
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Final movement of registered IDPs 
 
On 5 December the final convoy carrying 169 former IDPs completed the two-day journey to 
Lofa County, and brought to an end the IDP return movement. The group spent the night at the 
UNHCR transit centre in Gbarnga (Bong County) before proceeding to the districts of Voinjama, 
Kolahun and Foya.  

From the start of the operation on 2 October this year, 5,245 individuals (877 families) 
received assistance to return from 29 former IDP camps to the counties of Bomi, Bong, 
Gbarpolu, Grand Bassa, Grand Cape Mount, Grand Gedeh, Lofa, Margibi, Montserrado, Nimba, 
River Gee and Sinoe. The former IDPs were transported to specified drop off points in their 
districts of origin (or choice) in UNHCR trucks. They received assorted domestic items and WFP 
food rations for four months as well as a $5 allowance for secondary transportation. UNMIL 
provided security at both departure points and drop off points, and patrolled the repatriation 
routes. Demolition of abandoned makeshift shelters and environmental clean up was conducted 
simultaneously with the return movement.  

The final convoy brought to 326,824 the number of IDPs assisted since the return operation 
started in November 2004 .l 

 

EUR 600,000 contribution from ECHO 
 
The European Commission Humanitarian Aid Office (ECHO) and UNHCR recently signed a 
contract worth EUR 600,000 to implement the recommendations of the multi-agency IDP camp 
closure assessment report. The contract makes provision for screening, transportation and supply 
of material assistance for remaining IDPs who identified in former sites during the assessment. It 
also covers a range of emergency environmental rehabilitation activities in former IDP sites 
including demolition, waste disposal and backfilling of latrine and garbage pits.  

The ECHO contribution brings to USD 11m total funds received against UNHCR’s 
supplementary programme (see page 5). Provision has been made under this programme to 
continue protection cluster activities, including direct assistance to vulnerable persons in former 
IDP sites and in areas of return, and community-based projects in health, education, water and 
sanitation, and environmental rehabilitation in 2007.l 



 
 

Outlook on voluntary repatriation in 2007 
 
UNHCR Representatives from Liberia, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea and Sierra Leone met in Monrovia 
on 1 November to review the progress of the voluntary repatriation operation. The meeting 
reaffirmed:  
 
the intention to complete organised large scale repatriation activities in June 2007.  

that the planning figure  of 60,000 for the year 2007 be maintained. 

that UNHCR shall intensify efforts to explore local integration prospects with governments of 
countries of asyum for Liberian refugees who may opt not to return.  

 
Assisted returns 
 
As of 08 December, UNHCR had assisted 84,038 Liberian refugees to return home, mostly from 
Guinea (54%). An estimated 112,500 refugees are still registered in West African countries. 
Road conditions are improving with the onset of the dry season and repatriation convoys are 
continuing. Now that a definite closing date for the operation has been announced, it is 
considered realistic to anticipate that, large numbers of refugees will take advantage of the 
assistance to return home, particularly the logistical capacity that enable them to bring all their 
personal belongings. Based on past experience, the rate of repatriation is expected to peak in 
March and April.  
 

Liberian refugee statistics (01-Oct-04 to 08-Dec-06) 

Country of 
asylum 

Original 
Registered 
population   
01-Oct-04 

Assisted returns  
Spontaneous 

returns  

Registered  
Population  
28-Nov-06  

Côte d’Ivoire 53,922 23% 16,520 20% 11,500 31% 25,902 23% 

Ghana 41,450 18% 4,442 5%   37,008 33% 

Guinea 73,115 31% 44,977 54% 9,035 25% 19,103 17% 

Nigeria 6,879 3% 1,719 2%   5,160 5% 

Sierra Leone 55,890 24% 16,193 19% 16,037 44% 23,660 21% 

Others countries 2,008 1% 187    1,821 2% 

TOTAL 233,264 100% 84,038 100% 36,572 100% 112,654 100% 

 
Management of spontaneous returns 
 

The term “spontaneous returns” is utilised to identify persons who repatriate by their own means. It 



includes both refugees who are registered with and have benefited from protection and assistance 
through UNHCR in countries of asylum, and refugees who were never registered and subsisted by 
their own means. In the case of Liberia, it also includes former IDPs. 

 
Statistics gathered through monitoring activities in Liberia suggest that there have been 
significant levels of spontaneous return (as opposed to “organised return”). According to reports 
by NRC monitors nearly 350,000 spontaneous returns have taken place with the highest number 
reported in the counties of Bong (24%), Lofa (20%), Nimba (15%) and Sinoe (14%). 
 
Although the data is subject to verification, it supports the view that sizeable numbers of 
refugees who are still registered in countries of asylum have in fact returned home. Verification 
of refugees present in camps in Guinea and Sierra Leone  has led to a considerable reduction in 
numbers of refugees registered in the respective databases. Since the majority of registered 
refugees in both countries are camp-based, has been possible to utilise food distribution exercises 
to verify their presence. Continuous absenteeism over a period of time provides the basis for 
assuming that the person has returned to Liberia. This process of verification has led to the 
deregistration of nearly 25,000 individuals.  
 

Overview of assisted returns 

ASSISTED REFUGEE RETURNS  County   

Côte                                                                                                                                                               
d’Ivoire 

Ghana Guinea Nigeria Sierra 
Leone 

Other 
countries 

Total 
assisted 
refugee 
returns 

(08.12.06) 

 
Assisted 

IDP 
returns 

(05.12.06) 

 
 

GRAND 
TOTAL 

Bomi - 8 38 2 434 - 482 93,291 93,773 

Bong 8 50 3,539 1 80 - 3,678 43,482 47,160 

Gbarpolu - - - - 452 - 452 20,093 20,545 

Grand Bassa 3 18 19 3 1 2 46 8,175 8,221 

Grand Cape 
Mount 

- - 17 1 3,544 2 3,564 20,330 23,894 

Grand Gedeh 1,538 71 26 5 13 2 1,655 204 1,859 

Grand Kru 42 3 - 1 0 1 47 188 235 

Lofa 5 18 38,301 7 11,355 6 49,692 120,764 170,456 

Margibi 11 62 86 42 19 1 221 2,379 2,600 

Maryland 8,434 8 8 4 9 - 8,463 1,079 9,542 

Montserrado 928 4,158 1,057 1,635 275 170 8,223 4,891 13,114 

Nimba 5,411 42 1,875 5 1 - 7,334 3,985 11,319 

River Cess - - - - 4 - 4 3,975 3,979 

River Gee 109 2 4 - 2 - 117 184 301 

Sinoe 31 2 7 13 4 3 60 3,804 3,864 



Total 16,520 4,442 44,977 1,719 16,193 187 84,038 326,824 410,862 

 
In Côte d’Ivoire , it is not possible to conduct spot checks of registered refugees in the western 
zones. The majority reside among border communities and security restrictions prevent regular 
access by UNHCR staff to operate in the area. It is nonetheless believed that many registered 
Liberian refugees have returned through conventional cross-border movement. Therefore, a 
working figure of 11,500 has been attributed to spontaneous return pending outcomes of 
endeavours to verify return on the Liberia side.  
 
Similarly, ad hoc verification of the population in Ghana is a complicated endeavour. 
Buduburam Settlement where the majority reside is an urban- like setting; thus most refugees do 
not benefit from food distribution. A headcount will be organised to ascertain the actual number 
of refugees physically present. As in other locations, a reduction in numbers is expected. 
 
In Liberia, UNHCR has initiated endeavours to identify registered persons among spontaneous 
returnees in collaboration with LRRRC and WFP. The primary targets are persons who are 
registered in Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire. Holders of legitimate refugee identity cards who appear in 
UNHCR’s photographic database are being invited to collect the standard reintegration package, 
including food rations. In November, out of 519 persons who came forward, 318 eligible 
returnees were verified in Grand Bassa, Grand Gedeh, Margibi and Montserrado. They will 
receive packages in the coming weeks. Similar arrangements are being made in Bong, Maryland 
and Nimba. In 2005, a similar exercise in Grand Cape Mount County on led to the deregistration 
of  4,000 refugees from the UNHCR database in Sierra Leone. l 
 
 
Returnees and livelihood 
 
Images of returnees receiving domestic items and food rations can nurture misleading 
perceptions of vulnerability. Such perceptions belie the resilience that has sustained returnees 
during exile and their contribution—albeit modest—to restoring the economic and social 
conditions needed to maintain life, livelihood and dignity when they return home.   
 
The majority of Liberians travel by road from camps in Guinea and Sierra Leone. They bring 
with them their worldly belongings, including clothing, furniture and livestock, braving road 
conditions that are gruelling in the dry season and become treacherous during the rainy season. 
 
Like most homecomings, return to the native land is moving and often joyous. At the same time 
there is trepidation about the great unknown tha t lies ahead. Persons who left as children return 
as adults; others were born in exile and are coming home for the very first time mostly to face an 
uncertain future. The war ruined entire communities: family members and friends died or 
disappeared. Homes, schools and other infrastructure were burned, looted or fell into decay. 
Livestock virtually perished and farming ceased. Many returnees have embarked on the uphill 
struggle to rebuild their lives against this backdrop, joining those who were left behind or who 
returned previously from displacement.  

 
A gradual transformation of the rural landscape has taken place over the past three years. 



Corrugated iron roofs reflect the reappearance of family dwellings, shops, schools and other 
buildings. Fields are being transformed into productive farmland, with rice, vegetables, coffee 
and other cash crops gradually replacing overgrown bush. In the rubber belt, seedlings in 
nurseries and young trees show evidence of fresh planting.  
 
The repatriation operation has contributed extensively towards restocking domestic animals. 
Thousands of goats, sheep, pigs, ducks, chicken, guinea fowl have been brought back on returnee 
convoys.  
 
Rural economies have sprung to life, with roadside markets and cross-border and inter-village 
trading. Manifestly, better roads would enhance marketing prospects and through them rural 
livelihoods. 
 
Most rural schools and clinics are staffed by persons who were displaced as refugees or IDPs. 
Health services, though limited and dependent still on external aid, are present in most districts. 
It has to be said that skilled workers face specific challenges insofar as their services are in high 
demand, but the means to remunerate them are lacking.  Many skilled workers are inclined to 
seek employment elsewhere—mostly in the capital, Monrovia, or among the multitude of aid 
agencies operating throughout the country—thus depriving the sectors where their services are 
most needed. 
 
UNHCR contributes to attracting trained teachers and health workers to the ir communities of 
origin through the Skilled Labour Programme (SLP). The SLP aims to reduce the financial 
burden on communities until such time as the Government is able to pay salaries. Recently, in 
Lofa County, families of 13 teachers in Zorzor and Salayea districts received shelter materials 
through the SLP. PTA and teachers in the targeted communities have started working together to 
construct the houses. UNHCR is negotiating for additional incentives from WFP under the Food 
for Work programme. 
 
Youth employment is a catalyst for sustainable return insofar as it provides livelihood and 
promotes active participation in economic development. A just completed comprehensive joint 
UNHCR-ILO study on youth employment, examines a wide range of issues, including vocational  
skills training, approaches to economic empowerment, accessibility of the labour market, 
availability of local training and micro-finance opportunities, absorptive capacity of national 
economy for skilled youth and the existence of gender-bias in the informal and formal sectors.  
 
The study notes inter alia that most returnee school leavers and adolescents are weaned to look 
for wage employment in an economy where such employment is severely limited. It draws 
attention to ample opportunities fo r youth to be employed in labour intensive development 
sectors such as agriculture, building/road construction and small scale mining. It notes, however, 
that  most of the works undertaken thus far have not been through labour based intensive works 
methodology due to lack of local capacity to develop such programmes.  
 
In response to these and other wide-ranging concerns, the study identifies a series of short, 
medium and long term interventions at micro and macro levels, including effective partnerships 
and synergies among national institutions and development actors. l 
 



 

Environmental rehabilitation of former IDP sites 
 
Since 1998, Environmental Foundation for Africa (EFA) has been UNHCR's partner for 
environmental action in refugee and internally displaced peoples (IDP) camps in Liberia. EFA 
participated in the the multi-agency IDP camp closure assessment which took place in May and 
June 2006. In September 2006, UNHCR commissioned EFA to carry out environmental 
rehabilitation of 34 former IDP sites in line with the recommendations of assessment. 
 
The implementation of the project began with recruitment of environmental extension officers to 
supervise activities. They participated in a one-day project planning workshop to set targets for 
achieving project outputs. They were assigned camps and introduced formally to landlords and 
comnunity leaders. There followed intensive discussions about the purposes of the rehabilitation 
work and the cooperation of locals was sought.   
 
Cleaning crews were recruited locally and provided with hands-in training as some individuals 
were illiterate. It included a 30 minute tour of the site to demonstrate what to look for and how to 
deal with it, focusing on critical concerns such as precautions regarding hazardous wastes (e.g. 
medical and corroded metallic objects) and safe handling of shovels, diggers, rakes, hoes and 
cutlasses.  
 
 
In heavily populated and urbanized camps like Soul Clinic, Perry, VOA 1 and Wilson, the 
volume of wastes was overwhelming.  Despite tremendous efforts, population density poses 
challenges for waste collection and disposal. Residents indicated that existing garbage pits were 
either too far away from their shelters, or too full for them to use effectively.  EFA attempted to 
tackle the problem by digging smaller garbage pits in some sites and organising awareness 
raising campaigns to promote positive behavioral change. 
 
Cleaning and sealing of open wells was delayed until the last week of November, due to heavy 
rains.  Data had been gathered and assessments made of which wells to clean, seal, re-use or 
advise communities not to use. In Bassaymah Camp (Buchanan), three wells were cleaned and 
the concrete slabs around them reinforced.  Each was chlorinated and additional chlorine 
provided to residents for future use.  
 
94 latrines were reconditioned/constructed in 30 former sites and adjacent communities where, in 
the absence of such facilities, people had been defecating in the surroundings. Communities and 
landlords were involved in the selection of sites for the construction of the latrines, and skilled 
local people were contracted to carry out construction.  
 

Hand tools and seeds/seedlings  (beans, bitter ball, cassava cuttings, cocoyam, cucumber, 
groundnuts, okra, palava, pepper, potato greens, water melon) were distributed to residents in 
former sites and adjacent communities. 11 vegetable nurseries were established to tend pepper, 
cabbage, collard greens, bitter ball and tomato seedlings for distribution to interested gardeners 
who have prepared their fields. 436 beneficiaries have received seeds and hand tools. Individual 



gardeners and groups of gardeners received watering cans, wheelbarrows, rakes, scratching hoes, 
shovels and cutlasses.   
 
25 tree nurseries for economic crops were established in 23 former sites where landlords and 
local communities expressed needs for them. 300,000 polyethylene nursery bags were purchased 
and distributed to the nurseries where attendants (recruited from the community) fill them with 
top soil and subsequently seeding them with pre-germinated seedlings of oil palm, cocoa, orange, 
grapefruit, breadnut and sweepsop. Over 60,000 oil palm seedlings are in the various nurseries. 
At the request of landlords and communities, rubber nurseries were established in Salala, Maimu 
1, Maimu 2, Maimu 3, Horton, Massaquoi, Conneh and Freeman Reserve.  39,000 rubber 
seedlings are currently on nursery. Similarly, plantain suckers were supplied in Salala, Tumutu 
and Kingsville, and coconuts in nursery centers at Bassaymah and Ricks. Other seedlings 
requested by communities include breadnut, cola, Acacia, cashew and “monkey apple”.   

 

Videos were shown and discussions held on themes such as AIDS/HIV, waste disposal, 
sanitation, deforestation, domestic energy conservation, etc. Such activities were conducted in 
the evening to reach a wider audience than might be available during day time. l 

 
 


