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1. Background

The people of Liberia have been the victims of civil war and factional fighting since the overthrow and killing of Master Sergeant Doe in 1989. While the war has been fought along predominantly ethnic lines, it has been further complicated by the fractionalization of opposing groups. These groups have held control over the population in specific areas but have rarely, with the exception of Charles Taylor's NPFL, sought to provide any semblance of government for the areas they control.

The main ethnic divisions in the country are essentially between the mandingo and the krahn. The families of former freed slaves compose an upper class elite which Doe (a krahn) sought to break by overthrowing President Tolbert. The descendants of the freed slaves have remained predominantly around Monrovia and kept the vestiges of national government and the civil service going.

The immediate period following the overthrow of Doe saw fighting and violence in Monrovia much of it perpetrated by Doe's army, the AFL (Armed Forces of Liberia). US marines evacuated 2,400 Americans by ship when rebels and troops overran the city in 1990. Shortly after this the Economic Community of West African States (Ecowas) established a peacekeeping force comprising mainly Nigerian troops with support from Ghana, Guinea, Senegal. This force, known as Ecomog, has been held responsible by Charles Taylor (whose initial invasion from Sierra Leone had begun the war against Doe) for depriving him of power and establishing himself' as President. Taylor, unable to gain control of Monrovia, established an alternative capital for himself in the north of the country in Gbarnga. Taylor has received sympathetic support from other West African countries, most notably Burkina Faso and Cote d'Ivoire.

There are at least five factions who have been involved in the civil war: Taylor's NPFL (National Patriotic Front of Liberia); the AFL (ex‑government forces), the Liberia Peace Council (LPC); and two factions formed after a split within Ulimo (United Liberian Independence Movement) which was initially formed as an anti‑Taylor force. These two factions, Ulimo‑J and Ulimo‑K, have played a key role in the latest events.

Over the years the war has developed serious regional dimensions. The involvement of Ecomog has been used to support the foreign policy and economic interests of Nigeria much to the irritation of Cote d'Ivoire. The Nigerian troops have plundered the country over the past five years and more significantly have generally tended to side with the krahn. Taylor attempted to retake Monrovia again in 1992 in an attack called Operation Octopus. Once again Taylor was repulsed by ECOMOC forces. More importantly at that stage, ECOMOG allowed Doe's former army, the AFL, out of their barracks at the Barclay Training Ground in order to repulse Taylor's bid for power. This meant that the genie had been truly let out of the bottle. From then on, ECOMOG was seen to have taken sides in the dispute. This action has probably prolonged the war in Liberia and has tainted the impartiality of any regional peace keeping operation.

There have been at least 12 attempts to broker peace between the various factions. One of the most promising came in 1995, when Ghana took over the chair of Ecowas, and Ghana's president Gerry Rawlings was instrumental in brokering a series of truces. Rawlings' interventions culminated in an agreement to establish an interim power sharing government prior to national elections. The peace deal brokered in August 1995 envisaged a cease‑fire disarmament and elections within a year.

A six member Council of State was set up effectively dividing power and responsibility between the main factions, including the AFL. Since then there have been frequent breaches of the cease‑fire and no disarmament has yet taken place.

The latest fighting in Monrovia was sparked by an incident in which Roosevelt Johnson's Ulimo J militia was involved in killings. The Council of State sacked Johnson from his post as Rural Development Minister and ordered his arrest for murder. This event should be seen in the context of continuing conflict in various counties of Liberia between Ulimo K and Ulimo J. These local rivalries enabled Charles Taylor to broker an accord between NPFL and Ulimo K with the aim of arresting Roosevelt Johnson in the name of the Council. However the true aim of this alliance could be to take over the government of Liberia in what the Save the Children acting field director described as "a slow motion coup d'etat" in which Charles Taylor has been trying to acquire as much power as he can.

2. The current situation

Fighting in Monrovia started on Saturday 6th April with NPFL and Ulimo K forces tried to capture Roosevelt Johnson and put him under arrest. The fighting broke out in the Sinkor area of Monrovia where Johnson was reputed to be taking refuge, spread rapidly to the centre of town and focused on the Barclay Training Centre, the barracks of the AFL. It was rumoured that Johnson had taken refuge in the barracks and was surrounded by krahn soldiers of all factions (Ulimo‑J, AFL and LPC). It was also rumoured at that stage that Roosevelt Johnson had surrounded himself with a human shield of innocent civilians.

In the fighting on 6 April, Spriggs Payne airport was seriously damaged: three US‑supported helicopters and one commercial airline were destroyed and it appears that the control tower also suffered extensive damage. The airport is unusable for the time being.

Fierce fighting continued on Sunday and abated somewhat on Monday. Charles Taylor, the NPFL and Ulimo K forces had probably hoped for a rapid victory but were unable to gain immediate control of the krahn factions. Fighting was concentrated on the contra of Monrovia and a front line was established at Randall Street, cutting off the majority of the international aid community who have resided primarily in Mamba Point for security reasons. The fighting has led to large scale civilian casualties and massive displacement of people within Monrovia. Many Liberians and foreign nationals have sought refuge in the US Embassy compound on Mamba Point. A number of senior NPFL members reside on Mamba Point and the NPFL initially provided some degree of security to the many internationals living in the area.

The situation became, extremely tense on Monday when groups of the Liberian Peace Council (LPC), another krahn faction, became trapped behind NPFL lines. Small groups of desperate LPC fighters terrorised people living on Mamba Point threatening violence and the seizure of individuals in order to gain safe passage out of the area. Sporadic looting with violence occurred in the area although no internationals were injured.

By Tuesday the NPFL had once again regained control of Mamba Point although no one side had gained superiority and the whereabouts of Roosevelt Johnson were still unclear. Later on Tuesday night rumours of a cease‑fire abounded and on Wednesday morning a cease‑fire was announced by the head of Ecomog.

The cease‑fire has held but has not stopped the looting in many parts of Monrovia and has not enabled Ecomog forces to gain regular or easy access to Mamba Point as they are still being fired on if they try, to cross the city centre. Initially it was suggested that Roosevelt Johnson might he willing to give himself up to either Ecomog or Unomil (the UN military observers). He has since stated that he would negotiate through Ecomog but would not surrender himself.

3. The effects of fighting on the local population

The fighting has had serious consequences for the local population. There has been a significant amount of looting throughout Monrovia, both in the centre of town and in Sinkor. Few parts of the city have been unscathed. The psychological impact of this attack on Monrovia will be severe as since 1993 Monrovia has been a relatively safe refuge outside the control of the warring factions.

There is no doubt that the krahn factions have taken hostages into the Barclay Training Centre to provide a human shield and protection for the fighters. There is a general underlying concern that massacres organised on an ethnic basis could occur if any one group gains the upper hand. The earlier fighting in 1991 and 1993 was marked by mass killings.

There have been civilian casualties as a result of the fighting but the scale of these has not been assessed as access outside of Mamba Point has been impossible. The main impact for the moment seems to be in the widespread displacement of the population. Some 15 ‑ 20,000 Liberians have taken refuge in a part of the US Embassy compound. Other groups of Liberians are seeking shelter elsewhere, and SCFs office compound is now providing shelter to some 150 people of whom 50 are unaccompanied children, who had been sleeping out in the rain on previous nights.

In the longer term, the fighting will have a further deleterious impact on essential services and the availability of foodstuffs. People's access to flood and water is now limited and may deteriorate further. There are some reports suggesting that the conflict may have spilt into the countryside, but so far there are no major signs of population displacement outside Monrovia.

4. The International Community

The number of expatriate agencies and organizations coming into Monrovia has been steadily increasing since the Transitional Council was established in August 1995. A number of aid agencies moved in, as did businessmen in the hope of becoming involved in reconstruction activities. Excluding the Lebanese trading community, it is estimated that there were approximately 1000 expatriates in Monrovia. Many of these sought refuge in Mamba Point, which houses the US Embassy as well as the former UK and French Embassy buildings. The UN offices and a part of their residential accommodation is also in this area as are the offices of aid agencies such as the EU and Save the Children.

In the past Mamba Point has been relatively safe, with Ecomog deploying Ghanaian troops in the area at various checkpoints. However security rapidly declined in the area following attacks on the Barclay barracks which are relatively close. Ecomog has not sought actively to intervene in the conflict and has not been in a position to gain access to the area to protect the population there. As a consequence of the deteriorating security situation, plans were made for an evacuation of international personnel. Both the US and the UN have been involved in evacuation planning. The destruction of Spriggs Payne airport and the lack of secure access to the Free Port has made it difficult to organise a mass evacuation.

The US evacuation was formally requested by the US Ambassador on Tuesday 9th April. US military helicopters arrived that day with Marine reinforcements and the evacuation started that evening. Helicopters were used to ferry people to neighbouring Freetown in Sierra Leone. From there US air transport was used for those who wanted to go to Dakar, and onward to Frankfurt and the US.

The UN evacuation plans have not properly materialised. The UN has two large helicopters which had been moved from the airport to a UN compound at Riverview. However, fuel stocks were low and only one helicopter could be used, and carried UN personnel from Riverview to Freetown. UN plans to negotiate safe passage to the Free Port and organise an evacuation by sea have come to naught.

While many people are taking the option to evacuate, some agencies including Save the Children have decided to keep a key skeleton staff in Monrovia, so that they can safeguard their operations, monitor the situation and be in a position to initiate relief operations as soon as possible.

5. What Next for Liberia?

Save me Children believes the following are the key issues in solving this crisis:

a) An international presence must be maintained in Monrovia, to conduct negotiations, support humanitarian aid, and help find political solutions.

b) The international community should seek to create dialogue to defuse the current conflict. In the longer term it should re‑engage with Liberia in a concerted effort to find a lasting political solution.

c) The conflict will have created a new humanitarian emergency, particularly among people displaced from their homes, which will require the provision of shelter, food, safe water and health care; as well as medical care for the victims of violence. There is already a long‑running emergency in the countryside, where people near to front line areas in the civil war are hungry and needy, and aid operations to the interior also need to restart as soon as possible.

d) The role of Ecomog must be reviewed. Ecomog should be reconstituted into a force able to protect ordinary people, aid agencies, and the key installations in Monrovia such as the bridges, the port ad airport, the embassies and aid agency offices.

e) The international community should no longer sit back and leave Liberia to regional solutions. At all levels from the field offices of key humanitarian agencies right up to the Security Council the international community should re‑engage with Liberia.

