
country for the cultivation of leadership skills, especially the kind of leadership
that is ready, willing and able to adopt a perspective that is dedicated to the
interests of the poor, or to accompany the excluded and marginalized in the
struggle to regain their dignity and to establish a venerable livelihood.
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Obviously, when one takes a cursory look at developments in African politics, it
is easily discernible that the rise of professional or quasi-professional civil society
organizations has meant weaker political party formations. The dearth of leader-
ship, which is usually a function of a politically and economically oppressed soci-
ety, is largely a reason for this phenomenon. In the Liberian case, the problem has
been exacerbated by the war years and the flight of some of Liberia’s best trained
and most capable citizens.

Civil Society and the TRC
Each of these challenges facing the civil society sector has had a direct impact on
the capacity of the sector to engage with and support the work of the TRC and of
transitional justice debates more generally. In particular, they are constrained by
financial considerations that limit their ability to sufficiently support the process.
Moreover, the country is inundated with numerous international NGOs, whose
initial motive for coming to Liberia was to undertake humanitarian work, but
who are now transforming their program interests to include work in the area of
peace-building and reconciliation. This has positive implications for the transi-
tion in some respects, as these organization are well funded and are carrying out
programs supportive of the TRC’s work. However, whilst collaboration between
international NGOs and local organizations exists, invariably local groups func-
tion as junior partners or subcontractors in this relationship, in part a result of
their difficulties in securing access to independent funds.

In an effort to counteract some of these weaknesses through sector coordina-
tion, an umbrella body was formed to engage specifically with issues of transi-
tional justice in Liberia. The Transitional Justice Working Group (TJWG) 
comprises more than 20 human rights, pro-democracy organizations and 
peace-building groups. They played a leading role in the consultations, drafting
and passage of the TRC Act, in what was perhaps the first major civil-society-dri-
ven process during the transitional period (2003–2006).

The TRC has established a positive relationship with both the Working Group
and civil society more generally. In a communication from the Chairman of the
TRC, the Commission requested active engagement with civil society, noting
that the institution would count on civil society groups to play a leading role in
public education and community outreach. Members of the TJWG and the TRC
have plans to enter into a memorandum of understanding that will clearly
establish the role civil society can play in collaboratively assisting the Liberian
TRC process.

Since the TRC has begun its work, the civil society role has multiplied. In addi-
tion to serving as a watchdog and assessing and evaluating the work of the TRC,
civil society groups have agreed to work cooperatively and collaboratively with the
TRC especially in the areas of community outreach and education, victim mobi-
lization and research on key issues including amnesty and accountability,
reparations, memorials and economic crimes. A number of organizations have
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planned to conduct statement taking in parts of the country the TRC may not be
able to reach.

TJWG has recently rolled out its Plan of Action in relation to the TRC. The Plan
of Action includes the establishment of local TJWG groups in the eight regions of
the country where the TRC plans to open offices. These local groups, once trained
and resourced, will promote the TRC’s activities within their communities by
publicizing the TRC Act; work with victims and perpetrators to encourage them
to come forward and tell their stories; assist in the documentation of atrocities
that may have been committed in their local areas; and educate the population on
transitional justice related issues such as reparations, amnesty/accountability, war
crimes and crimes against humanity. The local groups will convene public forums
to deepen the culture of peace within communities and will do further outreach
by employing the services of community radio stations and other traditional com-
munication methods including the ‘Town Crier.’

The TJWG also plans to undertake research work in the areas of traditional
mechanisms of conflict resolution and justice that would assist efforts aimed at
rebuilding communities and contributing towards peaceful coexistence. Other
research will explore reparations and amnesty as well as the documentation of
economic crimes committed between 1979 and 2003. The 2004 TJWG research
will be repeated to test for shifts in thinking, attitudes and concerns amongst the
population, especially now that the country has a democratically elected gov-
ernment. Such research will also be of value to civil society in other countries, as
longitudinal studies on attitudes towards transitional justice will contribute to a
better understanding of the impact of time and political context on attitudes
and perceptions of the general public as well as potential shifts in victims’ needs
over time.

Liberian civil society organizations, as embodied in the TJWG, view their role as
primarily cooperative and collaborative as far as implementing the mandate of the
TRC is concerned. While serving as a resource to the TRC process, the Working
Group will seek also to monitor, assess, evaluate and report on the activities of the
TRC by publishing a monthly newsletter, ‘TRC Watch.’ The TJWG will also follow
up on the Final Report and Recommendations of the TRC when they are issued.
According to the TRC Act, the Independent National Human Rights Commission
of Liberia (INHRC)will be the government agency responsible for the implemen-
tation of tha TRC’s recommendations. The TJWG plans to work closely with the
INHRC to ensure that it fulfills this role.

Conclusion
The people of Liberia have been presented a unique opportunity to begin anew.
The level of international engagement in Liberia has significantly contributed to
the new found peace in the country. Liberians have demonstrated their willingness
to break with the past by electing the first woman president in Africa and putting
in place mechanisms and policies to deal with the crimes of the past. Thus the
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country has achieved a number of unique conditions that could serve as precursors
to the consolidation of peace and the establishment of a culture of democracy.

However, the forces that led the country down the path of conflict have not
receded entirely. Many of the alleged perpetrators from the war continue deter-
minedly to seek to recapture the state and create conditions that would perpetu-
ate impunity and misrule. What is more, the level of post-war expectations is
impossible to manage and the necessary resources are not available to deliver on
these expectations.

And yet the opportunity to get it right in Liberia argues for serious and mean-
ingful engagement with the country. International support for the Liberian TRC
process and civil society organizations in the form of funding, training and
staffing will go a long way towards building durable peace in Liberia. A people
who have managed to rid themselves of two brutal dictators within one genera-
tion certainly deserve such support.
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