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ABSTRACT
While Liberian forests are a biodiversity hotspot and integral to the livelihoods of indi-
genous communities, 14 years of confl ict forestry turned this national asset into a source 
of economic inequality and corruption in an extreme example of a ‘natural resource curse’. 
Moreover, overharvesting of timber through the confl ict period has endangered commu-
nity livelihoods and raised concerns regarding resource sustainability from international 
conservation organizations. Since the end of confl ict in 2003, the Liberian government has 
forged international partnerships to create a reformed policy framework balancing commer-
cial, conservation and community (the three Cs) interests. In an effort to contribute to the 
larger body of work on the role of natural resource management institutions in the creation 
and fostering of the resource curse, this paper offers a case study of timber in Liberia. We 
feel that an in-depth understanding of the Liberian case clarifi es the challenge of timber as 
an extractive commodity and how the institutional framework can be shaped to provide a 
positive contribution to economic development. The discussion focuses on the historical 
development of Liberian land and forest tenure institutions that lead to poverty, ecologi-
cal degradation and confl ict. Tracing the more recent implementation of the three Cs, this 
paper analyzes the current conditions of community engagement and outlines critical steps 
to be taken for Liberia to escape further resource driven cycles of confl ict. Copyright © 
2009 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd and ERP Environment.
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W
HAT DRIVES US IS TRYING TO SECURE BETTER USE OF LIBERIA’S NATURAL RESOURCES FOR LOCAL PEOPLE. 

It’s not about the greenery – it’s about making people’s lives better. You can’t separate the two – 

Silas Siakor, 2006 Goldman Prize winner and founder of the Sustainable Development Institute, 

Liberia.

Introduction: the Resource Curse and Liberia

Conventional economic development wisdom once argued that natural resources offer potential for countries to 

grow their economies. Nationally, the labor intensive nature of natural resource industries creates employment 

opportunities for large numbers of people, while the revenue generated from the export of natural resources can 
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be relatively easily collected by the state. Internationally, a strong natural resource base can encourage foreign 

interests to invest in the economic development of a nation-state and to maintain more stable relations to ensure 

consistency and quality of trade (Rostow, 1960).

Despite the potential of such attributes to foster economic growth, developing countries with an abundance of 

natural resource wealth are often characterized by the world’s slowest rates of economic growth and highest rates 

of economic inequality and socio-political instability. This ‘paradox of plenty’ has been articulated by development 

economists as a ‘resource curse’ that slows the advancement of a number of developing economies (Sachs and 

Warner, 2001). General dimensions of the resource curse include a high level of dependency upon a single or very 

few natural resources coupled with high levels of resource consolidation and corruption, where few profi t from the 

national wealth at the expense of the general population (Easterly and Levine, 2003; Woolcock et al., 2001).

Certainly, there are few countries that have borne witness to the devastation of a natural resource curse to the 

extent experienced by Liberia. While Liberian forests are a biodiversity hotspot and integral to the livelihoods of 

indigenous communities, 14 years of confl ict has turned this national asset into a source of economic inequality and 

corruption. In 2003, the devastation caused by the rampant corruption of timber sales and arms purchases through 

a ‘blood timber’ network led the United Nations to place sanctions on the export of timber. Since the creation of 

an international network for reformed forestry policy in 2004, the subsequent election of President Ellen Johnson 

Sirleaf and the removal of sanctions in 2006, the government of Liberia has focused on the implementation of a 

new forestry policy designed to allow it to escape this natural resource curse.

In the past 10 years a number of theoretical perspectives on the resource curse phenomenon have been produced 

from which Liberia may draw inspiration. Of particular relevance to the Liberian case, much of this research has 

focused on the linkages between natural resources and civil confl ict. This includes numerous case studies on 

resource based confl ict, especially regarding oil (Ross, 2004), as well as broader empirical studies indicting natural 

resources as an important motive for civil confl ict in a ‘greed’ based hypothesis (Collier and Hoeffl er, 2004). 

Further economic research has been based upon large-n regression analyses that compare country level criteria 

that may or may not predispose a country towards a natural resource curse (Easterly and Levine, 2003; Murshed, 

2004; Melham et al., 2006). Ross (1999) reviews work by political scientists leading to the identifi cation of pro-

perty rights and state ownership as potential hypotheses contributing to the emergence of a resource curse. Across 

disciplines, research confi rms the importance of institutions in creating and maintaining a natural resource curse. 

However, a critique of these studies is that they are ‘deterministic’ in the sense that little insight is offered as to 

how a developing country may seek to overcome its natural resource curse (Jones Luong, 2004).

In this regard, Scott (1998) provides insights on the institutional choices faced by the state that may indicate a way 

forward – at least with respect to timber in Liberia. Highlighting the state’s need to make the society which it governs 

legible, Scott draws attention to the state’s tendency to simplify in order to administratively prescribe solutions to what 

are often complex and evolving problems presented by delicate ecological environments. Following Scott (1998), we 

argue that how the state makes legible the relationship between a resource and the populations and institutions with 

which it is associated determines the extent to which a resource curse is created and maintained.

In development practice, we are most interested in how to translate theory into positive change efforts. Thus, in 

an effort to contribute to the larger body of work on the role of natural resource management institutions in the 

creation and fostering of the resource curse, this paper offers a case study of timber in Liberia. We feel that an in-

depth understanding of the Liberian case clarifi es the challenge of timber as an extractive commodity and how the 

institutional framework can be shaped to provide a positive contribution to economic development. The discussion 

focuses on the historical development of Liberia’s land and forest tenure institutions that lead to poverty, ecological 

degradation and confl ict. This frames the following analysis of the structure, strengths and limitations of the current 

institutional framework and early implementation struggles of a reformed forestry policy. We conclude by offering 

some recommendations for critical measures to be taken in order for Liberia to escape its resource curse.

The Unique Challenge of Timber as a Natural Resource Curse

In our literature review of the natural resource curse, we found that no studies had analyzed why or how timber 

specifi cally may become a natural resource curse. This is due to the fact that timber does not fi t easily into 
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previously conceived classifi cations for a resource curse economy. Typically, the commodity in question is catego-

rized as either a diffuse resource or point source resource (Easterly and Levine, 2003). Diffuse resources are spread 

throughout the country, such as fertile soil or agricultural production, and are typically directly consumable by the 

people, while point source economies are usually driven by a mineral, oil or other resource destined for export 

and confi ned to a given area with concentrated ownership. Generally, it has been hypothesized that countries with 

diffuse natural resources will be more stable, while point source economies will display greater volatility and clas-

sically typify a resource curse (Woolcock et al., 2001; Easterly and Levine, 2003).

Timber in Liberia presents elements of both types of resource economy. Like diamonds or oil, the removal of old 

growth and high value timber is a non-renewable resource, where the primary investment is in machinery for extrac-

tion and transport rather than growing or replenishing (production) of the resource. However, Liberia’s timber is 

spread across the countryside, giving it this important element of diffusion amongst the general population. Forest 

tenure is thus a pivotal issue. The distribution of rights to the forest (whether individual, communal or state) is central 

to the determination of the diffuse or point source nature of the resource. We argue that timber’s diffuse or point 

source nature is a function of the institutional structures defi ning it as a marketable commodity.

The situation is further complicated by the fact that the removal of the resource, timber, compromises the liveli-

hoods of forest communities and the ecology of complex forest ecosystems that are an important aspect of global 

biodiversity. Specifi cally, a number of diverse indigenous groups have populated the forests for centuries and rely 

on the forests to harvest plants for medicinal purposes and practice cultural traditions, and as their predominant 

livelihood resource (Richards et al., 2005). The forest is also the primary setting for subsistence agricultural pro-

duction through shifting cultivation (Alden Wily, 2008). The hunting of forest animals for ‘bushmeat’ serves as 

the main protein source for local diets (Lomax, 2008). Forests are also of major cultural signifi cance to commu-

nities and communal stands of old growth forest are conserved as ‘sacred forests’ for the meeting places of Poro 

and Sande groups1 (Richards et al., 2005). Additionally, at 4.5 million hectares of forestland, Liberia contains the 

largest remaining portion of the Upper Guinea forest in West Africa. With 225 timber species, the forest also serves 

as a habitat to 2000 fl owering plants, 140 species of mammals, 600 species of birds, 75 known reptiles and 

amphibians and more than 1000 described insect species (FDA, 2008a, 2006). Thus, unlike a number of other 

resource curse commodities, implications of an extractive timber industry cannot be treated separately from the 

greater context of the livelihood or biodiversity importance of the resource.

Liberia’s state development is also misaligned with historical and geographic hypotheses concerning resource 

curses. Generally, such hypotheses argue that a resource curse is more likely to arise in post-colonial states where 

extractive institutions were already established by the colonial power. The subsequent transference of these institu-

tions to new concentrated ownership then becomes a means for resource consolidation and ensuing patterns of 

greed and corruption associated with a resource curse (Easterly and Levine, 2003). However, as Africa’s fi rst inde-

pendent state, Liberia has no colonial history of extractive institutions, making the evolution of Liberia’s resource 

curse an important historic anomaly.

Nevertheless, given Liberia’s unique history and that the forests are distributed throughout the country and a 

resource employed for multiple types of livelihood, the conditions are in place for the wealth generated by the 

forest to be ‘diffused’ throughout the economy. However, this possibility was not realized due to the development 

pathway of Liberia’s state institutions regarding land and forest tenure. In the following section, we will provide a 

brief historical overview of the interaction between the forests and governing institutions and reveal how institu-

tional change forced the commodifi cation of Liberia’s forests for point source economic development.

The Failure of Liberia’s Forest and Tenure Institutions in the Development of a 
Natural Resource Curse

From the founding of the Liberian state, the forests have played a crucial role in the development of state institu-

tions. Upon the arrival and settlement of former slaves from the United States and the Caribbean in the early 

1 Poro and Sande groups are gendered secret societies for men and women. Individuals become a member of these societies in a coming of 
age/rite of passage ritual. 
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1800s, the dense Upper Guinea forest prevented the settlers from penetrating the interior of the continent. Thus, 

these Americo-Liberians purchased a 40 mile strip of land along the West African coastline. In 1847, this strip of 

settled area formed the territory for the independent Liberian state. Only after losing territory to the British and 

French colonial powers along the coast to the Northwest and South did the Americo-Liberians press inward. Instead 

of claiming this vast forested landscape, the coastal government entered into an agreement with the customary 

leaders of the interior. The Hinterland Law of 1923 recognized the sovereignty of forest communities and their 

right to their lands through formally deeding ownership to 13 chiefdoms and universally guaranteeing land rights 

and title to remaining groups (Alden Wily, 2008).

The adoption of the Hinterland Law allowed for the preservation of a dualistic system of tenure within the 

state framework, where a western system of formalized property rights became the norm along the coast and 

traditional forms of communal tenure persisted in the interior (Alden Wily, 2007). The further physical barrier 

of the forest, which prevented the development of infrastructure to the interior, limited the intermingling of 

the Americo-Liberian and indigenous populations, and thus preserved the separation of forest and coastal com-

munities (Sawyer, 2005).

This unique arrangement remained relatively peaceable until the mid-20th century, when regional changes 

stimulated a shift in the state vision. In the 1950s, West Africa was gripped by the promise that independence 

from the colonial powers would lift its people out of poverty. Though Liberia had no such oppressor, it was also 

in search of a mechanism to stimulate its own economic development. These modernist ambitions (Scott, 1998) 

directed the state to once again look to the interior – this time to the wealth of natural resources spread amongst 

Liberia’s indigenous communities (Sawyer, 2005; Alden Wily, 2007).

In 1956, the Government of Liberia altered the Hinterland law from the guarantee of ‘right and title’ to the ‘right 

of use’ of rural peoples on public lands (Alden Wily, 2008). Dismantling Liberia’s unique respect for communal 

tenure reduced the rights of the rural citizenry to a position of ‘permissive occupancy’ common to the experience 

of many colonized nations (Boone, 2007; Alden Wily, 2001). Moreover, the shifting of ‘owner’ to ‘user’ status 

paved the way for the economic rents obtained from logging activities to be concentrated into the hands of logging 

companies. Subsequently, these fi rms established a monopoly not only on timber, but on the creation of infra-

structure to travel to the interior for timber harvest as well. Thus, despite its unusual path, the actions taken by 

the coastal government creating extractive rather than distributive institutions transformed timber from a diffuse 

to a point source commodity. In this manner, the foundation was established for the consolidation and corruption 

of the forest resource through the latter half of the 20th century.

As macroeconomic ambitions from the coast overwhelmed community livelihood interests, timber emerged as 

the engine for the national economy of Liberia. To manage this increasingly important resource, the Government 

of Liberia created the Forest Development Authority (FDA) in 1976. A corporate body pursuant to public law, the 

FDA was granted the powers to make concessions to commercial forest companies as well as establish Native 

Authority and Government Forest Reserves, National Parks, and Communal Forests (An Act Creating the Forestry 

Development Authority, 1976). While the founding of the FDA was potentially a means to make ‘legible’ conser-

vation, commercial and community interests (Scott, 1998), the commercial sector soon became the prominent 

component of the FDA mission. Twelve years later, the importance of the commercial forestry sector had attracted 

the attention of the highest offi ces of the state. Further institutionalizing the natural resource curse, the Act was 

amended to vest fi nal power to grant contracts for commercial harvest with the executive (An Act to Amend An 

Act Creating the Forestry Development Authority, 1988). Linking the forests to the head of state made the resource 

more vulnerable to exploitation in ensuing decades of civil confl ict (Sawyer, 2005).

When Liberia plunged into civil war in 1990, the exploitation of the forests became a mechanism for accumu-

lating wealth at the expense of the natural resource and the forest communities (Sawyer, 2005). Over these fi rst 

four years of war, natural resource revenues accumulated by leaders of militant groups were estimated at $500 

million annually, $75 million of this fi gure fl owing directly to rebel leader Charles Taylor. With fi nancial assistance 

of natural resource revenues, Taylor garnered a considerable level of support and was elected President in 1997 

(Sawyer, 2005). By 2000, failure to reform forestry policy through a contested new forestry law returned Liberia 

to civil war. Taylor allowed the Oriental Timber Company to effectively take over the FDA and supervised the fal-

sifi cation of duplicative contracts that allowed 25 million dollars in contracts to be drawn up for forests valued at 

only 10 million (Sawyer, 2005; ARD, 2003). This provided a foundation for a ‘blood timber’ network that moved 
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high value and illegally harvested logs and diamonds to markets overseas in exchange for guns and ammunition 

to continue funding his war effort.

Thus, through the concentration of the timber into this blood timber network and the added volatility of the 

an illicit diamond trade along channels controlled exclusively by corrupt leaders and logging companies, Liberia’s 

diffuse natural resource became a classic case of a point source resource curse economy. Moreover, the direct 

connection between resources and confl ict in Liberia provides strong evidence for a ‘greed’ based hypothesis 

regarding civil confl ict (Collier and Hoeffl er, 2004). In the following sections we will use this context to ground 

our analysis of Liberia’s post-onfl ict forestry policy and opportunities for preventing confl ict through the pursuit 

of more egalitarian economic development.

Post-Confl ict Liberia: Restructuring Forest Policy to Address Timber, Forests and People

As this ‘blood timber’ network was based on export revenues, ending the confl ict required both a national and 

international effort. National NGO leader Silas Siakor played a pivotal role in gathering the evidence and document-

ing the governmental abuse of the forest resource (Alden Wily, 2007). In his 2002 report, Siakor emphasized the 

importance of the forest to the communities as well as its regional and international signifi cance as a biodiversity 

hotspot (SAMFU, 2002). This framing of the forest resource awakened international organizations to the social 

justice aspects of the problem in Liberia. However, it also alerted these groups to the natural and utilitarian value 

of the forest for biodiversity conservation and carbon sequestration.

Fittingly, a combination of humanitarian and conservationist motivations led the United Nations to place 

sanctions on Liberian timber and diamond exports (UNSC, 2004). While these sanctions removed the income 

resource for Taylor’s corrupt regime and led to his political demise, they also introduced social and conserva-

tion considerations as fundamental components of a post-confl ict forestry policy in Liberia. Challenging the 

national monopoly of the commercial sector, major conservation oriented international non-governmental organi-

zations (INGOs), as well as the World Bank and donor governments, expressed an increased interest in the post-

confl ict preservation of Liberia’s forests. As a result, these organizations took an active role in partnering with 

the Government of Liberia in the founding of the Liberia Forest Initiative (LFI) in 2004. The LFI objective was to 

craft and implement a reformed system of forest governance in order to prevent another resource based confl ict 

and maximize the forest benefi ts to the national economy and society.

Committing to protect and rebuild Liberia’s forest resource in a sustainable fashion, the LFI adopted the com-

mercial, conservation and community policy model – or ‘three Cs’ – as an organizing framework for the man-

agement of Liberia’s forests. Employed successfully in South Africa during reorganization of its forest policy in 

the mid-1990s (Underwood, 1998), the approach was equally suitable to Liberia’s particular circumstance. While 

economic hardship and income potential of timber products were perceived as integral to rebuilding the national 

economy, the recent confl ict experience and resource degradation had revealed a need to balance economic inter-

ests with ecological and humanitarian considerations. In placing commercial, conservation and community inter-

ests on an equal footing; the adoption of ‘three Cs’ policy offered a way forward for sustainable forest governance 

in Liberia.

In conjunction with the reformed policy framework, the LFI partnership also provided extensive human resources 

necessary for Liberia to escape its resource curse. While the government of Liberia would ultimately be respon-

sible for the implementation of the ‘three Cs’, other members of the LFI would serve as a fi nancial and technical 

resource. In particular, external donors offered extensive technical expertise lacking in Liberia due to 14 years 

of civil war. Through a number of collaborative efforts, the LFI has made signifi cant progress in improving the 

situation (Moore and Smith, 2008). In an early recognition for the need to develop capacity and understanding 

of community forestry, the LFI hosted a major international conference at the close of 2005. Bringing together 

stakeholders with conservation, community and commercial interests the conference culminated in the creation 

of the Monrovia Declaration, articulating the national importance of community forestry in Liberia (LFI, 2005). 

Further, the United Nations lifted its sanctions on Liberian timber, and the legislature passed the National Fore-

stry Reform Law in the fall of 2006. Other accomplishments include the removal of rebel groups and squatters 

from the Sapo National Park and the reorganization and restructuring of FDA through the creation of a national 
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forestry policy and strategy with the objective of institutionalizing the interests of commercial, conservation and 

community forestry (FDA, 2008a).

Despite the merit of these advances, translating changes in national forestry policy into gains for the forest com-

munities directly affected by the confl ict has been slow. Consciously marginalized by the state in the latter half 

of the 20th century, Liberia’s indigenous communities have not been afforded modern legal rights and identity. 

In particular, the state severance of legal ties of communities to forest resources denied communities legitimate 

access to forest resources for their livelihoods. Nevertheless, as the state implementing agency for the new ‘three 

Cs’ framework, the FDA has been placed in a position of having to articulate community interest at the same 

time as restoring the economic viability of the Liberian state through setting up conditions for an environmentally 

conscious and commercially profi table forestry sector.

Amidst a context of scarce fi nancial and human resources, centralized commercial and conservation interests 

have dominated the policy making and implementation process. At the agency level, the FDA has been unable 

to integrate communities into this new policy framework due to the lack of a legitimate and legible interlocutor 

representing the community interest, insuffi cient numbers of FDA personnel and inadequate training of existing 

personnel. More broadly, political prioritization of commercial and conservation interests have delayed the process 

of drafting and effecting a community rights law that restores a sense of community ownership over the forest 

resource. Yet, an incorporation of community interest on the national level is integral to achieving the state’s 

objectives of sustainable forest management and the maintenance of peace in Liberia (Alden Wily, 2008). In the 

following sections we trace the implementation of this reformed forest policy, analyze the current conditions of 

community engagement and describe the obstacles and opportunities for Liberia to escape further resource driven 

cycles of confl ict.

Creating a New National Forestry Strategy: the Shortcomings of the Technocratic Vision in 
Addressing the Resource Curse

Characteristic of Liberia’s resource dependent economy, reinvigorating the commercial sector was seen as the 

primary vehicle for advancing economic development in post-confl ict Liberia. The push for reopening international 

trade in timber acted as the initial policy driver for reform of the forest sector. Accordingly, the fi rst forestry-oriented 

governmental task force concentrated on reviewing timber concessions over the course of 2004–2005 and Presi-

dent Ellen Johnson Sirleaf’s fi rst executive order in 2006 was to uniformly implement the recommendations of the 

task force (Alden Wily, 2007). This laid the groundwork for the United Nations to provisionally lift its sanctions 

on Liberian timber. Balancing recognition of the importance of timber to the Liberian economy and the potential 

danger of a hasty return to commercialization, the international community stipulated that free trade would only 

remain in effect if Liberia could pass a new forestry law and put in place other institutional mechanisms to prevent 

the abuse of the forest resource by the conclusion of the fall of 2006 (UNSC, 2008).

The major international conservation organizations, Flora and Fauna International (FFI) and Conservation 

International (CI), were also early on the scene. Conservation International provided legal expertise to the Fore-

stry Concession Review Committee and both organizations assumed a considerable leadership role in gathering 

resources for the passage of the National Forestry Reform Law. While the law offi cially codifi ed a commercial, 

conservation and community framework, it sidestepped the process of how these interests would be institutional-

ized by delegating the responsibility of creating a new National Forestry Management Strategy (NFMS or Strategy) 

to the FDA.

In developing the Strategy, the FDA was presented with the diffi cult task of attempting to transform an extrac-

tive institution into an integrated framework capable of balancing the timber, livelihood and biodiversity values 

of forest resources. Despite the enormity of this challenge, post-confl ict conditions posed limitations on fi nancial 

and human resources in developing such a strategy. Specifi cally, the FDA was heavily reliant on its small staff of 

foresters trained to work for and with the commercial sector. Given this resource endowment, the INGOs were 

quick to support the FDA in formulating a strong conservation policy. Local community leaders were never invited 

to the table. Lacking an independent voice in the writing of this national strategy, community interests were left 

to be expressed through an ideological jousting of commercial and conservation interests.
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The initial priority in developing the Strategy was a bureaucratic reorganization. Adhering to the LFI’s ‘three 

Cs’ framework, the FDA abolished its existing organizational structure and replaced it with individual depart-

ments for commercial, conservation, community, and research and development. Separate departments for law 

enforcement and fi nancial management were linked directly to the managing director. Each department was 

assigned responsibilities and tasks respective to its particular title; this distinction and delegation of tasks created 

vertical mechanisms of accountability, effectively isolating commercial, conservation and community initiatives 

from one another. This model presents a classic example of the state pursuit of simplifi cation and prescription 

(Scott, 1998). Although intuitive, the model only has the power to create such state mechanisms when its goals 

are informed by legible interests at the societal level. While these mechanisms could be easily articulated in 

commercial and conservation forestry, the state’s actions over the latter half of the 20th century had specifi cally 

sought to remove community capacity to express their interests. Thus, the absence of an interlocutor to mediate 

community–state relations prevented the FDA from setting forth an effective strategy capable of addressing 

community needs.

Fitting with the FDA’s history as an extractive institution, it is not surprising that the Strategy provides a clear 

trajectory for the advancement of commercial forestry. Specifi cally, the commercial department is given the tra-

ditional task of overseeing timber concessions and value added activities. This involves establishing a contracting 

environment and the creation of benchmarks for outputs. Such outputs can be measured quantitatively by the 

number of value added activities and their economic impact on GDP. Similarly, harvest levels and earnings may 

also be measured through technical means. Should the state fail to attain requisite output levels, the government 

has the opportunity to build capacity by turning to expertise from the University of Liberia, which has historically 

provided personnel trained in economics or forestry.

In the conservation department, goals are likewise clear – to ‘manage existing protected areas’ through enforce-

ment of FDA regulations and the National Forestry Reform Law, surveying proposed protected areas, and devel-

oping a new Wildlife Management Law (FDA, 2006). Paralleling the administratively quantifi able measures of 

success for the commercial department, progress in conservation can be measured scientifi cally through the evalu-

ation of technical parameters (level of biodiversity or a benefi t–cost analysis of protecting one area or another). The 

Strategy further directs the conservation department to share the responsibility for conserving Liberia’s forests with 

INGOs and develop international agreements. This explicit connection to the INGOs also opens the department 

to access resources for conservation related community development activities.

In comparison, the attempt to outline a strategy for community forestry is out of touch with the situation on the 

ground. Consistent with the FDA conception that regards community forestry as a ‘new concept’ in Liberia, the 

initial priority in the plan is to provide ‘local understanding and defi nitions for community forestry’ (Moore and 

Smith, 2008; NFMS, 2006). However, the FDA is handicapped by the state’s failure to make communities legible. 

From a community and local NGO perspective this is problematic, as community forestry has always existed in that 

forest peoples have been managing their land and forest resources for centuries. Thus, the Strategy’s assessment 

of the situation, where it describes how ‘few native reserves arose as a [result of the] passage of the 1956 forestry 

law’ is more telling of the fact that the state simply has not been able to capture or recognize community tenure in 

the latter half of the 20th century (NFMS, 2006). This contradiction undermines the legitimacy of the community 

forestry strategy and has resulted in an inability to formulate a vision, and subsequently specifi c mechanisms, for 

the realization of community forestry in Liberia.

The FDA’s inability to articulate the needs for building capacity in community forestry and subsequent depen-

dence on commercial and conservation knowledge is refl ected in a skewed distribution of human resources. In 

mid-2008, the commercial department led in number of personnel at 86 persons and was followed closely by 

the conservation department at 82 persons. However, the community department had only 21 staff members, 

approximately one-fourth of the manpower dedicated to either Commercial or Conservation. Further, there is a 

fundamental disconnect between the type of personnel staffed by the FDA and the demands of community forestry 

in the fi eld. While nearly all FDA personnel have specialized expertise in the area of technical forestry, there is 

a lack of skills in the areas of community development, management and accountability or even the agricultural 

extension expertise necessary to meet the specifi c livelihood oriented directive of community forestry (Moore and 

Smith, 2008). Indeed, the uniformity of experience in the area of technical forestry at the expense of other disci-

plines refl ects the historic legacy of the FDA as synonymous with commercial forestry.
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To counterbalance this, the FDA has expressed a desire to increase its staff and develop new skills in commu-

nity forestry (Moore and Smith, 2008). However, national prospects for building capacity for community forestry 

are limited at the FDA and within the university system. The two major colleges for providing technical forestry 

expertise, the University of Liberia and Cuttington University, are both currently reviewing their forestry curricu-

lum, but are faced with more fundamental considerations, such as an aging staff, teacher pay and faculty resources.2 

As a result, the FDA has been heavily dependent upon external knowledge sources such as donor programs and 

NGOs to train their staff and to implement pilot activities with communities.

The infl uence of external donors and resources is certainly present in the Strategy through the conduct of the 

Forest Management Suitability Study (FMSS). Partnering with Conservation International and the United States 

Forest Service, the FDA used a combination of satellite imagery and biodiversity analysis to determine the ‘best use’ 

of various forest areas. The allocation of lands was based on prescribed conditions for conserving biodiversity and 

potential for commercial extraction. Accordingly, the FMSS produced a series of maps that showed a considerably 

larger designation for commercial and conservation priorities, with the areas along roads and of greater population 

density and ‘agriculturally degraded forests’ classifi ed as most suitable for community management (see Figure 

1). Essentially, the community was given the area ‘left over’ by the commercial and conservation designations. 

Although the initial study adopted a provision of ‘multiple sustainable use’ as an attempt to share benefi ts across 

community and commercial purposes, the compelling visual representation created by the forest service has shaped 

2 The University of Liberia, with its location in Monrovia and proximity to the government agency, has been a traditional source of employees 
for FDA. However, the major curriculum in forestry and wood science is distinctly limited to commercial knowledge and skills in timber harvest 
and processing. Additionally, the curriculum for both majors has not been updated since the 1980s. Only scattered social science courses 
relevant to community development are offered throughout the college, refl ecting the reality that a training program to prepare individuals for 
a career in community forestry remains only a distant possibility. The smaller Cuttington University has just begun introducing curriculum 
in participatory agricultural extension, offering some potential for training in community development (Moore and Smith, 2008).

Figure 1. Forestry Land Use Suitability Map.
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the vision for future designations of forest management. As specifi ed in the FDA 2007 annual report, of Liberia’s 

4.5 million hectares of forest 2.3 has been deemed suitable for commercial purposes, 1.5 million hectares will be 

set aside for conservation and ‘Community Forestry areas will be designated and integrated with conservation and 

commercial forest use’ (FDA, 2008a). Thus, even on the map, the community interest was small and diffi cult to 

perceive (Scott, 1998).

The FDA in Action: Examining the Disconnect between State and Community in the 
Early Implementation of Community Forestry

Recent implementation of the reformed forestry policy is investigated in order to determine current practices 

shaping the diffuse or point source nature of Liberian timber. The methodology involved the analysis of personal 

interviews with 25 FDA employees, 10 members of the faculty of the University of Liberia and Cuttington Univer-

sity, three local government offi cials affected by the new policy framework and 10 representatives of NGOs active 

in Liberia. In addition, focus group surveys were also conducted with members of three communities in Nimba 

County. Interviews with FDA employees representing the multiple departments, and members of various conserva-

tion, commercial and community interests, followed a structured interview schedule. In the following section we 

draw heavily on the insight and comments from these individuals to support our analysis of the current structure 

and effectiveness of reformed forestry policy in Liberia.

According to the FDA managing director, John Woods, ‘community forestry is a most important pillar, a cross 

cutting one’ (Moore and Smith, 2008). However, state resources, tools available to the FDA and the projections 

of its Suitability Study limit this understanding from being implemented in practice. The separation of functions 

within FDA and spatialization of the ‘three Cs’ framework in the countryside undercuts the intended comprehen-

sive and interdependent relationship between community, conservation and commercial forestry. In the absence 

of any major actor to intervene on the behalf of the community, the commercial and conservation interests have 

since vied to become the community’s representative, and in doing so subsume community within their respec-

tive cause. For commercial forestry this has been channeled through the controversial process of developing social 

agreements with communities, while the conservation department has attempted to provide communities with 

alternative livelihoods in order to enhance conservation.

After years of confl ict and human rights abuses associated with industrial logging in Liberia, denial of community 

rights has fallen out of favor in both national and international circles. However, the commercial sector continues to 

be perceived as an immediate and integral component of growing the national economy. In an effort to satisfy both 

viewpoints, the commercial department within FDA has developed a process for creating social agreements that, for 

the fi rst time, offers to share profi ts from commercial logging with forest communities affected by timber manage-

ment contracts. In addition, the Government of Liberia assures that communities obtain a fl at percentage of timber 

revenues plus stumpage fees within the community area. The monies are collected into a fund to be managed for 

the forest community by the state and subsequently invested into projects for community improvement.

The creation of a process for generating social agreements clearly shows the state has a genuine interest in making 

commercial logging an enterprise that can benefi t communities. However, prospects that these agreements will 

translate into real benefi t for communities are limited by issues of community representation, inclusion and power 

over the fi nal activities that go on in their forests. Social agreements pose the diffi cult question of who should be 

included in the community and how they should be represented. Community is a contested and evolving concept in 

Liberia due to the removal of community tenure in 1956 and the recent 14 years of civil war signifi cantly altering the 

composition, hierarchy and relations between peoples in a given area. For the purpose of writing social agreements, 

community has emerged as a construction of those with a commercial interest in the forest resource (Richards 

et al., 2005; Draft Community Rights Law, 2008). This interest oriented defi nition raises questions of how forest 

communities may be legitimately represented in negotiation with the FDA and the logging fi rms.

The Draft Social Agreements handbook (FDA, 2008b) handles the question of representation by requiring the 

free and fair election of a Community Forestry Development Committee to negotiate the terms of the contract 

with the fi rm. However, as the process of contract approval and social agreements has been to put into effect, 

agreements are prepared by the FDA and the concessionaire according to the format stipulated in the regulations. 
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The agreement is then presented at a meeting of a hastily created Community Forestry Development Committee 

for the express purpose of immediate ratifi cation.

In interviews with FDA agents, no one mentioned a participatory process between the community and the FDA. 

Discussions focused on a need to be able to ‘explain’ the meaning of agreements for acceptance, not on learning 

to work with the community to develop mutually agreeable arrangements. Without a participatory process, the 

communities’ ad hoc representatives are placed in the position of an all or nothing gamble: while they may not 

agree to the terms of the timber management contract, in order to see any economic gain if (and when) logging 

moves forward they must sign their consent. This situation with the social agreements rests at the very heart of 

the dilemma of the resource curse in Liberia. Although refl ecting admittance by the government that communities 

do have a stake in the forest resource and should be compensated and even profi t from the extraction of timber, 

the government has yet to fully engage communities in dialog that might mutually articulate the legitimate basis 

for these benefi ts.

The core issue of land ownership carries through in the struggle of the conservation department to engage 

forest communities. The National Forestry Reform Law stipulates an ambitious goal for 1.5 million of Liberia’s 4.5 

million hectares of forest to be reserved for conservation, without regard for the communities who may live and 

work in proposed protected areas (FDA, 2008a). As a result, the primary obstacle for the conservation department 

is demarcation – delineating the areas of community and conservation use. In pursuing solutions to this problem, 

the conservation department and its INGO backers have turned to technical and surrogate prescriptions. There is 

a shared perception amongst fi eld agents that views GPS training as critical to cultivating legitimacy. For the law 

enforcement offi cer, knowing how to use a GPS will allow for the ‘calculation of distances involved in trespassing’. 

Conservation offi cers see outlining scientifi cally determined parameters for protected areas as vital to improving 

negotiations with communities. Yet, the scientifi c or technical justifi cation does little to assist community members 

whose farms are placed within a conservation perimeter – often leading to heated confl ict between conservation 

staff and community members.

In an effort to form more collaborative partnerships, various conservation department–INGO backed initiatives 

have paired sustainable agriculture and alternative livelihood projects with the demarcation of a conservation 

area. Unfortunately, this pairing often confounds the issue and leads to misunderstanding between communi-

ties, INGOs and the FDA. In implementing various projects, the FDA and INGOs have often moved forward 

without the involvement of local authorities or communicating with other agencies present in the area, such as 

local agricultural extension offi cers. The resultant lack of coordination has prevented communities from drawing 

reasonable connections between the positive effects of projects and the presence of the FDA. While community 

members recognize the benefi t of the construction of latrines or an agricultural project, they do not associate 

the offering of such projects with the establishment of a nature reserve. In the particular case of the East Nimba 

Nature Reserve, communities associated the FDA with the valuable area of land that had been taken from them 

by the state. Thus, when managing director John Woods visited the nature reserve expecting a warm reception 

for the number of livelihood projects FDA had provided, he was met with a popular protest to the demarcation 

of the reserve.

The state’s pursuit of technical and often substitutive solutions instead of engaging the forest communities in 

dialog is a superfi cial attempt to resolve a deeper disconnect between the state and forest community visions. In 

an agency-wide and community level training needs survey, FDA employees focused intensively on specialized 

skills such as wood lot management, ecotourism, ecosystem services and conservation management. By contrast, 

community members in rural Nimba County expressed needs that were much more focused on ‘practical’ liveli-

hood skills. Their answers identifi ed a broad range of entrepreneurial skills, agricultural production techniques 

and health practices for an improved quality of life (Moore and Smith, 2008).

While the commercial and conservation departments have worked to confront the economic marginalization of 

forest peoples and are certainly making progress on this goal of livelihood improvement, too often this effort has 

been offered as a means of compensating rather than empowering forest communities. While the creation of social 

agreements is seen as a way of beginning to share some of the economic benefi t of commercial timber extraction, 

to communities this is ‘giving back’ what was rightfully theirs all along. Similarly, the provision of alternative liveli-

hoods by the conservation department is an attempt to craft a more ‘sustainable solution’ by attempting to replace 

the income lost by community members due to conservation regulations. Yet, neither approach creates a sense of 
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community ownership, as the prospects for success of such projects rest not with the communities themselves, 

but rather with the state. In moving forward with a national forest policy, it is critical that Liberia begin to address 

the fundamental issue of forest and land ownership at the national level.

Conclusion: Tenure Reform to Address Liberia’s Natural Resource Curse

The farsighted and well meaning implementation of the ‘three Cs’ framework is slowly advancing. The FDA has 

re-structured and begun the long task of building human capital to simultaneously serve commercial, conservation 

and community interests. As the FDA moves forward, it is vital that it identify mechanisms to bring its Community 

Forestry Department up to par with the commercial and conservation departments. This may require a review of 

the current limitations of the organizational stove-piping of the three Cs within the FDA framework. Coordina-

tion amongst the departments and with other local level extension services will increase buy-in and collaboration 

with communities. In order to accomplish such goals, the FDA must be able to access training for its higher level 

personnel through revitalization of the forestry curriculum at the University of Liberia and through working with 

other successful community forestry programs in the region (Moore and Smith, 2008). However, technocratic 

implementation of the modernizing agenda of the Liberian state has its limits.

The meaning of community forestry still needs to be fully grasped, and beyond this, community interests need 

to be made legible by the state. The success of a national forestry program in Liberia will require reform beyond 

the agency level. At the time of this writing, Liberia stands at an important and historic juncture as a long antici-

pated community rights law awaits passage in the national legislature. Although originally expected to reach the 

Congress in the fall of 2007, today multiple versions remain in circulation as the diffi cult, complex and all too 

fundamental question of who should own Liberia’s forests is debated. While Liberia’s forests statutorily remain 

in the trust of the state, the ambitious community rights law seeks to devolve this ownership back to those who 

populate the forests. This is fundamental to institutionalizing timber as a diffuse resource and thus removing the 

resource curse from Liberia.

In moving towards resource diffusion, the situation is complicated by conservation interests. The Liberian state 

might face international pressure not to devolve ownership due to a perception that communities destroy wild-

life. Community control is feared to increase deforestation or biodiversity loss. Moreover, this may undermine 

the potential for developing a national program for carbon credit trading advocated by INGOs to maintain forest 

quality for carbon sequestration to offset carbon use by international corporations (Matarasso and Goldstein, 

2008). Despite such misgivings; models of community forestry have proven effective across the African continent 

for serving purposes of conservation and community vitality. In being granted responsibility, a community has 

an incentive to ensure that overharvesting of plant and animal life does not occur or that agricultural activities do 

not impair the health of the forest upon which they and their families depend for their livelihood (Agrawal and 

Gibson, 1999). Community user groups are also more likely to create effective means of local enforcement and 

accountability mechanisms for failing to comply with community ordinances (Bojang and Reeb, 1998; Sick, 2008). 

Examples of successful community forestry programs include South Africa, Tanzania and Cameroon (Alden Wily, 

2002). The example of Kilum-Ijum in Cameroon is particularly compelling, as community forests in this region 

have been commended for their effective confl ict management and use of ecotourism to generate income.

Commercial and state interests have also been reluctant to devolve forest resources to communities. Control over 

the forests awards the state fi nal authority over an easily measureable (and inherently concentrated) mechanism 

by which commercial forestry will contribute to the Liberian economy. Not including the value added industry, the 

2007 FDA Annual Report projects that the industry will employ 8000–10 000 people (FDA, 2008a). Regarding 

national fi scal policy, the commercial sector also has a more direct role as a legitimate source of income for the 

state through the collection of export taxes. In 2006, it was estimated that observance of the existing tax policy 

had the potential to generate 7–8 million USD annually (Clark, 2006). However, these benefi ts are calculated on 

the basis of the extractive institutional framework that has proven incapable of sustained economic development. 

Recognizing the downside of this institutional framework confi rms the conclusions of Lomax (2008) and Alden 

Wily (2007) that the benefi ts of timber extraction are often overstated.



Pursuing Community Forestry in Liberia 307

Copyright © 2009 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd and ERP Environment Env. Pol. Gov. 19, 296–308 (2009)
DOI: 10.1002/eet

The true tragedy of this reluctance to restore community ownership is that resolving this institutional struggle is 

critical to allowing Liberia to escape its natural resource curse. Devolving ownership of the forest resource back to 

communities would restore the historic opportunity presented by the unique characteristics of timber as a diffuse 

natural resource and the historic legacy of respect for communal and customary tenure. In resource curse termi-

nology, returning the ownership of the forests to the local population would institutionalize the diffusion of the 

economic rents from timber extraction throughout the economy. This would legitimate community participation 

in a social agreement process where the FDA acts as neutral arbiter of the expressed community, commercial and 

conservation interests, reducing the opportunity for corruption in the adoption of forest contracts as responsibility 

and wealth becomes distributed among parties. Certainly, such an accomplishment would strengthen community 

partnerships with FDA. In a greater regional context, restoring a land tenure system that respects both western 

and communal property rights systems would offer a unique example to the rest of the African continent in regard 

to how customary systems may be integrated into a modern legal framework. Further, a restoration of communal 

tenure would reverse the resource curse correlation between ownership concentration and economic development 

in Liberia.

In becoming the true owners of their forests, communities can embrace their right to refuse logging on their 

land or hold enough leverage against concessionaires to be given their due share of the profi ts when an area is 

logged. With such funds and commitment, communities can also begin to make the long term investments in 

agricultural enterprises and small businesses that raise individual income levels. These investments promote 

economic development, raising the opportunity cost of returning to confl ict (Collier and Hoeffl er, 2004). As a 

result, using tenure reform as a mechanism to transform the institutions for forest governance will contribute to 

a sustained Liberian peace.

While the legislative negotiation of mutually benefi cial community interests makes it diffi cult to project the 

immediate future for Liberia’s forests and the people who live beneath their lush canopy, the current situation 

offers hope for the sustainability of a forestry policy that supports commercial, conservation and community 

interests. Amidst debate over competing alternatives for community rights and the FDA struggles to engage 

communities,the FDA and the national government have remained attentive to concerns expressed by the inter-

national community and the local civil society. In committing to transparency and the implementation of an 

integrated national forest policy, the government of Liberia has the potential and opportunity to create a pathway 

for its forests and people to be freed from the imminent threat of confl ict and resource abuse.
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