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Like many African nations, the relationship 
between Sierra Leone’s state and its 
citizens is often mediated through rural 
governance systems that pre-date 
colonialism. While the state virtually 
collapsed after 11 years of civil war, these 
systems headed by local chiefs continued 
to operate to some degree. This paper 
discusses why many chiefs hung on to 
their legitimacy or were quickly restored 
to power. Based on extensive interviews 
with communities in Sierra Leone, it 
analyses how national government and 
the international community reacted to 
these local spheres of influence, and 
makes suggestions for easing the tensions 
between the different levels of 
governance. 

From 1991 until 2002, Sierra Leone 
suffered a devastating civil war, in which 
the civilian population suffered grave 
atrocities and infrastructure, including 

health and education, collapsed. 

Prior to the conflict, rural communities 
were governed by traditional leadership 
structures, led by local chiefs. Chiefs were 
elected by all local taxpayers, even though 
they usually held office for life. They were 
in charge of maintaining order, largely 
thanks to locally recruited civil defence 
forces (CDFs).

During the war, rebel fighters targeted 
local chiefs, killing a large number. Many 
others either fled – albeit only briefly – or 
remained in hiding with their 
communities. Some communities went to 
great lengths to protect their chiefs. 

Some CDFs helped chiefs defend 
communities against rebel attack, 
according to the paper. However, less 
disciplined CDFs committed serious 
abuses against local people. As a result, 
once war ended, these local populations 

turned again to their chiefs, quickly 
restoring them to power. In other 
localities, new chiefs were rapidly selected 
in the absence of those who had fled or 
been assassinated.

The relative ease with which chiefs 
resumed local power appears to have 
produced a mixed response from the 
Sierra Leone People’s Party government, 
according to the paper. Initially, 
government actively encouraged the 
restoration of traditional governance 
systems. But this enthusiasm has given 
way to concern about chiefs’ general lack 
of responsiveness to the state, prompting 
a series of local council reforms.

The paper turns to security sector reform 
and assesses the interplay between local 
chiefs and CDFs with the Sierra Leone 
army and police, both of which have been 
reformed with varying degrees of success. 
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It also considers the influence of international 
bodies on reconstruction, security and 
NGO-led local development.

The paper concludes by outlining the tensions 
that persist between the different layers of 
governance in Sierra Leone.

Key findings  

• The main barrier to responsive local 
governance appears to be the government’s 
refusal to trickle more funds down to local 
level, resulting in tensions between councils 
and chiefs.

• This has caused local chiefs to have mediocre 
and limited relationships with elected 
representatives and central government 
officials.

• Chieftaincy as an institution appears to be in 
transition, with chiefs becoming moral 
leaders rather than authoritative decision-
makers. 

• The reform of the Sierra Leone army (SLA) is 
considered to be successful, with its 
reputation restored to the extent that it takes 
part in peacekeeping missions elsewhere. 

• Conversely, reform of the police has been 
incompletely conceived and executed. Policing 
provided in rural areas by tribal (or ‘Native 
Administration’) police has been ignored and 
now rarely functions properly.

• Citizens are often unaware of the true depth 
of international donor influence and so credit 
the state with achievements arising from 
donor intervention.

Structures of local governance were hidden in 
wartime Sierra Leone, and sprang back into 
operation once peace returned. This opened up 
many more possibilities for decentralisation 
– and indeed underlined the need for more 
devolution of power from the centre. 

To a large degree, social contracts have now 
been re-established between communities and 
their chiefs, and between chiefs and the state. 
This is partly due to the powerful negative 
lesson of what the alternative represents. But 
reforms of key institutions of order – the 
traditional leadership system, the SLA, the 
police, district councils and magistrates courts 
– have also played a critical role. 

Policy lessons

• For the three tiers of governance – central 
government, district councils and chiefdoms 
– to work, government must be ready to 
devolve more functions to council level and 
provide them with more funds.

• Key reforms of institutions are incomplete 
– particularly that of the police, which needs 
to be reinforced.

• The institutional boundaries in the newly 
reconstructed multilayered governance 
system are unclear. This means the 
component parts (including chiefs, the 
different police forces, district councils and 
courts) are not functioning as well as they 
might. 

• Tensions between chiefs and district councils 
need to be addressed to avoid weakening 
legitimacy.
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