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I. Introduction
     [1] The Department of State’s Office of Asylum Affairs produces country conditions profiles for use by the Executive Office of Immigration Review and the Immigration and Naturalization Service in assessing asylum claims.a [FTN 1] They are written by State Department officers with expertise in the relevant area and are circulated for comment within the Department, including to overseas missions, and to other agencies if appropriate.b In addition to this profile, adjudicators may wish to consult the annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices as well as other available documents on conditions in Liberia. c
II. Overview of Recent Developments
      A. Political Situation
     [2] 1997 Saw the end to more than seven years of civil war and marked the restoration of peace to that troubled country.a The human costs of the war were immense - 200,000 war-related deaths, 1.2 million persons displaced internally, and approximately 750,000 refugees in neighboring countries during most of the conflict. b
     [3] Under the provisions of the 1996 Abuja Peace Accords, presidential and legislative elections were held on July 19, 1997 for the first time in 12 years.a Thirteen political parties competed, including the parties of the three major former faction leaders – Charles Taylor, Alhaji Kromah, and George Boley.b Charles Taylor won the presidency with over three-quarters of the votes cast and his party, the National Patriotic Party (NPP), won control of both houses of the legislature.c The elections were judged free and transparent by international observers.d Taylor was inaugurated as President on August 2 and promised to give high priority to national reconciliation, human rights, and the rule of law.e Throughout most of Liberia’s history, the judiciary has been subject to political influence, outside pressure, and corruption. f
     [4] During 1997, some 10,5000 West African peacekeepers from the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Cease-Fire Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) were deployed throughout the country, providing the security that facilitated disarmament, demobilization, the holding of national elections, and the return of some refugees.a ECOMOG (largely Nigerian troops) continued as it had for the past seven years to assume many police powers in the absence of a central government capability.b In December ECOMOG began drawing down troops in preparation for leaving the country.c An agreement for a continued ECOMOG presence is still being negotiated with the newly-elected Government.d The Government views ECOMOG’s continued presence in Liberia without a State of Forces Agreement as an infringement on national sovereignty. e
     [5]  Under the Liberian National Transition Government (LNTG) III and IV, the Liberia National Police (LNP) and the National Security Agency (NSA), which report to the Ministry of Justice, together with the Special Security Service (SSS), which report directly to the Head of State, were responsible for internal security, but they lacked the resources and training to function effectively.a After President Taylor’s inauguration in August, his administration made security a top priority, placing many former NPFL participants in the security forces.b In September Taylor reappointed Joseph Tate as police director.c Tate was known to have directed and participated in the looting of Monrovia in April and May 1996. d
       B. Human Rights Situation 

     [6] The long civil war exacted a terrible toll in Liberia: Many thousands of Liberians were killed, almost half of the population was displaced, and the country’s infrastructure was virtually destroyed.a Despite the presence of regional peacekeepers since 1990, joined by a U.N. Military Observer Mission in 1993, fighting resumed numerous times in the course of the war, and the number of warring factions proliferated over the years.b All factions – mot of them ethnically based – committed serious abuses against the civilian population. c
     [7] The widespread atrocities against civilians included extrajudicial executions, hostage taking;a cruel and inhuman treatment of prisoners;b torture;c rape;d forced labor;e and extortion.f The factions consisted predominantly of bands of armed fighters, many as young as ten years old, with little or no formal military training. g
     [8] Liberia’s human rights record was poor in 1997 and the first half of 1998, and there were serious problems in many areas.a However, there were some improvement in comparison with 1996.b Security provided throughout the country by ECOMOG and a largely successful disarmament program led to a decline in human rights abuses prior to September 1997;c however, abuses increased towards the end of the year.d Security forces were accused of extrajudicial killings, although it was difficult to distinguish whether some killings were a result of political, criminal, ethnic or some [other] motives, Security forces were also accused in a number of disappearances and beatings of citizens. e
     [9] One of the most egregious incidents occurred on November 28, 1997, when government security personnel detained opposition political leader Samuel Saye Dokie and three family members at a checkpoint near Gbarnga, Bong County.a Their mutilated, burned bodies were discovered three days later.b The SSS Director has admitted ordering Dokie’s arrest but has disavowed any knowledge of the murders.c Some SSS officers were subsequently arrested and charged with the abductions and murders, but they were acquitted in a trial which most observers regarded as seriously flawed.d The government has claimed to be looking for five other suspects, an assertion many Liberians find unpersuasive. e
     [10] A new Supreme Court has been appointed by President Taylor, but a lack of resources has made the judiciary unable to provide citizens in all parts of the country with their rights to due process and a fair trial.a Although the Liberian Constitution provides for freedom of speech and of the press, these freedoms have been restricted in many instances.b Arbitrary arrest, illegal detention, and intimidation of journalists by government security forces have become commonplace.c In late 1997 six independent newspaper editors and many journalists were arbitrarily detained and arrested for publishing articles that security forces considered anti-government.d Some member of the press have been barred from official press conferences for printing stories unfavorable to the Government, other members of the press were beaten at the Executive Mansion by government officials.e As a result of this press harassment of journalists, many of them practice self censorship.f A number of well-known Liberian journalists have fled the country - some to neighboring countries, others to the United States.g Incidents of harassment of human rights and democracy groups have occurred in 1998, but there are currently no political prisoners in Liberia. h
     [11] Unfortunately economic conditions helped to limit the return of refugees from neighboring countries.a However, by December 1997 more than 100,000 refugees and internally displaced persons had returned to their previous home area.b Some 1.5 million Liberians continue to depend upon humanitarian assistance to survive.c Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) shelters were closed by the end of February 1998, indicating that efforts to return displaced persons to their home villages were at least partially successful. d
     [12] No progress was made in resolving outstanding incidents of past human rights abuses, despite the appeal of many local and international organizations.a A Human Rights Commission has been created by the Government.b The Commission’s mandate is limited to investigating current and future human rights abuses.c It thus far has no power to compel the testimony of witnesses and has no government funding.d Government officials and human rights groups have consulted on ways to strengthen the legislation which created the Human Rights Commission.e In December 1997 President Taylor appointed a former rival, Alhaji Kromah, as Chairman of the Commission on National Reconciliation, but it has not yet been constituted and is not functioning.f In early 1998, Kromah was replaced as Chairman by Victoria Refill, a long-time Taylor advisor. g
     [13] Many human rights problems remain, and score-settling of old enmities may recur.a Nevertheless, the end of the fighting has brought real improvement in Liberia in comparison with previous years, and the climate of insecurity is less pronounced.b With the significant drawdown of ECOMOG in 1998 and the sensitive issue of restructuring the armed forces and the overall security apparatus, Liberian security agencies have proliferated.c The current peace might best be described as cam but fragile. d
     [14] In recent years, the fear of returning expressed by Liberian asylum applicants has been quite understandable in the context of their flight from what were general conditions of violence and upheaval.a Because of that, the Attorney General had continued to extend Temporary Protected Status (TPS) available to some Liberians which has been in effect since 1991.b Due to the improvement in security conditions, TPS is set to expire September 28, 1998. c
III. Claims and Relevant Country Conditions
     A. Claims Based on Political Opinion
     [15] Some applicants base their claims on their political support of the deposed Doe regime or positions held under that government.a Such claims should be examined carefully, for there are many former Doe supporters in the Armed Forces (AFL) and even in the various other political parties which contested the 1997 elections.b Some Doe supporters also participated in the four interim governments Liberia has had since the civil war began in 1989, and another was appointed to the Supreme Court in 1995. c
     [16] Persons who committed human rights abuses under Doe might be at some risk upon returning to Liberia.a Mere participation in that regime or the holding of public office would not automatically mean that person would now be at risk under present circumstances. b
     [17] Although some over-zealous Taylor partisans, in celebrating his victory in the 1997 election, subjected supporters of the losers to harassment and harsh treatment immediately after the election, those incidents are now less pervasive.a In general, supporters of the anti-Taylor parties which contested the election are not now being bothered, and some opposition leaders have been appointed to Taylor’s cabinet.b Some opposition elements claim that Taylor’s efforts to include them in his government are a subterfuge to conceal his real goal of filling the most important positions in the cabinet and government with his partisans. c
     [18] President Taylor emphasized national reconciliation in his inaugural speech, but many Liberians remain concerned.a At the moment, many former factional opponents and members of the political opposition, particularly high-profile persons in those categories, do not yet feel they have genuine security and full legal guarantees.b The well-publicized Dokie murders intensified those feelings.c Eight of the twelve politicians who opposed Taylor in the election are now living outside the country, as are most other leaders of former warring factions. d
     [19] Whether or not a Liberian applicant professing political opposition to the Taylor Government has genuine reasons to be afraid of returning to Liberia depends in large part on the level and prominence of his/her anti-NPP activities.a Someone who participated militarily in a rival faction may face danger upon returning.b Someone who simply supported one of the other candidates in the election, or who was a civilian partisan of one of the other factional leaders during the civil war, in most cases, not be the subject of any particular attention by the government should they return.c While this is true for ordinary Liberians, it would not be true for prominent personalities or those who held leadership positions in anti-NPP factions.d Nevertheless, members of virtually all the former factional groups and present political parties are living and working in Monrovia. e
     [20] Most Liberian asylum claims are based on fears of retribution due to the applicant’s ethnicity.a Many claims filed since Taylor’s election victory tend to be based on fears that the new Taylor Government will harm the applicant because of his/her status as a Krahn or Mandingo, two major tribes in Liberia.b During the war Taylor’s National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL) forces, largely Gio and Mano initially, perceived Krahns and Mandingos as their primary rivals and often treated them brutally.c Krahns predominated in the AFL and Mandingos as their primary rivals and often treated them brutally.d Krahns predominate in the AFL and the George Boley-led Liberian Peace Council (LPC), while the United Liberian Movement for Democracy in Libaria (ULIMO), was originally mixed with Krahn and Mandingo.e When ULIMO split into sub-factions, Krahns dominated the Roosevelt Johnson-led sub-faction, while Mandingos dominated the Alhaji Kromah-lef sub-faction.f All these groups were equally brutal in their treatment of suspected NPFL elements.g Horrible human rights abuses, including ghastly atrocities were committed by virtually all the factions during the civil war.h These abuses are fresh in the minds of most Liberians and account for many asylum claims. i
     [21] Ethnic retribution has been minimal in Monrovia for several years, and all ethnic groups are represented in the capital, including the Americo-Liberian minority group which for over 150 years dominated the country.a The major ethnic groups are also represented in President Taylor’s cabinet.b Nevertheless, some groups do not yet feel fully safe and complain of government discrimination and harassment.c Some members of former President Samuel Doe’s ethnic group, the Krahn, believe they were being systematically discriminated against by the Government, although some Krahns hold ministerial positions in the Government.d During the first half of 1998, the Krahns have continued to have problems, not only in Monrovia, but also in their homelands in Grand Gedeh County.e There also now appears to be growing ethnic tensions among the Mandingo/Lormas in Lofa County and the Mandingos/Gios/Manos in Gbarnga and Bong Counties. f 

       C. Claims Based on Religion
     [22] The Liberian Constitution recognizes freedom of religion as a fundamental right, and Liberia has no established state religion.a Although Islam is gaining adherents, as much as 40% of the population profess to be Christian.b A significant portion of the population follows traditional animism or blends traditional religions with Christianity or Islam.c Although the law prohibits religious discrimination, Islamic leaders continue to complain that Muslims, especially Mandingos, are discriminated against.d Some Muslims believe that Liberian secular culture gives preference to Christianity in civic ceremonies and observances, and that discrimination spills over into areas of individual opportunity and employment.e Muslims hold senior government positions; nevertheless, many Muslims believe they are bypassed for highly desirable government jobs. f
     [23] The new government dismissed many Muslims, particularly Mandingos, from longstanding jobs.a Following President Taylor’s public accusation in September 1997 that Muslim Mandingos were fighting in Sierra Leone, prominent Mandingos in Monrovia and elsewhere began receiving threats from unknown individuals.b There were also credible reports that some returning Muslim Mandingo refugees were not allowed to resettle in their home villages in Lofa, Bong, and Nimba Counties. c
     D. Claims Based on Nationality
     [24] We have seen no recent asylum claims from Liberian based on nationality. a
     E. Claims Based on Social Group Membership
          1. Female Genital Mutilation  

     [25] Female genital mutilation (FGM) is widely condemned by international health experts as damaging to both physical and psychological health.a FGM traditionally has been performed on young girls in northern, western, and central tribes, particularly in rural areas among traditional societies.b Before the civil war began in 1989, approximately 50% of women in rural areas between the ages of 8 and 18 underwent FGM.c In some instances, female health professionals in the tribes participated in the practice by providing postoperative care. d
     [26] The war, totally disrupted village life.a It caused most of the population to flee to neighboring countries or became internally displaced.b Social structures and traditional institutions, such as the secret societies which often perform FGM as an initiation rite, were also undermined by the war, although they have made a comeback in the first half of 1998.c Their leaders, some of whom held significant positions in government, consider their initiation rites as sacrosanct as baptism and strongly resent foreign criticism of FGM.d The most extreme for of FGM, infibulation, is not practiced.e The Government has taken no action against FGM and is unlikely to do so in the future. f
     [27] A detailed paper on FGM in Liberia has been prepared by and is available to adjudicators from the Office of Asylum Affairs, Bureau of Democracy and Human Rights and Labor, Department of State. a
IV. Other Consideration for Adjudicators
     [28] In addition to the violence and civil unrest which have characterized Liberia in recent years, it is a very poor country, which is a powerful incentive for Liberian nationals to go elsewhere, particularly to the United States, to seek employment and a higher standard of living.a Moreover, there have been long and historically close ties between Liberia and the United States.b Thousands of Liberian professional have been educated in the United States, many have American citizen relatives.c There is a large and active Liberian expatriate community in the United States. d
V. Appendix I. Chronology of Significant Events
Date




Event
April 1980


Master Sergeant Samuel Doe assumes power after 

                                         successful coup in which President Tolbert and 13 

                                         government ministries are murdered. 

December 1989

Rebel forces led by Charles Taylor begin 

                                         campaign to overthrow President Doe. 

August 1990

ECOMOG troops land in Monrovia.

September 1990

President Doe is captured, tortured and executed. 

                                         Constitutional government ends; civil war ensues    

                                         between Taylor’s National Patriotic Front of 

                                         Liberia (NPFL), and Alhaji Kromah’s United 

                                         Liberation Movement for Democracy in Liberia 

                                         (ULIMO).

November 1990

Interim Government of National Unity (IGNU) 

                                         formed, led by Dr. Amos Sawyer. 

November1990 

A tenuous cease-fire remains in effect.
to late 1992


September 1992

NPFL launches major offensive against ECOMOG 

                                          – controlled Monrovia; ECOMOG responds in 

                                         force and repels NPFL elements. 

July 1993


IGNU, NPFL and ULIMO sign cease-fire in 
                                         Cotonou, Benin, ECOWAS, the UN, and the OAU 

                                         also sign. 
September 1993

UN Observer Mission (UNOMIL) is established.

March 1994


Liberian National Transitional Government 

                                         (LNTG) formed under a five-person Council of 

                                         State. 

March 1994


Fierce fighting erupts between rival ULIMO 

                                         factions: ULIMO-K, led by Alhaji Kromah, the 

                                         Mandingo faction; and ULIMO-J led by Roosevelt 

                                         Johnson, the Krahn faction.
May 1994


A new predominantly Krahn group, the `Liberian 

                                         Peace Council,’ attack NPFL positions in the 

                                         southeast. 

September 1994

Liberian factions meeting in Akosombo, Ghana 

                                         reach accord. It is rejected by dissident warring 

                                         factions and politicians in Monrovia. 

December 1994

New peace accord brokered by ECOWAS and 

                                         Ghanaian President Rawlings in agreed to in 

                                         Accra, Ghana by all seven warring factions.

February 1995

Renewed fighting breaks out, preventing 

                                         installation of new transitional government.  
August 1995

ECOWAS brokers new peace accord in Abuja, 

                                         Nigeria. New Council of State is organized and 

                                         timetable established for return to civilian rule 

                                         through general elections. 

April 1996


New fighting erupts between various factions.

August 1996

Abuja Accord Supplement is adopted calling for 
                                         disarmament, demobilization, reintegration, and 
                                         holding of national elections. 
November 1996

Disarmament begins under ECOMOG supervision.

February 1997

Voluntary disarmament period ends. ECOMOG 

                                         continues cordon-and-search operations for hidden 

                                         weapons.

July 1997


Presidential and legislative elections are held.

August 1997

Charles Taylor inaugurated as President of Liberia.

     The views expressed in this report are those of the U.S. Department of State, and its authors, not PARDS. A copy of this report is provided as a courtesy to our clients: immigration attorneys, current applicants, and those contemplating filing for political asylum in the United States. Readers are encouraged to obtain a copy of the PARDS critique of the Department of State’s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, International Religious Freedom Report, Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, or Issue Paper series from our web page: http://www.pards.org/profilecrtitique.doc. We welcome your questions, comments and requests. 
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PARDS Report-Specific Source
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     To order a comprehensive Report-Specific Source and Reliability Assessment of the D.o.S. Liberia Country Report on Human Rights Practices (1970s – Present), International Religious Freedom Report (2000 – Present), latest Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, benefit from the assistance of an internationally known and respected, country-specific expert, or obtain claim-relevant documentation call PARDS 1 (609) 497 - 7663.
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