ENDING CIVIL WARS:
THE CASE OF LIBERIA
Luca Renda
he Liberian civil war (1989-1997) attracted international attention mainly
for its unprecedented level of brutality. Seven years of fighting displaced
1.5 million of Liberia's 2.8 million people and caused more than 150,000
casualties. The country's economy and physical infrastructure were completely
destroyed and an entire generation was lost, growing up without any formal
education and experiencing only the harsh reality of war.' Ostensibly concerned
with the humanitarian disaster and regionalinstability resulting from the conflict,
the Economic Community of Western African States (ECOWAS) intervened in the
civil war and sent troops into Liberia under the command of a regional
peacekeeping force, the ECOWAS Ceasefire Monitoring Group (ECOMOG). ECOMOG
was generally hailed as a success. However, if assessed under the criteria used in
the literature on conflict resolution, ECOMOG arguably prolonged the war, added
significantly to the amount of casualties and augmented interfactional enmities
stemming from the conflict. Had ECOWAS better coordinated its intervention
and entered the conflict with a unified mandate, the Liberian civil war could
have ended soon after it began.
THE TERMINATION OF CIVIL WARS

Research into the termination of wars confirms that civil wars are on average
more prolonged than international wars, and the depth of the resulting enmities
decreases substantially the prospects for negotiated setttement.2 Various factors
can explain why it is more difficult to negotiate a peace settlement in internal
conflicts. Contemporary civil wars are often characterized by Large-scale, protracted violence carried out with a high level of brutality, mostly against civilians. A major obstacle to negotiation rests in the fact that internal conflicts
often revolve around intangible issues such as: ethnic disputes, religion, language, group rights, discrimination or domination by a majority or a minority.
Other factors can be equally important. Political settlements generally
require that the parties disarm in order to form a single government and a single3
army. This may create what is commonly referred to as a "security dilemma."
The conflicting parties fear that any concession may lead to a condition of
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military vulnerability. Because of this insecurity, the parties are unwilling to
comply fully with the provisions of the peace agreement.
Contemporary civil wars are further complicated by the characteristics
of the players involved. Conflicts are often multipolar, and involve a high degree
of factionalism. The parties frequently lack coherent political platforms and
organized leadership. Moreover, key players may be located outside the country
in question. Civil wars are, in fact, seldom exclusively internal
An often neglected aspect of contemporary civil wars is the role played
by the economic agendas of the warring factions. For people at aft levelsleaders, field commanders and fighters-war can generate a wide range of economic benefits, which may encourage groups to prolong the conflict.' As long as
the peace process does not address the issue of making war less profitable, the
parties will have Little motivation to negotiate or comply fully with provisions of
any peace agreement.
There is little consensus about the appropriate strategies to end violent
conflict and the role that third parties should perform. Scholars have proposed
different theoretical approaches, but while each offers useful insights into the
dynamics of civil war, none has proven to be the most appropriate in al circumstances.' However, past experience shows that, while there is no magic formula
to end internal conflicts, the following are a few crucial factors that determine
the success or failure of conflict resolution efforts:
Timeliness: Scholars often use the term "ripeness" to describe the
right moment for initiating external intervention in a civil war.' A conflict is
deemed to be ripe for resolution when it reaches a point in which one or more of
the combatants begins to fear the consequences of continuing the war. This
situation can also occur when the conflict is in a phase of a "mutually hurting
stalemate," that is, when none of the parties is capable of prevailing through
force and afl
sides fear a catastrophic escalation.
Strategy and Coordination: In order to succeed, mediators must have
a coherent strategy; that is, they must have preferred outcomes and ways of
[inking incentives and tactics to those outcomes. Additionally, an effective strategy
always requires a high level of coordination among external actors and political
consensus behind mediation efforts, especially if undertaken at the international leveL The credibility of mediators is determined by their capacity to generate trust among the parties, and this in turn depends on their being seen as
neutral actors in the dispute. In general, mediation efforts are likely to succeed
if they reduce the parties' fear ofthe peace process and increase their apprehension toward a resumption of hostilities.
Implementation: Clearly, the implementation of a peace agreement is
the most important phase during the settlement of conflicts. While external
actors can most influence the outcome of the process during this phase, there is
a general misconception that third parties can enforce peace agreements. Although third parties can play an important role, past experience shows that all
successfully negotiated settlements have been essentially self-enforcing. Successful agreements draw their legitimacy and strength from the parties' support
rather than through fear of externat sanctions. Furthermore, for a settlement to
succeed, third parties should remain engaged throughout the process and after
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its conclusion. Substantial risks of renewed fighting can exist after the last
stage of the peace process. A"sustained engagement" of third parties, particularly international actors, can prove effective in lowering such risks.
Any effort at conflict settlement necessarily involves some trade-offs.
For example, moderating a war's excesses reduces the cost of continued fighting
and thus decreases the parties'incentives to negotiate. Although the prosecution
of war criminals may seem morally imperative, it may also decrease the chances
for a successful accord as warlords, fearing their own post-conflict future, may
become more recalcitrant. Addressing the security dilemma may entail
accommodating the warlords' needs, guaranteeing their safety and granting them
immunity. Despite such trade-offs, mediation efforts can prove effective if they
manage to reduce the level of violence and amount of suffering.
THE LIBERIAN CIVIL WAR

The conflict in Liberia started in December 1989, when the National Patriotic
Front of Liberia (NPFL), a Liberian rebel group led by Charles Taylor, launched an
invasion of Liberia from the Ivory Coast. Within a few months, Taylor seized
control of most of the country and by the middle of 1990 was besieging the
capital, Monrovia. ECOWAS addressed the Liberian crisis with the creation of a
Standing Mediation Committee in May 1990, which two months later approved
the creation of a multinational peacekeeping operation (ECOMOG). Initially comprised of only 3,000 troops, ECOMOG was deployed in August and managed to
take control of some parts of Monrovia, but NPFL resistance prevented it from
proceeding any further. ECOMOG also established an Interim Government of National Unity under the leadership of Amos Sawyer.7 Ensconced in his mansion
and under the protection of the national army, President Samuel Doe refused to
resign. Meanwhile, the NPFL split in two. Anew faction led by Prince Johnson,
the Independent National Patriotic Front of Liberia (INPFL), captured President
Doe and subsequently killed him. 8
This event marked a turning point in the war, as it forced ECOMOG to
assume a greater role in Liberia. Through a combination of force and persuasion,
ECOMOG forced the INPFL out of the conflict. After Doe's death, ECOMOG strength
was increased to include more than 7,000 troops. In December 1990 ECOMOG,
NPFL, INPFL and the national army agreed to a ceasefire, and until October 1992
the situation in the country remained relatively calm, despite occasional outbreaks of fighting.
During this respite, the warring parties signed a number of peace agreements following a series of meetings underthe auspices of President HouphouetBoigny of the Ivory Coast. The most important of them was the Yamassoukro IV
Accord, which contained provisions for the disarmament of the factions. This
period was characterized by other important developments. In January 1991,
Taylor established the National Patriotic Reconstruction Assembly Government
(NPRAG), which controlled almost 90 percent of Liberia's territory (but not
Monrovia), generally referred to as "Greater Liberia."
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Also during this time, Alhaji Kromah, aformer member of Doe's cabinet
founded the United Liberation Movement of Liberia (ULIMO). ULIMO, allegedly
with the backing of ECOMOG, attacked NPFL positions.' In October 1992, the
NPFL responded by breaking the truce and launched a massive attack on Monrovia
in what became known as "Operation Octopus." The operation was a complete
failure, and the NPFL suffered heavy territorial losses. After another round of
peace talks, the combatants signed the July 1993 Cotonou Agreement, which
became the most comprehensive instrument in the Liberian peace process (subsequent agreements only complemented it). The agreement provided for the
disarmament and demobilization of the warring factions, and laid out procedures for general elections.10
The period after Operation Octopus saw a remarkable proliferation of
factions. New factions included the Liberian Peace Council, ted by George Boley
(a former minister under Doe and a member of ULIMO) and other minor armed
guerrilla movements. ULIMO itself split in two along ethno-retigious Lines to
form ULIMO-J and ULIMO-K. 11 Under Ghana's President Jerry John Rawlings'
initiative, a number of peace agreements were signed between 1994 and 1995,
but the factions systematically violated all of them. Taylor took advantage of
every truce to rearm and resume his attacks, and factional fighting increased
dramatically.
The Abuja Accord of August 1995 seemed to give a new boost to the
peace process. For the first time, leaders of the warring factions were allowed to
be members of the transitional government's executive body, the Council of
State. They were also allowed to take part in the general elections scheduled for
August 1996, if they resigned from their positions at least three months prior to
the elections. However, Liberia burst into flames again in April 1996, when an
attempt by Taylor and Kromah to arrest ULIMO-3's leader Roosevelt Johnson led
to a catastrophic outbreak of violence in Monrovia lasting several weeks and
claiming thousands of casualties.
Although acting after a considerable delay, ECOMOG eventually managed to put an end to the chaos. Another ceasefire was concluded, and in August 1996 the factions signed a modified version of the Abuja Accord (Abuja II).
This was the fourteenth peace agreement signed since the beginning of the war.
The disarmament process was carried out between November 1996 and February
1997. Meanwhile, ECOMOG strength was increased to 17,000 troops. General
elections were held in July 1997, and were certified as free and fair by international observers. Charles Taylor achieved a landslide victory (75 percent of the
votes) and in August 1997 became President of Liberia.
AN ETHNIC CONFLICT?

The Liberian civil war has deep roots in the history of the country. Perhaps Amos
Sawyer said it best when he noted that "the idea of Liberia was flawed in conception, design and implementation.""2 When American settlers-all former slaves
from the United States-colonized this strip of land on the West African coast in
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the early nineteenth century, their intention was to establish a country exclusively for themselves.1 The settlers, commonly referred to as Americo-Liberians,
viewed the indigenous people as primitive and inferior. The Americo-Liberians
were originally determined to impose the "civilized" customs they had acquired
in the United States on the indigenous Africans. Over time, the spreading of
"civilization" led to the establishment of an authoritarian oligarchy that suppressed and enslaved the indigenous population for more than a century.1 4 Although they constituted only 2 percent of the total population, Americo-Liberians
ruled the country until the 1970s. In doing so, they utilized three main instruments: the True Whig Party (TWP) as an instrument for political control; the
Masonic lodges and the secret societies as mechanisms of social exclusion and
preservation of the oligarchic power; and the army as a tool for repression."5
In his sociological analysis of Liberia, Eghosa Osaghae refers to the
conceptual model of "ethcass" to describe the domination of Americo-Liberians
and their relationship with the natives."6 Since the country's independence in
1847, Americo-Liberians maintained a strong self-consciousness as a distinct
and superior class. The American versus African distinction separated the privileged from the nonprivileged. Upward mobility through social hierarchy was
rather limited and invariably required assimilation. 7 Additionally, the AmericoLiberians adopted a strategy of "divide and conquer" toward the natives, and
manipulated ethnic differences among the localtribes to their own advantage.
The situation started to change gradually during the presidency of William Tubman (1944-1971). Tubman, an Americo-Liberian, launched the "Unification Policy," which sought to integrate the natives into "civilized society,"
mainly through education. The policy failed to elevate significantly the status of
African-Liberians, as it was meant to integrate African-Liberians as citizens, but
notto increase their access to political power. Atthe same time, Tubman adopted
an "open door" economic policy, which offered opportunities to foreign investors for the exploitation of Liberia's abundant natural resources (mainly rubber,
iron ore, gold and timber). As a result, total foreign investment soared, and in
the 1950s Liberia enjoyed its highest percentage increase in per capita GNP.
However, the ruling elite managed to capture and retain most of the revenues.
Afican-Liberians, who had no share in the ownership of the economy, were
incorporated into the growing market economy by foreign companies, which
employed them mainly as unskilled laborers, artisans and clerks.
The consequences of these economic and cultural policies were catastrophic for the regime, as they led to the emergence of new social groups
among the indigenous population. Workers, students and soldiers became aware
of the socioeconomic gap between themselves and the Americo-Liberians. Social
unrest mounted during the presidency of William Tolbert (1971-1980). Confrontation became inevitable, and on several occasions the government used military force to put down popular riots. During an extremely tense period in April
1980, a group of indigenous noncommissioned officers led by Samuel Doe overthrew Tolbert in a bloody coup.
African-Liberians believed the coup represented a popular revolution,
but such expectations were soon disappointed. The soldiers had simply exploited
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the popular protests and hijacked the revolution from populist political organizations. Within a few months, Doe distanced himself from these groups and
consolidated his power by establishing an authoritarian regime more oppressive
than that of his predecessors. However, Doe's coup was a turning point in Liberia's
history in that it ended the Americo-Liberians' political and economic hegemony.
In orderto understand the events that followed and led to the outbreak
of the civil war, two important considerations are required, concerning the significance of state power and of the role of ethnicity in Liberia's politics. As in
most African countries, the major stake of the sociopolitical conflict in Liberia
was the control of state power, which is the basis of the privileges enjoyed in all
spheres, including employment, education, the military, the bureaucracy and
also the private sector. In Liberia, the control of the state has been especially
crucial for two main reasons. The first lies in the exceptional power conferred on
the president by the Liberian Constitution. The president makes all executive
appointments with no formal distinction existing between political and nonpolitical appointments. The second reason is that foreigners have always controlled the vast majority of the Liberian economy. This has placed the country at
the mercy of international aid, loans and investments. In such a situation of
vulnerability, the government was the only instrument for channeling and distributing wealth, and Americo-Liberians depended entirety on it to secure and
preserve their privileges. Tubman's open door policy reinforced this situation
and, paradoxically, so did Doe's coup. Unlike his predecessors, Doe did not enjoy
a solid, pre-existing system of social and economic links to preserve his power,
and soon realized that absolute control of state mechanisms was a precondition
for survivaL Doe, therefore, chose to rely on a twofold strategy: violently suppressing any real or alleged form of opposition while strengthening the foundations of his power on a purely ethnic basis.
For a Long time, ethnicity among nonprivileged classes was mobilized
as a political resource only to a very limited extent, because there was no political structure within which to mobilize it. Ethnicity was principally a cultural
phenomenon. 8 President Doe's policies changed that. Doe gradually reserved
all key government positions for members of his Krahn tribe, and systematically
built Krahn-based army and police forces. He developed a cooperative relationship with the Mandingoes, who dominated the commercial life of most hinterland counties and parts of Monrovia, and carried out a policy of discrimination
and repression towards the Gio and Mano, whom he considered particularly dangerous.19 As a result of his policies, Doe introduced the ethnic element as the
most significant variable in Liberian politics. Ethnic differences were transformed
into political conflicts. Adramatic worsening of the economy during the lg8os,
mainly due to the government's gross mismanagement, further exacerbated the
situation. 0
Charles Taylor's invasion in 1989 was interpreted by many as a manifestation of this ethnic tension. Taylor's action was either viewed as an attempt by
the Americo-Liberians to reestablish their rule in the country or as a movement
by Gios and Manos to rectify Doe's discriminatory poicy.21 However, extensive
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evidence suggests that this was not the case. The NPFL was essentially a oneman band, with Taylor as absolute leader unassisted by any central committee
and with no political manifesto or party program. Although it initially received
financial support from the Americo-Liberian community in the United States,
the NPFL invasion was made possible principally through the assistance of three
countries. Libya trained the NPFL fighters. Burkina Faso supplied the NPFL with
Libyan weaponry, and the Ivory Coast allowed them free transit across the Liberian
border.22 Although the NPFL was initially composed mainly of Gios and Manos, it
also included people from other ethnic groups and a substantial number of
mercenaries. Also, during the firststage of the war, Taylor did not hesitate to kill
prominent NPFL members who belonged to the Gio tribe and whom he considered dangerous rivals. In fact, Taylor's choice to join forces with the Gio and the
Mano and to start the war against Doe from Liberia's Nimba county (where Gios
and Manos mostly live), was nothing more than a skillful political calculation, as
it provided him with enormous popular support from the beginning. As subsequent events proved, Taylor was interested only in becoming president of Liberia,
and was determined either to use or to eliminate anyone who stood in his way.
Many observers insist that the Liberian war was essentially an ethnic
conflict: once the war became fulL-blown, the proliferation of factions and
internecine fighting occurred mainly along ethnic lines. But a closer took at the
dynamics of the war clearly contradicts this view. For example, the formerly
allied ULIMO-J and ULIMO-K later became archenemies for reasons mainly related to control of economic resources. ULIMO was initially founded to counter
Taylor, but in a later stage Kromah (ULIMO-K's leader) and Taylor developed
friendly relations. No doubt ethnicity played an important role during the war,
but it did so mainly at the middle and lower levels, where it served to galvanize
field commanders and fighters into action. Sadly, most people-especialy the
youth-responded quite well to the manipulation of ethnicity by the warlords,
and during the war, ethnic hatred developed to an unprecedented extent. ?3
However, it must be stated that ethnicity did not cause the war, but rather it
was a dependent variable exploited by the faction leaders to achieve personal
goals. The Liberian civil war may have had the appearance of ethnic warfare, but
it was really a personal struggle for power and control of economic resources.
THE ECONOMY OF WAR
The Liberian conflict is a clear example of how violence can perform economic
functions and how rational the apparent madness can seem, when war becomes
the "continuation of economics by other means." 4 It is also an example of a
conflict driven initially by political considerations, which over time becomes
increasingly shaped by economic agendas. 5
Charles Taylors Greater Liberia is probably the most striking demonstration of how a skillful and resourceful warlord can secure his military and economic power by relying entirely on noninstitutional channels. The key to sustaining the war has been Taylor's ability to control and cultivate sources of
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foreign exchange. This has allowed him to arm his soldiers with cheap weapons
from former Warsaw Pact countries, and to conquer areas with easily exploitable
resources.
Taylor worked with foreign mining, timber and rubber companies in
Liberia. Several North American, European and Japanese firms were involved in a
proposed iron ore mining consortium on the Liberia-Guinea border. Throughout
1991 and 1992, the consortium's leaders dealt directly with Taylor and paid him
to maintain unimpeded access to the project site.2 6 In 1991 Taylor reached an
agreement with the manager of Firestone's rubber plantation, present in Liberia
sin e-1926, to cooperate in rubber production and marketing. In exchange,
Firestone reportedly paid Taylor U.S.$2 million annually for protection and in
1992 provided communication facilities and a supply base for the NPFLs Operation Octopus.27 Timber sales attracted French firms and Lebanese-owned enterprises based in the Ivory Coast, and by 1991 Greater Liberia became France's
third largest source of tropical timber.
The port of Buchanan was a major source of revenue for Taylor who
controlled it until 1993. The timber and mineral trade was mainly channeled
through that port, and foreign companies were keen to reward Taylor's cooperation: British-owned African Mining Consortium, Ltd., for example, paid Taylor
U.S.$10 million a month to ship stockpiled ore on an existing railroad. Taylor
was able to secure the cooperation of other minor factions in Liberia-for example, the Lofa Defence Force-in exchange for shares in the trade of diamonds
and agricultural products. Rough estimation placed Taylor's total revenues at
nearly U.S.$75 million a year. Throughout the war and through these relationships, Greater Liberia boasted its own currency, banking system, airfield, television and radio network.
Other faction leaders also capitalized on the opportunity to profit from
the war, and most of the dynamics of the Liberian conflict can be explained
through their economic interests. In 1993, ULIMO gained control of much of
western Liberia, cutting off Taylor from Sierra Leone's diamonds. When ULIMO
split in 1994, the two wings soon fought for control over the mineral-rich Bomi
County. George Boley's Liberian Peace Council emerged in 1993 and wrested
control over the timber and rubber areas of eastern Liberia from the NPFL. Boley
reportedly raised approximately U.S.$1.5 million in 1994 from these resources."8
Taylor recaptured those areas between 1995 and 1996.
INTERNATIONAL FACTORS

Since Taylor's initial invasion, international actors played a significant role in
the Liberian civil war. The Ivory Coast, Burkina Faso and Libya supported Taylor.
The Ivory Coast's President Houphuet-Boigny was motivated by two main
objectives: to get rid of Samuel Doe, and to replace him with a prot~g6 under
Ivorian influence so as to counter Nigerian designs on regional hegemony.
Houphuet-Boigny introduced Taylor to President Blaise Campaorf of Burkina
Faso, who agreed to provide troops and transport facilities for the weapons. He
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also introduced Taylor to Moammar Gadhafi, who for a certain time provided
training and weapons for NPFL troops. 29 Gadhafi's motivations are difficult to
assess. He probably wanted to extend his influence in Sub-Saharan Africa or help
overthrow Doe's regime, which had close ties to the United States. However,
Houphuet-Boigny's support was indispensable to Taylor's NPFL.
Nigeria's President Ibrahim Babangida viewed the cooperation between
Taylor and these three countries with apprehension. He saw it as a coalition
against Nigeria and, as such, a potential source of regional destabilization. Nigeria was key to the creation of ECOMOG, and throughout the war ECOMOG remained essentially an instrument of Nigerian foreign policy. This will be discussed further in a later section.
The United States had important interests in Liberia during the Cold
War. Besides being the destination of substantial American investment, Liberia
hosted American airfields, seaplane bases and telecommunication facilities. Because President Tolbert had adopted a policy of distancing himself from Washington, it was natural for the United States to initially support Doe after his
coup. Doe soon realized that American support was vital, and between 1980 and
1985 Liberia became Africa's largest recipient of U.S. aid. However, Doe's abysmal record of human rights violations eventually raised protests in the U.S.
Congress, and American support gradually declined. Despite that, in 1989 Doe
was probably counting on American aid, which may have been a crucial factor in
his decision to crush Taylor's invasion. Instead, the United States deliberately
avoided any form of direct intervention in the crisis; it is almost certain that
Charles Taylor had been informed of that decision. 30 It is difficult to assess
relations between Taylor and the United States. In the earlier phases of the war,
the U.S. government was exchanging intelligence reports with Taylor,3' which
suggests that at least initially the United States did not see Taylor as an enemy.
However, the U.S. attitude shifted and the United States firmly opposed Taylor
through the duration of the conflict.
ANALYSIS OF ECOMOG INTERVENTION

ECOMOG intervention was the first peacekeeping/peace-enforcing operation carried out independently by a regional organization (ECOWAS), and is now widely
viewed as a success. However, a closer analysis of this operation casts serious
doubts on such a positive assessment. While ECOMOG's operations eventually did
put an end to the Liberian war, the cost of this intervention was quite high.
Between ECOMOG's intervention in 1990 to the end of the war in 1997, the
estimated number of casualties rose from more than 4,000 to more than 150,000,
and over one million people were displaced. Yet, the rapidity of Taylor's advance
in 1989-1990 suggests that, in the absence of ECOMOG intervention, the NPFL
leader would have probably succeeded in taking power within ayear. This is not
to say that violent fighting would not have taken place in Monrovia between
NPFL and Doe's troops, or that a Taylor victory in 1990 would have created a
democratic Liberia. But it is hard to imagine that the number of victims could
have reached such a catastrophic figure without ECOMOG's intervention.
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LEGAL ASPECTS

Nigeria and the other Anglophone countries justified the creation of ECOMOG on
two main grounds. The first was that Article 18 of the ECOWAS Protocol of
Mutual Assistance on Defense, signed in 1981, allowed for military intervention
in a civil conflict, although onLy if "engineered and supported activety from
outside." The argument was firmly contested by the Ivory Coast and Burkina
Faso, which opposed the creation of ECOMOG since they supported Charles Taylor. Both countriesquestioned the real motives for the entire operation. In fact,
the decision to establish ECOMOG was taken by the Standing Mediation Committee, which included only four members (Nigeria, Ghana, Gambia and Togo), and
not by a full summit of ECOWAS member-states. ECOMOG's creation was further
justified on humanitarian and regional security grounds. Nigeria's President
Babangida stated that the situation in Liberia had reached an intolerable level
of brutality, and that refugee movement and spilt-over of the war to neighboring
countries were potential causes of regional instability. 2
POLITICAL PROBLEMS: NIGERIA'S DOMINATION
AND THE LACK OF INTERNAL CONSENSUS

Since the very beginning, ECOMOG operations were constrained by deep divisions within ECOWAS. ECOMOG was essentially an operation initiated and dominated by Nigeria, whose aims were diametrically opposed to the interests of the
Ivory Coast and Burkina Faso. 33 Nigeria wanted to stop Taylor for two reasons.
First, President Babangida enjoyed close relations with Doe and was interested
in saving his presidency. Second and more importantly, Babangida had been
informed that dissidents from Nigeria, Gambia, Guinea and Sierra Leone had
trained in Libya with NPFL forces under the understanding that if Taylor succeeded, he would support them in similar insurrections in their own countries.3
According to Nigerian authorities, the NPFL was planning to destabilize the
entire region.
The tack of internal consensus inside ECOWAS influenced the course of
the operation and undermined most of the peace accords. Differences between
ECOWAS members could be noticed as early as 1991 in the series of talks hosted
by the Ivorian President Houphouet-Boigny. These meetings were perceived to
be attempts to hijack Nigeria's peacekeeping efforts.3" They also signaled the
intention of Taylor's main supporters to be in charge of the peace process.
Following the signing of the Yamassourko IV agreement, Senegal agreed to contribute a sizeable contingent to ECOMOG's forces. This was important, as it introduced the first significant Francophone contingent in ECOMOG and served to
broaden the base of support forthe operation. However, SenegaLfrom the outset
distrusted Nigeria's leadership. When six Senegalese soldiers were kiled in an
encounter with NPFL soldiers, the entire contingent was withdrawn back to
Monrovia, and within a year all Senegalese troops were removed from Liberia. In
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1994 it was Ghana's President Rawlings' turn to take the initiative. In a move
aimed at increasing his international status, Rawlings held secret meetings with
Taylor. This resulted in a new round of meetings and peace agreements, which
made ample concessions to Taylor and were therefore regarded suspiciously by
Nigeria.
It was only after the collapse of those agreements that ECOWAS countries managed to achieve a certain degree of consensus. The Ivory Coast and
Burkina Faso had ceased to support the NPFL, and since 1994, they had denied
Taylor access to supply routes. Moreover, the new Nigerian government of Sani
Abacha had reversed the strategy of combating Taylor, and the two Leaders had
held several meetings in 1995. These changes paved the way for the August
1995 signing of the Abuja agreement, which, for the first time, contained provisions to include members of the major warring factions in the collective presidency and allowed Taylor to peacefully enter Monrovia after six years of fighting.
Subsequent problems further complicated the peace process, but at least from
that moment, ECOWAS countries were able to provide a united front.
THE QUESTION OF NEUTRALITY
Despite ECOMOG's initial peacekeeping mandate, Taylor never viewed ECOMOG as
neutral Taylor was averse to any project involving external military intervention. The fact that 70 percent of ECOMOG's troops were Nigerian further aggravated the NPFL leader.36 After Doe's assassination, the relationship between
Taylor and ECOMOG deteriorated. Atthe same time, the responsibilities of ECOMOG
soon expanded to include the enforcement of the peace agreements and its
troops increased to more than 7,000. Nigeria provided most of the troops and
heavy artillery. The situation became particularly tense after Taylors failed Operation Octopus. ECOMOG responded with a full-scale offensive involving use of
air and naval power, which resulted in thousands of casualties. ECOMOG was
severely criticized for killing civilians, attacking relief convoys and violating
Ivorian territory.3"
The most controversial element in ECOMOG's strategy against Taylor was
its collusion with other factions. There is strong evidence that ECOMOG provided
ULIMO (and subsequently the two ULIMO wings) and LPC with arms, ammunition, transport and free passage to help press the war against Taylor.38 Assistance came also from individual ECOWAS member states. Guinea supported the
mostly Mandingo ULIMO-K, whereas Nigeria first supported ULIMO-K and later
switched to ULIMO-3. These factions provided ECOMOG with information on
Liberia's topography, terrain, languages and customs. 39 Personal economic interests were also involved. ECOMOG officers constantly engaged in illegal trafficking of tooted goods with the factions through controlled ports and airfields.
The military and economic cooperation between ECOMOG and the factions hampered ECOMOG's ability to facilitate a resolution to the conflict particularly in the disarmament process. None of the faction leaders could trust
ECOMOG as long as its commanders and soldiers had a personal stake in business
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deals with the various Liberian factions." More importantly, ECOMOG eventually
Lost control of its allied factions. Attracted by the huge profits of war, the factions started to operate independently and prolonged the conflict by undermining all peace agreements. When ECOMOG finally reached a peace settlement with
Taylor in 1995, the factions opposed ECOMOG.
MEDIATION AND

ENFORCEMENT CAPACITY

In addition to the lack of internal consensus within ECOMOG and its cooperation
with anti-Taylor factions, other factors contributed to weaken ECOMOG's capacity to serve as an effective mediator. Principaly, ECOMOG had become a major
participant in the conflict. At least until 1995, the Liberian conflict was essentiatly a war between Taylor and Nigeria, during which both sides sought but
failed to impose a unilateral solution. This eventually resulted in a "mutuaLy
hurting stalemate" which paved the way for an agreement. For a long time,
however, because the balance of power continuously fluctuated throughout the
conflict, neither side felt motivated to enter serious negotiations.
In addition from the outset of the conflict, ECOMOG suffered from the
inadequacy of its mandate, which probably resulted from a poor understanding
of the situation on the ground. The operation was initially conceived as a traditional peacekeeping mission: just 2,000 troops, with the tasks of "monitoring
ceasefires, restoring law and order and creating the necessary conditions for free
and fair elections." 41 But, there was no peace to keep, no ceasefire to monitor;
and the entire operation had been undertaken without the consent of the main
faction involved in the conflict-the NPFL. It is very Likely that ECOMOG planners had grossly underestimated the military potential of Taylor's forces, as well
as their capacity to sustain themselves economically.4 This initial mistake played
a crucial role because it Led to the further escalation of the conflict.
As awould-be mediator, ECOWAS had the responsibility of making credible proposals. Yet, with the arguable exception of the Cotonou Accord, all peace
agreements were generally poorly drafted, simplistic and characterized by unrealistic timetables.4 3 They failed to address the complexity of Liberia's conflict,
and particularly the problems related to the material benefits the parties extracted from the war. ECOWAS' approach toward Taylor was especially counterproductive. Throughout the conflict, Taylor agreed to negotiate only under intense military or diplomatic pressure. On those occasions, ECOWAS repeatedly
made concessions to the NPFL leader by acceding to most of his demands." This
strategy sent the wrong signals to Taylor, who exploited every truce to reorganize his troops and renew his attacks.
New problems arose after Nigeria and NPFL eventually came to an agreement in 1995. The provision of the Abuja Accord to allocate to faction leaders
the control of executive positions (especially the government economic agencies) led to appointments based not on merit, but rather on factional and ethnic
affiliation. Negotiations were further complicated by the proliferation of factions caused by ECOMOG policy. In fact, a major flaw in the Abuja Accord was the
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exclusion of Roosevelt Johnson, leader of ULIMO-J, from the Council of State,
due to behind-the-scenes maneuvering by Charles Taylor and Alhaji Kromah. This
altered the balance of power among the factions and eventually led to a new
outbreak of fighting in Monrovia in April 1996.
ECOMOG's enforcement capacity was constantly undermined by the lack
of adequate resources and problems related to the multinational composition of
the mission, which caused serious difficulties in command and control. The
exact cost of the operation is unknown, but estimates put the figure at around
U.S.$2 billion.' 5 Nigeria shouldered at least 70 percent of the financial burden,
and provided the fuel for the entire operation, together with most of the heavy
weaponry, military aircraft and naval vessels. The United States provided regular
financial assistance to the operation, but this amounted to a meager U.S.$10
million a year and was largely insufficient. Until 1996, financial constraints
played an especially critical role in undermining the creation of a comprehensive
disarmament program, as they made it extremely difficult6 to provide the combatants with a credible economic alternative to fighting.
ASSESSMENT

ECOMOG failed to satisf the main requirements for a successful conflict resolution effort. In terms of timeliness, the intervention was launched when the
conflict was not ripe for resolution. As a peacekeeping mission, it was ill conceived because there was no peace to keep, and it lacked the consent of a major
faction, NPFL. As a peace enforcement operation, it was ill equipped to impose
a unilateral solution to the conflict. Problems of internal consensus affected the
coordination among ECOWAS countries, which were driven by strategic and economic interests. Finally, because of its controversial relations with the warring
factions, ECOMOG failed to establish a climate of trust among the factions.
ECOMOG's RESURRECTION

AND THE ROLE OF THE UNITED NATIONS

There is still little material available on the last phase of the Liberian peace
process, which makes the assessment a rather difflculttask.47 However, I believe
it is possible to identify four main factors that eventually led to the successful
implementation of the Abuja II agreements.
The first and most important one was the already-mentioned rapprochement between Charles Taylor and the Nigerian government of Sani Abacha that
started in 1995. It was clearly a relationship built on mutual interests. Taylor
needed a peace process to legitimize his de facto control of Liberia. For Abacha,
diplomatic success in Liberia would improve his image at the international Level,
and working with Taylor would ensure that Liberia had a leader with whom
Abacha could do business. The cornerstone of the Abuja peace process is thus
Nigeria's recognition that dealing with Taylor was inevitable.
The second element was the overall strengthening and improvement of
ECOMOG, which began with the nomination of Force Commander Victor Malu of
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Nigeria in the summer of 1996. Malu moved quickly and forcefully to stabilize
the situation after the April 1996 crisis and throughout the peace process was
able to maintain an image of credibility and impartiality. ECOMOG's totat strength
was increased to 17,000, and troops were deployed in most areas of the country.
Third, for the first time, the Abuja II Accord included provisions affecting the faction Leaders' personal interests. Warlords obstructing the peace process were warned of personal sanctions, such as freezing of assets, a ban on
travel to and expulsion from ECOWAS member states, and the much-feared possibility of establishing war crimes tribunals to try those accused of human rights
violations. Although these sanctions were never implemented, they constituted
a significant deterrence against violation of the agreements.
The fourth factor underpinning the success of the Abuja peace process
was the renewed cooperation between ECOMOG and the United Nations, particularly in the critical phase of disarmament and in the holding of the general
elections. This aspect is extremely important and deserves further study, as it is
an example of fairly successful cooperation between the United Nations and a
regional organization in the implementation of a peace agreement.
U.N. direct involvement in the Liberian crisis began only in 1993, after
the signing of the Cotonou agreement, with the establishment of the United
Nations Observer Mission in Liberia (UNOMIL). At least until 1996, ECOMOG and
UNOMIL had not been able to achieve the kind of cooperation envisaged by the
Cotonou agreement, which provided forjoint action in the disarmament process.
The problems lay primarily in the confused provisions of the agreement itself
(there was no clear allocation of roles), in a general feeling of mistrust between
the two organizations, and in the practical difficulties due to the uncooperative
behavior of the warring factions.4 8
Although mutual misperceptions never disappeared completely, the renewed commitment to the Abuja peace process by both ECOWAS member states
and the donor countries sponsoring UNOMIL led to a more effective form of
cooperation. Between November 1996 and February 1997, ECOMOG and UNOMIL
jointly managed the process of disarmament and demobilization of fighters in
conjunction with Liberia's transitional government. Some 21,000 fighters were
processed and almost 10,000 weapons were collected at 18 demobilization sites.
Although relatively successful (if compared to previous attempts), this process
was, however, characterized by some serious flaws. First, it was largely incomplete, as only 62 percent of the total estimated fighters were actually demobilized, and those who were demobilized were not regarded as the factions' most
reliable troops. Additionally, many of the weapons collected were in poor condition, and about 20 percent were unserviceable. 49 Third, there was no encampment or civic education, and the so-called "bridging activities" (mainly foodfor-work programs) proved to be highly unattractive to the fighters. Albeit flawed,
however, the joint ECOMOG/UNOMIL disarmament was significant as it established an important precondition for the advancement of the peace process.
With regard to the electoral process, UNOMIL and ECOMOG cooperated
in assisting the local Independent Elections Commission, which was supposed to
carry out the entire process. In fact, the two organizations provided security,
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transport and communication facilities and ended up working together to make
up for the deficiencies of the Commission, which lacked resources and expertise.
In compliance with the provisions of the revised Abuja agreement, factions were
dissolved and transformed into political parties, and Leaders resigned from government positions in order to be eligible for the presidency. Asystem of proportional representation was adopted, in order to guarantee the maximum Level of
inclusiveness in the Parliament. The whole process can be regarded as a success,
as over 85 percent of the population registered and voted in elections, which
were unanimously certified as free and fair. 0 However, there never was a "level
playing field" for the 13 candidates to the presidency. Taylor was the only one
who commanded the financial resources and political organization to undertake
an effective campaign, which involved massive distribution of rice throughout
the country. Most people feared that he would have resumed fighting had he lost
the elections, and it may not be wrong to interpret the outcome of the elections
as a vote to avoid war.
PROSPECTS FOR THE FUTURE

Any effort towards pacific conflict settlementinvolves some necessary trade-offs
and the Liberian case offers many examples. For the sake of peace, leaders responsible for massive war crimes were guaranteed security and immunity, and
were allowed to participate in presidential elections. Eventually, the most powerful and resourceful of them became president, and is now able to conduct his
business legally. ECOMOG's unwillingness to accept such trade-offs in an earlier
stage prolonged the conflict. My opinion is that initiatives of conflict resolution
must be judged essentially according to their ability to stop violence and reduce
human suffering. In this respect, ECOMOG's mission failed considerably. The intervention was ill-timed, hampered by internal divisions and inadequate resources,
and above all, lacking in a coherent and effective strategy. Rather than faciLitating a solution to the crisis, ECOMOG became part of the conflict, and for a tong
time impeded its resolution.
The last phase of the Liberian peace process was characterized by effective cooperation between ECOMOG and the United Nations, which eventually led
to a successful, albeit flawed, implementation of the peace agreements.
Liberia has now experienced more than one year of relative peace and
stability. Yet the situation remains uncertain and extremely fragile. Charles Taylor has so far ruled in a despotic manner, making use of the extraordinary powers
wielded to him by the Constitution to prevent any source of credible opposition.
Several alleged plots to overthrow the government have been crushed through
violent means. Extrajudicial killings, disappearances and arbitrary arrests are
still occurring, and are mainly conducted by the Special Security Services, a large
and heavily armed executive protective force. 5 Most importantly, the new government has failed to restore conditions for a process of national reconciliation,
which is the basis for a durable peace in Liberia." 2
Ultimately, it was the international community who legitimized Charles
Taylor's transformation from a warlord to a democratically elected president. The
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same international community must now apply alt available means of political
and economic pressure to ensure that a more participatory and democratic system is established. Without such a system, the prospects for long-term peace in
Liberia may be jeopardized. N
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