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LOOKING AT THE INDIVIDUAL IN LIBERIA AND SIERRA

LEONE : FROM A REGIONAL CONFLICT TO A 'HUMAN 

INSECURITY COMPLEX'

Romain Malejacq
1

Abstract: Violence in the Mano River region has sometimes been analysed as a ‘system of conflicts’, but rarely
from a human security point of view. By focusing on the individual, the author is thus trying to look beyond the
nation-state, and to show how the conflict in Liberia bled on Sierra Leone (both in terms of human causes and
human consequences), forming a 'human insecurity complex'.  For this, the author does not only take the analysis
to the level of greedy entrepreneurs, but to the level of the individual, and links the social exclusion grievances to
a regional conflict complex.

(Source:  http://www.usaid.gov/sl/sl_democracy/news/040715_saran_daraba/index.htm)

« Et moi j’ai tué beaucoup d’innocents au Liberia et en Sierra Leone où j’ai 
fait la guerre tribale, où j’ai été enfant-soldat où je me suis bien drogué aux 
drogues dures »2.

 From Black Hawk Down (2001) to Blood Diamond (2007), Hollywood seems to have 
become really fond of Africa's civil wars. Blood, action, high child soldiers carrying machine
guns and civilian casualties. African conflicts have everything to be emotional and 
spectacular. Even good Manichean scenarios are eased by the existence of greedy warlords 
and ethnic rivalries. One might however regret that African conflicts are only presented to the 
general public in an extremely simplified and partisan way. But what is even more regrettable 
is that it is also the way they have often been described by well-known academics.

1 Romain Malejacq holds a Masters Degree in International Affairs (Sciences-Po, Paris) and is
currently completing a Research Masters in Political Sciences and International Relations at the Ecole 
Doctorale de Sciences-Po in Paris. He is conducting a research on the impact of the theories of 
conflicts in Liberia and Sierra Leone. He is also coordinator of the Human Security Journal.
2 Kourouma, A. Allah n'est pas obligé, Paris, Seuil, 2000, p. 12 
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The Liberian civil war started during Christmas Eve 1989 before spreading to Sierra 
Leone in 1991. It was thus one of the first of the so-called 'New International Conflicts'
(NICs)3. Slaughters, light weapons and massive refugee flows, violence in the Mano River 
region had everything to be described as anarchical and irrational4. But we are definitely not 
'back to the future' 5. Africans are not 'barbarians'. By adopting a human security approach6,
we will try to show that the violence occurring in the region might and must be explained. A 
political and sociological meaning has to be given to this violence.

Violence in West Africa has later been analysed as systemic. The situations in Liberia, 
Sierra Leone and Guinea have been understood as a set of conflicts. It is indeed really
difficult to look at them separately, or at least without considering the impact of one conflict 
on the others. We will therefore try to study the Mano River conflicts with a regional 
perspective. In this paper, we will however limit our analysis to Liberia and Sierra Leone. We
may indeed consider that there was no real war in Guinea at that time – although the country 
has recurrently witnessed episodic violence tied up to what was happening in Liberia and 
Sierra Leone7.

We will see that these two conflicts are really close, both in time (the conflict in 
Liberia starts in 1989, the one in Sierra Leone in 1991) and characteristics. But we will also
show that the most important reason for studying them together is that they are intimately
related both military and strategically. One could even argue that the conflicts occurring in 
Liberia and Sierra Leone are actually two sides of a same coin8.

 A Report of the Security Council mission to West Africa thus pointed out that ‘the 
region’s borders are so porous and problems, including those associated with small arms,
fighters, child soldiers and HIV/AIDS, move so easily across them that countries have to 
work together if they are to have any real chance of effecting lasting change’9. The report then
concludes with the need for a ‘comprehensive, integrated strategy’. The goal of this article is
not to state on the need for such a strategy, as it would require a detailed framework of what
we understand by integrated solutions, what the limitations are, and especially apply it to what 
has been done so far by the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and 
the United Nations (UN). But we do agree on the fact that the main security threats in West
Africa easily move across the borders. And especially across the border between Liberia and
Sierra Leone.

3 New International Conflicts refer to a new generation of war engendered by the end of the bipolar
system. See Kaldor, M. New and Old Wars. Organized Violence in a Global Era, Polity Press, 1999. 
4 Kaplan, R. D. “The Coming Anarchy: How Scarcity, Crime, Overpopulation and Disease are 
Rapidly Destroying the Social Fabric of our Planet”, Atlantic Monthly, February 1994.
5 Mearsheimer, J. “Back to the Future, Instability in Europe after Cold War”, International Security,
1990.
6 By adopting a human security approach, we will thus especially focus on the security of the
individual, and on the interconnection of the threats. On the definition of human security, see Human
Security Journal n°1, April 2006.
7 Marchal, R. “Libéria, Sierra Leone, Guinée : une guerre sans frontières ?”, Politique africaine 88,
2002, (5-12), p.5.
8 We also voluntarily excluded the Ivorian conflict, too far from the Liberian and Sierra Leonean 
cases, both in time and characteristics. The way this conflict has been perceived is also really different 
from the way the two conflicts we are analysing have been perceived.
9 United Nations, “Report of the Security Council Mission to West Africa”, S/2004/525 (20-29 June
2004).
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Considering the transnational components of the Liberian and Sierra Leonean 
conflicts, the article's purpose is to link the notion of regional conflict to a human security
analysis in the Mano River region. We will start by quickly introducing the history of the two
conflicts. Then, we will show the limits of traditional security approaches and the need for a 
human security one in 'failed states' situations. Then again, we will attempt to develop the
social exclusion grievances and to link them to Marchal's concept of 'system of conflicts'10.
We will finally conclude by showing that these conflicts actually gave birth to a Human
Insecurity complex in the region.

THE GENESIS OF A REGIONAL CONFLICT

Before further analysis, one has to understand why Liberia and Sierra Leone 
historically belong to the same 'system of conflicts'.

War in Liberia started in 1989, as Charles Taylor’s movement, the National Patriotic 
Front of Liberia (NPFL), launched a violent rebellion against President Doe's regime. Directly
operating from Côte d'Ivoire, the revolt rapidly spread to the whole country and was finally 
stopped in front of Liberia's capital city, Monrovia. In August 1990, the ECOWAS sent its 
interposition force, the ECOWAS Monitoring Group (ECOMOG). Led by Nigeria, the force 
was supposed to bring peace to Liberia (4000 troops). With no success – despite the sending 
of a United Nations mission in 1993 (UNOMIL)11.

War in Sierra Leone started in March 1991, not even two years after the Liberian 
conflict broke out. The crisis was becoming unavoidable, as the domination of the single 
party, the All People's Congress, began to arouse more and more radical oppositions in the 
country. But that is the involvement of the NPFL, which provoked the outburst of violence. 
Charles Taylor's rebel movement was following a double objective.

Firstly, supporting Foday Sankoh's movement – the Revolutionary United Front 
(RUF) – against Joseph Momoh's government, as the latter was strongly in favour of the 
ECOMOG’s involvement in Liberia – against the NPFL. 

The second reason was more regional and economic. On the one hand, supporting the
RUF gave the NPFL the control of the Eastern Sierra Leone diamond mines – in exchange for 
weapons – and widened its military base. On the other hand, the cooperation with the NPFL 
gave the RUF a border, behind which the movement could be protected and attack the 
country. But Liberians opposed to Charles Taylor also found logistical and political support in 
Sierra Leone – and Guinea – as early as April 199112.

After a couple of “Coup d'Etat”, the ECOWAS decided to send the ECOMOG to
Sierra Leone – still involved in Liberia – in 1997 to put President Ahmad Tejan Kabbah back 
in office. A peace agreement was then signed and a United Nations mission (UNAMSIL) sent 
to monitor the peace process. Once again with no success. In 2000 the British government
thus decided to intervene by sending the military.

10 The expression was first used by Christine Messiant and Rémy Bazenguissin in their DEA seminar
on African studies at the Paris I university in 2000-2001, and then conceptualized by Marchal in
“Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinée: une guerre sans frontières ?”, Politique africaine 88, 2002, (5-12), p.5.
11 www.un.org/french/peace/monul/unomilS.htm (accessed on February 8, 2007).
12 Marchal, (2002), op. cit. p.5.
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Soldiers, refugees, weapons and diamonds actually never stopped flowing from
Liberia to Sierra Leone (and vice versa) during the nineties. The region's borders were 
therefore really important on a strategic point of view. In 2000, after more than ten years of 
violence – while the British intervention had already secured a large part of the Sierra
Leonean territory – the borders between Liberia, Sierra Leone and Guinea were still 
witnessing high intensity fightings13.

The Mano River conflict might however be considered as over now, with the signature 
of a peace agreement for Sierra Leone in 2002 and one for Liberia after the departure of 
Charles Taylor in 200314. The two countries are now witnessing peaceful transitions to
democracy. In Sierra Leone, President Ahmad Tejan Kabbah was re-elected in 2002, while 
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf was elected President of Liberia in 2005, becoming the first 
democratically elected female President in Africa15. Peace is now back in West Africa – at 
least in Liberia and Sierra Leone – but the situation is still really fragile.

THE NEED FOR A HUMAN SECURITY APPROACH

Civil wars usually break out within 'weak states'. And looking at security in this kind 
of situations is a big challenge. Without getting into the definition debates around the 
concepts of 'failed', 'collapsed', 'fragile', or 'weak states'16, we will try to show what a human
security perspective can bring to the table.

Liberia and Sierra Leone are 'failed states'. They definitely fit to the definition of a 
'failed state' given by Eisenstat, Porter and Weinstein as a state which does not fulfil any of 
the “three critical functions that the governments of all strong, stable states perform: security, 
the provision of basic services, and protection of essential civil freedom' 17. These authors
even give Liberia as an example.  “Many normal state functions are carried out at least in part 
by NGOs” in Liberia and Sierra Leone”18. The International Crisis Group (ICG) also 
underlined that “Non Governmental Organizations – especially larger and better funded 
international ones (INGOs) – may end up, against their wishes, deciding policy initiatives and 
doing the work of government”19.

The first of the critical functions, security, is obviously lacking in Liberia and Sierra
Leone, as “the instruments of governance and central authority” – also given by Vogt as a
characteristic of a state failure20 – simply disappeared. So did the third function, the protection 
of essential civil freedom. 

13 Ibid. p. 5 
14 Although elected President of Liberia in 1997 on a peace program, Charles Taylor never really 
managed to bring back peace to the country
15 http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/dpko/co_mission/unomilB.htm (accessed on February 8, 2007).
16 On definition issues, see Porteous, T. “Etats fragiles ou faillis: une notion à dépasser”, Châtaignier,
J.M. & Magro, H. (eds.) Etats et sociétés fragiles. Entre conflits, reconstruction et développement,
Paris, Karthala, 2007 (493-508).
17 Eisenstat, Porter, Weinstein, “Rebuilding Weak States”, Foreign Affairs, vol. 27, n°2, January-
February 2005 (134-146).
18 International Crisis Group (ICG), “Liberia and Sierra Leone: Rebuilding Failed States”, Africa
Report n°87, Dakar/Brussels, (December 2004), p.5.
19 Ibid. p.5.
20 Vogt, M. A. “Co-operation between the UN and the OAU in the management of African conflicts”, 
Whither Peace-keeping in Africa?, Institute for Security Studies (ISS), n°36, April 1999, p. 46
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The Liberian and Sierra Leonean states are also largely unable to provide the second
critical function, the delivery of basic services such as medical care and education. “The 
World Bank estimates that in 2003, only 5 per cent of pharmaceuticals within the state health
system reached their intended destination21”. Referring to the Sierra Leonean case,
Christopher Clapham pointed out that there was almost no interest for the state elites to 
furnish education and medical care, which thus became completely underproductive22.

Shahrbanou Tadjbakhsh pointed out that traditional security approaches tend to 
consider ‘fragile states’ as threats for regional and collective interests. Her analysis is also
relevant for 'failed states'. They are usually seen as destabilizing forces with many potential 
consequences, such as terrorism, proliferation of small weapons, organised crime and regional 
instability23. She gave three reasons for these elements to be considered as threatening:

- they can lead to contagious conflicts;
- they can represent a threat for national, regional or international security;
- they can have direct or indirect costs on the institutions.

While developing a strong argument, which definitely has to be taken into account in 
the analysis of the Liberian and Sierra Leonean situations, state-centred approaches ignore 
other considerations threatening the individuals. By focusing on the state, traditional security
approaches sometimes tend to forget that the population is often more concerned about 
unemployment for instance than about the security of the state’s institutions.

The human security concept also focuses on the interconnection of threats, both 
considering their interregional and intersectorial effects. In our case, migrations, epidemics,
the excessive use of resources and the alienation of the youth are all interrelated. That is for
instance one of the reasons why the reintegration of former soldiers is such a complex issue.
By focusing on these aspects, this concept gives us the opportunity to consider both the 
security of the state and the security of the human being24.

LOOKING BEYOND GREED 

We indeed believe that analyses of the Mano River region have to go beyond the 
‘national resource curse’25 as the main – or only – security threat. The potentiality of
predation is not the only determinant of the risk of war26. Academics and policy makers must
start looking at social exclusion grievances in addition to greed. It has already been done but 
never from a human security point of view.

21 International Crisis Group (2004), op. cit.
22 La documentation française, dossier : Sierra Leone 2002, un espoir de paix en Afrique de l’Ouest : 
http://www.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/dossiers/sierra-leone/index.shtml (accessed on February 8, 
2007).
23 Tadjbakhsh, S. “La fragilité des Etats vue sous l'angle de la sécurité humaine”,Châtaignier, J.M. &
Magro, H. (eds.) Etats et sociétés fragiles. Entre conflits, reconstruction et développement, Paris,
Karthala, 2007 (509-536), p. 516
24 Ibid. p.516.
25 The expression comes from Bannon, I. & Collier, P. eds. Natural Resources and Violent Conflict,
Options and Actions, The World Bank, Washington, D.C. 2003. 
26 On the potentiality of predation as determining the risk of war, see Collier, P. Economic Causes of 
Civil Conflict and their Implications for Policy, Washington, World Bank, 2000.
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West African civil wars have often been understood as 'resource oriented', id-est
waged for “natural resources whose control, exploitation, trade, taxation, or protection 
contribute to, or benefit from the context of, armed conflict”27. Conflict diamonds have been 
then defined as “rough diamonds used by rebels movements or their allies to finance conflict 
aimed at undermining legitimate governments, as described in relevant United Nations 
Security Council (UNSC) resolutions insofar as they remain in effect or in other similar
UNSC resolutions which may be adopted in the future, and as understood and recognized in 
United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) Resolution 55/56, or in other similar UNGA 
resolutions which may be adopted in future28.

In Sierra Leone, the government had serious troubles controlling the management of
the diamonds sector, because of the stones' high unitarian price, the relative facility to extract
them – without capitals nor complex treatments – and above all the facility to bring them
illegally out of the country. The state's formation becomes extremely difficult in a country 
where more or less everyone can try to extract diamonds – although not always efficiently29. 
Illicit diamond mining did not only challenge the Sierra Leonean state's formation and its 
capacity of extraction30  but also shaped powerful political interests31.

“Blood diamonds” and “blood timber”  – among other resources – obviously played a 
really important role in the Mano River conflicts. There is no doubt about it. But the ‘national 
resource curse’ in itself is not sufficient to understand an extremely complex situation. In 
Sierra Leone, factors such as the crisis of the youth (Paul Richards)32, globalization (Paul 
Richards & Vlassenroot)33, informal markets and the nature of the state (William Reno) have
also been given to explain the violence. They are important and interrelated causes, which 
must all be taken into account to properly understand the crisis. The same thing could be said 
for Liberia, where the burst of violence was not only due to greedy warlords such as Charles 
Taylor34.  Factors such as ethnic rivalries, economic failure and political exclusion also played
an important role.

The human security concept will allow us to adopt a multidimensional approach,
which is more suited to deal with complex situations. Slim pointed out that the best method to 
analyse violence is to start from an analysis of its  actors35. This is what we do by adopting a 
human security perspective, not only taking the analysis to the level of greedy entrepreneurs, 
but to the level of the human being.

27 Bannon  & Collier, op. cit. p. 216 
28 Ibid. p.216.
29 Clapham, C. “The United Nations and Peacekeeping in Africa” in Whither Peace-keeping in 
Africa?, Institute for security studies, n° 36, April 1999.
30 Extraction is considered by Clapham as one of the four attributes of the statehood with
appropriation, penetration and regulation. See Clapham, C. “Africa and the International System: the 
Politics of State Survival”, Cambridge University Press, 1996.
31 Clapham, (1999), op. cit. 
32 Richards, P. Fighting for the Rain Forest. War, Youth and Ressources in Sierra Leone, Oxford,
Portsmouth, 1996; Peters, K. & Richards, P. “Jeunes combattants parlant de la guerre et de la paix en 
Sierra Leone”, Cahiers d’études africaines, XXXVIII (150-152), 1998.
33 Richards, P. & Vlassenroot, K. “Les guerres africaines du type fleuve Mano”, Politique africaine
88, 2002, (13-126).
34 De Montclos, M.A. “Liberia: des prédateurs aux ramasseurs de miettes”, Jean, F. & Ruffin, J.C. 
(eds), Economies des Guerres Civiles, Paris, Hachette (267-298).
35 Slim, H. “Sharing a Universal Ethic : the Principle of Humanity and War”, The International 
Journal of Human Rights 2 (4), Winter 1998, p. 343
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By focusing on the individual, we thus have the means to look more critically on the
role played by young fighters. The fact that they joined the rebels – or the military – was also
at least in part a consequence of their social exclusion – among other factors such as coercion.
The Sierra Leonean example clearly shows that greed was not the only reason to fight. Paul 
Richards for instance highlighted that, in the countryside, young Sierra Leoneans were far 
from living in a social “traditional” environment of the rural African life. On the contrary, 
years of illegal diamonds exploitation actually led to a massive emigration towards the mining
areas, where people did not earn much more money than in agricultural activities and were 
often excluded from “official” networks of local political life36.

Christopher Clapham also pointed out that the rupture of the links between the 
political regime and  the Sierra Leonean society led to the collapse of the state. He argued that 
the state was unable to incorporate a sufficient part of the population in a political structure
legitimised by the supply of adequate public services37. We might therefore believe that social 
exclusion eased the youngs' decision to join the Sierra Leonean rebel movement – especially
as the Liberian one was starting to operate from their country. The reduction of the 
employment opportunities also led the students to an increasing confrontation with the 
government38.

UNDERSTANDING THE COMPLEXITY OF A 'SYSTEM OF CONFLICTS' 

The historical perspective showed that the conflicts occurring in Sierra Leone and 
Liberia were actually two sides of the same coin. Marchal theorized this idea by the concept 
of  “system of conflicts”:

« one can talk of a 'system of conflicts' when armed conflicts, products of 
distinct national situations, coming from different actors, modalities and 
stakes, articulate with another, and blur the spatial, social and political 
frontiers, which used to initially distinguish them. These conflicts start 
resonating and fit into each other, transforming their reproduction 
conditions and, especially the confronting parties, the stakes of the struggle 
and the objectives pursued. Such an entanglement of civil and international 
armed violence thus makes a system and make extremely complex the logics 
of actors, darkens the game of alliances which might also appear 
meaningless 39».

Because of the inherent limits of traditional security approaches, we believe that such
a complex system requires the adoption of a multidimensional approach to be properly
understood and analysed. One might however argue that Marchal's concept of 'system of 
conflicts' is not very human security oriented. It would be fair enough.

But analysing a 'system of conflicts' from a this point of view gives us the opportunity 
to focus on the individual, and therefore to look at the human causes and human consequences 

36 Richards, P. (1996), op. cit. 
37 http://www.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/dossiers/sierra-leone/index.shtml (Accesse, 8 February 
2007).
38 Abdullah, I. & Muana, P. “The Revolutionary United Front of Sierra Leone: A Revolt of the 
Lumpenproletariat” in Clapham, C. African guerrillas (eds.), James Currey Ltd, Oxford, 1998, p. 56. 
39 Marchal, op. cit. p. 6. translated by the author of this document.
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of the war waged in the Mano River region. That  is the reason why we believe that the 
combination of both approaches gives a rather good picture of the complexity of the African 
conflicts’ realities. We will thus try to show  by concrete examples how the conflict in Liberia
developed and bled (both in terms of causes and consequences) on other regions, forming a 
‘Human Insecurity Complex'.

What we understand by “Human Insecurity Complex” is a situation where armed
conflicts are so entangled, and threats to the human beings so deeply interlinked, that no
action can be undertaken by any actor without effecting the overall situation. It therefore 
forms an insecurity complex where threats cross borders and primarily affects the individual.
It can only be resolved or analysed by adopting a human-centred and holistic approach. 

The border between Liberia and Sierra Leone is an essential resource of the 
transnational economy, the war, the survival strategies and the recruiting process. Highlighting
the fundamental role played by floating populations, Marchal pointed out that the Mano River 
'system of conflicts' was both a war without borders and – maybe more  importantly – a war of
borders40. Although  not looking at the individual, Collier and Bannon are also well aware of
the transnationality of the threats. They  wrote that:

« Civil wars also affect the country’s neighbours and the global community. 
The costs suffered by other countries in the region may be as large as those 
suffered within the country, as the effects of the war spill across borders. The
costs of conflict, however, do not stop at the borders of the unlucky
country41 ». 

Birahima – Ahmadou Kourouma's Allah is not obliged main character42 – crosses 
borders too. The ten years old child soldier fights in Liberia as well as in Sierra Leone. And 
so did the kamajor militias. Hoffman indeed showed that these traditional hunters used to 
fight on both sides of the border. First on the Sierra Leonean government's side, with the Civil
Defence Forces (CDF), and then with the Liberian rebel movement, the Liberians United for
Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD)43. It shows that there is a real interaction between
what is happening in Liberia and what is happening in Sierra Leone. The conflict did not only 
bleed from Liberia to Sierra Leone. Rebels, soldiers and refugees crossed the border in both 
directions. Idle and unemployed soldiers went from Sierra Leone to Liberia to keep fighting44.
And the same is now happening in Cote d’Ivoire. “With large numbers of trained fighters 
looking for employment, the Ivorian rebel campaign has provided an opportunity for many”45.

40 Marchal, op. cit.
41 Bannon & Collier, op. cit. p.1 
42 Kourouma, op. cit.
43 The Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy is a rebel movement struggling for the
removal of the Taylor government. Led by Sekou Conneh, the movement was formed in 1999 by
Liberian refugees in West Africa..
44 Although reliable unemployment rates for Sierra Leone were not available at that time, estimates 
were highest among the youths, and those between 18 and 35 years old. See 
http://www.imf.org/External/NP/prsp/2001/sle/01/063101.pdf (accessed on February 20, 2007).
45 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Liberia: Civil War and Regional Conflict”,
WRITENET Paper n°17, May 2003, p10.
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Indeed, “if people have nothing to lose, they will fight!”46. This is where human security and
the concept of 'system of conflicts' meet and form a 'Human Insecurity Complex'.

Hoffman showed that the kamajor militias brought their “travelling knowledge” from
Sierra Leone to Liberia. According to him, they exported the idea that the international 
community's policy was to attribute its aid according to the atrocities committed. The more
atrocious the conflict would be, the more aid they would get. They thus committed as much
atrocities as possible on the other side of the border. The idea was that destroying the 
infrastructures and slaughtering the population was more efficient in guaranteeing a post-
conflict future than fighting the regular forces47.

Refugees – by definition – also cross borders48. They are at the heart of our 'Human
Insecurity Complex' as their legal existence – as a category of population – depends on the 
rationale of the 'system of conflicts'. They need a special attention and not only as “a heavy
economic burden on the host country”49. At the end of 2005, Sierra Leone was still one of the 
top 10 host countries in the world, with 11 refugees per 1,000 inhabitants50.  Because of their 
terrible conditions of arrival and sanitary conditions within the camps, huge refugee flows
tend to increase the risks of infectious diseases such as malaria, tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS51.
Elbe also highlighted that fighters increase  HIV/AIDS prevalence rates because of their more
risky sexual behaviours and living conditions52. And this has to be added to sexual violence. 
Human Rights Watch for instance pointed out that rebel forces “planned and launched 
operations in which they rounded up girls and women, brought them to rebel command 
centres and then subjected them to individual and gang-rape”53. And they cross borders too54.
“ [The regional fighters] form part of a regional militia I call the insurgent diaspora. They
float in and out of wars and operate as they wish” testifies a military intelligence source
interviewed by Human Rights Watch55.

They thus increase insecurity across and along the borders. The Guinean Forest
Region along the border between Guinea/Liberia/Sierra Leone and Cote d’Ivoire for instance

46 Tânia Felicio, EU trainees Conference, ‘Human Security, From Words to Action : a new and
increasingly relevant approach to security for the EU’, February  7th 2007
47 Hoffman, D.  “The Civilian Target in Sierra Leone and Liberia: Political Power, Military Strategy,
and Humanitarian Intervention” African Affairs (2004)
48 ‘Internally Displaced Persons’ obviously need to be looked at as well in a human security
perspective. But, they do not cross borders – once again by definition. On definitions see the UNHCR
website: www.unhcr.org/basics.html (accessed on February 8, 2007).
49 Bannon & Collier, op. cit. p. 2 
50 With 11 refugees per 1000 inhabitants, Sierra Leone was  actually ranked 8th (behind Armenia,
Chad, Congo, Tanzania, Serbia & Montenegro, Zambia and Djibouti), but only 3rd per million US$ of 
GDP (behind Chad and Armenia), with 76 refugees per million US$ of GDP. See : 
http://www.unhcr.org/country/sle.html (accessed on February 20, 2007).
51 Bannon & Collier, op. cit. p. 2
52 Elbe, S. “The Changing Landscape of War in Africa”, International Security, Fall 2002 (159-177),
p. 172.
53 Human Rights Watch (HRW), “Sierra Leone: Getting Away with Murder, Mutilation, Rape”, Report
Vol. 11, n°3a (July 1999).
54 But one has to keep in mind that sexual violence in Liberia and Sierra Leone was not only
committed by the rebels. 
55 Human Rights Watch “Youth, Poverty and Blood. The Lethal Legacy of West Africa’s Regional 
Warriors”, March 2005 , p. 10 Available at : 
http://hrw.org/reports/2005/westafrica0405/westafrica0405text.pdf (accessed on February 20, 2007).
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became a potential source of instability in the region, with no less than 150, 000 Liberian 
refugees reported at the end of 200456. And among them, LURD fighters, suspected of being 
supported by the Guinean government57. The same goes for the “wild country” between 
Liberia and Sierra Leone, where “thousands of refugees and residents [have been left] at the 
mercy of roaming bands, with reports of massacres and mass rapes”58 and where the LURD is
accused of moving its weapons across the borders – although they promised to disarm as part 
of the 2003 peace agreement59. The UNHCR pointed out that refugees and Internally 
Displaced Persons have therefore became suspicious to the Liberian government, and have
been subjected to various abuses, though most of them are women and children60. It is clear in
this example that any individual action, such as the LURD’s decision to cross the border, 
indirectly affects the security of other human beings and eventually form what we call a 
“Human Insecurity Complex”.

CONCLUSION

Academics and policy makers need to be really aware of the fact that a holistic
approach is needed if we want to analyse extremely complex situations such as the Mano
River conflict. Human security is certainly that missing tool. The concept seems particularly
relevant to study the so-called 'New International Conflicts'.

By linking human security to the concept of 'system of conflicts', we showed that
regional conflicts could be analysed in terms of  a 'Human Insecurity Complex'. The Mano
River example is only one among others. But it showed that attention should be given to a 
whole bunch of causes, and not only to 'blood diamonds'.  The same goes for consequences. 
“The death toll from combat is an important, but incomplete, measure of the true costs of
armed conflict. Warfare destroys infrastructures, disrupts trade, causes capital flight and
triggers economic crises”61. They all have to be considered and analysed as deeply
interlinked.

Tânia Felicio recently pointed out that human security was looking at crossing issues,
“problems without passports”62. This is definitely what needs to be done in a 'system of 
conflicts'. Child soldiers, refugees, weapons and diseases do not stop at the border between 
Liberia and Sierra Leone. Why should we?

56 http://www.irinnews.org/IndepthMain.aspx?IndepthId=17&ReportId=62546. (accessed on February
20, 2007).
57 See http://hrw.org/english/docs/2002/07/19/liberi4131.htm (accessed on February 20, 2007).
58 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Liberia: Civil War and Regional Conflict”, 
WRITENET Paper n°17, May 2003, p.12.
59 www.sierra-leone.org/slnews0403.html (accessed on February 20, 2007) 
60 Human Rights Watch (2005), op. cit.  p. 13.
61Human Security Report 2005: War and Peace in the 21st Century, Human Security Centre, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005, p.129
62 Tânia Felicio, EU trainees Conference, ‘Human Security, From Words to Action : a new and
increasingly relevant approach to security for the EU’, February  7th 2007
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