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Conservation, communities and commercial 
reality in post-conflict Liberia

This case study is one of a series of five, developed by Fauna & Flora International (FFI) during the USAID funded project Life on the 
Edge—conserving biodiversity and rebuilding livelihoods in the wake of natural disaster and human conflict.  This project has enabled 
FFI to review experiences of working collaboratively within and outside the conservation sector, focusing on five sites where 
natural disasters or human conflict have threatened biodiversity and livelihoods.  The five sites are the Maya Golden Stream 
Landscape, Belize; the Cardamom Mountains, Cambodia; the Nimba Mountains, Guinea; Aceh Ulu Masen Forest, Indonesia; and 
Sapo National Park, Liberia.  These case studies profile FFI’s experience and the lessons learnt at each site.  All five case studies are 
available on www.fauna-flora.org, alongside a paper outlining the rationale and recommendations for working across sectors in 
post-disaster and conflict situations.
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In 1980 a military coup started a decade of authoritarian 
rule in Liberia that ended in prolonged civil war. A period of 
relative peace in 1997 enabled elections to take place that 
brought Charles Taylor to power, but after 3 years of stability 
fighting erupted again. A peace agreement in August 2003 
ended the war and prompted the resignation of Taylor who 
fled to exile in Nigeria. After 2 years of rule by a national 
transitional government, democratic elections in late 2005 
brought President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf to power, carrying 
the nation’s hopes for reconstruction, rehabilitation and 
reconciliation.  

The Liberian civil war resulted in the death of 250,000 
people and left some 800,000 displaced, some internally 
and others having fled to neighbouring countries. The 
productive sectors collapsed, reducing the GDP to one 
eighth of its level in the 1980s and devastating the social 
and economic infrastructure of the country. Around 80% of 
the population is unemployed, and 75% live on less than a 
dollar a day.  Liberia is now one of the 50 poorest countries 
in the world, and was ranked last out of 179 countries in 
the United Nations Development Programme’s Human 
Development Index in 2008.

In contrast to its economic poverty, Liberia is biologically 
rich. The country harbours approximately 42% of the Upper 
Guinean rainforest system, the largest remaining portion 
of rainforest in West Africa.  These forests are exceptionally 
diverse, with high rates of endemism and many species 
that are nearly extinct outside the country, including 
chimpanzee, some of the few remaining significant 
populations of forest elephant in West Africa and several 
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The Sinoe River, which forms the western border of 
Sapo National Park 

viable populations of pygmy hippopotamus. The forests 
were identified in 1999 by WWF-World Bank as a top priority 
for conservation in humid West Africa.  

Between 1990 and 2005, however, Liberia’s forest area 
was reduced by 22% and as the country emerges from 
conflict the threats to these forests are increasing. With 
the nation desperate for significant revenue, commercial 
forest exploitation for timber and minerals such as gold, 
diamond and iron ore takes priority over conservation 
issues. Rural communities depend on forest ecosystems for 
food, clean water, timber, building materials, non-timber 
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Anti-violence murals in Monrovia, the Liberian capital 

forest products, cultural practices, jobs and local climate 
regulation, but often have no alternative than to use 
valuable resources unsustainably. 

Working in partnership

Although Fauna & Flora International’s (FFI) original 
focus in Liberia was species conservation and protected 
area management, it soon became clear that successful 
biodiversity conservation in Liberia would require 
integration of commercial, community and conservation 
interests. Natural resource management arrangements 
must ensure community involvement, ownership and 
stewardship to promote sound management, and increased 
revenue generation and equitable benefit sharing in order 
to provide an incentive for on-going sustainable use. FFI 
works on forest sector reform issues at both the national and 
the local level, focusing on strengthening environmental 
governance, empowerment of local institutions and 
securing tenure and property rights. These are all integral 
steps in the process of creating robust, transparent systems, 
both in the statutory and customary sectors, to underpin 
sustainable forest management. 

FFI has been working with the Forest Development 
Authority (FDA) since the commencement of the FFI 
programme in Liberia in 1997. The FDA lost much of its 
institutional capacity during the war, but remains the 
government agency responsible for the management of 
Liberia’s forest estate. Working in-house with the FDA since 
2007 FFI has been able to provide logistical support and 
capacity strengthening to the Conservation, Community, 
and Research Departments and the Strategic Planning 
Unit (SPU). FFI also aims to link pilot community-based 
natural resource management (CBNRM) experiences to 
broader national level forest sector reform developments, 
to demonstrate the reality on the ground. Since 2004 
FFI has also worked with the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA), Liberia’s mandated government agency 
for the regulation of the environmental sector including 
exploitative industries such as mining, agriculture and 
forestry. Engagement with the EPA is particularly pertinent 
because of FFI’s focus on governance issues underlying the 
exploitation of natural resources. 

FFI has also formed partnerships with sub-national level non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) who require capacity 
building in order to voice effectively the concerns of those 
they represent. FFI has worked with the development NGO 
Liberian Association for Community Empowerment (LACE). 
Formal engagement with LACE started in 2005 through 

their work as an implementing partner of the Conservation 
International-managed Community Conservation Corps 
project.  FFI also works with the Farmers Association 
for the Conservation of the Environment (FACE), mainly 
focusing on community consultations in preparation for 
the gazettement of Lake Piso as Liberia’s first multiple-use 
protected area. In addition, FFI’s focus on benefit-sharing 
mechanisms and clarifying community rights issues led 
FFI to form a partnership with the Liberian Democratic 
Institute, who work with communities primarily on raising 
environmental awareness. The expectation is that increased 
environmental awareness combined with clear ownership 
and access rights over forest resources will lead to improved 
stewardship of biodiversity resources.

FFI’s primary partnership has been with the FDA, as Liberia’s 
mandated agency for forest sector reform. However, 
broader cross-sectoral coordination and alignment of 
donor efforts is now being addressed, which has heralded a 
refocus of FFI partnerships in Liberia.  As well as the existing 
partnerships, FFI is now in the process of strengthening 
relationships with the Ministry of Internal Affairs, Ministry 
of Agriculture, Ministry of Land, Mines and Energy and the 
Ministry of Planning. FFI is also strengthening its focus on 
the sub-national NGOs whose strong grassroots processes 
are being harnessed for effective and sustainable natural 
resource management. 

Another shift in FFI’s work in Liberia is the increasing focus 
on transboundary collaboration, in particular in the Nimba 
Mountains, where FFI is currently working in neighbouring 
Guinea, and the Tai-Grebo corridor between the Côte 
d’Ivoire and Liberia. Informal discussions are underway to 
strengthen transboundary collaboration between the Tai 
Forest (Côte d’Ivoire) and the Sapo and Grebo protected 
areas (Liberia). So far these engagements have remained 
informal.
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Forest and wildlife continues to be affected by slash-
and-burn agriculture; sustainable at low levels but an 
increasing threat as the human population grows
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Partnership achievements: 
outcomes for conservation and 
livelihoods

FFI’s partnership in Liberia has produced substantial 
achievements at different levels, from practical processes 
around Sapo National Park to involvement in Liberia’s forest 
sector policy and legislative reform.

As a result of its long-term commitment in Liberia, FFI has 
created a strong partnership with the FDA, developing good 
working relationships at all levels. FFI has supported the 
FDA through various and continued capacity strengthening 
initiatives such as a strategic business planning workshop 
and a research capacity needs assessment.  From its original 
position as an understaffed and low capacity department 
after the war, with no ownership of conservation activities, 
the FDA has developed into a strong entity and is beginning 
to lead on initiatives. Initially the FDA primarily focused on 
commercial forestry interests, but FFI has succeeded in 
convincing the Liberian Government to endorse the ‘three 
Cs’ approach to forest sector reform: namely the integration 
of community, commercial and conservation interests.  This 
aims to balance and integrate these three often conflicting 
interests, so as to arrive at long-term and sustainable use of 
forest resources by means that recognise and benefit local 
communities whilst also respecting the need to protect 
forest ecosystems.  This approach improves equity in the 
allocation of roles, rights and responsibilities for forest 
management amongst the forest stakeholders.  FFI has 
also contributed to the drafting of Liberia’s first Community 
Rights Law.

In Sapo National Park FFI has trained a number of FDA 
rangers in protected area management and has put in 
place key supporting structures.  FFI and the FDA have 
drafted the Sapo Research Plan, which includes human-
wildlife conflict studies, crocodile surveys and pygmy hippo 
surveys. The first Communal Forestry Associations in Liberia, 
situated around the Park, have also been organised. The 
process of demarcation and securing of legal recognition 
for the first Communal Forests is now underway.  FFI and 
the FDA have also piloted alternative and supplementary 
livelihood activities around Sapo National Park including 
improved home-gardening systems, palm oil nurseries 
and alternative sources of protein such as cane rat farming. 
An environmental awareness-raising campaign has also 
been designed and implemented with communities 
surrounding the Park.
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The further consolidation of partnerships, in particular those 
with the FDA and EPA, has resulted in a greater alignment 
of FFI’s activities not only with the work programmes of 
these agencies, but arguably also with Liberia’s national 
Poverty Reduction Strategy. The latter is a result of the 
SPU’s work in relation to aligning the FDA’s annual work 
plan to Liberia’s Forest Sector Reform Law, which is linked 
to the Poverty Reduction Strategy. This outlines various 
approaches that are aimed at improving livelihoods, such 
as the three Cs approach. Through FFI’s direct support to 
the SPU and the FDA the work is contributing to reduced 
conflict over biodiversity resources and a greater voice for 
forest-dependent and forest-adjacent communities.

FFI’s mentoring approach is highly valued in Liberia, 
where the civil war left many government agencies with 
low capacity and little funding. As a result FFI has a high 
degree of credibility within the country. FFI is perceived 
as impartial and is often called upon by both government 
and donors to act as a mediator, bringing various interest 
groups together. This perceived impartiality has allowed 
FFI to influence forest sector reform processes, both on 
general issues and in biodiversity conservation and CBNRM 
approaches in particular.
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Challenges

When FFI first developed partnerships with Liberian 
government agencies many of these agencies lacked 
funding and were too understaffed to carry out their 
respective mandates efficiently. The priority of the 
underfunded FDA was revenue generation through 
commercial logging. By way of contrast FFI had significant 
staff capacity and funding, and was perceived as one 
of the primary managers of the national conservation 
portfolio. As a result the relationship was sometimes 
perceived as unequal, and the FDA had little ownership of 
conservation practices.  Furthermore, due to the disparity 
in capacity and funding, and because FFI shares an office 
with the FDA, a culture of dependence on FFI developed. 
The absence of a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) 
between the organisations exacerbated these problems.  
In order to address perceived inequalities FFI has always 
strengthened capacity where necessary, and established 
supporting structures such as logistics and equipment so 
that organisations can engage on a more equal footing in 
the relationship.  Another core element of FFI’s approach 
in Liberia is to follow a long-term mentoring approach, 
leaving behind sustained capacity in its partners. However, 
whilst FFI prioritises capacity building it cannot always help 

Fresh bushmeat (bush buck) for sale on the side of 
the road en route between Sapo National Park and 
Buchanan, one of Liberia’s largest cities 
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its partners to grow financially, and it is important that this 
distinction is made clear from the outset to avoid raising 
partners’ expectations.

A key element to FFI’s approach in Liberia is to use lessons 
learnt from field projects to inform national level policy 
and legislative development in the forest sector reform 
process.  Effectively linking local reality to the policy level is 
sometimes a challenge; field level organisations may have 
interests that conflict with those at national level, potentially 
leading to discord. FFI has always tried to mitigate this issue 
by carefully analysing its formal and informal partnership 
arrangements, particularly in relation to their potential for 
conflicting interests and priorities. In addition, FFI always 
attempts to maintain neutrality and act as a mediator in 
bringing various actors together, thus playing a role of 
facilitator helping to build consensus.

Capacity of provincial governmental offices in Liberia is 
often particularly low, and their understanding of the 
relatively novel concept of community forestry, and linkages 
between conservation and development, is sometimes 
limited. Communication and cooperation between the 
central office and park office is not always effective, 
creating further problems, with field teams lacking buy-in 
to the partnership. These provincial departments often act 
as a barrier to empowerment of civil society organisations, 
perhaps through fear of being undermined by them. 
However, the strengthening of civil society is a key element 
of decentralisation and an important task.  FFI has found 
that strong coordination between organisations at all levels 
and clarity through the signing and communicating of 
MoUs are valuable ways of ensuring healthy and effective 
working relationships.

There are concerns as to whether existing policy and 
legislative frameworks will enable decentralisation, good 
governance and empowerment of the poorest and 
most marginalised people. The challenge for FFI is to 
find appropriate CBNRM arrangements that may serve 
as models for decentralisation, and ultimately positively 
impact biodiversity conservation. 

FFI’s longevity in Liberia gives it credibility in-country, but 
its low-profile approach to institutional support means that 
it has low visibility, which led to some inequality in early 
relationships. However, with FFI’s broader mandate and 
expanding project portfolio, the organisation is growing 
and any perceived imbalances in relationships are gradually 
disappearing.  
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Poor roads result in many accidents, particularly in 
the wet season, blocking vehicular access to and from 
many remote communities 
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Lessons learnt

Early post-conflict situations are characterised by rapidly 
changing dynamics. For example in Liberia the weakened 
state system resulted in traditional authorities taking 
over management control, but as the state apparatus re-
emerged the control of traditional authorities was eroded.  
At the same time there has been a shift in emphasis towards 
improved livelihoods and biodiversity conservation 
through stronger environmental governance. Flexibility 
is therefore essential to allow for changing and emerging 
needs and priorities. 

The longer a programme is established in-country, the more 
strategic considerations play a role in the development of 
partnerships.  FFI’s first relationships in Liberia developed 
in an opportunistic way, often dictated by the type of 
funding secured in the early stages of the programme. 
With more recent growth and consolidation there has 
been room for more tactical pursuance of donor funding, 
and partnerships can therefore develop more strategically.  
In doing so however there is a need to avoid forming too 
many relationships as this can result in over-stretching of 
resources. 

The success of a partnership depends to a large extent 
on individual relations; partnerships tend to be pursued 
by individuals and the maintenance of such partnerships 
depends on the continued time and effort individuals 
contribute to them. It is therefore important to build, and 
maintain, strong individual relationships. Furthermore, in 
a post-conflict situation, limited human capacity can lead 
to engaging with the same individuals in many different 
roles.

Even if a relationship is established for a short duration 
there is a clear strategic case to nurture such relationships 
beyond typical project terms. Long-term partnerships do 
tend to work more effectively, and although many such 
partnerships are initiated by individuals the institutional 
memory is maintained even after the original individual 
instigators leave. Such relationships often form the basis for 
the development of more strategic and complementary 
partnerships. However, a perceived mutual, and equitable, 
interest and benefit in the partnership arrangements must 
remain for the partnership to continue in a productive and 
effective vein. A partnership also needs a clear conduit 
to function, for instance an MoU or a joint area of work. 
Informal relationships, although flexible in many ways, 
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A community member makes a presentation during 
an outreach meeting to raise awareness around Sapo 
National Park 
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can result in inequalities. Formalised partnerships have 
the added advantage that expectations are clearly laid 
out in writing, with clear clauses by which to review the 
arrangements. 

FFI is dealing with a wide range of stakeholders in Liberia’s 
forest sector reform process, many of whom do not have the 
same core interests; the logging and mining industries, for 
example, either directly or indirectly oppose conservation 
interests. In this context FFI uses its role as an institutional 
bridge builder to create leverage by establishing a coalition 
of stakeholders to influence these industries.

A primary focus of partnerships, specifically in relation 
to government and civil society partners, is often the 
strengthening of capacity. In this respect the repeated 
monitoring of capacity needs is important to allow for 
adaptive management of arrangements and expectations. 
FFI does not necessarily have capacity in-house to carry out 
all its objectives. Being a conservation organisation, poverty 
reduction and alternative livelihood development are not 
core areas of expertise, and it has therefore been important 
to build cross-sectoral partnerships with organisations 
with these skills, such as LACE and FACE, to ensure success. 
Working together enables organisations to take a more 
holistic approach to tackling multi-faceted challenges.
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Forest within Sapo National Park, currently the only 
national park in Liberia 
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