After 161 Years, Where Do Liberians Go from Here? 
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Liberians both home and abroad are seemingly enjoying temporary calm and prosperity but worry about the future. This July, as in previous years, Liberians will look back over their country’s 161 years of history with mixed feelings.

Honestly speaking, Liberians through their parents and grandparents or if you may, their forefathers and foremothers, built what was once a jewel of West Africa for well over a century, thanks to its rubber and iron ore production and traditionally noted academic institutions.

Per capita income in Liberia was just $120, down from $1,269 in 1980, and the country’s gross domestic product was below $500 million. Now the former is $185.50 while the later is $473.9 Million

The West African Republic of Liberia’s population of some three million is made up of a vast majority of indigenous people plus a community of descendents of Afro-American settlers who came from the United States in the mid 1880s. Most from the U.S. were freed slaves from the northeast states.

Its people scrape by on an average income of US$130 per year and can expect to live an average of 47 years, according to World Bank statistics. The country has been without means of electricity or running water for more than a decade.

They had been household slaves or craftsmen. Many could read and write. They took control of the coastal area, largely ignoring the tribes of the interior. In 1847, the Americo-Liberians, some 3,000 in number, declared the nation independent through the auspices of the American Colonization Society (ACS) — the only African state not to have been a European colony with the possible exception of Ethiopia, if one considers Italy’s occupation as “conquest” and not “colonization.”

There also are sizable numbers of Lebanese, Indians, and other West African nationals who comprise part of Liberia’s business community. The Liberian constitution restricts citizenship to only people of Negro descent, and land ownership is restricted to citizens.

Politically, the country was a one-party state ruled by the True Whig Party (TWP).

Joseph Jenkins Roberts, who was born and raised in America, was Liberia’s first President. The style of government and constitution was fashioned on that of the United States, and the Americo-Liberian elite monopolized political power and restricted the voting rights of the indigenous population.

The True Whig Party dominated all sectors of Liberia from independence in 1847 until April 12, 1980, when indigenous Liberian Master Sergeant Samuel K. Doe (from the Krahn ethnic group) seized power in a coup d’etat.

Doe’s forces, however, executed President William R. Tolbert and several officials of his government, mostly of Americo-Liberian descent. One hundred and thirty-three years of Americo-Liberian political domination ended with the formation of the People’s Redemption Council (PRC).

But the Doe administration began promoting members of Doe’s Krahn ethnic group, who soon dominated political and military life in Liberia. This raised ethnic tension and caused frequent hostilities between the politically and militarily dominant Krahns and other ethnic groups in the country.

In October 1985 elections were held but characterized by widespread fraud and Doe solidified his control. This resulted into increased human rights abuses, corruption, and ethnic tensions.

The standard of living further deteriorated and in November 1985, former Army Commanding Gen. Thomas Quiwonkpa almost succeeded in overthrowing Doe’s government. The Armed Forces of Liberia repelled Quiwonkpa’s attack and executed him in Monrovia. Doe’s Krahn-dominated forces carried out reprisals against Mano and Gio civilians suspected of supporting Quiwonkpa.

But what amazed many American critics was that despite Doe’s poor human rights record and questionable democratic credentials, he retained close relations with Washington.

And as a staunch U.S. ally, Doe met twice with President Ronald Reagan and enjoyed considerable U.S. financial support.

Then on December 24, 1989, a small band of rebels led by Doe’s former procurement chief, Charles Taylor, invaded Liberia from Cote d’Ivoire. Taylor and his National Patriotic Front rebels rapidly gained the support of many Liberians and reached the outskirts of Monrovia within six months but the uprising that began small lasted for over 14 years until the 2005 elections that brought Ellen Sirleaf to power.

On January 16,2006,she became the first woman head of state in Africa-making Liberia to once again make history by electing the first woman president on the continent just like it made history in 1847 to be the first independent African state.

But despite making first impression histories, the country’s citizens are the poorest in the world, least educated as well as least developed on the continent.

But since Ellen took over three years ago, there are divergent views about whether or not she is making a difference as she promised Liberians and the International community during her inaugural speech in the country’s capital, Monrovia

International debtors have largely canceled the country’s debts as friendly nations to Liberia have been pledging millions of dollars to help reconstruct the war-ravaged West African nation.

The UN Security Council lifted the embargo on timber, and the arms embargo was partially lifted.

The army restructuring is ongoing with U.S. assistance while significant progress in reforming and restructuring the Liberian national Police is also underway, though levels of violent crime often committed by former combatants, remain high.

Though Liberia joined the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) on March 6,1947,the country’s literacy rate, according to UNESCO’s 2006 report is 54.4 percent for adults and 70.0 percent for youths.

Currently, Liberia’s revenues come primarily from rubber exports and revenues from its maritime registry program. Liberia has the second-largest maritime registry in the world; there are 2,724 vessels totaling 83.3 million gross tons registered under its flag, earning some $16 million in maritime revenue in Liberian FY 2007/2008 (July 1-June 30). There is increasing interest in the possibility of commercially exploitable offshore crude oil deposits along Liberia’s Atlantic Coast.

Though these tend to indicate a bouncing-back move by Liberia, the country can hardly ever boast of any meaningful development that its people and children can benefit from.

Some might argue that big changes and improvements are in the offing in Liberia because of having a woman as the first head of state, but what about the realities?

Liberia used to be the world’s largest producer of rubber in Firestone, Harbel but had never been able to even produce rubber band with the inscription “Made in Liberia.”

Firestone is earning millions of dollars daily through services by Liberians from Liberia while Liberian rubber tappers can barely buy a bag of rice for their families from one month’s pay.There is the Liberia Agricultural Company(LAC) in Grand Bassa county.But, like Firestone,LAC exploits Liberians so much so that even the very houses that are built for workers are worst than tents in refugee camps in Sudan or Somalia.The very human rights of workers are not taken seriously.But Liberian government enjoys a cordial relationship with those companies because,if the government presses hard on these companies,it forfeits what lays in secret banks and or coffers for it.So,as usual,they become dormant like doormat.But that’s Liberia,161 years of age and still kicking!

The capital city, Monrovia is so dirty and mosquitoes-infested that many Liberian children are sick with malaria perennially.

But this is Liberia, an old man who becomes irresponsible after bringing forth children into this world, only to see them die one after the other because they could not afford medical care.

Almost all government offices are rented from private citizens in the capital city. No administration, from Joseph J.Roberts’ time to the present, can ever boast of even erecting its own structures for use by its officials. All that they have known and been able to do with notoriety is steal millions of taxpayers’ money and buy houses in America and elsewhere in Europe, Asia or parts of Africa for their families and friends so that whenever they cause trouble in Liberia, they just fly away “home” while the poor and suffering Liberians struggle to make ends meet.

But this is Liberia, a 161st year old lady that just brags about age but does nothing to improve her life and those of her children.

Many other west Africans always laugh at Liberia for having big- mouth of being the first independent country on the continent but lacking behind.

Consider Ghana-a country that gained independence on March 6,1957,110 years after Liberia had already gained independence- and compare what it had achieved just within 51 years of national existence.

Ghana has over 23 million people with a Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of $12.5 billion while Liberia, with its 3.57 Million people, according to the International Monetary Fund (IMF)’s 2007 estimate, has its GDP at $473.9 Million.

Primary and junior secondary school education is tuition-free and mandatory in Ghana while Liberia is yet to fully have such integrated in the system.

According to the U.S.State Department, The Government of Ghana’s support for basic education is unequivocal as Article 39 of the Ghanaian constitution mandates the major tenets of the free, compulsory, universal basic education (FCUBE) initiative. Launched in 1996, it is one of the most ambitious pre-tertiary education programs in West Africa. Since the early 1980s, Government of Ghana expenditures on education have risen from 1.5 percent to nearly 3.5 percent of GDP. Since 1987, the share of basic education in total education spending has averaged around 67 percent.

In Liberia on the other hand, such initiatives are lips-service.

The analogy between Ghana and Liberia is not meant to denigrate Ghana which has enjoyed peace and prosperity for a very long time-thanks to its sons and daughters who were (and still are) very nationalistic and were willing to sacrifice and make their home what it is now-but it’s to see how better Liberia and Liberians can be if and when they are willing to love their country and sacrifice for it just like Ghanaians have done for their mother-land.

Let’s not make any mistake, Liberia can be the best it would be, because the country is not poor and its people should not be. Nature has endowed the rich Liberian soil with fertile land for the production of even apples that are grown in western nations once the land is properly cultivated for the production of such produce.

With the temporary peace that the country now enjoys, it’s hope that Liberia will do something very meaningful of which the entire world will see and know that Liberia is not just old in age, it’s old in development oriented initiatives for its people and children yet unborn.

But although Liberians find the present quite comfortable, it has been a very long time since they felt so unsure about the future. Few expect peace between the Krahn and the Gios and Manos on the one hand, and between the Mandingoes and other tribes on the other hand.

Tough security measures may keep the human cost to Liberia down with the presence of a huge UN peacekeeping force, but more Liberians now realize that their dependent foreign UN force, only good at maintaining civil order, has no answer to the rising crimes in the country for which president Sirleaf this week, signed into law an Act making armed robbery, terrorism and hijacking capital offenses in the country.

There is an ongoing debate as to whether dual-citizenship should be allowed in the country by amending the constitution as many Liberians who fled their motherland during the civil war renounced Liberia’s citizenship to become citizens of other nations around the world for better services that those nations offered. Whether this will succeed remains to be seen in post-war Liberia, as divisions and tribalism are still widespread and widening among Liberians even in the Diaspora.

And as Liberia turns 161 this month, the younger population of former combatants is expanding and looking at the future with no real hope while the older population that missed many opportunities of higher education, better jobs and commiserating salaries for over 15 or 25 years, become even more gloomy but still yearn for the day, like their counter-parts in other west African nations, when they will see Liberia as a developing, and not underdeveloped nation that is on its way of bragging not just of age but of substance easily observable by many an African.

Happy independence Liberia!
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