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Glossary of Abbreviations 
 
AFL  Armed Forces of Liberia  

CPA  Comprehensive Peace Agreement  

CDC  Congress for Democratic Change  

ERU  Emergency Response Unit  

FRTUL  Federation of Road Transport Union of Liberia  

GAC  General Auditing Commission  

INCHR  Independent National Commission on Human Rights  

LACC  Liberia Anti-Corruption Commission  

LD  Liberian Dollar (colloquial) 

LISGIS  Liberia Institute of Statistics and Geo-Information Services  

LMTU  Liberia Motorcycle Transit Union  

LNP  Liberia National Police  

NGO  Nongovernmental Organization 

PSU  Police Support Unit  

PRS  Poverty Reduction Strategy  

PSD  Professional Standards Division  

UNMIL  United Nations Mission in Liberia  

UNPOL  United Nations Police  
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Summary 
 

I went to the police investigation department with a complaint [about how I 
was arrested, jailed for five days, and told to pay money to be released]. 
The whole thing was like a trick. They kept saying tomorrow, tomorrow [they 
would address my complaint]. The culture of impunity [in the police] 
continues to exist. 

—Joseph (pseudonym), 43, victim of police corruption and abuse, Monrovia, 
December 2012 

 

Sometimes you go to work and do your own thing.… Everyone is doing the 
same thing [with corruption]. This is happening and UNMIL [United Nations 
Mission in Liberia] is here. What do you think will happen when UNMIL 
leaves? It will be worse. 

—Police chief inspector, Monrovia, January 2013 

 
From 1989 to 2003, Liberia was engulfed in two civil wars that killed more than 200,000 
people and displaced another one million. The West African country, now headed by 
Africa’s first elected woman president, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, is politically stable and 
rebuilding, assisted by numerous international donors and institutions. The United 
Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) has extensively supported Liberia since the signing of 
the 2003 Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in Accra, Ghana, and has maintained a 
strong presence in the country. 
 
Since early 2013, UNMIL has begun to draw down its peacekeeping forces—which currently 
number around 8,000 uniformed personnel—with the goal of more than halving its 
presence by 2015. Increasingly, maintaining law and order will be under the sole 
stewardship of Liberia’s government and its security forces. 
 
The government has emphasized the importance of the security sector, specifically the 
police, in post-war human rights compliance and human development. Its two major 
development plans—the Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRS) and Liberia Rising/Vision 



 

“NO MONEY, NO JUSTICE”   2 

2030—stress the importance of a professionalized security sector in securing human rights 
and access to justice. 
 
The Liberia National Police (LNP), which stands at 4,417 police officers, is now twice the 
size of the army and bears the primary responsibility for maintaining law and order and 
creating the stability required for Liberia’s post-conflict economic prosperity. UNMIL has 
estimated that Liberia will need 8,000 officers, or nearly double the current LNP force, 
to adequately serve the Liberian public upon the UN’s departure, although the UN 
Secretary-General’s report on Liberia suggested that improving the quality of officers, 
not the quantity, should be the priority. This idea is supported by several special 
inquiries called for by President Sirleaf to investigate widely publicized instances of 
police misconduct. 
 
The police’s professionalization and its ability to promote human rights and the rule of 
law in the wake of UNMIL’s departure are crucial for Liberia’s economic development and 
long-term stability. As Liberian lawyer and activist Tiawan Gongloe told Human Rights 
Watch in November 2012, “It will be the quality of governance that will sustain the peace 
when UNMIL leaves.” 
 
But Human Rights Watch’s research in Liberia found that the ability of the police to enforce 
the law and investigate wrongdoing is severely compromised by lawlessness and abuse 
that police officers themselves inflict on ordinary Liberians, especially those living on the 
margins. The police force is riddled with corruption and a lack of professionalism and 
accountability. A 2012 survey showed that Liberians perceived the police to be the most 
corrupt institution in Liberia; the courts were a close second. Even more recently, a 
Transparency International report, Global Corruption Barometer 2013, noted that the police 
were perceived to be the most corrupt institution in the country. 
 
From November 2012 to February 2013, Human Rights Watch interviewed over 220 people 
about police abuses and the policing challenges. We spoke with more than 120 victims of 
police corruption and over 35 police officers from Montserrado, Bong, Lofa, and Grand 
Gedeh counties. Researchers conducted interviews primarily in urban areas, but also in 
rural locales throughout the country. 
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Regardless of location, victims of police corruption frequently expressed their concern that 
in Liberia, “justice is not for the poor,” or “no money, no justice.” They described police 
extortion at every stage of a case investigation—from registration of a complaint to 
transportation to the crime scene, to release from police detention. This institutional 
neglect has created the credible perception among many Liberians that wealth, not guilt, 
determines the outcome of a criminal case. 
 
All too often, our research found, the police act as predators, violating the law, rather than 
protecting the population. Human Rights Watch documented numerous cases where police 
officers entered poor communities at night or simply patrolled a street and engaged in 
shakedowns. In these situations, officers approached or followed local residents and 
under the pretext of searching them for contraband items or weapons, demanded money, 
sometimes using threats or violence. Motorcycle taxis, street vendors, and taxi drivers are 
particularly vulnerable to extortion and theft by the police.  
 
Liberian police officers themselves face numerous challenges in performing their jobs. 
They frequently lack the basic but essential tools of policing, such as vehicles or the fuel 
for them, and even pens and paper for reports. Patrol officers say that their wage—
currently US$135 per month—does not reflect the long hours they work and is insufficient 
for meeting their basic needs. This encourages the police to support themselves and their 
families through extortion and bribe-taking.  
 
Commanding officers also place pressure on their subordinates to make payments up the 
chain of command. Officers commonly pay their supervisors to obtain promotions, 
desirable posts, and other perquisites—or just to avoid negative assignments. 
 
To raise the necessary cash, police often “hustle” for money on the street—going after 
motorcycle taxis or street vendors—instead of reporting to their posts. Thus two kinds of 
harm are inflicted: on those people who are compelled to pay the bribes, and the general 
public, which then goes without another police officer. Commanders often give up on 
trying to suspend or remove derelict officers since their depot, or police station, might not 
receive replacement officers. 
 
There has been some progress in professionalizing the LNP since the end of the war. 
Arrests are now conducted more professionally, with broader recognition by the police that 
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they need to either charge or release a suspect within 48 hours. Torture and ill-treatment 
in detention, long a problem in Liberia, has decreased significantly, largely due to UN 
monitoring and trainings. Some officers are also now more inclined to report the abusive 
behavior of others, which is partly an accomplishment of the Professional Standards 
Division (PSD), the internal monitoring arm of the LNP. 
 
Despite these positive developments, corrupt practices persist throughout the country. 
The LNP has said that it is trying to address its internal culture and encourage 
accountability. However, success in bringing cases against LNP officers has been limited. 
A number of people who had tried to report their case to either a commander or the 
Professional Standards Division told Human Rights Watch that their complaints went 
unaddressed. Many other victims of police abuses said that they were either too afraid to 
report the violation, or, because of negative past experiences with pursuing police 
accountability, would no longer report cases to LNP personnel.  
 
These and other obstacles raise questions about the capacity of the LNP to fully address 
corruption within its ranks at all levels, pursue cases against high-level officials, set an 
example of probity for more junior officers, and ensure all police act professionally and in 
accordance with human rights. 
 
UNMIL itself has flagged poor police conduct as a potential impediment to safeguarding 
peace and security in Liberia. In a 2012 report, the UN reached what it called a 
“sobering” assessment of the LNP’s policing capacity, and expressed concern about the 
extensive logistics deficiencies and unprofessional behavior of many officers. The 
report also noted that while the development of security institutions had received 
considerable attention, there had been less of a focus on governance and 
accountability mechanisms for these institutions, which remain weak. Notably, the lack 
of democratic oversight of security agencies contributed to the corruption and abuse 
that were endemic under previous regimes in Liberia. 
 
Rampant police corruption compromises the rule of law in Liberia and violates the rights 
of ordinary Liberians. Police harassment and extortion result in threats to life, liberty, 
and the security of the person. It also denies the poor equal protection of the law and 
hinders their ability to provide for their families, obtain an education and health care, 
and reap the benefits of Liberia’s much-needed economic development. The Liberian 
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government has made important progress in the political and economic spheres since 
the civil war ended 10 years ago. Reining in the police, upholding basic rights, and 
restoring trust in the security sector is essential for continuing these gains and ensuring 
their longevity and durability. 
 
UNMIL and donor governments should assist in this effort through helping the Liberian 
government evaluate and review the needs of the LNP, strengthen anti-corruption 
institutions, and ensure that foreign assistance for the security sector is meticulously 
tracked. 
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Recommendations 
 

To the Government of Liberia  
• Call on the legislature to enact a comprehensive anti-corruption law after input 

from civil society groups, the Liberia Anti-Corruption Commission, and legal experts. 
• The president should act on her pledge to establish an independent Civilian 

Oversight Board for the Liberia National Police that would accept complaints from 
the public on acts of police misconduct. 

• Publicly support investigations and prosecutions by the Ministry of Justice and the 
Liberia Anti-Corruption Commission of high-level corruption at the LNP. 

• Urge the Senate to promptly hold hearings into irregularities in past General 
Auditing Commission (GAC) reports. 

• Ensure that Lift Liberia/Liberia Rising/Vision 2030 addresses security sector reform, 
especially professionalization of the police. 

 

To the LNP: Transparency and Strengthening Oversight  
• Implement an anti-corruption strategy based on input from members of the police 

and civil society, and make that strategy public. 
• Work with UNMIL and other international partners to promptly complete the new 

Police Act, which should address recruitment and training protocols, appropriate 
labor limits (such as maximum hours per week), and measures to address 
absenteeism. 

• Work with international partners to institute a tracking system for all logistics, 
including fuel, vehicles and vehicle repairs, and supplies. Use the tracking system 
to report concrete numbers on logistics shortages to the Liberian government for 
consideration in the budget process. 

• Reinstitute the use of the promotions board and task the Professional Standards 
Division to monitor promotions to ensure that they are based on a clearly defined 
merit system. 

• Hold commanders responsible for the foreseeable or repeated misbehavior of the 
officers under their command. 

• Institute transparent investigations and adopt disciplinary measures, including 
referring cases for prosecution, of the commanding officers of patrol officers who 
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engage in extortion, threats and other illegal acts, or who prevent members of the 
public from bringing complaints of police misbehavior. 

• Officers subject to investigations should be suspended without pay, pending findings. 
 

To the LNP: Professional Standards Division  
• Ensure via the LNP leadership that high-ranking officers do not intervene in 

disciplinary measures against subordinates. 
• The PSD’s Public Complaints section should make public the number of complaints 

it receives annually, the number of complaints it deems to be valid, the number of 
investigations that it undertakes, and the results of those investigations. 

• The PSD’s Inspection and Control unit should publish the number of inspections it 
conducts annually, and the results of those inspections. 

• Adopt measures to improve the ability of the regional hub system to receive and 
respond to public complaints originating from outside Monrovia. 

• Conduct trainings with the PSD to make sure it professionally responds to all 
complaints and can resist efforts to interfere in its disciplinary processes. 

 

To the LNP: Recruitment and Training  
• Recruit more police officers from the counties who are willing to remain in their 

counties. Ensure that officers deployed to the counties have equal access to 
promotions and opportunities for training and advancement, similar to those 
officers assigned to Monrovia. 

• Provide ongoing and appropriate human rights training. 
 

To Independent Government Accountability Agencies 
• The General Auditing Commission should complete and publicize an investigation 

into police corruption and abuse, including both budgetary irregularities and 
performance shortfalls. 

• The Liberia Anti-Corruption Commission (LACC) should continue to investigate and 
prosecute high-level police corruption cases. 

• The Independent National Commission on Human Rights should develop the 
capacity to investigate and take action on human rights complaints, in accordance 
with its mandate. 
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• The Independent National Commission on Human Rights should more actively 
investigate and document alleged human rights abuses, including those abuses 
involving the police, and publicize that information. 

 

To the United Nations and Donor Governments 
• UNMIL should assist in the establishment and implementation of a logistics 

tracking systems for fuel, vehicles and vehicle maintenance, and supplies. 
• Donor governments should require tracking systems for all assistance to the LNP 

and provide adequate support for such tracking. 
• The UN and donor governments should assist the LNP in compiling findings on 

logistics shortages. 
• UNMIL should assist in regular procurement requests to ensure that logistics are 

arriving to their slated location. 
• The UNMIL Human Rights and Protection Section and UNMIL should conduct 

human rights trainings for the police, with the support of donor governments. 
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Methodology 
 
This report is based on research conducted by Human Rights Watch between September 
2012 and June 2013, including field visits to Liberia from November 2012 to February 2013. 
Research was conducted in four counties, including Montserrado, the county where the 
capital city, Monrovia, is located, Lofa in northern Liberia, Bong in central Liberia, and 
Grand Gedeh in eastern Liberia. We chose these locations based on geographic diversity, 
reports of abuse from the media and domestic nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
and the location of reform efforts. 
 
During a total of six weeks in Liberia, three Human Rights Watch researchers conducted 
interviews with over 220 individuals, including over 120 victims of alleged police 
corruption, 35 police officers, and numerous members of civil society organizations, 
government officials including the police inspector general, diplomats, and officers from 
the United Nations Mission in Liberia. Human Rights Watch requested a meeting with the 
minister of justice, Christiana Tah, by formal letter on January 29, 2013, and through 
multiple follow-up calls and emails; however, a meeting was not granted. 
 
Interviewees were identified through NGOs, Liberian consultants, and professional 
associations. Police officers were identified through referrals and random stops at police 
stations. Interviews primarily took place in English. On a few occasions, a Liberian 
consultant assisted with translation from Liberian English. Interviews in Bong, Lofa, and 
Grand Gedeh counties were conducted individually, but often in the presence of others in 
open spaces in the work areas of the participants. No material compensation was given for 
the participation of the interviewees. Most interviews with victims in Monrovia took place 
individually at the offices of one of several NGOs. Human Rights Watch covered victims’ 
travel expenses, but victims received no compensation for their participation. 
 
Interviews were conducted at the consent of the interviewees with the explanation and 
understanding that the information provided would be used in this report. All victims, non-
senior police officers, and many officials participated on the basis that they would remain 
anonymous. As a result, where certain officials could easily be identified by the mention of 
their county, position, or rank, this information has been omitted. 
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Background 
 

The central goal for the security sector is to create a secure and peaceful 
environment, both domestically and in the sub-region, that is conducive to 
sustainable, inclusive, and equitable growth and development. 

—2008-2011 Liberia Poverty Reduction Strategy 

 

From War to Reconstruction: Rebuilding Liberia and its Security Sector 
In August 2003, shortly after the resignation and flight of President Charles Taylor, the Liberian 
government and two opposition armed groups signed the Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
(CPA) in Accra, Ghana, ending the country’s second civil war in 14-years. The country was in a 
state of political and economic collapse,1 with no functioning justice system.2 
 
Recognizing the need for an integrated approach to stabilize Liberia, the United Nations 
Security Council adopted a resolution in September 2003 that established the UN Mission 
in Liberia (UNMIL) and called for UN assistance to enforce the CPA and for UN participation 
in security sector reform, humanitarian assistance, and human rights monitoring.3 
 
A key goal of the CPA was to reconstitute the highly abusive military and to reconstruct the 
police, the courts, and other parts of the security and justice systems that were corrupt, 
mismanaged, and rights-violating.4 The United States government took charge of 

                                                           
1 With a population of slightly over four million people, Liberia is one of the poorest countries in both sub-Saharan Africa and 
the world. According to the World Bank, Liberia’s 2011 Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita was US$374, and its Gross 
National Income (GNI) per capita was $540, ranking near the very bottom of all surveyed countries. See World Bank, “GDP Per 
Capita (current US$),” http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD (accessed June 17, 2013). World Bank, “Data: 
Liberia,” http://databank.worldbank.org/data/views/reports/tableview.aspx (accessed June 17, 2013). In a 2007 study 
conducted by the Liberian Institute of Statistics and Geo-information Services, the Liberian government estimated that 1.3 
million people were living in extreme poverty, which at that time was estimated to be around 48 percent of the total 
population. See Government of Liberia, “Poverty Reduction Strategy,” 2008, pp. 25 and 28.  
2 Human Rights Watch, Liberia—Liberia at a Crossroads: Human Rights Challenges for the New Government, Human Rights 
Watch Briefing Paper, September 2005, http://www.hrw.org/legacy/backgrounder/africa/liberia0905/liberia0905.pdf. 
3 United Nations Security Council, Resolution 1509 (2003), S/RES/1509, art. 3, 
http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/Liberia%20SRes1509.pdf. 
Resolution 1509 directed UNMIL “to assist the transitional government of Liberia in monitoring and restructuring the police force of 
Liberia, consistent with democratic policing, to develop a civilian police training programme, and to otherwise assist in the training 
of civilian police, in cooperation with ECOWAS, international organizations, and interested States.” Ibid., para. 3(n). 
4 See “Comprehensive Peace Agreement Between the Government of Liberia and the Liberians United for Reconciliation and 
Democracy (LURD) and the Movement for Democracy in Liberia (MODEL) and Political Parties,” Accra, August 18, 2003, 
http://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/file/resources/collections/peace_agreements/liberia_08182003.pdf, (accessed June 
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rebuilding the Armed Forces of Liberia (AFL), while the UN oversaw the recruitment and 
restructuring of the Liberia National Police (LNP).5 
 
 The United States completely demobilized the AFL in order to recruit, vet, and train an 
entirely new military, whereas the UN relied on a vetting procedure to identify which police 
officers could continue 
in the force and to 
select eligible new 
recruits. United Nations 
Police (UNPOL) faced a 
number of challenges 
in recruiting, vetting, 
and training the new 
LNP, which undermined 
its ability to effectively 
identify and weed out 
abusive and corrupt 
officers.6  
 
  

                                                                                                                                                                             
11, 2013). Under former president Charles Taylor’s rule, the state security forces contributed to the destabilization of Liberia and 
served political interests. Taylor formed and used specialized security units like the Anti-Terrorist Unit (ATU), the Special 
Operations Division of the Liberia National Police, and the Special Security Services (SSS) to protect his government and violate 
human rights. Corruption in these and other security agencies during the war period was endemic. In 2002, Human Rights Watch 
documented cases in which security personnel looted and extorted money and goods from civilians and threaten forcible 
recruitment unless bribes were paid. Human Rights Watch, Liberia—Back to the Brink: War Crimes by Liberian Government and 
Rebels, vol. 14, no. 4(A), May 2002, http://www.hrw.org/reports/2002/liberia/Liberia0402.pdf, p. 5. 
5 UN Security Council, Resolution 1509, para. 3(n). 
6 Some have noted that while UNPOL was charged with reconstituting the police, it was not given a corresponding budget 
allocation, nor was it given an executive mandate to arrest and act as a standing police force in the interim. This lack of 
support limited UNPOL’s training and vetting capacity. See Mark Malan, “Security Sector Reform in Liberia: Mixed Results 
from Humble Beginnings,” Strategic Studies Institute, March 2008, 
http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pdffiles/pub855.pdf, pp. 48-49; See also International Crisis Group, “Liberia: 
Uneven Progress in Security Sector Reform,” Africa Report N°148, January 13, 2009, 
http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/africa/westafrica/liberia/Liberia%20Uneven%20Progress%20in%20Security
%20Sector%20Reform.pdf, p. 17. A government official from an independent government agency commented, “The whole 
idea of vetting didn’t work well. Ex-combatants weren’t using their real names. And the [UN] was using names, rather than 
photos. These were some of the issues.” Human Rights Watch interview with a Liberian government official, Monrovia, 
December 13, 2012. 

United Nations troops and the newly trained Liberian police force fan out in a 
neighborhood in Monrovia on September 14 2006, in an effort to quell 
increased crime in the city. © 2006 Reuters/Christopher Herwig 
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Ten years after the war, Liberia has inadequate numbers of police officers, particularly 
outside the capital. As of February 1, 2013, there were only 4,417 police officers in the LNP, 
for a country of more than four million people.7 In a 2006 global survey the UN found that 
the median number of police officers per 100,000 people was 300, and in Africa as a whole 
the median number was 187 officers per 100,000 people. Liberia has slightly over 100 
officers for every 100,000 people, significantly lower than the global and African median.8 
Officers in Liberia are not evenly distributed; most are concentrated in Monrovia. Bong 
(2008 population 333,000) Lofa (2008 population 277,000)9 and Grand Gedeh (2008 
population 125,000) counties each have only between 90 and 120 officers.10 Some 
communities within the counties have only two or three officers assigned to their area, 
while others have no police officers at all.11 
 
UNMIL and UNPOL have been extensively involved in Liberia’s security sector over the past 
10 years—vetting, advising, monitoring, and providing logistical support to the LNP and the 
Liberian government. They have made it clear that there will soon be a drawdown. There 
are currently over 8,000 uniformed UN personnel in Liberia (down from the 15,000 
immediately after the war), including more than 1,400 UNPOL officers.12 In May 2012, 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon recommended reducing UN troop levels by 4,200 “blue 
helmets” by 2015.13 The UN now says it aspires to bring military strength to 3,750 by 2015. 

                                                           
7 See UN Security Council, “Twenty-fifth progress report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Liberia,” 
S/2013/124, February 28, 2013, http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2013/124, para.40. 
8 Stefan Harrendorf, Markku Heiskanen, Steven Malby (eds.), “International Statistics on Crime and Justice, European 
Institute for Crime Prevention and Control,” affiliated with the United Nations, 2010, 
http://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/Crime-statistics/International_Statistics_on_Crime_and_Justice.pdf, 
p. 115. While quality in officers’ execution of their duties varies greatly across countries, the UN reported that similar 
averages across the world and within regions suggested a “necessary minimum.” 
9 Human Rights Watch interviews with UNPOL officers, Bong and Lofa, February 2013. 
10 Human Rights Watch interviews with police officers, Grand Gedeh, December 2012. 
11 Liberia was colonized in the early 19th century by freed American slaves, who were called “Americo-Liberians” and dominated 
the country’s economic and political scene for over a century. The ruling elite concentrated power in Monrovia; few social 
services and economic opportunities made their way outside the capital. The area outside of Monrovia was referred to as the 
hinterland; it is now also referred to as the “leeward counties,” which historically have suffered from a lack of attention and 
investment. See Indiana University-Bloomington, “Liberia Before 1944,” Liberia Collections Project, 
http://www.onliberia.org/liberia_before1944.htm (reprinting D. Elwood Dunn, Amos J. Beyan & Carl Patrick Burrowes, Historical 
Dictionary of Liberia: 2nd Edition (2001)); see also Yekutiel Gershoni, David Fashole Luke, “Black Colonialism: The Americo-
Liberian Scramble for the Hinterland,” International Journal of African Historical Studies, vol. 19, no. 1 (1986), pp. 164-66. 
12 See UN Security Council, Resolution 2066 (2012), S/RES/2066, 
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/RES/2066(2012), para 5; UNMIL, “UNMIL Facts and Figures,” 
http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/missions/unmil/facts.shtml (accessed June 16, 2013). 
13 “Security Council extends UN mission in Liberia, authorizes troop reduction,” UN News Center, September 17, 2012, 
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=42914&Cr=liberia&Cr1=. 
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The drawdown (also termed the “transition”) has slowly begun, with Liberia’s government 
assuming full control of policing in smaller police stations and more remote locations.14 
 
UNMIL has estimated that Liberia will need 8,000 police officers, or about double the 
current LNP force, to adequately serve the Liberian public upon the UN’s departure. It has 
reported as a serious concern the lack of readiness by the police to take over internal 
security. In a 2012 report, the UN noted pervasive logistics deficiencies and the 
unprofessional behavior of some officers.15 It also said that while efforts had focused 
extensively on the development of security institutions, less attention has been paid to the 
governance and accountability mechanisms of these institutions, which remain weak.16  
 

 
Officers attending a 
training provided by 
the Norwegian Refugee 
Council in Monrovia, 
May 2010. © 2010 
Glenna Gordon 

 

 
While UNPOL was initially heavily involved in vetting police officers, it now primarily serves 
as an advisory and monitoring force that also plays a substantial role in filling LNP 
resource gaps.17 UNPOL monitoring can be credited with reducing the number of arbitrary 

                                                           
14 UN Security Council, “Twenty-fifth progress report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Liberia,” 
February 28, 2013, para. 31. 
15 UN Security Council, “Special report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Liberia,” S/2012/230, April 
16, 2012, http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2012/230, para 35. The secretary-general’s report stated 
that, “Notwithstanding the important progress achieved, Liberian security agencies are still not able to maintain stability 
without the support of UNMIL. The most sobering assessments were made of the Liberian National Police.” 
16 Ibid, para 33. 
17 See Mark Malan, “Security Sector Reform in Liberia: Mixed Results from Humble Beginnings,” p. 48. 
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arrests and detentions. UNPOL has done this through frequent visits to police depots and 
detention cells, where UNPOL staff check recordkeeping and speak with detainees.18 
 
One resident of West Point, a section of Monrovia, told Human Rights Watch of the important 
role that UNPOL played in securing his release from police detention after his neighbor 
accused him and a friend of stealing a phone. He said police arrested and detained him 
without investigating the allegation, and that he was held for two days before an UNPOL 
official arrived, conducted an investigation, determined there was insufficient evidence to 
hold him, and requested his release. The man said, “If the UNMIL woman hadn’t come, I may 
have still been in the cell. It was so lucky for me that she did the check-in.”19 
 
Unless prompted by UNMIL, the LNP has inconsistently monitored the length of pre-trial 
detention or scrutinized the quality of police investigations. While some nongovernmental 
human rights monitors are allowed in police detention centers, they do not have the 
capacity to do so as frequently as the UN.20 
 
UNPOL was charged with using “monitoring, mentoring and training … to improve the 
policing skills, management knowledge and professional capacities of the Liberia National 
Police [and] institute logistical and institutional reforms critical for improved, sustained 
and democratically principled national law enforcement in Liberia.”21 UNPOL has played a 
critical role in the oversight and logistical support of the LNP, conducting joint patrols, 
monitoring the 48-hour limit of detention without charge, providing vehicle and other 
transportation and logistics support, and helping to mediate protests and major clashes 
with the police. In its absence, it is unclear whether the LNP will be able to reliably execute 
these core functions in compliance with international law. 
 
Many UN officials in Liberia said that improving the quality of officers, not the quantity, 
should be the highest priority as the UN downsizes.22 The need to professionalize the 
                                                           
18 Human Rights Watch interviews with UNPOL officers, Monrovia, December 2012 and February 2013. “Depot” is the common 
word used to describe police stations in Liberia, although “depot” and “station” are sometimes used interchangeably. 
19 Human Rights Watch interview with 29-year-old man, Monrovia, December 3, 2012. 
20 Human Rights Watch interview with various civil society organizations, November 2012 through February 2013. 
21 UNPOL mandate, UNMIL Mandate, http://unmil.unmissions.org/Default.aspx?tabid=3959&language=en-US (accessed 
June 17, 2013). 
22 Many UN officials and LNP officers in management positions noted that the armed unit of the LNP—the Emergency Response 
Unit—along with the AFL, performed relatively well in Operation Restore Hope, a response to the 2011 cross-border violence with 
Côte d’Ivoire. This operation has been touted as evidence that the police should be able to stand alone once the UN has left. 
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police has been perhaps most evident through the special inquiries that President Sirleaf 
has called for to investigate widely publicized instances of police misconduct. The two 
most recent inquiries occurred in 2011: 
 

• In April 2011, Sirleaf created a Special Presidential Committee to investigate police 
violence related to student protests in March 22, 2011, when police beat a number 
of unarmed students, many of whom had to receive stitches. One student told 
Human Rights Watch that the police had stolen his phone while beating him, and 
he saw the police searching other students’ pockets for money.23 The committee 
found that the force used by police was “excessive” and recommended that the 
police inspector general, Marc Amblard, be suspended for two months and that 
Deputy Director of Operations Al Karlay be dismissed.24 Instead, Sirleaf gave 
Amblard a warning and suspended Karlay for one month.25 

• On November 7, 2011, police clashed with the Congress for Democratic Change 
(CDC), an opposition party. The commission of inquiry that was formed to 
investigate the police violence on that day found that at least one person had been 
shot and killed, and others wounded, when one officer fired live ammunition into a 
crowd of protesters. The commission found that the police’s reaction to the protest 
was disproportionate, that it was ill-prepared for crowd control, and cited failure of 
leadership as a principal cause of the violence.26 Based on the commission’s 
recommendations, Inspector General Amblard was dismissed.27 

 
                                                                                                                                                                             
However, the UN secretary-general’s report on Liberia noted that the operation highlighted some of the significant logistical 
deficiencies in the counties, and Human Rights Watch spoke to a number of civilians and security personnel in Grand Gedeh who 
alleged that the ERU use threats against citizens to steal money and food shortly after their arrival along the border in 2011. See UN 
Security Council, “Special report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Liberia,” April 16, 2012, para. 35; see 
also UN Security Council, “Twenty-third progress report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Liberia,” 
S/2011/497, August 5, 2011, http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2011/497, para. 29. 
23 Human Rights Watch interview with G.W. Gibson, student, Monrovia, January 31, 2013. 
24 “Report of the Special Presidential Committee to Investigate the March 22, 2011 Standoff between the Students of the 
Monrovia Consolidated School System (MCSS) and the Liberia National Police(LNP),” 
http://www.frontpageafricaonline.com/images/pdfs/gongloe-committee-full-report.pdf, p. 11. 
25 Clara K. Mallah & David Kolleh, “Bloody Tuesday ‘Scapegoat’? Ellen Suspends Al Karley, Gives Amblard ‘Warning,’” 
FrontPage Africa, http://www.frontpageafricaonline.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=882%3Abloody-
tuesday-scapegoat-ellen-suspends-al-karley-gives-amblard-warning-&catid=62%3Abreaking-news&Itemid=114. 
26 Special Independent Commission of Inquiry, “Official Reports of the November 7, 2011 Acts of Violence and Civil Disturbances,” 
November 25, 2011, http://www.frontpageafricaonline.com/images/pdfs/official-report-nov7.pdf, Findings, 6.1-6.3. 
27 “Police Boss Marc Amblard Sacked,” New Dawn, November 28, 2011, 
http://www.thenewdawnliberia.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=4753:police-boss-marc-amblard-
sacked&catid=25:politics&Itemid=59. 
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Aside from administrative action, such as suspensions and removals, no officers were ever 
charged for their actions in either incident, despite commissions calling for investigations 
and prosecutions.28 
 

Governance and Corruption in Liberia 
Since the end of armed conflict, the Liberian government has focused on enshrining the rule 
of law and has acknowledged how corruption has fueled abusive state agencies, contributed 
to Liberia’s past conflicts, and hindered proper security and economic development.29 
 
However, despite the government’s programmatic goals, corruption remains a serious 
problem in Liberia, particularly in the security sector.30 At the beginning of her presidency, 
Sirleaf announced that corruption was “public enemy number one,” and that reducing 
corruption throughout the government was critical to both Liberia’s economic recovery and 
its strengthening of accountability, transparency, and justice.31 
 
Liberia’s government has made some noteworthy progress combatting corruption, notably 
by establishing the Liberia Anti-Corruption Commission (LACC) in 2008, which has the 
power to investigate and prosecute corruption cases, and establishing and by 2007 
staffing the General Auditing Commission (GAC), which conducts independent audits of 
government agencies. The government has also required all commissioned officials to 
declare their assets, which the LACC then verifies.32 

                                                           
28 “Report of the Special Presidential Committee to Investigate the March 22, 2011 Standoff”; “Nov. 7 ‘CDC-Police’ Riot Killer 
Escapes,” Informer, reprinted in AllAfrica, March 20, 2012, http://allafrica.com/stories/201203201198.html. 
29 Government of Liberia, “Poverty Reduction Strategy,” p. 84.  
30 In August 2012, the Action for Genuine Democratic Alternatives (AGENDA), with funding from the UNDP through the Liberia 
Anti-Corruption Commission (LACC), released the Liberia Corruption Perception Index. This was a survey based study that 
interviewed approximately 600 Liberians. Actions for Genuine Democratic Alternatives (AGENDA), “Liberia Corruption 
Perception Index,” commissioned by the Liberia Anti-Corruption Commission, 2012, 
http://www.lacc.gov.lr/LCPI_Thefinal_6282012.pdf. 
31 “Speech by H.E. President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf at Program Marking Official Launch of Integrated Financial Management 
Information System (IFMIS) at the Ministry of Finance,” Monrovia, Liberia, July 12, 2011, 
http://www.emansion.gov.lr/doc/20110712%20Presidents_IFMIS_Speech_at_Finance_Ministry.pdf; “Inaugural Address of 
H.E. Ellen Johnson Sirleaf,” January 16, 2006, http://www.emansion.gov.lr/doc/inaugural_add_1.pdf. 
32 President Sirleaf has at times taken the lead on curbing corruption among senior officials by requesting the removal of 
leaders in government who are accused of corruption and malfeasance. See “As President Sirleaf Intensifies Fight Against 
Corruption, Five Dismissed, One Suspended,” Executive Mansion Press Release, July 8, 2013, 
http://www.emansion.gov.lr/2press.php?news_id=2655&related=7&pg=sp (“President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf has dismissed 
the Auditor-General of the General Auditing Commission (GAC), Robert Kilby and the Director-General of the General Services 
Agency (GSA), Ms. Pearine Davis-Parkinson, for non-compliance with, or violation of, public financial management and 
procurement laws.”). 
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Nevertheless, these anti-corruption and human rights institutions remain weak. Although 
the General Auditing Commission has released numerous reports documenting 
mismanagement and irregularities, the government rarely acts upon these reports.33 The 
LACC has secured several important indictments and convictions, but many civil society 
groups consider the institution to be under-resourced and ineffectual. Liberian human 
rights groups also found the Independent National Commission on Human Rights (INCHR) 
to be largely ineffective in investigating abuses or providing redress to victims. After two 
years in operation, it still had not developed the capacity to accept and process human 
rights complaints. Instead, it has mainly focused on human rights awareness campaigns.34 
 
The US State Department has discussed Liberia’s ongoing corruption problem in its past few 
annual country reports on human rights practices. In its most recent 2012 report, it stated 
that, “Low pay levels for the civil service, minimal job training, and few court convictions 
exacerbated official corruption and a culture of impunity.”35 Transparency International, in its 
recent Global Corruption Barometer 2013, noted that in Liberia, people’s views on corruption 
in the country were among the worst in the world, that over 75 percent of those surveyed 
reported paying a bribe during the 12 months covered by the survey, and that the police were 
considered to be the most corrupt institution in the country.36 
 
The president herself has faced challenges around corruption. In recent years, she 
installed her sons in Liberia’s cabinet, appointing them to prominent positions, defying 
media and civil society complaints of nepotism and conflicts of interest.37 
 
In October 2012, Leymah Gbowee, who shared the 2011 Nobel Peace Prize with Sirleaf, 
resigned from her post as the head of the Liberia Reconciliation Initiative, citing the 
administration’s inadequate commitment to eradicating corruption.38 

                                                           
33 Human Rights Watch interview with General Auditing Commission Auditor General Robert Kilby, Monrovia, February 14, 
2013; Human Rights Watch interview with Senator Edward Dagoseh, chairman of the Public Accounts & Audits Committee, 
Monrovia, February 13, 2013. 
34 Human Rights Watch interview with Commissioner Macdilla Howard, Independent National Commission on Human Rights, 
Monrovia, February 13, 2013. 
35 US State Department, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor, “Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 
2012: Liberia,” http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2012&dlid=204136#wrapper. 
36 Global Corruption Barometer 2013, Transparency International, July 2013, http://www.transparency.org/whatwedo/pub/, 
pp. 6, 9, 11. 
37 Mark Tran, “Liberia’s Johnson Sirleaf Defiant Over Nepotism and Corruption Claims,” Guardian, November 1, 2012, 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-development/2012/nov/01/liberia-johnson-sirleaf-nepotism-corruption. 
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Security and Development 
The government of Liberia has repeatedly acknowledged the links between human rights, a 
professionalized security sector, and human development. These links were seen most 
clearly in President Sirleaf’s Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRS) from her first term. This 
strategy underscored the critical role that the security sector plays in Liberia’s recovery and 
lasting peace: two of the four pillars of the strategy were security and rule of law (the other 
two were economic revitalization and infrastructure/basic services).39  
 

 

 

Police officers 
conducting an arrest 
in Monrovia, Liberia 
September 2006.  
© 2006 Zoom 
Dosso/AFP/Getty 
Images  

 
 

In preparation for the PRS report, the Liberian government consulted the public about its 
expectations and priorities, and discovered that while “security had improved since the 
war,” there were “several common internal security concerns.”40 Principal among these 
concerns were “a shortage of qualified security and police personnel, incidence of police 
corruption, and low levels of public confidence and trust in the police.”41 
 

                                                                                                                                                                             
38 Simon Allison, “Fellow Nobel Peace Prize Winner Criticizes Ellen Johnson Sirleaf,” Guardian, October 10, 2012, 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/oct/10/former-ally-ellen-johnson-sirleaf. 
39 Government of Liberia, “Poverty Reduction Strategy,” April 2008, p. 17. 
40 Ibid., p. 46. 
41 Ibid. 
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International organizations have reported on the negative impact that police corruption 
can have on the recovery of post-conflict states. In a 2011 report, the US Institute of Peace 
found generally that: 
 

Diplomats, aid administrators, and other field personnel report that police 
corruption wastes resources, undermines security, makes a mockery of 
justice, slows economic development, and alienates populations from their 
governments. Their stories and the findings from general surveys reveal a 
fundamental obstacle to fulfilling the basic, widely proclaimed objective of 
most interventions the international community undertakes, namely, 
establishing the rule of law…. Eliminating police corruption is required for 
any country that has establishing the rule of law as a national objective. 
Ignoring this imperative means that international efforts at nation building 
proceed at their own peril.42 

 
  

                                                           
42 David Bayley and Robert Perito, “Police Corruption: What Past Scandals Teach About Current Challenges,” United States 
Institute of Peace, November 2011, http://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/resources/SR%20294.pdf, p. 2. 
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I. Paying the Police for Justice 
 

I don’t go to the police for anything. They always want from me and I don’t have. 

–A 36-year-old woman, Monrovia, January 2013 

 
Police corruption severely impedes proper administration of justice and denies Liberians 
their basic rights to personal security and redress, including equal protection under the 
Liberian constitution43 and international law.44 
 
Corruption compromises the state’s duty to protect all Liberians from violations of their 
human rights. It fuels abusive practices such as arbitrary arrest and detention, since arrests 
and releases are often done through bribes and extortion,45 undermining the constitutional 
provision that “[j]ustice shall be done without sale, denial or delay.”46 It harms the victims of 
crime as well as alleged perpetrators, deterring those, particularly impoverished people, 
from seeking help from police for state services. And it works against the Liberian 
government’s post-war goal of establishing trust between the police and the public. 
 
Victims of police corruption reported that the police can extort money at every stage of a 
investigation, whether for a common crime or a government rights violation. Many told 

                                                           
43 Constitution of the Republic of Liberia, 6 January 1986, http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b6030.html (accessed 3 July 
2013), art. 11(c) (“All persons are equal before the law and are therefore entitled to the equal protection of the law”). 
44 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), adopted December 16, 1966, G.A. Res. 2200A (XXI), 21 UN 
GAOR Supp. (No. 16) at 52, UN Doc. A/6316 (1966), 999 U.N.T.S. 171, entered into force March 23, 1976, ratified by Liberia 
September 22, 2004, art. 26 (“All persons are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to the equal 
protection of the law. In this respect, the law shall prohibit any discrimination and guarantee to all persons equal and 
effective protection against discrimination on any ground such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other 
opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.”). African [Banjul] Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, 
adopted June 27, 1981, OAU Doc. CAB/LEG/67/3 rev. 5, 21 I.L.M. 58 (1982), entered into force October 21, 1986, ratified by 
Liberia April 8, 1982, art. 3 (“1. Every individual shall be equal before the law. 2. Every individual shall be entitled to equal 
protection of the law.”). In addition to international human rights treaties, there are also international treaties on corruption 
to which Liberia is a party. See United Nations Convention against Corruption, UN Doc. A/58/422, adopted October 31, 2003, 
entered into force December 14, 2005, ratified by Liberia on September 16, 2005, 
http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/treaties/CAC/signatories.html. 
45 The ICCPR states, “1. Everyone has the right to liberty and security of person. No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest 
or detention. No one shall be deprived of his liberty except on such grounds and in accordance with such procedure as are 
established by law.” ICCPR, 1976, art. 9(19). The African Charter states, “Every individual shall have the right to liberty and to 
the security of his person. No one may be deprived of his freedom except for reasons and conditions previously laid down by 
law. In particular, no one may be arbitrarily arrested or detained.” African Charter, 1986, art. 6. 
46 Constitution of Liberia, 1986, art. 20(a) (“No person shall be deprived of life, liberty, security of the person, property, 
privilege or any other right except as the outcome of a hearing judgment consistent with the provisions laid down in this 
Constitution and in accordance with due process of law.”). 
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Human Rights Watch that because of routine demands to pay bribes, they would no longer 
report crimes to the LNP. Several said they decided to drop their cases because they could 
not afford monetary demands made by police. 
 
Poor investigative practices make it difficult for the government to prosecute cases. 
Human Rights Watch spoke to several individuals in the judiciary who noted that judges 
must often throw out charge sheets and dismiss cases due to little or no fact-gathering by 
the police.47 
 
Many people expressed a growing distrust of the police’s capacity to protect the public. 
Victims of police corruption repeatedly told Human Rights Watch that “justice is not for the 
poor,” or “no money, no justice.” This has been one of the most pernicious results of 
ongoing corruption in the LNP—the perception that wealth, not guilt, determines the 
outcome of a case. One Liberian summarized, “They don’t even investigate. If you go there 
and pay money, you’re right.”48 
 

Payment to Register a Case  
Payment to register cases in Liberia is widely recognized, including by the police, as a 
common, if unlawful, practice. Despite the LNP leadership’s public condemnation of the 
practice, many police depots require complainants to pay a “registration fee” for desk 
officers to register a complaint or file a case. Crime victims told Human Rights Watch that 
the police had asked them to pay to register their case or demanded money before 
following them to the crime scene. Except for the demand for a “registration fee” at the 
police depot, they were never given a reason for the payment. 
 
Of the individuals Human Rights Watch spoke with, registration fees ranged from 150 LD 
(US$2)49 to 500 LD ($6.75).50 The most common amount paid in 2012-2013 was about 250 LD 

                                                           
47 Human Rights Watch interview with a solicitor and a magistrate, location and date withheld. 
48 Human Rights Watch interview with 26-year-old street vendor, Monrovia, January 29, 2013. The corruption involved in 
reporting and investigating cases can easily sour a person’s view of the police. A civil society activist said, “The first 
interaction with the police will determine whether a person wants to come back or never come back.” Human Rights Watch 
interview with a civil society activist, Monrovia, December 3, 2012. However, some victims of police corruption recognized 
that there were officers who were trying to carry out their duties to the best of their abilities, and there were officers who were 
abusive and corrupt. As one man stated, “Sometimes they behave good and sometimes they do the wrong thing…. 
Sometimes you talk to them, and they exploit you. [But] some of them are very kind.” Human Rights Watch interview with a 
young man, Monrovia, January 31, 2013. 
49 Human Rights Watch interview with a street vendor, Monrovia, January 28, 2013. 
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($3.30).51 While these amounts may seem inconsequential, in a country in which over 90 
percent of the population live on less than $2 a day, this is a significant sum.52 Even those 
who described the fees as “small small” or a “small thing,” often admitted that for the poor 
these were large amounts that prohibited them from seeking needed police assistance. 
 
Registration and other fees even occur when the perpetrators of the crime are the police 
themselves. One woman from Monrovia described how a group of officers from the Police 
Support Unit (PSU) robbed her and several other women of their valuables while they were 
outside a house at night.53 The woman said she and the women tried to file a complaint with 
the West Point depot but were asked to pay 500 LD ($6.75) to register the case. They did not 
have the money. She recalled, “After that, we left it. We don’t go back there [anymore].”54 
 

Transportation and Other Logistics “Fees” 
Victims of crimes are also often asked to transport the police to the scene of the crime, or 
to pay for such transport. Police officers seek to justify these charges by referencing their 
poor logistical support, such as lack of fuel or vehicles. Human Rights Watch spoke with 
police officers who expressed dismay at their inability to respond to victim complaints 
because of lack of fuel or a working vehicle. However, transportation fees can also be 
another cover for corruption. 
 
Demands for transport come in a number of different forms. Police may ask the victim to pay 
for fuel for a working police vehicle. If vehicles are not available, the police may ask the victim 
to pay for their transport by motorcycle taxi (pehn-pehn) or taxi cab. Sometimes officers ask for 
the money outright; other officers have victims ride alongside them and pay the taxi fee upon 
arrival at the accident scene. That these fees are often bribes becomes clear when officers ask 

                                                                                                                                                                             
50 The exchange used is based on the exchange rate available in February 2013, which was approximately $1 U.S. dollar for 
every 74 Liberia dollars (LD). 
51 Human Rights Watch interview with a 26-year-old street vendor, Monrovia, January 26, 2013. 
52 See World Bank, “Data: Liberia,” http://data.worldbank.org/country/liberia (accessed June 16, 2013); see also World 
Bank, “Data: Liberia: Poverty headcount ratio at $2 a day (PPP) (% of population),” 
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.2DAY/countries/LR?display=graph (accessed June 16, 2013). These numbers 
are slightly outdated; the most recent numbers cited by the World Bank date to 2007. However, income levels have not risen 
substantially in the past six years, and Liberia’s Gross National Income per capita in 2011 was $330 under the Atlas method. 
Under this method, Liberia ranked 211th of all countries for GNI per capita. Under the PPP method, Liberia was ranked 212th of 
all countries with a GNI per capita ratio of $540 a year. See World Bank, “Gross national income per capita 2011, Atlas 
method and PPP,” http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GNIPC.pdf (accessed June 16, 2013). 
53 Human Rights Watch interview with a 26-year-old woman, Monrovia, January 29, 2013. 
54 Ibid. 
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for cash that exceeds—often by substantial amounts—the usual taxi fare to the accident 
scene. One person said he was asked to pay 1,000 LD ($13.50) to transport the police to a 
crime scene that should have cost no more than a couple hundred Liberian dollars.55 
 
Others told Human Rights Watch that they had been charged a “walking fee” for officers to 
respond on foot to their complaints. A group of women in West Point, said that they had 
tried to minimize walking fees and other fees in connection with domestic violence and 
rape cases since such fees effectively prevented many women from filing complaints. The 
group’s leader said, “When women are bloody and they get to the police, they say ‘walking 
fee,’ and the whole case comes down. We formed our group to enforce the law.”56 
 

Payments for Release from Police Detention 
It is common for people held in police custody or detention in Liberia to pay the police for 
their release—regardless of whether they are innocent or guilty of the alleged crime. But 
police sometimes even demanded payments when charges had already been dropped. 
 
Payments for release take several different forms. The police sometimes told the accused 
to pay for the case to be dropped and to leave the station before the person was formally 
charged. One woman said that after she was arrested, the police told her that she was at 
fault in a dispute with another woman and that she had to clear her case to avoid 
placement in a police detention cell. She told Human Rights Watch: 
 

They wanted to put me in a cell, but I appealed and begged. They had mercy 
on me and told me to pay a certain amount. [It was around] 400 to 600 LD 
[$5.40-$8.10]…. I paid the police because they said, “You need to clear 
this.”… I was afraid to go to jail. I gave the money to the boss man [the 
officer in charge of the depot].57 

 
Others told Human Rights Watch that, after paying the police, they were released from a 
detention cell. In such cases, charges were almost never pursued; the payment to the 
police effectively ended the case—and perhaps deprived justice to the victim of a crime. 

                                                           
55 Human Rights Watch interview with man from New Kru Town, Monrovia, December 3, 2012. 
56 Human Rights Watch interview with a women’s group, Monrovia, December 12, 2012. 
57 Human Rights Watch interview with 20-year-old street vendor, Monrovia, December 13, 2012. 
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A secondary school student told Human Rights Watch that he was put in police detention 
without any formal charges after a woman lodged a complaint against him. His mother was 
asked to pay the police to let him go free. He said: 
 

My mother came and she had to give them money in order to release me—
about 500 LD [$6.75]…. [T]hey released me and they told us we could go. It 
made me feel like I was being cheated [by being jailed with little 
explanation and no follow-up]. They didn’t really explain what happened; 
they just took me and put me in jail. It makes me feel like the police aren’t 
really doing their job.58 

 
Human Rights Watch also received several reports from domestic human rights 
organizations about police officers attempting to charge “bond fees”—bail—to release 
detainees.59 Liberian law only empowers the courts to issue bond fees;60 the police were 
engaging in an illegal practice. 
 
As a result of police malfeasance, those who wish to pursue justice are denied that right. 
Similarly, those who should be held accountable for their crimes—notably those with 
enough resources to pay their way out—routinely escape accountability, and could pose a 
security threat to others. 
 

Mob Violence and Vigilante Groups 
Many Liberians told Human Rights Watch that people distrust the police’s ability to 
properly investigate crimes or protect them from violence, which encourages popular 
support for vigilante groups and mob violence to achieve “justice.” Liberian newspapers 
frequently display photographs of mutilated faces and bodies after a vigilante or mob 
attack. A county magistrate summarized, “The way police handle matters, it makes people 
want to take matters into their own hands.”61  
 

                                                           
58 Human Rights Watch interview with 17-year-old secondary school student, Monrovia, December 4, 2012. 
59 Human Rights Watch interviews with human rights field monitors, Bong and Lofa, February 2013. 
60 Criminal Procedure Law, 1 January 1969, http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b5410.html (accessed 22 July 2013), Section 
1.11 (4), Chapter 13 (addressing the proper issuance of bail). 
61 Human Rights Watch interview with a county magistrate, date and location withheld. 
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A young man is beaten with sticks after being accused of attempted theft in Monrovia, February 2007.  
© 2007 Reuters/Christopher Herwig   

 
One street vendor in Monrovia said: 
 

When you see someone stealing, we give the alarm. We usually do it to stop 
them and put fear in them. They say, “Rogue! Rogue!” Then you can be 
caught. Sometimes if [the suspects] still have materials in hand, we chase 
them. We ourselves are against the police. When [the suspects] are caught 
[by the police], they are often released. [W]e don’t know if they [gave] the 
police money. So we feel like any time we catch them, we beat them.62 

 
It is common practice for a crime victim to shout “rogue”—the word used for a thief—and 
for those nearby to chase down the accused and beat him with fists, sticks, and 
machetes (called “cutlasses”). The most recent UNMIL secretary-general report cited 31 
instances of mob violence for a six-month reporting period, between August 2012 and 
February 2013.63 This number is likely low, since UNMIL relies on the LNP for data on mob 

                                                           
62 Human Rights Watch interview with a Duala street vendor, Monrovia, January 28, 2013. 
63 UN Security Council, “Twenty-fifth progress report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Liberia,” 
February 28, 2013, para 11. 
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violence.64 The LNP’s data reporting methods are weak and the force still lacks a 
presence in many communities. Moreover, all the factors that deter people from going to 
the police in the first place—such as paying fees to register cases—discourages the 
reporting of mob violence and reduces the likelihood of such crimes being registered 
with the police. 
 
One young man in Monrovia said that his community had begun to pool their money to pay 
for a vigilante group to patrol at night: 
 

In the community now we have a vigilante group. We pay them, because 
the police are doing nothing. Each house pays 300 LD ($4) a month. We 
have about 300 houses in the community…. In the nights they will be at 
some strategic points and even patrolling the community…. They can have 
cutlasses and sticks in their hands.65 

 
There is no reliable data on the number of vigilante groups in Liberia, so it is difficult to 
know whether their prevalence is increasing or in decline. A number of people told Human 
Rights Watch that they feared mob violence would increase with the UN’s drawdown. 
  

                                                           
64 Human Rights Watch interviews with UNMIL officers, Monrovia, December 2012. 
65 Human Rights Watch interview with a young man, Monrovia, February 17, 2013. 
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II. Police as Predators, Not Protectors 
 

The police and other security agencies will be trained to cooperate closely 
in a structured system of national, county and district-level security 
committees, which also involve local government, [sic] is important in 
gaining the confidence of local communities to combat crime and underpin 
the rule of law and is a key ongoing part of the Government’s efforts to 
improve human and economic security. 

—Government of Liberia, “Poverty Reduction Strategy” (2008) 

 

I feel like the ERU [Emergency Response Unit] and the armed robbers are 
the same people, because what the ERU [did to me] and what the armed 
robbers [do]…was the same thing. 

—30-year-old woman, Monrovia, December 2012 

 
The brunt of daily police bribery, extortion and theft in Liberia is borne by those in society 
scrambling near the bottom of the financial ladder to feed themselves and their families. 
These are the street vendors, motorcycle drivers, and taxi drivers living hand-to-mouth 
whose commercial activities put them in constant contact with police at checkpoints, 
random stops, and street raids. They are both easy to target for abuse and pose little risk 
of enforcing accountability. 
 
Liberia’s police, instead of upholding the rule of law and the rights of individuals, are all too 
often preoccupied with supplementing their salaries—and those of their superiors—through 
criminal activity. These activities are not only harmful in themselves, but displace regular 
police functions such as patrolling and responding to reports of crimes.66 
 
While those on the fringes of the economy are not lucrative targets individually, they are en 
masse and over time. Repeated small-scale extortion adds up, and those engaged in 
small-scale commercial activity are less likely or able to refuse to pay bribes or report 
police abuse. Such individuals who spoke to Human Rights Watch often did not know 
where to report abuse beyond their local police depot, were worried about reprisals for 

                                                           
66 See Government of Liberia, “Poverty Reduction Strategy,” p. 54. 
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reporting, or did not understand that police demands for money were illegal. For many 
Liberians, the police act more like predators, extorting and taking what they are able, 
rather than protectors of their rights. 
 
Police officers in Liberia use numerous methods to extort money from residents, 
including both routine demands for bribes at checkpoints and more open and brazen 
shakedowns of poorer communities at night. During police patrols, officers approach or 
follow residents, and under the pretext of searching for contraband items or weapons, 
pat them down for money. Members of the armed police units—the Police Support Unit 
and Emergency Response Unit—committed almost all the cases reported to Human 
Rights Watch. 
 
Of course, bribery requires two parties, as has been emphasized by the police leadership 
and a bumper sticker campaign across Liberia.67 But most motorcycle taxi drivers and 
street vendors said they believed that they would not be permitted to pass through 
checkpoints, or receive their impounded goods or motorcycles, without paying the amount 
that police demanded. The drivers and street vendors said they try to beg or haggle with 
the police for a reduction in the illegal sum, often to no avail. 
 
A number of police officers confirmed to Human Rights Watch that harassment was used 
as a money-making scheme. Several of these officers said they participated in “Susu,” or 
savings clubs, in which they would pool the daily money they had made from extorting taxi 
and motorcycle taxi drivers and others. One officer explained: 
 

Three to four [of us] are in the office. Every day we bring 150 LD ($2). At the 
end of the week, we all give it to one person. The Susu is like a safety…. It is 
like helping one another. How do you get the money to pay your Susu? It is 
through harassment. There is no love for the job.68 

 

                                                           
67 The US-based Carter Center has a program passing out bumper stickers that read “Don’t Bribe a Police.” Human Rights 
Watch interview with staff at the Carter Center, Monrovia, December 3, 2012. 
68 Human Rights Watch interview with a Police Support Unit officer, Monrovia, December 12, 2012. 



 

 29 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | AUGUST 2013 

An officer from the Professional Standards Division, which has a Public Complaints 
section that receives the public’s reports of police abuse and an Internal Affairs section 
that addresses officer complaints against other officers,69 elaborated: 
 

In the Red Light area, officers are putting daily Susu there. Can you imagine? 
You [the officer] are not in business. Where is that money coming from? Even 
in my office now, [an] officer was transferred to us, [and] he was transferred 
back. He said—no money here, so I am going back to traffic.70 

 
The LNP’s inspector general has publicly requested that citizens report incidents of 
corruption directly to him.71 Such actions, which have shown no discernible effect, may 
give some public airing to an issue, but are no replacement for comprehensive government 
action to discipline and punish police officers engaged in illegal activities. 
 

Armed Shakedowns 
The armed Emergency Response Unit and the Police Support Unit appear to be especially 
involved in robbing Liberians under the pretext of carrying out their duties, misusing their 
weaponry for their financial advantage. Such actions are common at night, when these 
units patrol the streets—especially in Monrovia—and should be protecting Liberians from 
violent criminals. 
 
The ERU, with an estimated 321 active officers,72 is a “quick reaction force” that the government 
established after the war to respond to major internal security breaches.73 The PSU, 
numbering about 681 officers, was formed for riot control and to respond to violent crime.74 
Most of the theft or robbery cases reported to Human Rights Watch involved one of these two 
units and frequently involved the victims being beaten before their belongings were stolen.  

                                                           
69 Liberia National Police and UNPOL, “Joint Press Conference,” Monrovia, January 16, 2013, 
http://unmil.unmissions.org/Default.aspx?ctl=Details&tabid=3982&mid=6800&ItemID=900246. 
70 Human Rights Watch interview with a PSD officer, Monrovia, January 30, 2013. 
71 Human Rights Watch interview with LNP senior leadership, including the inspector general, Monrovia, February 15, 2013. 
72 UN Security Council, “Special report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Liberia,” April 16, 2012, para. 36. 
73 UN Security Council, “Fourteenth progress report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Liberia,” 
S/2007/151, March 15, 2007, http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2007/151, para. 20. 
74 UN Security Council, “Ninth progress report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Liberia,” S/2005/764, 
December 7, 2005, http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2005/764, p. 7, para. 30; United Nations Security 
Council, “Special report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Liberia,” April 16, 2012, para. 36. 
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Police officers on nighttime patrol in Monrovia, Liberia. © 2011 Espen Rasmussen/Panos 
 
The PSU, and sometimes the ERU, patrol Monrovia’s impoverished West Point area at 
night and harass those found outside their homes. One man said that in October 2012 
PSU officers robbed him and his wife at night outside their West Point home. The officers 
kicked him, held his wife at gunpoint, and seized money from her bra, he said.75 The 
officers made off with their money and phones. 
 
A woman who said she was robbed by six PSU officers in 2012 while sitting outside her 
house at night told Human Rights Watch: 
 

In the night, we can’t bring nothing outside. We can’t even carry [a] phone 
with us outside. [Maybe] once in three weeks [they come]. They can “charge” 
people in the night [robbing them through shakedowns]. They use the 
baton. If you put up resistance, they beat you with it. I have seen them beat 
somebody with it in front of me. This started last year. When they cause 
trouble, they wait for people to forget and then they come back. They 
usually come at 10 or 11 at night.76 

                                                           
75 Human Rights Watch interview with 23-year-old man from West Point, Monrovia, December 1, 2012. 
76 Human Rights Watch interview with 26-year-old woman from West Point, Monrovia, January 29, 2013. 
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These shakedowns resemble tactics that were used by government security forces during 
the civil war to pay themselves.77 Although the police and military personnel now receive 
regular salaries, these practices persist. A police officer who works in West Point 
confirmed that their depot sometimes received reports about PSU shakedowns. The 
officer said: 
 

On a daily basis, they [the PSU] patrol. Sometimes we get complaints 
[about] them, but we are not the authority for them. So we send people to 
Central. Some people complain that they “charged” them.78 

 
The police command structure makes it especially difficult for the regular police to report 
on abuses by these two armed units. While both are under the direction of the LNP, 
Monrovia-based police officers generally report to either ERU and PSU commanders in 
Monrovia or senior-ranking officers. Any reports of ERU or PSU criminal activity might go to 
the very unit implicated. 
 
ERU harassment occurs in both urban and rural communities. Community members from 
Grand Gedeh County told Human Rights Watch that the ERU sometimes used violence 
against residents to rob them of their valuables or goods.79 One community that spoke 
with Human Rights Watch described multiple violent encounters with the ERU since 2011. 
These included one individual being tied up, beaten and robbed, and on another 
occasion, ERU officers storming the town with tear gas and batons when they received an 
inaccurate report about the town stealing zinc.80 The town chief and leaders said that for 
over five years they had experienced no violent brushes with the regular LNP officers 
before the ERU arrived. Residents and UNMIL officials noted that this type of violence 
and theft increased notably after the ERU deployed to Grand Gedeh in response to the 
2011 crisis in Côte d’Ivoire.81 
  

                                                           
77 Human Rights Watch, Liberia—Back to the Brink: War Crimes by Liberian Government and Rebels, vol. 14, no. 4(A), May 2002, p. 5. 
78 Human Rights Watch interview with a patrol officer, West Point, November 11, 2013. 
79 Human Rights Watch interviews with community members, Grand Gedeh, December 2013. 
80 Human Rights Watch group interview with town chief and leaders, Grand Gedeh, December 2013. 
81 See “Liberia: Ivorian Government Foes Wage, Plot Attacks,” Human Rights Watch news release, June 6, 2012, 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2012/06/06/liberia-ivorian-government-foes-wage-plot-attacks; “Liberia: Strong Action on 
Justice for Border Attacks,” Human Rights Watch new release, June 19, 2012. 
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III. Police Extortion and Other  
Abuses in the Informal Sector 

 
Much of the commerce in Monrovia and other Liberian cities takes place in the streets, 
with vendors dotting busy corners and countless motorcycle and automobile taxis weaving 
in and out of traffic. Many of these low-income jobs are held by young people, typically 
with little formal education and who are returned refugees or were internally displaced 
during the civil wars. Because these street sellers and drivers are accessible and 
vulnerable and have little means to assert their rights, they have long been regular targets 
for police extortion. As many told Human Rights Watch, when a police officer demands 
money, if they want to be able to continue their work, they have little option but to pay. 
 
In a country where relatively few people enjoy the benefits of formal sector employment, 
jobs like these and others in Liberia’s informal sector are the main income source for many 
families. In a 2011 report on the Liberian labor force, the Liberia Institute of Statistics and 
Geo-Information Services estimated that 68 percent of Liberians work in the informal 
sector and 78 percent are considered vulnerably employed.82 
 
The Liberian government has recognized the importance of small-scale entrepreneurship and 
its critical role in poverty alleviation. It has also noted that small business provides earning 
potential to perpetually underserved groups, such as women and youth. A 2011 paper on 
small, medium, and micro enterprise by the Ministry of Commerce and Industry stated: 
 

As the main source of income for the great majority of Liberian people, 
perhaps 80 percent or greater, microenterprises are the lynchpin of family 
welfare in Liberia. Households with successful microenterprises that 
generate reasonable, steady revenues are positioned to finance better 
health services, housing and education for their families. Those with 
marginal microenterprises that generate minimal, unstable revenues 
manage only to keep from falling into dire poverty.83 

                                                           
82 Liberia Institute of Statistics and Geo-Information Services (LISGIS), “Report on the Liberia Labor Force Survey,” February 2011, 
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/presentation/wcms_156366.pdf, pp. xiii, 10. 
83 Government of Liberia Ministry of Commerce and Industry, “Poverty Alleviation and Wealth Creation Through Small 
Enterprise Development,” July 2011, http://www.moci.gov.lr/doc/Final%20MSME%20Policy%20Liberia.pdf, p. 6. 
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Yet it is these low-income workers and their families that are most vulnerable to police 
extortion and its attendant abuse, including arbitrary arrest and detention, assaults on the 
person, and mistreatment in custody. Losses of income, as well as the ability of street 
vendors and drivers to earn an income, create immeasurable hardships for their families. 
 

Street Vendors 
Ongoing ambiguity in Monrovia concerning city zoning policies and national law regulating 
street vendors has generated confusion that the police exploit to extort money and commit 
other abuses. Under the pretext of enforcing these laws, the police steal or “lose” goods 
confiscated from vendors during raids, or require that vendors taken into custody pay 
“fees” to be released from jail. While seizure of street vendor goods occurs across the 
country, it is the most pervasive in Monrovia. Almost every street vendor that Human 
Rights Watch spoke with in Monrovia had experienced seizure of their goods several times 
in the last year. One street vendor described the impact of police harassment: 
 

The PSU, MCP, LNP—everyone can arrest your goods.... We don’t know what 
to do…. My father died when I was very small. So for me I pay my school 
fees. I am supporting my brothers and sisters. We always say the strong will 
survive because nothing else will do.84 

 
Even small sums taken by the police can have a significant impact on those in the informal 
sector. Street vendors, many of them women with children, told Human Rights Watch that 
they chose to sell sandals, clothes, and other small items because there were no other job 
opportunities. They use the little they make to feed and educate their children. Young 
women especially said they sell goods on the street to put themselves through high 
school. A 2007 study estimated that street vending (also calling “street selling” or “petty 
trading”) was the main income source for 38 percent of the women in Monrovia and 17 
percent of the men.85 Noting that women conduct 85 percent of agricultural marketing and 
trading, the Sirleaf Market Women’s Fund stated in a 2012 report: 
                                                           
84 Human Rights Watch interview with a 26-year-old Paynesville street vendor, Monrovia, January 29, 2013. 
85 Government of Liberia with World Food Program, “Republic of Liberia: Liberia Market Review,” July 2007, 
http://home.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/ena/wfp188456.pdf, p. 45. See also, Sirleaf Market Women’s Fund, 
“‘God First, Second the Market’: A Case Study of the Sirleaf Market Women’s Fund of Liberia,” July 2012, 
http://wiego.org/sites/wiego.org/files/publications/files/SMWFCaseStudy2012_English.pdf, p.8. The study also found that 
an additional 30 percent of women and five percent of men derived their main source of income from selling in markets 
throughout Monrovia. 
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 [M]arket women working in the informal sector are a critical component 
of the current Liberian economy; not only do they grow most of the food 
but also, through income earned from their market activities, feed most 
of the population.86 

 
Police raids can have a substantial economic impact on the vendors, who told Human 
Rights Watch that after a raid they were sometimes unable to buy food or pay school fees. 
Some former vendors said they left this occupation because the raids in their area were so 
bad that they perpetually lost money to the police. 
 
One 30-year-old street vendor who sells clothes in Duala, a busy market area of Monrovia, 
recalled that, after a raid, she tried to get her market goods back from the police, but she 
was unsuccessful. She recalled that the goods were worth almost US$300, and the loss of 
this potential income crippled her ability to pay her children’s school fees.87 As a result, 
she had to take her two children out of school. She explained that, for all of 2011, she was 
unable to sell, because she could not amass enough funds to reinvest in her market 
goods. In 2012, she was finally able to secure a loan from the bank to purchase market 
goods to sell. However, her family continues to struggle. She said: 
 

I got no one to help me for the children’s fees. The big one [is] in school 
[now], but the small one, no. She is 11 years [old], in 4th grade. She wants to 
be in school, but [there’s] no money.88 

 
Human Rights Watch interviewed 27 street vendors, mostly working in Monrovia. Police 
harassment, extortion, arbitrary arrest, and violence against street vendors occur most 
frequently in heavily populated market districts such as Duala, Red Light, and Waterside, 
among others. These sellers said that the most common form of harassment was police 
raids. In such instances, police officers drive one or two police pickup trucks into heavily 
populated market streets. When the street vendors see the police coming, they collect 
their goods and begin to run. The police chase after the sellers and seize whatever goods 
they can. Sometimes, the vendors try to negotiate with the police to get back their goods.  

                                                           
86 Sirleaf Market Women’s Fund, “God First, Second the Market,” p. 8. 
87 Human Rights Watch interview with a 30-year-old Duala street vendor, Monrovia, January 28, 2013. 
88 Ibid. 
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Street vendors arrange 
their goods for sale in 
Red Light, a market 
district in Monrovia.  
© 2010 Glenna Gordon 
 

 
A couple of street vendors noted that, when they could not pay the bribe, police officers took 
a portion of their goods as in-kind payment. More often, street vendors said that the police 
throw the goods in a plastic bag, or sometimes simply leave the goods loose in the pickup, 
and carry the goods to the police station. One street vendor described a recent raid: 
 

Last week Friday, was the last time it happened…. I was selling on the 
sidewalk. I tried to run, but I couldn’t make it. When you see the police, you 
try to run. I ran in the store, and they ran in there and they took the goods 
[which were in a box].… They carried it to Slip Way depot. I went for it, and 
they told me to pay 1,500 LD ($20)…. When I went to them to pay for the 
market, it was not correct. Seven pieces were missing. I shed tears when they 
took the goods and when they gave me the goods that were not correct. They 
told us not to sell in the streets, but this is the only thing we can do to 
survive…. I had to [borrow] money from my friend to buy food for my family.89 

 
Street vendors in Monrovia recalled going to the police Central Headquarters as well as 
local depots in areas like Slip Way and Red Light to collect their goods, only sometimes to 
find that more than half of their inventory was missing. Other times, their goods were 
nowhere to be found. There is no tracking system in place for when goods are seized, 

                                                           
89 Human Rights Watch interview with 20-year-old Madeline Street vendor, Monrovia, December 3, 2012. 
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which perpetuates the loss and stealing of goods. Street vendors told Human Rights Watch 
that they frequently paid money directly to the police to collect their goods from the depot. 
 
Police also sometimes arbitrarily arrest sellers and make them pay for their release: 
 

They took my sister and myself to Zone 1…. I was selling in the market and 
the police came and while we were running they grabbed me, handcuffed 
me, and put me in the car. I don’t know [why they handcuffed me]…They put 
me in the cell, and I slept there. I was there the whole day. [T]hey said I 
should pay money to them before they freed me—500 LD ($6.75).90 

 
During raids on street vendors, police sometimes commit beatings and other violent 
abuses. One street vendor said that he and other vendors had gone to the warehouse 
where they keep their goods, with the intention of cleaning and restocking it. He said that 
the police then arrived: 
 

[The police] were running behind our children when they reached [us]…. I 
asked them why they were using abusive language and telling us to “take 
the fucking [food]” from the road. When they came in the [warehouse] fence, 
they said we should [clear] the road for them to pass. They were calling the 
food shit. Five police men jumped me and took me to the police station. 
While they were jumping me, they put their hands in my pocket. They took 
[my] phone and $25. They beat me, [and] after they finished beating me, 
they put me in the handcuffs and we [left].… [There was] no investigation. I 
went in jail. Later on [someone I knew] came, and she had to talk for me. 
They said she must “clear the desk” [a term used to ask for a bribe for 
release from detention] before I could be released. She paid small thing—
450 LD [$6], and she freed me.91 

 
Beyond the immediate harm of the police raids on street vendors was their longer term 
financial and psychological impact on families living on the margins. A 24-year-old street 
vendor told Human Rights Watch: 

                                                           
90 Human Rights Watch interview with 29-year-old Duala street vendor, Monrovia, January 29, 2013. 
91 Human Rights Watch interview with Red Light street vendor, Monrovia, January 28, 2013. 
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I’ve sold in the market for almost seven years now. Each [time] the police 
come around, they take your market [goods] and carry it. Sometimes, when 
you don’t give your market, they beat you. They take you to Central 
[Headquarters]. You can’t get it, and you start all over again…. I sell to pay my 
school fees to go to school at night. That is the only way I can sustain myself. 
If I don’t sell, I won’t feed myself. If I don’t sell, I can’t feed my son.92 

 
Another street vendor elaborated: 
 

I am a high school graduate. I don’t have any money, so I decided to sell to 
get bread for my aunt and me. But each time we go to sell, the police take 
our market. They are [supposed] to come and save our life, but they come to 
destroy us.93 

 

Motorcycle Taxi Drivers  
Sometimes, they [the police] eat more than we [make]. The small thing you 
save, you have to take it and give it to them…. If you are running the 
motorcycle [making money for yourself], you don’t even have an intention 
to steal, because you can get small thing [from your work]. But the police 
are always [running after us, taking our money]. They say they are there to 
protect life and property. But [t]hey are killing me slowly. 

—24-year-old motorcycle taxi driver, Lofa, February 7, 2013 

 
At a May 7, 2013 forum on “Partnering for a Shared Vision of Liberia’s Economic Future” in 
Washington, DC, Finance Minister Amara Konneh responded to a question about youth 
unemployment by emphasizing that many young people were pursuing self-employment. 
He specifically highlighted motorcycle taxi drivers as an example, stating that these young 
men had “become critical in our economy, filling a void in transport.”94 Yet the government 
has done little to protect these entrepreneurial activities from police corruption and its 
harmful impact. 
 

                                                           
92 Human Rights Watch interview with 24-year-old Red Light street vendor, Monrovia, January 29, 2013. 
93 Human Rights Watch interview with 22-year-old West Point street vendor, Monrovia, January 29, 2013. 
94 United States Institute of Peace, “Partnering for a Shared Vision of Liberia’s Economic Future,” Washington, DC, May 7, 2013. 
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Motorcycle taxis have been an important source of income for young men who have low 
levels of education or have lost family in the wars. A number of them are ex-combatants 
from the civil wars: the motorcycle drivers union estimates that 25 percent of motorcycle 
taxi drivers are former fighters.95 The motorcycle is how they sustain themselves and their 
families financially.96  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Motorcycle taxi drivers 
wait for customers in 
Red Light, Monrovia. 
© 2010 Glenna Gordon

 

 
Human Rights Watch interviewed 37 motorcycle taxis drivers (also called pehn-pehn drivers) 
throughout the country who reported frequent extortion, harassment, arbitrary arrest and 
detention and physical abuse from the police. Extortion and abuse take place at official and 
ad hoc checkpoints that are common along the country’s major roads and at random stops. 
Police officer demands at checkpoints vary greatly. A representative of the Liberia Motorcycle 
Transit Union (LMTU) told Human Rights Watch: 
 

There’s no security [at the checkpoints]. People are only there to satisfy 
their own desire, improve their salary…. If you don’t have money, it is 

                                                           
95 Human Rights Watch interview with LMTU headquarters, Monrovia, December 14, 2012. 
96 In its 2007 study on poverty, the Liberian Institute of Statistics and Geo-Information Services (LISGIS) found that in urban 
areas, those who were uneducated and unskilled workers, orphans and youth, disabled, returnees, or members of large 
families were perceived to be the poorest. In contrast, in rural areas, farmers, hunters, female-headed households, returnees 
and the disabled were perceived to be the poorest, while former warlords, ex-combatants and their relatives were perceived 
to be better off. Government of Liberia, “Poverty Reduction Strategy,” p. 28. While Human Rights Watch conducted research 
in the counties, it concentrated its efforts on the regional capitals in Lofa, Grand Gedeh and Bong counties, which are the 
urban centers of the counties. 
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difficult to trust the checkpoint. You believe that only your money can 
speak for you. Security is like a business.97 

 
Motorcycle drivers said that police officers are often assigned to checkpoints alongside 
other security personnel, such as those in the Bureau of Immigration and Naturalization or 
the Forestry Development Authority, each of whom wants their share of the checkpoint 
bribe.98 One motorcycle driver explained why more motorcyclists did not resist extortion at 
the checkpoints and other random stops, especially where armed units were present: 
 

Because they have pistol, when they say you must pay, you have to pay…. If 
we were people with good money, we could take people [the police] to court. 
But we don’t have money to pay.99 

 
Motorcycle drivers are also often targeted on “inspection days,” when the police routinely 
confiscate their bikes, which can only be recovered by paying bribes. The most common 
amount cited by motorcycle drivers was 500 LD ($6.75) to free the motorcycle from police 
custody, but several drivers described paying as much as 1,000 LD ($13.50) or 1,500 LD 
($20). On such days, it is not uncommon to see dozens of motorcycles lined up outside 
police stations.100 
 
Motorbike drivers in different parts of the country said they were beaten, injured, detained, 
arrested, or had their motorcycles seized when they tried to proceed through a checkpoint 
without complying with the monetary demands of the police. Sometimes, drivers said, they 
could negotiate their way through checkpoints. 
 

                                                           
97 Human Rights Watch interview with LMTU representative, December 10, 2012. 
98 Human Rights Watch interviews with motorcycle taxi drivers, Grand Gedeh, December 2013. 
99 Human Rights Watch interview with 26-year-old motorcycle taxi driver, Bong, February 2, 2013. 
100 Human Rights Watch interviews with various motorcycle taxi drivers, Monrovia, Bong, Grand Gedeh and Lofa, November 
2012-February 2013. The relationship between the motorcycle taxi driver and the motorcyle’s owner can make police 
corruption particularly burdensome for drivers. Many motorcycle taxi drivers rent the motorcycle and are required to report a 
certain amount to the owner each day. The drivers keep whatever earnings are left over after payment for fuel and the 
reporting fee. One motorcycle driver said: “Every day you have to pay 400 LD ($5.40) [to the motorcycle owner] and if [the 
police] arrest you [for not paying a bribe], your time will be wasted and you will not get that money. [The owner] will take the 
bike from you. That would hurt me more than any other thing.” Human Rights Watch interview with 35-year-old motorcycle 
taxi driver, Grand Gedeh, December 6, 2012. 
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A leader of the LMTU explained the human cost of police corruption for many 
motorcycle drivers: 
 

Most of the children, they lost their parents [during the civil wars]. They 
are borrowing bikes to take care of themselves. Some of them, they can’t 
send themselves to school. They are using the motorbike to survive. There 
is no one to talk for them. The LNP needs to encourage the children 
instead of harassing.101 

 

 

Alex’s Story 
 

“Alex,” a pseudonym, was orphaned at a very young age. He told Human Rights Watch: 
 

I don’t have father or mother, but I want to go to school. I want to learn. 
They killed my father and mother during the war. I decided to ride 
motorbike so that I would be able to support myself.102 

 
Alex worked his way through elementary school in Lofa County with the help of a 
farmer, who had taken him in after he returned from a refugee camp in Sierra 
Leone. He moved to Monrovia to continue his education when he discovered an 
uncle lived there. 
 

I was eager to come to the city to continue my education. [But] when I 
came to the city, I started to struggle…. [There was] no one to pay my 
school fees continuously, [so my uncle] decided to call someone to 
help me ride the motorcycle.103 

 
Alex uses the money he makes from riding the motorcycle in order to pay for his 
education. Police corruption has created a constant strain on his ability to complete his 
schooling. Alex explained one incident that caused him to leave school for the year: 

                                                           
101 Human Rights Watch interview with LMTU representative, December 10, 2012. 
102 Human Rights Watch interview with 21-year-old motorcycle taxi driver, Monrovia, February 17, 2013. 
103 Ibid. 
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There is one police in Logan Town who is always harassing me for 
money. He chases me for money. One day he was chasing behind me, 
and I had an accident. That happened in 2011. 

 

The motorcycle had its own damage. So the owner of the motorcycle 
ordered me to pay for it. I was in 11th grade at that time. That caused me 
a lot of problems in my school. I am the one who pays my school fees. I 
don’t have anyone to help me. 

 
Alex explained that when he had the accident, he used the money he had saved for his 
schooling to fix the bike. Without school funds, he had to drop out. In addition, the 
motorcycle owner took the motorcycle from him after it had been repaired, which 
created further financial strain. 
 
Eventually, he was able to save enough money to go back to school, but he explained 
that it is a daily struggle to make sure he has enough money to pay both the police and 
his school fees. “For now, I am still trying to finish. I am in 12th grade now.”104 
 
Alex noted there was a risk in reporting police corruption and abuse because police 
officers often live near communities where they work. Given the fear of reprisal, he 
said he would not risk reporting police corruption. Instead, he hopes that the 
police will change: 
 

I want the police to become friends for us. I want them to know that 
some of us are on the motorcycle to fund our education, so they have to 
give us chance. If every day they are harassing us, how will we be able 
to do something good for our future?… [F]or motorcyclists, we are just 
like [the] army. Every day you have to expect to die. Because if you don’t 
hit car, car will hit you. We just want [the police] to help us, to provide 
our protection.105 

 

                                                           
104 Ibid. 
105 Human Rights Watch interview with 21-year-old motorcycle taxi driver, Monrovia, February 17, 2013. 
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Police officers who apprehend motorcyclists at the checkpoints also sometimes arrest the 
drivers and demand bribes for their release from detention. One motorcycle driver 
explained how he was arrested and detained when an officer randomly stopped him in 
town. He said he was tying a jug of gas to his motorcycle for a trip into the forest when an 
officer accused him of selling marked up gas, and arrested him. The driver explained, 
“[Even though] he understood that I was not selling the gas, he jailed me. I was there the 
whole day.” He noted that the fish he was carrying spoiled, costing him 2,500 LD ($33.78). 
The officer also made him pay 300 LD ($4) to be released from police detention. “I felt bad, 
because there is nowhere to carry a complaint,” the driver said. “They are using us as 
business. Any time police stand at the street, they take money from us.”106 
 
Almost all of the motorcycle and taxi drivers who spoke to Human Rights Watch knew that 
any fines they received required a proper ticket outlining their offense, rather than an 
informal payment to the police. The ticket should be brought to the Ministry of Finance, 
where tickets are paid. The ministry should give the ticket holder a stamp, permitting the 
driver to recover his motorcycle, remove his name from a list of drivers wanted for 
trafficking violations, or whatever the issue might have been.107 
 
However, attempts to enforce this system and resist or report police misbehavior are met 
with resistance and retaliation from the police. Two advocates on behalf of the motorcycle 
taxi drivers spoke about their efforts to advocate for the removal of an ad hoc checkpoint 
in one county. An LMTU representative explained that the officers had set up a checkpoint 
with a rope in the middle of the town and were carrying on “vehicle inspection” for the 
motorcycles. “They would say: you are overloaded, no helmet…. [There were charging] 
200/300/500 LD [per person].” The LMTU representative said that the officers had a plastic 
bag into which they were collecting all the money. He and other LMTU representatives went 
to see what was happening and to speak on behalf of the riders: 
 

When we told them that what they are doing is illegal, they began to call for 
reinforcement and said we were beginning to incite riders against them. A 
pickup came [for us]. They put us in the cell. We were in jail for a whole 

                                                           
106 Human Rights Watch interview with 35-year-old motorcycle taxi driver, Grand Gedeh, December 6, 2012. 
107 Human Rights Watch interviews with LMTU leadership, Grand Gedeh and Monrovia, December 6, 2012, and December 14, 2012. 
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[day]…. We called a lawyer…. There was no charge sheet. We paid 4,475 LD 
($60) to be released. They didn’t issue a receipt. There was nothing.108 

 
Since the Professional Standards Division does not exist in Liberia’s counties, motorcycle 
drivers and others must report any complaints they have about police officers directly to 
the depot or county commanders and rely on these commanders to take appropriate 
action. Motorcycle drivers told Human Rights Watch that the depot commander is often 
present and thus aware of motorcycle seizures or corruption at the checkpoints. Because 
of this, drivers often said it would be futile to report police abuses to the commander. 
 
Motorcycle taxi drivers appeared to have a more positive view of the police where the 
predatory behavior towards them was minimized—such as in Voinjama, the county capital 
of Lofa county. Motorcycle drivers who mostly rode within and near Voinjama stated that if 
they did not have bribe money, officers often let the motorcyclists pass without detaining 
or arresting them. Riders noted that sums demanded by the police were low, around 10 LD 
($0.13). These motorcycle riders also voiced a greater faith in the police and their efforts. 
One motorcycle taxi driver commented, “[The police] are helping. All the time, they are 
correcting us. Sometimes they say—man you are carrying heavy load. Don’t do that.”109 
Conversely, motorcycle riders who traveled to areas in Lofa where they experienced 
aggressive police extortion tactics expressed a more negative view of police. 
 

Taxi Drivers 
Taxi drivers experience many of the same abuses from police as motorcycle taxi drivers. 
Human Rights Watch spoke with 25 taxi drivers who drove through many different areas of the 
country. They told Human Rights Watch about the harassment and extortion they encountered 
at checkpoints, arbitrary detention when they were unable to pay the amounts demanded by 
police officers, and police violence in connection with extortion and theft. 
 
Taxi drivers noted that one common way for police officers to extort money was to threaten 
the driver with a ticket that was triple or quadruple the amount of a bribe. This could happen 
at checkpoints or at random stops on the roads. Officers would tell taxi drivers that they were 
                                                           
108 Human Rights Watch interview with LMTU representatives, location and date withheld. 
109 Human Rights Watch interview with 27-year-old motorcycle driver, Lofa, February 7, 2013. Human Rights Watch does not 
assert that police corruption overall is lower in Lofa county, only that Voinjama-based motorcycle riders interviewed said that 
they were not targeted as aggressively and severely as those operating in other parts of the country. 
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overloaded or that they had engaged in improper driving, and the taxi driver would be given 
the option to either pay a bribe—usually between 300 and 500 LD ($4-$6.75), or they would 
be issued tickets that could be priced as high as $50.110 Taxi drivers said that such tickets 
often surpassed their financial means, so they would pay the bribe demanded.111 
 
One taxi driver described how the police had removed the batteries of 13 taxis parked at 
Red Light to obtain bribes: 
 

They said it was 500 LD [$6.75] each [to get the batteries back and go on our 
way], but if we didn’t pay the 500 LD each, they would issue a 2,500 LD [$33.78] 
ticket. The drivers were scared of the ticket, so they paid [the] 500 LD.112 

 
Red Light is so overrun with police officers that an unofficial system has been set up to 
move taxis through the area without having to stop to pay an officer. This system involves 
a “fee” for officers to “escort” taxis through Red Light to the nearby Parker Paint area. 
Drivers report this fee as averaging around 100 LD ($1.35); whereas, drivers can pay 500 LD 
($6.75) or more if they are stopped by an officer and told to pay in exchange for not being 
issued a ticket.113 One taxi driver said, “We don’t even know [the] main police assigned to 
Red Light. Everyone is just floating there.”114 Another taxi driver noted that officers should 
be wearing their badges so that witnesses of corrupt practices could report abusive 
behavior, but “many of them don’t use [wear] it.”115 
 
Human Rights Watch spoke with several representatives nationwide from the Federation of 
Road Transport Union of Liberia (FRTUL) who discussed the problems of drivers trying to 
protect their rights. One explained: 

                                                           
110 Human Rights Watch interviews with taxi drivers who drive between Monrovia and Gbarnga, Bong, February 1, 2013, 
February 2, 2013, and February 5, 2013. 
111 Not paying a ticket can have significant consequences. If a taxi driver does not pay after a certain number of days, the police 
will take his keys and hold the car until he pays the ticket to the Finance Ministry. Like the motorcycle drivers, many taxi drivers 
rent their cars from an owner, to whom they are responsible for reporting a certain amount of money. If a driver cannot drive 
because the car is parked at the police station, they accumulates a debt to the car owner and could have the car—and their 
livelihood—taken away. Human Rights Watch interviews with various taxi drivers, Bong and Lofa, February 2013. 
112 Human Rights Watch interview with a taxi driver, Bong, February 6, 2013. 
113 Human Rights Watch interview with a number of taxi drivers, Bong, February 6, 2013 and February 8, 2013. 
114 Human Rights Watch interview with 38-year-old taxi driver who regularly drives the Monrovia-Gbarnga route, Bong, 
February 6, 2013. 
115 Human Rights Watch interview with a taxi driver who regularly drives the Monrovia-Gbarnga route, Bong, February 6, 2013. 
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[I]nstead of enforcing the law, they [the police] are there to pollute the 
system. There is no system in place. Most of the drivers are not educated. 
So to take the matter to the traffic board, they are afraid. They would rather 
pay the money…. Those who are illiterate, there is fear. If you know the law 
and your rights, [you] will not allow someone to prey on you. [But] [t]here is 
a risk for the drivers; the police may deal with them even more [harshly] 
than that [monetary demand].116 

 
Many taxi drivers who spoke to Human Rights Watch said that their primary concern with 
the police was extortion and detention at the checkpoints and through major market 
junctions. However, several described cases of police ill-treatment that occurred under the 
pretext of a police investigation. One driver recalled: 
 

The woman [who was a passenger] talked to me—she said [her] cell phone 
was lost. I said I have not seen it. She called the phone. It was ringing, but not 
on me and not in the car. She still called the ERU…. They searched the car, but 
they didn’t see anything…They took my money—1,500 LD ($20). They told me 
to “charge myself.” I was outside the car standing. They [then] just jumped on 
me and started beating me [for] more than 15 minutes. They beat me with stick 
and [baton]. [They] beat me on the arms and neck. There were about six. They 
beat me and I lay down on the ground. I was crying. I wasn’t even able to 
swallow my spit. I was on the ground and the union people carried me into the 
house. I lost a lot of blood…. I didn’t complain to people. I left it with God. I 
didn’t have anyone to complain [to]. The union said they would see after it. 
The said it would receive my money, but I have not seen it.117 

  

                                                           
116 Human Rights Watch interview with a taxi driver who regularly drives the Monrovia-Maryland route, Bong, February 2, 2013. 
117 Human Rights Watch interview with a 38-year-old taxi driver, Grand Gedeh, December 7, 2012. 
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IV. The LNP and Corruption  
 
Corruption in the Liberia National Police does not exist in a vacuum. Many factors 
contribute to corrupt practices in the police force. Police officers, civil society activists, and 
UNMIL personnel all noted that gaps in crucial logistics, such as fuel, vehicle maintenance, 
and basic supplies like pens and paper, encourage and exacerbate corrupt practices. 
 
Lack of accountability for corruption, especially at the highest police and government 
levels, remains a barrier to a more professionalized police. This lack of accountability, 
coupled with poor systems in place for promotion, assignment, and resource allocation, 
can effectively penalize those officers who are unwilling to engage in corruption. 
 
Police corruption violates Liberian law and contravenes policies in the LNP Duty Manual, 
governing its operations. Beyond the direct harm to those affected and the broader 
societal impact, rampant police corruption also impedes security sector reform that the 
Liberian government has acknowledged is critical for post-conflict peace and recovery. 
 
United Nations Police has provided extensive monitoring and oversight for the LNP. Many 
officers noted that UNPOL stopped by their depots, sometimes daily, to check their books 
and inquire into day-to-day operations. UNPOL’s monitoring has largely been to enforce 
certain protocols, such as ensuring that detainees are either brought before a court or 
released within the 48-hour detention limit. UNPOL has also been a crutch for the serious 
logistical shortages in the LNP, most notably for vehicles and fuel supplies, but also for 
stationery and smaller items. Logistical support from UNPOL has been especially 
pronounced in the counties. 
 
UNPOL has not, however, been able to extinguish the flow of corruption in the LNP. Both 
officers and citizens expressed trepidation at what might lie ahead when UNMIL was no 
longer present to assist with logistics shortfalls and regularly monitor the police. 
 
The following discussion sets out factors contributing to, but not justifying, police 
corruption in Liberia. 
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Logistical Support 
Logistical support and salary were the two leading concerns for all police officers with 
whom Human Rights Watch spoke. Officers said that poor salaries and insufficient fuel, 
vehicles, uniforms, stationery, and other equipment contributed to low morale and 
encouraged corruption. When questioned about these issues, the LNP inspector general 
commented: 
 

The buck does not stop with me…. We are definitely filling out the gaps and 
building the capacity…. You need uniforms, mobility, equipment, effective 
arrest tools; [these are] challenges. [A]t a national level we sit as officers 
and do an annual budget and try to get what they ask for…. [such as] 
recruitment, manpower, training. [But] I do not generate government funds. 
All I can do is keep advocating it to the central government.118 

 

Salary 
Almost every officer with whom Human Rights Watch spoke said that they received poor 
salaries and that this was a primary cause of pervasive corruption. Recently, Deputy 
Inspector General of Administration Rose Stryker spoke publicly about the link between 
low officer salary and corruption, and was criticized in the media for seeming to justify 
corrupt practices.119 
 
Human Rights Watch does not try to determine the proper compensation for police officers, 
but UNMIL officials, LNP leadership, civil society groups, and even victims of police 
corruption said low salary contributes to police extortion schemes. One police 
superintendent told Human Rights Watch: 
 

[The] issue of salary is very appalling. We are sacrificial ones. [US] $135 [a 
month]. It was $90 [a month].… This is why you see officers going extra 

                                                           
118 Human Rights Watch interview with LNP senior leadership, including the inspector general, Monrovia, February 15, 2013. 
119 Winston Parley, “Police Chief Backs Corrupt Cops,” New Dawn, January 10, 2013, 
http://www.thenewdawnliberia.com/~thenewd1/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=7581:police-chief-
backs-corrupt-officers&catid=25:politics&Itemid=59; Kennedy L. Yangian and Tecee Boley, “U-Turn? Police Chief Massaquoi 
Denies Backing Corruption Within Force,” FrontPage Africa, January 17, 2013, 
http://frontpageafricaonline.com/news/general-news/5087-sudden-u-turn-police-chief-denies-backing-corruption.pdf. 
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miles to make money. Cases that should be reported get compromised. If 
the officer is not well paid, it is demoralizing.120 

 
A deputy commander in Monrovia said: 
 

We are also underpaid, and the police force is very corrupt because of that, 
from top to bottom. Even if you are not a traffic officer, you collect 1,000-
2,000 LD ($13.50-$27) [a month]. We go and deposit [with Susu clubs or in 
other savings arrangements] 50 to 100 LD ($0.67-$1.35) every day.121 

 
Criticisms of salary notwithstanding, some police officers acknowledged that corruption 
was a personal choice, not one driven by financial need. One officer said: 
 

We are of different different [sic] character. Someone will use the means to 
harass. [They will say]—my salary is little, so anything to get money. But 
others will say—this is the job I chose to do.122 

 
A few officers said they engaged in street vending or used other skills, such as car 
maintenance, when off-duty to earn extra money since their salary was not enough.123 
 

Logistics: Vehicles, Fuel, and Supplies 
Almost all police officers who spoke to Human Rights Watch noted the negative impact 
that poor logistical support had on their ability to carry out their duties. Many depots, even 
in Monrovia, did not have working vehicles. Commanders interviewed in the counties 
outside of Montserrado said that if their depot’s vehicles needed repair, they could either 
wait for the LNP’s roaming vehicle repair and maintenance unit to arrive, which could take 
months, or they could spend their own money for repairs.124 

                                                           
120 Human Rights Watch interview with a commander and superintendent, location and date withheld. 
121 Human Rights Watch interview with a deputy commander, Monrovia, December 12, 2012. 
122 Human Rights Watch interview with a commander, February 2, 2013. 
123 Human Rights Watch interview with a patrol officer, Monrovia, February 13, 2013; Human Rights Watch interview with an 
inspector and commander, Monrovia, February 16, 2013. 
124 Human Rights Watch interviews with commanders, December 9, 2012, and February 4, 2013. An officer working in vehicle 
maintenance explained that while the roaming repairs unit should travel through the country at least once a month to repair 
vehicles, it only made about four trips total in 2012, resulting in a large number of broken vehicles sitting dormant at depots. 
Human Rights Watch interview with an LNP mechanic, Monrovia, February 16, 2013. 
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Insufficient fuel was also underscored as a perpetual problem, especially in counties 
where officers would sometimes have to drive long distances to respond to crimes. The 
LNP Duty Manual calls for tracking fuel through log books that record mileage and fuel 
usage.125 However, many depots do not follow this protocol. As a result, it is impossible 
to know whether fuel allocations are insufficient, or whether they have been 
misallocated for corrupt purposes. 
 
All over the country, but especially in the counties, officers discussed how non-working 
vehicles and low fuel supplies compromised their ability to serve the communities under 
their watch. A number of officers said that they were compounding the trauma endured 
by crime victims when the victims were told that they would have to pay for the fuel or 
vehicle to transport the officer to the crime scene. One officer stationed in Lofa said: 
 

They come crying to you and you don’t even have a drop of gas. We are not 
supposed to ask someone for money, but because you don’t have, we ask 
the person for money to go…. Women come crying. Husband beating her 
and [the] distance is far. How do you expect to go for a suspect at that place? 
Who will pay that transportation? The police, the victim, or the government? 
This is the government’s responsibility. We have told the government. We 
have told them over and over, but nothing.126 

 
Commanders and patrol officers across the counties repeatedly mentioned a number of 
other logistics constraints to Human Rights Watch. Officers said some stations lacked 
both electricity and candles.127 At many depots, stationery and paper for recording cases 
was scarce, and buildings, including detention cells, were in disrepair. Officers reported 
using their own money to photocopy stationery, writing their reports on public 
computers, and relying on the goodwill of local businesses and NGOs for extra fuel, 
supplies, and other needs.128 Several Monrovia-based officers said that their 
commanders would take the working vehicles for personal use, leaving the depot 
without transportation.129 

                                                           
125 Liberia National Police Duty Manual, April 1, 2008 (Revised July 1, 2010), 3.3.5.3. 
126 Human Rights Watch interview with a sectional head, Lofa, February 9, 2013. 
127 Human Rights Watch interviews with officers, Monrovia, December 12, 2012, January 30, 2013 and February 13, 2013. 
128 Human Rights Watch interviews with officers, December 12, 2012, and February 3, 2013. 
129 Human Rights Watch interviews with patrol officers, Monrovia, February 2013. 
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UNPOL has helped to mitigate some of the logistics challenges that the police face. A 
number of officers, especially those serving outside of Monrovia, noted that UNPOL would 
regularly help them patrol or carry them to the scene of an accident or crime.130 Both the UN 
secretary-general and the UN Peacebuilding Fund have noted in reports that the LNP relies 
heavily on the UN for mobility and transportation.131 
 

Uniforms 
Many police officers expressed distress about the condition and issuance of their 
uniforms. Over half of the officers interviewed had not been issued a new uniform for up to 
three years and were wearing on a daily basis the same one or two uniforms they had been 
issued years ago; some had not been issued a new uniform since 2007. 
 
Numerous officers said that after years of not being issued a new uniform, they decided 
to use their own salary to purchase new shirts and pants. One officer explained that he 
had detached the LNP patches from his old uniform and attached them to the clothes he 
acquired from the street.132 This informal method of purchasing new uniforms makes it 
easier for criminals to imitate LNP uniforms and engage in illicit activity under the false 
cover of a law enforcement officer. Several motorcycle drivers told Human Rights Watch 
that they had their motorcycles “impounded” by men dressed in what appeared to be 
LNP uniforms. When the riders went to search for their bikes at the police stations 
nearby, they could not locate the arresting officer or the motorcycle. It was not clear to 
them whether a police officer had stolen their motorcycle, or if a criminal dressed as a 
police officer had taken their bike.133 
 

  

                                                           
130 This same comment was made by several UNPOL Team Leaders. Human Rights Watch interviews with UNPOL Team 
Leaders, February 2013. 
131 UN Security Council, “Twenty-third progress report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Liberia,” 
S/2011/497, August 5, 2011, para. 29; United Nations Development Program & United Nations Office for Project Services, 
“Revised Standard Joint Program Document: Justice and Security Joint Program,” December 1, 2011, 
http://mptf.undp.org/document/search?fund=PB000&country=LBR&go=true, pp. 4-5, 9. 
132 Human Rights Watch interview with a substation depot commander, location and date withheld. 
133 Human Rights Watch interviews with motorcycle drivers, Monrovia, December 1, 2012, and February 17, 2013. 
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Lack of Support and Police Morale 
An overwhelming majority of officers interviewed emphasized the negative impact that poor 
logistics support and attendant corruption had on officer morale. One patrol officer said: 
 

I feel so bad about it. Once I choose a career, I have to live with it. But as a 
human, I feel hurt. We love our country. We try to do our best to do the work…. 
In Liberia, police officers and teachers are the least.134  

 

 
Police officer in the Reconstruction Room of the Traffic Police at the Liberia 
National Police Headquarters in Monrovia. © 2006 Jan Banning/Panos 

 
Mid-level management in the LNP indicated awareness of the logistics and corruption issues 
that face the police. Two of the officers who spoke with Human Rights Watch had written or 
were writing university thesis papers on issues of corruption, salary, and morale in the LNP.135 

                                                           
134 Human Rights Watch interview with a patrol officer, Monrovia, February 14, 2013. 
135 Human Rights Watch interviews with police officers, location and dates withheld. 
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Some officers spoke about their intentions to leave the police once they had earned their 
university degrees, or a more lucrative opportunity presented itself. 
 

Absenteeism 
Absenteeism is a chronic problem related to policing and security across Liberia. Some 
officers do not regularly report to their depots because they have “reassigned themselves” 
to areas where they can make better money.136 Those who do report to work at their 
assigned posts face long hours and limited capacity to respond to multiple events. These 
officers expressed frustration that they were not able to adequately respond to crimes 
because of low manpower at the depots. Some commanders said that they repeatedly 
reported officers for failing to show up at work, but received little response from senior 
management. Several officers described instances where officers had not signed into work 
for months, and yet they could be seen in uniform on street corners hustling for money.137 
 
Several officers in Monrovia said they worked 24-hour shifts, meaning they would work 
for 24 hours and be off for 24 hours.138 They said they would work at least three 24-hour 
shifts (or 72 hours) a week. Many officers in the leeward counties—the term used to 
describe most of the area outside of Montserrado, the county where Monrovia is 
located—said that they worked seven days a week, often for long shifts, because there 
was no one to act in their absence. There was no overtime pay or benefits for officers 
working long weekly shifts. 
 
According to the LNP Duty Manual, shifts were designed in a cycle of three shifts per day 
on a 7-day cycle, for not less than 40 hours per week (five days on, two days off, with shifts 
lasting at least eight hours a day).139 However, there is no maximum number of hours 
listed. Liberian labor law also does not specify the maximum number of hours that certain 
public service employees, like police officers, can work.140 
 

                                                           
136 Human Rights Watch interview with a commander, location and date withheld. When Human Rights Watch asked a 
number of other police officers about officers “reassigning themselves,” most were familiar with the term and understood it 
to mean that officers would post in areas where they were not assigned in order to make money. 
137 Human Rights Watch interviews with two patrol officers, Monrovia, February 11, 2013. 
138 Human Rights Watch interviews with various police officers, Monrovia, February 2013. 
139 LNP Duty Manual, 5.1. 
140 Human Rights Watch phone interview with John F. Josiah, Liberian labor law professor, May 13, 2013. 
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The distance from Monrovia and lack of potential remuneration makes it is difficult for the 
police to effectively locate staff in rural areas. Decentralizing police from Monrovia has been 
a key focus for reform within the LNP and the government as a whole. Historically, the center 
of power and most social services were concentrated in Monrovia; the LNP, along with other 
government agencies, has had to work to reverse government neglect of the counties outside 
of Montserrado.141 However, many officers do not want to serve in the leeward counties, 
either because their families are based in Monrovia or because they believe that such 
service makes it difficult to enjoy promotions and the larger salary that promotions bring. 
 
The UN Peacebuilding Commission has supported an initiative that aims to decentralize 
police operations and increase access to police and courts in the counties. This aims to 
create a regional “hub” system, in which armed police officers, immigration units, and 
judges are stationed at a central point in a region outside Montserrado. The first regional 
hub, situated in Gbarnga, Bong, and covering Bong, Lofa, and Nimba counties, was 
inaugurated in February 2013.142 
 
The hubs have been presented as an important step toward improving access to justice in 
the counties outside Montserrado. However, establishing the justice and security hubs is 
proceeding slowly, and even under the hub system, officers are concentrated in five 
chosen regional capitals, rather than spread throughout county capitals and major towns. 
The sparse distribution of police, many Liberians said, is unlikely to improve rule of law in 
communities located far from the hub. 
 

“Hustling” 
Police officers told Human Rights Watch that it was common to find absentee officers 
“hustling”—taking bribes—in popular market and transit districts in Monrovia. Areas like 
Duala, Red Light, Waterside, and others were popular locations for enterprising officers to 

                                                           
141 See Government of Liberia, “Poverty Reduction Strategy,” p. 14. The PRS states, “[M]arginalization was perpetuated by the 
urban-based policies of successive administrations. Political power was concentrated in Monrovia and primarily at the level 
of the Presidency. Most infrastructure and basic services were concentrated in Monrovia and a few other cities. 
Marginalization of youth and women and the mismanagement of national resources were widespread, which contributed to 
stark inequalities in the distribution of benefits.” 
142 United Nations Development Program & United Nations Office for Project Services, “Revised Standard Joint Program 
Document: Justice and Security Joint Program,” p. 6. The plan is to construct five hubs in Liberia’s five security regions. The 
stated purpose of the hubs are to “provide a decentralized and holistic approach to security and justice service delivery and 
a means by which national agencies can provide effective security for Liberia on a sustained basis, in preparation for 
UNMIL’s transition.” Ibid., p. 6. 



 

“NO MONEY, NO JUSTICE”   54 

congregate. Some officers who do report to work head to these areas after hours to make 
extra money. One commander explained: 
 

Red Light is like no man’s land. Everybody goes there to hustle. If I go to see 
my family, [at] day break I get in my uniform and go there. If [a] vehicle 
operator sees me, I say “go up the road, improper parking.” [It’s a] no 
man’s land. You see all the people there.143 

 
Taxi and motorcycle drivers noted that unassigned officers in these areas would 
sometimes remove their badges, making it impossible for drivers to report them to the 
head office. In one interview that Human Rights Watch conducted with a patrol officer, the 
officer had to briefly interrupt the interview to collect the money that he and a fellow officer 
had hustled. When he returned, he explained that they made 800 LD ($10.81) that day 
hustling at the checkpoint, and that he and his colleague split it 50/50.144 The officer said: 
 

I can’t even pay my daughter’s school fees…. Every day I eat money. 
Sometimes we go on the street and harass the people. My badge—
sometimes I take that off when I am off duty. Today is my day I go after 
money. Sometimes [around] 5:30-6:30 every evening [we go].145 

 
A couple of officers who work in the popular areas for hustling expressed frustration over 
the barrage of unassigned officers.146 Citizens might complain to the area depots about the 
activities of unassigned officers, which can reflect poorly on the depot and compromise 
police accountability, since depot commanders often do not know the identities of 
unassigned officers. 
 

Sending Money Up the Chain of Command 
It seems to be common knowledge in Liberia that police officers assigned to checkpoints 
and other lucrative posts are often required to remit a portion of the money they extorted 
back to the commanders who awarded them their posts. In addition, many officers told 

                                                           
143 Human Rights Watch interview with a commander. February 3, 2013. 
144 Human Rights Watch interview with patrol officer, Monrovia, February 13, 2013. 
145 Ibid. 
146 Human Rights Watch interview with two officers, Monrovia, February 11, 2013. 
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Human Rights Watch that in order to receive any benefit in the LNP—transfers, promotions, 
or placement at certain favorable posts—they must pay superiors. 
 
The LNP has a promotions board, but few officers seem aware of its existence, and even 
fewer understood how it worked. The board, which administers promotion exams and 
oversees promotion protocol, was at one time active, but appears to have been inactive for 
at least the past year. 
 
A commander in the PSU described his promotion in the LNP: 
 

I have heard of the [promotions] board, but it is abstract to me…. I just 
received a letter [promoting me]. Whether I did something or whether it was 
friendship, I don’t know.147 

 
Many officers who spoke with Human Rights Watch freely admitted that promotions 
were often not based on merit, but instead on favoritism, or a combination of favoritism 
and bribery. 
 
One officer said:  
 

If you want to be promoted, some people pay money. Sometimes a whole 
month’s salary. Sometimes $50 or $150 [it depends]. Sometimes it is if 
the director knows you, but you don’t know the job. This brings police 
misconduct.148 

 
A number of officers said that a disorganized and corrupt promotions system leads to poor 
management of officers, which in turn permits officer malfeasance. As one police 
commander said, “There is no standard set…. You put the bad ones on top of the good 
ones. Will that supervision be correct? No.”149 
 

                                                           
147 Human Rights Watch interview with a PSU commander, location and date withheld. 
148 Human Rights Watch interview with a chief inspector, Monrovia, January 30, 2013. 
149 Human Rights Watch interview with a deputy commander, Monrovia, December 12, 2012. 
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An ad hoc promotions policy and the perceived corruption in the promotions system has 
led to dissatisfaction over rank and officers’ ability to advance in the LNP. There are two 
separate categorizing systems in the LNP—an officer’s post, such as depot commander or 
patrol officer, and an officer’s rank, such as patrolman or inspector.150 Pay in the LNP 
generally tracks rank, not an officer’s post. In the absence of the promotions board, only 
the senior leadership in Monrovia has the ability to raise the officer’s rank and the 
corresponding salary that accompanies rank.151 This dynamic has fueled the unpopularity 
of posts in the leeward counties; officers do not wish to be posted far from Monrovia, 
where they believe they are unlikely to rise in rank.152 
 
Commanders also spoke about “salute reports,” which officers in leadership positions 
were expected to send to their supervisors in addition to the monthly activities report. 
Salute reports appear intended for the senior officials who had helped a subordinate land 
a post or to curry favor with an officer’s superiors. One officer said: 
 

[W]hen you bring a report to the head office, you must include small thing. 
Everybody is corrupt, but it will not be on the same level. Corruption has 
two ways. “Salute report” is something in the system. It is normal. This is 
from all levels. From sergeant to commander … all the way up.153 

 

                                                           
150 Noncommissioned officer rank in ascending order is: patrolman, corporal and sergeant. Mid-level management rank 
in ascending order is: inspector, chief inspector, superintendent and chief superintendent. Senior LNP rank is: assistant 
commissioner, deputy commissioner, commissioner, deputy inspector general, and inspector general. See LNP Duty 
Manual 1.4. Officer posts can vary. Patrol officers are the entry-level post. In the leeward counties, there is a county 
commander who oversees the LNP operation in the entire county and is generally at the rank of at least superintendent 
or chief superintendent. He or she is stationed at the LNP county headquarters. The county commander will usually have 
at least one deputy commander. Sectional heads (Women & Children, Criminal Investigation Department, Traffic 
Division) will usually be stationed at the county headquarters. Within a county, there will be various sub-station depots, 
each with their own commander. Human Rights Watch interviews with commanders throughout Monrovia, Grand Gedeh, 
Bong, and Lofa and visits to numerous police depots, December 2012, January 2013, and February 2013. Generally, the 
rank of a commander at substation depots should be inspector or chief inspector. Substation depots will often have a 
deputy commander as well, and they may have certain sectional head personnel. Human Rights Watch interviews with 
substation commanders, Grand Gedeh and Bong, December 2012 and February 2013. The posts in Monrovia run on a 
zone system. Monrovia is divided into nine zones. Each zone has a zone commander, deputies, and often sectional 
heads at the zone headquarters. 
151 Human Rights Watch interviews with mid-level commanders, December 2012 and February 2013. As a result, a couple 
of officers noted that despite occupying a sub-station command post, they were still ranked and paid as patrol officers. 
Human Rights Watch interviews with sub-station commanders, February 2013. 
152 Human Rights Watch interviews with commanding officers, February 2013. 
153 Human Rights Watch interview with a chief inspector, Monrovia, January 30, 2013. 



 

 57 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | AUGUST 2013 

Commanders also assign officers to lucrative checkpoints or patrols with the expectation 
that the commander receives a portion of the extorted money.154 One officer recalled 
traveling with his commander to visit different businesses that would pay the commander 
to ensure good relations with the depot.155 
 
Most of the police officers interviewed said that they could not challenge corruption in the 
LNP directly, or they would risk being removed from their posts. As one commander put it: 
 

I can’t fight it [the corruption]. If I am open about it, I will be penalized and 
ostracized. If you aren’t fit to move, then they will bring someone who 
agrees with the culture. The culture is not healthy.156 

 
A deputy commander, when asked about the LNP’s logistics shortages, said: 
 

I think the logistics are allocated for in the budget. Is the budget utilized for 
intended purposes? This is the question. Sometimes donor governments 
give a lot of pickups. Donors give money and help every day. Where do [the 
resources] go? And who are you, the lay policeman, questioning this. You 
will be dismissed.157 

 
The current environment in the LNP does not provide for frank discussion about the impact 
of corrupt practices throughout the force; anti-corruption campaigns have mostly focused 
on bribery between officers and the public and several national initiatives aimed at 
curbing embezzlement. Since corruption pressures within the police force are rarely 
discussed, let alone become subject to disciplinary measures or criminal prosecutions, 
these practices continue quietly. 
  

                                                           
154 Human Rights Watch interviews with UNMIL official, Monrovia, February 16, 2013; Human Rights Watch interview with a 
commander, location and date withheld; Human Rights Watch interview with a patrol officer, Monrovia, January 31, 2013; 
Human Rights Watch interview with a former UNPOL official. 
155 Human Rights Watch interview with a patrol officer, Monrovia, February 13, 2013. 
156 Human Rights Watch interview with a commander and superintendent, location and date withheld. 
157 Human Rights Watch interview with a deputy commander, Monrovia, December 12, 2012. 



 

“NO MONEY, NO JUSTICE”   58 

 

V. Accountability Mechanisms 
 
Liberia has taken some noteworthy steps to improve monitoring and accountability within 
the Liberia National Police, and address corruption and human rights violations more 
broadly. In 2006, the Professional Standards Division was set up within the LNP to replace 
the ineffective Board of Inquiry.158 In recent years, Liberia has established the Liberia Anti-
Corruption Commission (LACC) and the Independent National Commission on Human 
Rights (INCHR). 
 
Several leaders of civil society organizations and independent government agencies 
underscored that Liberia does not suffer from a lack of institutions that focus on 
accountability. A major barrier to accountability has been the inability of existing 
institutions to conduct investigations that would lead to charges and prosecutions against 
those responsible for corruption or malfeasance. 
 

Professional Standards Division 
The Professional Standards Division was established in 2006 as an internal mechanism to 
improve accountability in the LNP. The PSD includes three subdivisions: an Internal Affairs 
section in charge of investigating internal police complaints; a Public Complaints section 
to receive public complaints about police abuse and extortion; and an Inspection and 
Control unit tasked with undertaking internal audits, including visits to police stations.159 
 
Civil society representatives said that the PSD is an improvement upon the now defunct 
Board of Inquiry, which was the internal police oversight body until 2006. Police officers 
with whom Human Rights Watch spoke expressed the opinion that the PSD would hold 
police officers accountable for misconduct. However, citizens who have tried complaining 
to the PSD, and even LNP officers within the PSD, have had limited success and largely 
believed the division needs much improvement. 
 

                                                           
158 Jonathan Friedman, “Building Civilian Police Capacity: Post-Conflict Liberia, 2003-2011,” Innovations for Successful 
Societies, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 
http://www.princeton.edu/successfulsocieties/content/data/policy_note/PN_id176/Policy_Note_ID176.pdf, p. 10. 
159 Ibid. 
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First, members of the Public Complaints and Internal Affairs sections have themselves 
engaged in corrupt practices, including protecting officers instead of properly carrying out 
their duties. The organizations and individuals who filed a complaint or who assisted a victim 
in filing a complaint with the PSD described the division as unresponsive.160 A member of a 
civil society group that had tried to represent several victims explained, “The PSD will tell you 
to come in and you will wait all day and nothing will happen.”161 This same dynamic was 
described by two others who said they attempted to file a report with the PSD, only to be told 
to come back day after day without any attention to their case. They finally gave up.162 
 
Second, the same logistics and personnel shortfalls plaguing the LNP also affect the PSD, 
making the unit, according to one officer, “passive and ineffective,”163 and undermine the 
effectiveness of the Inspection and Control subdivision. Human Rights Watch asked a 
number of depot commanders across the country whether PSD officers had ever stopped 
by their stations to observe the conditions of the stations, staff, and bookkeeping. None of 
the commanders, some of whom had been at their depots for several years, could recall 
anyone from the PSD ever conducting such monitoring.164 
 
Finally, the government has not done an adequate job of informing the general public about 
how to register complaints about police corruption with the PSD. For instance, a number of 
victims reported police abuse to their local police depots, but officers never explained where 
they could file a formal complaint.165 While the LNP has been leading a radio campaign to 
educate citizens about the division, many Liberians appear to be unaware of its existence. 
 
The LNP’s inspector general told Human Rights Watch that the PSD was his priority unit, 
and that the division had received and addressed many complaints during the past year.166 
Human Rights Watch spoke to at least one police officer who said he had been suspended 
by the PSD for bad conduct, indicating that the division has had some success.167 However, 

                                                           
160 Human Rights Watch interviews with victims and civil society organizations representing victims, November 28, 2012, 
December 1, 2012 and December 6, 2012. 
161 Human Rights Watch interview with a civil society organization, Monrovia, November 28, 2012. 
162 Human Rights Watch interviews with two victims, Monrovia, December 1, 2012 and December 4, 2012. 
163 Human Rights Watch interview with an officer from the Professional Standards Division, Monrovia, January 30, 2013. 
164 Human Rights Watch interviews with officers, December 12, 2012, February 10, 2013 and February 11, 2013. 
165 Human Rights Watch interviews with victims of police corruption, January 28, 2013, January 29, 2013 and February 2, 2013. 
166 Human Rights Watch interview with LNP senior leadership, including the Inspector General, February 15, 2013. 
167 Human Rights Watch interview with a patrol officer, Monrovia, February 13, 2013. 
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to effectively rein in abuse and corruption within the police, the division will need 
improved capabilities. 
 
In its Poverty Reduction Strategy, the Liberian government emphasized the need for greater 
legislative oversight of the security sector, as well as the establishment of an independent 
civilian oversight body that would accept complaints for unlawful activities by security 
personnel.168 In 2012, President Sirleaf pledged to ensure the establishment of a Civilian 
Oversight Board by 2013 that would “accept complaints from the public on acts of police 
misconduct.”169 As of July 2013, the oversight board had yet to be established. 
 

Independent Government Oversight Bodies 
The Liberian government has taken commendable steps to set up institutions such as the 
Liberia Anti-Corruption Commission, the Independent National Commission on Human 
Rights, and the General Auditing Commission. These have contributed to monitoring, 
evaluating, and prosecuting corruption and human rights violations. But these 
independent commissions face serious challenges carrying out their mandates. 
 
The General Auditing Commission has completed and issued dozens of reports in the last 
five years. Many of these reports document serious lapses in public sector performance and 
irregularities in resource allocation. However, these reports are rarely acted upon by the 
Ministry of Justice. The Public Accounts Committee, which is the Senate committee charged 
with oversight of the disbursement of public funds, had not yet begun hearings based on any 
of the outstanding GAC reports detailing irregularities and mismanagement.170 
 
More positively, GAC leadership said that the GAC has recently opened an audit on the 
LNP.171 Depending on their findings, follow-up action by the Public Accounts Committee in 
the Senate and investigations, if deemed necessary by the Ministry of Justice, might be a 
step forward for meaningful change. 
 

                                                           
168 Government of Liberia, “Poverty Reduction Strategy,” p. 51. 
169 “President Sirleaf Pledges to Consolidate Peace and Reconciliation Through Greater Access to Justice,” Executive 
Mansion, September 24, 2012, http://www.emansion.gov.lr/2press.php?news_id=2330&related=7&pg=sp. 
170 Human Rights Watch interview with the chairman of the Public Accounts Committee, Senator Edward B. Dagoseh, 
Monrovia, February 13, 2013. 
171 Human Rights Watch interview with Auditor General Robert L. Kilby and leadership staff, Monrovia, February 14, 2013. 
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The Liberia Anti-Corruption Commission has brought several noteworthy indictments since 
its inception that resulted in convictions, but overall its record has been mixed. Most 
recently, the commission indicted a former LNP inspector general, Beatrice Munah Sieh-
Brown, and four others for the misuse and appropriation of an estimated $200,000 meant 
for police uniforms and related items after the Ministry of Justice declined to prosecute for 
insufficient evidence. In February 2013 the five were convicted after a jury trial, which the 
defense appealed.172 
 
The Munah Sieh-Brown case demonstrated serious challenges facing the court system that 
are likely to impede successful corruption cases. Shortly after the verdict was announced, 
a judge in Criminal Court-C declared a retrial, stating that the jury verdict did not indicate 
on which counts the jury found the defendants guilty, contradicting the jury instruction.173 
Basic errors in judicial process such as this, coupled with a broadly held view in Liberia 
that the court system itself suffers from serious corruption, makes effective corruption 
prosecutions elusive.174 Furthermore, the LACC remains understaffed and underfunded and 
cannot bring the volume of cases that it should be pursuing in light of GAC audits and 
media reports.175 More prosecutions are necessary to demonstrate that the government is 
serious about holding corrupt officials to account for their crimes. 
 
In the last several years, President Sirleaf has encouraged several measures that could 
improve the operation of the LACC and anti-corruption efforts. In 2011, she submitted a 
bill to the National Legislature to give the Liberia Anti-Corruption Commission direct, but 
non-exclusive power to prosecute corruption cases,176 a change that the LACC 

                                                           
172 Kennedy L. Yangian, “LACC Takes Former Liberia Police Boss Munah Sieh, 4 Others to Court for Theft,” FrontPage Africa, 
February 18, 2013, http://frontpageafricaonline.com/news/general-news/5325-lacc-takes-ex-police-boss-munah-sieh-4-
others-to-court-for-theft.pdf; “Ex-Police Chief’s Conviction Upheld,” New Democrat, reprinted in AllAfrica, March 11, 2013, 
http://allafrica.com/stories/201303111600.html; George J. Borteh, “Judge Nullifies Appeals from LACC’s Lawyers,” New 
Republic, reprinted in AllAfrica, April 17, 2013, http://allafrica.com/stories/201304180697.html. 
173 Borteh, “Judge Nullifies Appeals from LACC’s Lawyers,” New Republic, reprinted in AllAfrica, April 17, 2013; “Verdict 
Overturned,” New Democrat, reprinted in AllAfrica, April 17, 2013, http://allafrica.com/stories/201304171379.html. 
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p. 24-26; see also, Global Corruption Barometer 2013, Transparency International, July 2013, p. 36 (scoring the Liberian 
judiciary as a 4.5 on a 1-5 scale where, 1 is not at all corrupt and 5 is extremely corrupt). 
175 Human Rights Watch interviews with three civil society organizations focused on the rule of law, Monrovia, November 28, 
2013 and December 13, 2012. Human Rights Watch interview with an UNMIL official, Monrovia, February 16, 2013. 
176 “President Sirleaf Submits Legislation Giving LACC Prosecutorial Powers,” Executive Mansion, August 29, 2011, 
http://www.emansion.gov.lr/2press.php?news_id=1975&related=7&pg=sp&sub=41. 
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chairwoman had promoted.177 Currently, the LACC has to submit all cases, along with the 
evidence it has gathered, to the Ministry of Justice, which has three months to decide 
whether it will take on the case. If the ministry decides not to prosecute, the LACC can 
proceed with the case. Sirleaf’s office stated that removing this screening process will 
“strengthen the autonomy of the LACC” and help depoliticize prosecutions.178 It could 
also play an important role in evidence preservation and speedy prosecution; however, 
in June 2013, the Senate rejected the bill.179 It is not clear whether the president or 
legislators will try to reintroduce a different version of the bill. 
 
In a January 2013 address to National Legislature, President Sirleaf expressed her 
intention to submit for consideration a “Bill to Establish a Special Fast-Track Court to 
Handle Corruption Cases.”180 If effectively organized and respectful of due process 
concerns, such a court could develop speed and expertise in processing corruption 
cases. Despite these developments, Liberia still lacks an anti-corruption law.181 While 
there are laws that cover corrupt activities, such as economic sabotage and 
mismanagement of public funds, an anti-corruption law could ensure that the laws are 
comprehensive and that penalties are clear. 
 
Finally, the institution set up to be the premier national human rights commission remains 
weak. The Independent National Commission on Human Rights, formed in 2010, has only 
recently dispatched three monitors to Bong, Nimba, and Lofa counties.182 The INCHR should 
play a leading role in monitoring, documenting, and responding to human rights abuses 
countrywide. In the commission’s establishing act, investigating and processing human 
rights complaints is one of the principal powers and responsibilities of the commission.183 
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However, the commission still lacks this investigative capacity, blunting its utility. As a 
monitoring institution, it has been largely ineffective in recent years. 
 

Poverty Reduction Strategy and Vision 2030 
The UNDP progress report on Liberia’s Poverty Reduction Strategy states that, “Security is a 
central component to recovery … underpinning the environment for economic growth and 
development, good governance and the provision of basic social services.”184 But the 
absence of effective institutions of accountability jeopardizes security and development. 
 
As Liberia’s Poverty Reduction Strategy is now being transitioned into “Liberia Rising 
2030” or “Vision 2030,” a campaign to make Liberia a middle-income country by 2030, 
efforts to promote the rule of law are essential. The plan does aim to make government 
institutions accountable and ensure equal protection under the law.185 But Vision 2030 is 
far more focused on economic development and progress than transformation in the 
security sector.186 
 
As long as the Liberian police extort the country’s poor and foster distrust with the broader 
population, development and respect for human rights in this long-suffering nation, 
particularly for those most vulnerable, will remain distant goals. 
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Police corruption in Liberia undermines access to justice, results in human rights violations, and compromises the establishment
of the rule of law in this post-conflict country. Liberian victims of crimes must pay authorities at every stage of a case investi-
gation. Because of the prevalence of police corruption, “justice is not for the poor” is a catchphrase of many Liberians who say
wealth, not guilt, often determines the outcome of criminal cases.

“No Money, No Justice”: Police Corruption and Abuse in Liberia documents the impact of police corruption on the administration
of justice. Motorcycle taxi drivers, street sellers, and taxi drivers—whose work keeps them on the streets—are particularly
vulnerable to bribery demands from the police. Police officers often arbitrarily arrest and detain and rob these workers, who
typically live in poverty.

Liberian police officers themselves face numerous challenges in performing their jobs. They lack essential resources, such as
fuel for vehicles, and work long hours for low salaries. Commanders pressure their subordinates to make payments up the chain
of command, particularly in exchange for promotion. The post-war United Nations presence in Liberia has helped reduce the
incidence of torture in detention, but has not made inroads on corruption and abuses connected with extortion. 

To strengthen respect for basic rights and the rule of law in Liberia, Human Rights Watch calls on the Liberian government to
bolster police accountability mechanisms and fulfill its promise of establishing an independent oversight board for the police.
In addition, the government and foreign donors should investigate persistent logistics shortfalls that contribute to police officers
preying upon the public for material support. Finally, government officials in Liberia should emphasize accountability and good
governance in the security sector as essential to the country’s promised post-conflict development.
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