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June 2003 again brought terrible images of Africa to Americans’ televi-
sion screens. As ªghters of the rebel Liberians United for Reconciliation and
Democracy (LURD) cut off Monrovia, food and medicine for the Liberian
capital’s million inhabitants dwindled. Mortar shells blew apart a group of refu-
gees cowering by the U.S. Embassy.1 Thousands of civilians suffered shrap-
nel and bullet wounds, while government and rebel ªghters raped and mur-
dered others.2

Nigeria and other African countries offered to send peacekeepers to stop
the ªghting and protect shipments of food and medicine. To do so, though,
they needed logistical assistance, military support, and backing from a major
power that would intimidate the factions. Liberia’s chaos threatened the
carefully cultivated peace in neighboring Sierra Leone and Côte d’Ivoire. The
United Kingdom and France, leading international interventions in those
countries, joined U.N. Secretary-General Koª Annan in calling on the United
States to lead international efforts in Liberia.3 The New York Times summa-
rized the case: “Swift American intervention could help end two decades of
carnage that has destroyed Liberia and crippled several of its neighbors. It
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can save lives, stabilize a region, and prove that America’s commitment to
Africa is real.”4

In early July the Bush Administration announced it was considering sending
troops, and dispatched an assessment team to Monrovia.5 For six weeks the
State and Defense Departments struggled over whether to put American “boots
on the ground,” the former in favor, the latter opposed.6 The Economist called
the delay “ªddling while Monrovia burns.”7

The result was a pittance. The African intervention force entered Monrovia
on August 4. President Charles Taylor resigned, satisfying the rebels’ main
demand, and left for asylum in Nigeria on August 11. On August 14, 200
U.S. Marines went ashore, leaving 2100 others on ships just off the coast.8

They withdrew to the ships ten days later, with ªghting continuing around
Liberia and the African force still unable to expand beyond Monrovia’s out-
skirts.9 At the beginning of October, they sailed away.10

This Article argues that the United States would serve its national inter-
ests by leading the international effort to end ªghting in Liberia and recon-
struct its state, and that the international community has developed a promis-
ing model for such an effort. West Africa’s failed states—Liberia, Sierra Le-
one, and Côte d’Ivoire—nurture terrorist groups and organized crime. Lacking
internationally responsible leadership and control over their territory, their
governments either cannot or will not stop those groups from establishing
bases, running weapons, laundering money, and raising revenue by trading
diamonds or extracting other natural resources. (Al Qaeda has purchased dia-
monds in Liberia.)11 In addition to ªghting terrorism and crime directly,
U.S. leadership in Liberia would counter the view, held by many foreign
leaders and ordinary people, that the United States shirks its international
responsibilities. Greater goodwill would help the United States obtain coopera-
tion on transnational issues affecting its interests, including the environ-
ment and emerging diseases, as well as crime and security.

The current situation in Liberia provides the best chance in years to sta-
bilize West Africa. Liberia will threaten the region until it enjoys durable
peace. Its conºict is part of a larger, regional war that began in Liberia in
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1989, consumed Sierra Leone during the 1990s, and recently spread to Côte
d’Ivoire. Charles Taylor’s departure has caused a lull in ªghting in Liberia,
confusion among his loyalists, and the rebels’ willingness to consider a po-
litical settlement. An international peacekeeping and reconstruction mission
in Liberia, similar to those in Sierra Leone and Côte d’Ivoire being led by the
United Kingdom and France, would complete the comprehensive interna-
tional effort necessary to end the West African war.

The success of international intervention in Liberia will depend on U.S.
leadership. West African troops operating alone tried and failed to stop the
war in Liberia and Sierra Leone in the 1990s. Yet the United Kingdom suc-
ceeded in doing so in Sierra Leone in 2000 and 2001 with just one combat
fatality. Under the similar circumstances now present in Liberia, another
major power could quell ªghting there. After the war’s end, Liberia will
need a major donor and advocate for international support for its reconstruc-
tion. With the United Kingdom and France occupied with Liberia’s neigh-
bors, only the United States has the resources to take the lead in Liberia.

This leadership would cost the United States little in money, political
capital, and military resources. No one is calling on the United States alone
to end Liberia’s war and reconstruct its state, or to bear the full cost of doing
so. Many states and international institutions have demonstrated their will-
ingness to contribute. By assisting in ways that only it can, the United States
would complement and encourage others’ participation. Speciªcally, the
United States ªrst needs to make a modest military effort to end the ªghting in
Liberia, in collaboration with the United Nations Mission in Liberia (UN-
MIL). As detailed below, this would mostly involve symbolic shows of force
to persuade ªghters to demobilize and disarm voluntarily; U.S. soldiers
would see little or no combat action. The United States also should push
Nigeria to send Taylor to the Special Court for Sierra Leone for trial. Second,
the United States should provide the plurality of funding for reconstruction,
totaling perhaps $1.25 billion over a decade. Finally, it should use its dip-
lomatic clout to ensure that the international community maintains its sup-
port for Liberia’s reconstruction and that Liberian leaders make steady prog-
ress on reform.

The Article begins by explaining the origins and key events of the West
African regional war, emphasizing its function as a cover for proªteering by
warlords and their allies. Part II explains the method for ending wars and
supporting reconstruction developed in international interventions in Bosnia,
Kosovo, East Timor, and Sierra Leone. It focuses on Sierra Leone, which
faced problems similar and closely linked to Liberia’s. Part III outlines the
international mission taking shape in Liberia and explains how the United
States’ current policy of minimal engagement leaves the mission vulnerable.
It then details the more robust role the United States should play. Part IV
explains why signiªcant involvement in Liberia would serve U.S. national
interests and addresses skeptics’ arguments about its cost.



210 Harvard Human Rights Journal  /  Vol. 17

I.  The Origins of West Africa’s Troubles

Liberia reached its current, abject state after a half-century of political and
economic decay. Sierra Leone followed a similar path that has reversed only
since 2000 with massive international assistance. Their neighbors, Côte
d’Ivoire and Guinea, also suffer from weak political institutions, corruption,
and economic stagnation.12 This Part describes the collapse of the state in
Liberia and Sierra Leone and the resulting war that consumed them, has
touched Guinea, and recently spread to Côte d’Ivoire.

A.  State Collapse in Liberia and Sierra Leone

1.  Liberia

Freed American slaves founded the modern state of Liberia in 1822. Their
descendants, “Americo-Liberians,” monopolized political power until 1980,
dismissing the indigenous population as “uncivilized.”13 They enriched them-
selves by helping foreign companies extract natural resources through forced
labor. United States–based Firestone Tire and Rubber Company, their most
important investor, accounted for a quarter of government revenues by 1950.14

President William Tubman’s autocratic reign (1944–71) dissolved what
state institutions had developed since 1822. Tubman “packed the [l]egislature
with his servants, cronies, and favorites . . . . Judges, magistrates, justices of
the peace and tribal chiefs—all owed their appointments to him, and many
were summarily removed from ofªce when they incurred his displeasure.”15

Tubman’s patronage network and secret police maintained his power. While
rich Americo-Liberians and foreign corporations proªted, the government
spent little on education or economic development.16 Feeble attempts at
reform by Tubman’s successor, William Tolbert, came to nothing.17 Through-
out this period, the Liberian government was one of the United States’ most
important allies in Africa. The U.S. government indulged Tubman’s and
Tolbert’s misrule while they hosted the CIA’s West Africa headquarters, a
key satellite tracking station, and a Voice of America transmitter.18

A coup in 1980 began Liberia’s bloodiest decade yet. Soldiers disembow-
eled Tolbert in his pajamas and publicly executed thirteen ministers on a
Monrovia beach. Master Sergeant Samuel Doe, a member of the Krahn, one
of Liberia’s larger ethnic groups, became the country’s ªrst leader of indige-
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nous extraction. His brutality and corruption quickly earned him the popu-
lation’s hatred. Doe’s security forces detained, beat, and often killed sus-
pected opponents. Doe gave political meaning to ethnic differences within
the indigenous population for the ªrst time, creating ethnic rivalries that
would contribute to the later war. He “systematically promoted Krahn from
selected clans to sensitive posts in the government and the army.”19 Doe
made his political rivalries ethnic: when he purged military rivals, he also
brutalized civilians from the same ethnic groups. After a failed coup in 1985,
Doe’s most notorious commander led a sweep through the coup leader’s
home region, Nimba County, killing a thousand civilians.20

Under Doe corruption worsened, and the economy declined further. Much
of the $300 million Doe reportedly embezzled was U.S. government aid,
which totaled $500 million between 1980 and 1985, a third of the national
budget.21 When Doe brazenly stole an election in 1985, the State Depart-
ment defended him.22

2.  Sierra Leone

Sierra Leone underwent a process of political and economic collapse simi-
lar to Liberia’s. The current international reconstruction effort in Sierra Le-
one therefore provides an unusually appropriate model for the new one in
Liberia. Like Liberia, Sierra Leone was founded in 1808 as a homeland for
former slaves, in its case from Britain, which held Sierra Leone as a colony
until 1961.23 British dominance kept the gap between descendants of former
slaves and indigenous Sierra Leoneans from growing as wide as it did in Li-
beria; even educated Sierra Leoneans were excluded from political inºuence.24

Independence simply replaced one domineering elite with another. Al-
most from the beginning, Sierra Leonean politicians took after their Liberian
neighbors. By the mid-1960s, President Albert Margai was repressing po-
litical opposition and “convert[ing] political power and positions into eco-
nomic wealth” for himself and his allies.25 Under President Siaka Stevens
(1968–85) and his successor, Joseph Momoh (1985–92), the country’s al-
ready-weak political institutions and economy collapsed. Stevens “destroyed
and corrupted every institution of the state,” turning the parliament and
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judiciary into rubber stamps.26 The government devoted almost no resources
to health, education, or economic development. Instead, Stevens, Momoh,
and their cronies enriched themselves by using state authority to control
trade in diamonds, of which Sierra Leone had the largest deposits in West
Africa.27 Petty corruption also ºourished. By the late 1980s the economy was a
wreck, with inºation at eighty percent and the government bankrupt.28

B.  The Regional War: 1989 to the Present

1.  War Begins

On December 24, 1989, one hundred ªghters from several West African
countries calling themselves the National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL)
and led by Charles Taylor invaded Liberia from Côte d’Ivoire.29 They had
received training in Libya and were supported by the governments of Burk-
ina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, and, reportedly, France.30 The NPFL swept through
Liberia, growing largely through conscription but also attracting volunteers
who saw better chances of subsistence with a gun in their hands than in the
country’s regular economy. Taylor’s forces tapped into popular anger at Doe’s
repression and ethnic discrimination; they slaughtered Krahns and sent a
hundred thousand refugees ºeeing to Côte d’Ivoire.31 Doe’s army responded
with yet more ethnically targeted brutality, “killing, looting, raping, maiming,
burning villages, [and] driving tens of thousands of [ethnic] Gios and Manos
into the bush.”32 The NPFL gained more recruits, and within six months
reached Monrovia’s suburbs.

Neighboring governments, mostly Anglophone, intervened to stop Taylor
from taking power, by deploying troops to Monrovia under the auspices of
the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). They were
too weak to crush the rebels, however, and stalemate resulted. Ambitious
NPFL commanders split from Taylor and formed their own factions. One
captured Doe and tortured him to death in September 1990. The ECOWAS
force installed and propped up a civilian Interim Government of National
Unity, while Krahns from Doe’s old army formed the United Liberation
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Movement for Democracy in Liberia (ULIMO) to ªght the NPFL.33 Other
factions came and went during the early 1990s.

Furious at being thwarted, Taylor threatened that Sierra Leone, the
ECOWAS force’s rear base, soon would “taste the bitterness of war.”34 In
March 1991, NPFL units joined guerrillas calling themselves the Revolu-
tionary United Front (RUF) and invaded Sierra Leone, expanding the war.35

RUF leader Foday Sankoh had met Taylor in Libya and like the NPFL, the
RUF included ªghters from across West Africa. Throughout the war, Taylor’s
forces and the RUF coordinated attacks, exchanged weaponry, and shared
ªghters and commanders. Taylor probably spread the war to Sierra Leone to
gain political inºuence in the subregion,36 obtain Sierra Leonean diamonds,
and exact revenge.37

War raged across the two countries for years. No force was strong enough
to prevail, and all found proªt in chaos. The Sierra Leone Army’s motivation
and discipline had deteriorated under Stevens and Momoh, and it was un-
able to crush the RUF. The ECOWAS force expanded its mandate in 1993
and from its Freetown base began helping the Sierra Leonean government
ªght the RUF. Alliances came and went, and ªghters, arms, and money
ºowed between Sierra Leone and Liberia, and into both from West African
governments.38

The factions brutalized civilians constantly throughout the war. Every
group massacred, raped, burned villages, and looted.39 There are no reliable
estimates of civilian deaths, but the number is well over 100,000.40 A mil-
lion Liberians and one to two million Sierra Leoneans ºed their homes in the
1990s.41 Many spent years in refugee camps, ºeeing from country to country
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as the ªghting moved. In both Liberia and Sierra Leone ªghters raped tens,
perhaps hundreds, of thousands of women, many so roughly they died.42

Some factions seemed to revel in creative torture: the NPFL decapitated ci-
vilians, sometimes in front of their families, and RUF ªghters sliced open
the bellies of pregnant women after placing bets on the sex of the fetus.43

2.  Feeding the War: Greed and Despair

The war in Liberia and Sierra Leone lasted years largely because it beneªted
both warlords and ordinary ªghters. Their purpose was “not for one side or
the other to win . . . but to ‘engage in proªtable crime under the cover of
warfare.’”44 Leaders used the tremendous wealth they obtained by harvesting
natural resources—diamonds from Sierra Leone, rubber and timber from
Liberia—to maintain luxurious lifestyles, purchase subordinates’ loyalty, and
acquire weapons to continue the war.45 Low-level ªghters found more oppor-
tunity in pillage than in their countries’ moribund formal economies. In
both countries, the army lacked the discipline and motivation to defeat re-
bels, and corrupt commanders joined the pillage rather than ªght. Anthro-
pologist Joseph Opala, who lived in Sierra Leone for seventeen years between
1974 and 1997, commented, “Sierra Leone does not suffer from civil war,
and never has. It suffers from the rampant banditry that accompanies state
collapse.”46

Plunder was a primary goal of all armed groups. “[E]very Liberian faction
and its external backers developed an interest in the burgeoning war econ-
omy. Diamonds, gold, drugs, rubber, wood, looted goods, scrap metal, palm
oil, coffee, cocoa, and, of course, weapons, were all traded.”47 ECOWAS
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commanders shipped home household goods, appliances, and cars stolen
from the country they were supposed to be aiding.48 This aspect of the war,
like nearly every other, was no different in Sierra Leone. The RUF claimed to
be ªghting to overthrow the corrupt political order and expand access to
Sierra Leone’s economic resources, but its “ideology of salvation quickly de-
generated into a campaign of violence whose principal aim was to gain ac-
cess to the country’s diamond and other mineral wealth.”49 The Sierra Leone
Army was little better: after the Stevens and Momoh era its leaders had no
more integrity than ofªcials of any other part of the failed Sierra Leonean
state. Commanders stole their troops’ pay and supplies and set up personal
mining operations in the diamond areas.

Taylor was the most systematic and effective businessman among the
warlords. He exploited NPFL-controlled territory, granting concessions to
foreign companies to extract timber, rubber, iron ore, gold, and diamonds in
exchange for royalties.50 With the proªts Taylor created a patronage net-
work, bestowing cars, generous salaries, and luxurious houses on senior aides,
while the NPFL’s ªghters burned villages around the country.51 Taylor also
facilitated the RUF’s illegal arms trading and diamond mining, while tak-
ing a cut himself. His ascent to Liberia’s presidency in 1997 gave him inter-
national legitimacy, and by the late 1990s, “Liberia had become a major cen-
tre for massive diamond-related criminal activity, with connections to guns,
drugs and money laundering throughout Africa and considerably further
aªeld.”52

Looting occurred at the grassroots level, too. Many ordinary ªghters joined
the RUF or Liberian factions because they could get more with a gun than
by working. Others took up arms out of grievance—at Doe’s brutality and
discrimination, or Momoh’s corruption—only to ªnd that their command-
ers’ ideology was mere pretext for self-enrichment through war. By then,
though, quitting meant losing their only source of sustenance and defense
against other marauding ªghters. In the ªrst ªght for Monrovia in 1990,
Doe’s army and the NPFL focused as much on theft as on ªghting.53 In the
countryside, ªghters lived off the land or, rather, the people. Villagers who
hesitated to give up their last goat, or who only had a chicken, were exe-
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cuted on the spot, sometimes after torture. Government soldiers had the
same incentives: “[m]any soldiers found that they could do better by joining
with the rebels in looting civilians in the countryside than by ªghting against
them.”54 Across Liberia and Sierra Leone, the war became almost a collabora-
tive enterprise as factions concentrated on victimizing civilians and extract-
ing resources rather than ªghting each other.

3.  The War Since the Mid-1990s: Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Côte d’Ivoire

The patterns of international connections among factions, appalling atroci-
ties, and plunder on grand and small scales have held throughout the war.
Constant talks during the early 1990s among the Liberian factions produced
no agreement until Nigeria, the major contributor to the ECOWAS force,
decided to withdraw.55 Liberians elected Taylor president in 1997, terriªed
he would take up arms again if he lost.56 Taylor ruled Liberia as a personal
ªefdom, continuing his natural resource extraction business and diverting
the state’s minimal resources, mainly revenue from its international registry
of ships.57 Paramilitary security forces repressed opponents as the country’s
economic condition grew more and more desperate.58

Sierra Leone attracted international attention in January 1999 when RUF
ªghters swept into the capital, Freetown, torching government buildings and
raping and murdering civilians.59 Under pressure from the United States
and the United Kingdom, Sierra Leone’s president signed a peace treaty with
the RUF in July 1999. A United Nations peacekeeping force, the United
Nations Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL), was deployed to help disarm
the RUF and restore government authority throughout the country. How-
ever, the RUF resisted disarmament, refused to withdraw from the diamond
areas (and kept mining), and continued to attack civilians. In May and June
2000 its forces humiliated the peacekeepers by capturing and holding 500
of them hostage for weeks. As Part II.A.1 explains in detail, the resulting
British military intervention and international pressure on Taylor to end his
support for the RUF led to the dissolution of the rebel group and the end of
ªghting in Sierra Leone.

Meanwhile, Liberian exiles in Guinea organized a group to overthrow
Taylor, Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD).60 By

                                                                                                                     
54.  Hirsch, supra note 23, at 36. Hirsch is discussing Sierra Leone, but the same conditions prevailed

in Liberia.
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July 2000, its ªghters began attacks into Liberia. In September, Taylor sent
Liberian government troops, RUF ªghters, and Guinean dissidents on a coun-
terattack deep into Guinea. The move backªred. The Guinean army collabo-
rated with LURD to repulse the attack. Guinea began supplying LURD and
provided air and artillery support for its subsequent offensive into Liberia,
which began the latest phase of war there.61

The ªghting in Liberia contributed to the outbreak of war in yet another
neighbor, Côte d’Ivoire, in September 2002, after a failed coup attempt.62

Tensions between the northern and southern regions of the country and be-
tween the military and President Laurent Gbagbo were partly to blame. How-
ever, Taylor, his old ally President Blaise Compaoré of Burkina Faso, and a
rogues’ gallery of mercenaries from across the region also were implicated.63

Quick intervention by France halted the ªghting, but left the country di-
vided between the government and rebels, who quickly split into several
factions. Ivorian government troops allied with LURD ªghters clashed with
anti-Gbagbo rebels supported by Taylor and Compaoré.64 Many combatants
came from Liberia or Sierra Leone, revealing the existence of a destabilizing
pool of ªghters ready to participate in any war available.65 Atrocities were
common, repeating the pattern established in Sierra Leone and Liberia.66 In
April 2003 the International Crisis Group summarized the region’s fragility:
“Sierra Leone’s lengthy civil war was a regional crisis that began in Liberia.
That regional crisis has not ended, and the threat of further instability, casu-
alties, and chaos is very real as the Liberian conºict becomes increasingly en-
tangled with that in Côte d’Ivoire.”67

Developments in Liberia since that warning have created an opportunity
to end the regional war. Since 2000, Taylor’s forces and LURD had pushed
each other back and forth, displacing civilians and committing atrocities.68

LURD had splintered into factions, the largest calling itself Movement for
Democracy in Liberia (MODEL).69 As the war went on, “[d]esertions, low
morale caused by forced recruitment, and poor or non-existent pay and
training” weakened Taylor’s army.70
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In June 2003, LURD laid siege to Monrovia as MODEL advanced from
the east. The military situation and Taylor’s indictment by the Special Court
for Sierra Leone, announced in June, brought enough pressure to force Taylor
to ºee to exile in Nigeria in August. The ECOWAS peacekeepers’ arrival
cleared the way for deliveries of food and medicine to be shipped into Mon-
rovia, and the rebel factions, civil society groups, and representatives of
Taylor’s old government formed a national unity government. Throughout
the fall of 2003, though, rumors persisted that Taylor was trying to inºuence
events from afar, and ªghting continued in the rural areas. Whether the
ceaseªre is the beginning of the long war’s end, or just a lull in the regional
storm, will depend on the international response.

II.  Ending War and Supporting Reconstruction:

An Evolved Method

This moment presents the best opportunity since the West African war
began in 1989 to end it for good. The entire region will remain at risk until
the war ends everywhere, forcing ªghters to return into civilian life. Perma-
nent stability will depend on Liberia and Sierra Leone addressing the war’s
causes: failed state institutions and economic misery. International coalitions
led by the United Kingdom and France have stopped the ªghting in Sierra
Leone and Côte d’Ivoire. Reconstruction has begun in Sierra Leone, with the
United Kingdom leading international support for such tasks as resettling
refugees, retraining the police, and promoting economic development.

Liberia, the last of the three countries, now is ready for international assis-
tance to turn the current lull in ªghting into a permanent peace, and to re-
build its state and economy. Since Taylor’s resignation and exile, ªghting has
subsided while factional leaders ªgure out whether to continue ªghting or
join the political process. Those loyal to Taylor also are pondering whether
he will wield inºuence from exile or return soon, or whether they now should
disregard him in their calculations. If international actors seize this moment
in Liberia, as the United Kingdom did in Sierra Leone in 2000, they can
increase the attractions of peace and diminish those of war for both warlords
and ordinary ªghters. They can then snuff out any last ºares of violence.
Peace will enable Liberians to start a reconstruction process that addresses
their country’s deeper problems. A serious effort in Liberia and the interna-
tional interventions in Sierra Leone and Côte d’Ivoire would amount to a
comprehensive strategy for moving West Africa toward sustainable peace.

The international community knows how to end wars and support state
reconstruction.71 Since the end of the Cold War, the United Nations; re-
gional organizations such as NATO, the Organization for Security and Co-
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operation in Europe (OSCE), and ECOWAS; and various combinations of
states have undertaken major missions to support political and economic
reconstruction, often after intervening to end wars. These missions have
taken place in Cambodia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, East Timor, Si-
erra Leone, Afghanistan, and Iraq, and their effectiveness arguably has im-
proved steadily.72 Academics and policy analysts have produced an extensive
literature on international peacekeeping and reconstruction missions, ena-
bling the institutions involved to learn from each mission.73 At an individ-
ual level, the civilians, police ofªcers, and soldiers who move from one mis-
sion to another, and the diplomats who set the missions’ parameters, also
have learned from experience.

Increasingly, one state leads these interventions, providing major military
and ªnancial support and mustering contributions to the mission from other
states and organizations. The United Kingdom is playing this role in Sierra
Leone, as Australia did in East Timor. But this is not unilateralism. The
U.N., international ªnancial institutions such as the World Bank, individual
states with particular interest in the area, and relevant regional organizations
collaborate.74 In Sierra Leone, the United States, China, and the European
Union have provided ªnancial support, and the peacekeeping force, UNAMSIL,
includes Nigerians, Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, Ghanaians and others. Portu-
gal may have given as much money for East Timor as Australia has; New
Zealand, Pakistan, South Korea, Thailand, and others sent soldiers for the
peacekeeping force; and dozens of governments lent staff to the U.N. recon-
struction mission.75

International intervention in Liberia should be guided by these other mis-
sions’ experience. This Part lays out the approach they have taken. It pays
particular attention to Sierra Leone, because the problems the international
community has confronted there—corruption, political exclusion, lack of
economic opportunity, and plundering warlords and leaders—are both
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similar to, and closely linked with, those it faces in Liberia. Having tried
and reªned its approach to a West African failed state in Sierra Leone, the
international community now has a model for intervention in Liberia, albeit
one that will require adjustments for local circumstances. All components of
the international approach are interdependent—reform of state institutions
and economic development cannot begin until ªghting ends, but only re-
construction and development can prevent war’s recurrence—but this Part
divides them for clarity into initiatives for ending war (Section A) and for
supporting reconstruction (Section B).

A.  Ending War

International interventions are most successful in ending wars when they
recognize the related imperatives of stopping ªghting, keeping and consoli-
dating the peace, and ensuring that individual actors who fueled the war do
not cause it to break out again.

1.  Stopping Fighting

U.N. peacekeeping operations generally lack the military strength, coor-
dination, and mandate to defeat one side in a war decisively. The interna-
tional community has ended wars in Bosnia, East Timor, and Sierra Leone
through a two-pronged strategy. First, major powers have pressed the spon-
sors of warring factions to end their support, and, where necessary, backed
this pressure up with sanctions imposed by the U.N. Security Council. Sec-
ond, a major power has crushed one of the ªghting factions militarily at a
moment when the faction has weakened, often as a result of losing outside
sponsorship. For example, after sanctions weakened Serbia’s support for the
Bosnian Serbs, NATO bombing raids and a Croatian offensive made clear to
leaders of the Bosnian Serb army that negotiation at Dayton was a better
option than continued ªghting. In East Timor, atrocities by anti-independence
militias attracted diplomatic attention after the territory’s vote for inde-
pendence in 1999. Intense pressure on the Indonesian government forced it
to withdraw its troops, which were aiding the militias. Many militia mem-
bers ºed to Indonesia, and an Australian-led force landed and disarmed those
who remained.76

In Sierra Leone, the ECOWAS force tried unsuccessfully to defeat the
RUF throughout the 1990s. Only when the RUF took U.N. peacekeepers
hostage in May 2000 did the United Kingdom and the United States take
decisive action.77 They started with the RUF’s external sponsor, Taylor. U.S.
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Undersecretary of State Thomas Pickering ºew to Monrovia in July 2000 to
demand that Charles Taylor end his support for the RUF.78 After a U.N.
panel of experts documented that support in detail, the Security Council, led
by the United States and the United Kingdom, took up the demand and
backed it with a ban on international travel by Taylor and his supporters and
an embargo on the sale of diamonds coming from Liberia.79 (Taylor and the
RUF derived much of their income from diamonds mined in Sierra Leone
and exported to the world market through Liberia.) In March 2001, Taylor
announced his “total disengagement” from the RUF.80 Although he fell
short of full compliance with the Security Council’s requirements, and sanc-
tions therefore remained in place, analysts believe the sanctions resulted in
Taylor either reducing aid or pressing the RUF to make peace.81

In the meantime, the RUF was losing military strength.82 Arrests of RUF
commanders in May 2000, after the rebels broke the ceaseªre, had deprived
the group of important battleªeld leaders. In September 2000 they suffered
heavy casualties during the failed invasion of Guinea in pursuit of LURD.83

British military intervention hastened the RUF’s demise. The United King-
dom deployed over a thousand troops to Sierra Leone in 2000, ªrst to defend
Freetown against an RUF advance in May, then to train the Sierra Leone
Army. After one of the most feared rebel factions took eleven British soldiers
hostage, their compatriots rescued them and annihilated the faction on Sep-
tember 10.84 The British built on that show of force by waging an “extraor-
dinary campaign of intimidation” against the RUF in late 2000 and early
2001, involving “military convoys and deployments, ºy-bys of RUF bases
by Harrier jets and combat helicopters, and demonstrations of naval artillery
power.”85 These actions showed the RUF that the British would not tolerate
further violations of the ceaseªre, including attacks on UNAMSIL peace-
keepers.86 U.K. military back-up gave the peacekeepers authority to stop
rebel attacks on civilians and plundering across the country.
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With their group overmatched by the British, RUF ªghters turned their
weapons over to UNAMSIL and entered the government’s demobilization,
disarmament, and reintegration (DDR) program. RUF members, like the ªght-
ers in Liberia, were ªghting for subsistence, not for a cause; when they could
no longer pillage, their weapons were useless. Each unit that deserted left
the others more vulnerable. RUF attacks declined steadily during 2001 and
ended by December. By then UNAMSIL had reached full strength, and its
17,500 well-armed troops, deployed across Sierra Leone, could deter ºare-
ups throughout the country.87

Liberia now resembles Sierra Leone in 2000. Forces loyal to Charles Taylor
are in disarray and the government of Guinea is under pressure to stop sup-
plying LURD.88 The combination of the new U.N. peacekeeping force and
military backup from the United States would make demobilization attrac-
tive to ªghters, triggering a cycle of desertion that would cause the war to
peter out.

2.  Keeping and Consolidating the Peace

Preventing ªghting from recurring requires an array of initiatives. Every
recent international mission to end a war has included an international force
to deter renewed ªghting as well as a DDR program for former ªghters.89

Sierra Leone has beneªted from three additional initiatives: a strong military
force available to provide back-up to the peacekeeping force; restructuring
and retraining of the army; and a program to prevent the illegal exports of
natural resources that funded the war. Each of these should be employed in
Liberia.

In Bosnia, Kosovo, East Timor, Sierra Leone, and Afghanistan, a large peace-
keeping force either under the command of or sanctioned by the United
Nations has remained on the ground for at least two years after the end of
ªghting. Factions will not demobilize their ªghters and hand in their weap-
ons—a key step in solidifying the peace—without the protection from their
rivals that a peacekeeping force can provide. In Sierra Leone, UNAMSIL
troops comprised of forces loaned by thirty-three countries90 have deterred
ex-combatants from rearming, prevented ªghting in Liberia from spilling
into Sierra Leone, and quelled an attempted coup in January 2003.91
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DDR programs collect ªghters’ weapons, house the ªghters in canton-
ment camps for a few months while they adjust to not being able to loot and
steal, and help them return to civilian life. Peacekeepers often play an im-
portant role, guarding or destroying the weapons collected and supervising
cantonment camps. Reintegration projects, invariably internationally funded,
give ªghters cash grants, job training, and sometimes jobs.

The United Kingdom’s readiness to intervene militarily and provide back-up
to UNAMSIL in Sierra Leone has strengthened the peace there even after
most British troops withdrew in July 2002. The U.K. government’s fre-
quent reiteration and demonstration of this commitment have been key to
its effectiveness. For example, in February 2003, just after the attempted
coup, three-hundred elite soldiers and a Royal Navy ship spent several weeks
in Sierra Leone. Their purpose, according to the Minister of Defense, was to
demonstrate the United Kingdom’s “ability to conduct such deployments
rapidly and at short notice.”92 Without undertaking any combat, the British
soldiers showed any Sierra Leonean ex-combatants thinking of taking up
arms again that one of the world’s strongest militaries would oppose them.

In countries whose armed forces are militarily weak or prone to disloyalty
or corruption, internationally supported military reform can reduce the chances
of war recurring. In Sierra Leone and Liberia, the army failed to stop insur-
gents because its troops were badly trained and equipped and its command-
ers preferred pillaging under the cover of war to ªghting. At the Sierra
Leonean government’s request, roughly 130 British, American, Australian,
and Canadian soldiers have occupied key command positions in the Sierra
Leone Army since 1999.93 This International Military Advisory and Train-
ing Team (IMATT) has restructured the army, trained over 14,000 Sierra
Leonean soldiers in combat techniques and professionalism, and begun over-
hauling the court martial system.94 Analysts credit IMATT with reducing
corruption and improving military effectiveness.95

In both Sierra Leone and Liberia, consolidating peace requires coordinated
international attention to trade in natural resources that fueled the conºict.
The West African war brought to public attention the problem of “conºict
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diamonds”—illegally mined gems used to ªnance war.96 Through the “Kimber-
ley Process,” governments, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and com-
panies concerned with the diamond trade are establishing licensing schemes
to prevent non-state actors, most importantly warlords, from trading dia-
monds on the world market.97 The United Nations and the United States
also are helping Sierra Leone’s government tighten control of diamond
mining to deny potential rebels a source of funds and to raise revenues by
taxing diamond exports.98 Liberia will need to control exploitation of natu-
ral resources that fueled the conºict there, such as timber and rubber, and
may need international cooperation to do so.

3.  Neutralizing Key Predators

Ending wars often requires persuading or forcing predators who beneªt
from them to stop supporting ªghting factions. The West African war illus-
trates how warlords and politicians can proªt from war. Diplomatic pressure
and targeted sanctions (such as travel bans on them, their families, and close
associates) can dissuade such people from disrupting a newly attained peace
in the short-term, but persistent spoilers may need to be removed perma-
nently through prosecution and imprisonment. The international commu-
nity is just beginning to recognize this aspect of ending wars, which is espe-
cially relevant in Liberia.

The Special Court for Sierra Leone is explicitly mandated to pursue people
who fueled the war it has jurisdiction to try “those who bear the greatest
responsibility” for war crimes and crimes against humanity, including “those
leaders who, in committing such crimes, have threatened the establishment
of and implementation of the peace process.”99 The Special Court’s prosecu-
tor must, of course, indict only people responsible for the speciªc offenses
over which the court has jurisdiction, mainly war crimes and crimes against
humanity.100 However, the prosecutor should weigh particular individuals’
contribution to the continuation of the war, as well as to particular atroci-
ties, in deciding whom to indict.

This is an important innovation in international criminal justice.101 In-
ternationally supported prosecutions can be designed not just as vehicles for
justice, but also as strategic instruments for making peace sustainable. The
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Special Court, and other post-conºict tribunals, can both prevent the indi-
viduals most responsible for the conºict from taking up arms again, by im-
prisoning them, and deter others who might be tempted to do so.102

The Special Court’s indictment of Charles Taylor may already have boosted
Liberia’s prospects for peace by hastening his departure from power. As Part
III.C will explain, Taylor continues to threaten the peace from exile in Nige-
ria. Since only trial and imprisonment will end his inºuence, the Nigerian
government should turn him over to the Special Court.103 Other warlords
remain in Liberia, though. If they disrupt the peace process, prosecution by
the International Criminal Court, a new tribunal like the Special Court, or a
foreign court exercising universal jurisdiction may be an effective and le-
gitimate way to curb their power, and an important part of the international
effort to end the war.

B.  Reconstructing State and Economy

Liberia’s peace will not hold if the conºict’s roots go unaddressed. The
international reconstruction effort will need to take on four tasks that also have
been part of reconstruction programs in Bosnia, Kosovo, East Timor, Sierra
Leone, and Afghanistan: facilitating the return of refugees and internally
displaced persons (IDPs), rebuilding the state, encouraging good govern-
ance, and supporting development.

1.  Facilitating the Return of Refugees and IDPs

Long, brutal conºicts create tens and often hundreds of thousands of refu-
gees and IDPs. During many conºicts, including the West African war, a
large proportion of IDPs spend years away from their homes and lose all of
their possessions. Helping them begin to reconstruct their lives is a neces-
sary component of post-war rebuilding. Staff of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and various NGOs transport refugees
and IDPs back to their communities and help them rebuild homes, plant
crops, and ªnd work. The process can take several years: some refugees and
IDPs return immediately once conºict ends, while others remain in camps
or relatives’ homes to see if peace holds. Liberia’s reconstruction certainly
will require the UNHCR and NGO programs for supporting refugee and
IDP return.

2.  Rebuilding the State

The breakdown of state institutions in Liberia and Sierra Leone was a
primary cause of the West African war. The state’s inability to deliver serv-
ices or provide a transparent business environment contributed to economic
                                                                                                                     

102.  These two effects correspond to the criminal law concepts of speciªc and general deterrence.
103.  The evidence of Taylor’s involvement in the war in Sierra Leone and responsibility for atrocities is

overwhelming and he almost certainly would be convicted.
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stagnation that fed popular anger at the status quo. The two countries’ ar-
mies could not defeat rebels and instead joined their looting. Missions in
Bosnia, Kosovo, East Timor, and Afghanistan, as well as Sierra Leone, have
worked to rebuild state structures, recognizing that peace cannot last with-
out them. Foreigners have only modest ability to inºuence the direction and
pace of reform, but careful intervention can crucially strengthen progressive
local forces. International assistance to Sierra Leone’s police force, civilian
ministries, and legal system suggests the sorts of aid Liberia’s institutions
may receive.104

A competent, apolitical police force is essential to maintaining civil order;
international funds and trainers can contribute to reform. Police ofªcers from
around the world attached to UNAMSIL are retraining Sierra Leone’s police.
The Commonwealth, an association of former British colonies and the
United Kingdom, also has sent trainers. The U.K. Department for Interna-
tional Development (DFID) has bought communications equipment and
vehicles and constructed stations and barracks. Progress has been slow—the
police remain “under-equipped, understaffed, and under-trained” and spread
too thin in much of the country105—but perceptible.106

In Sierra Leone, Liberia, and other failed states, government administra-
tion is almost a ªction. Civil servants spend their days literally shufºing
papers and are paid little and sporadically. They lack both equipment, such
as vehicles and computers, and any sense that their work can beneªt the
country or their fellow citizens. Reform requires changing bureaucratic cul-
ture, upgrading skills, designing new systems, and improving working con-
ditions. International funding, advisers, and pressure on politicians for prog-
ress can speed reform. In Sierra Leone, for example, a DFID economist has
worked closely with the Ministry of Finance to improve its management of
the national budget.107 The World Bank, United Kingdom, and European
Union are funding most of the Sierra Leone government’s budget while it
improves tax collection, and the tax base grows as the economy recovers.108

International funds and advice also can support the development of a
strong and independent judiciary. Dictators in both Liberia and Sierra Leone
have intimidated judges and starved them of resources for decades. During
the war, courts were unable to operate in most rural areas and court build-
ings and records were destroyed.109 Foreign aid can be used to rebuild court-

                                                                                                                     
104.  Progress has been slow in Sierra Leone and will take years in Liberia, too. For a detailed critique

of the progress of reform in Sierra Leone and the international contribution, see Int’l Crisis Group,

supra note 73, at 8–10.
105.  Int’l Crisis Group, supra note 104, at 5 (2003).
106.  See Human Rights Watch, supra note 40, at 8.
107.  On the issues of national sovereignty such arrangements raise, see supra note 93.
108.  In 2002, external ªnancing, most of it donations rather than loans, covered 58% of government

spending. Eighteenth Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone, at ¶ 15,
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109.  See Human Rights Watch, supra note 40, at 5 (stating that Sierra Leone’s legal system “all but
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houses, buy equipment, and pay salaries. In Sierra Leone, DFID and non-
governmental donors have provided advisers and money to update laws that
are decades, in some cases a century, old.110 As the next Subsection explains,
reducing corruption and increasing judicial independence involve deeper
reform in which outsiders can play a limited but valuable role.

3.  Improving Governance

The West African war was caused largely by elite monopolization of
power, repression of dissent, ofªcially sponsored discrimination, and corrup-
tion in Liberia and Sierra Leone. That “good governance” is a necessary con-
dition for recovery and long-term stability is a truism of international recon-
struction efforts. Most broadly, the term refers to lack of corruption; respect
for human rights; participatory, democratic government; and efªcient gov-
ernment administration. Cultivating these institutions may prove the most
difªcult aspect of rebuilding Liberia’s failed state. Reform will depend
mostly on local actors, but outsiders can support NGOs and other advocates
of change with funding, training, and ideas. International institutions and
foreign governments also often have more power than local reformers to ap-
ply pressure to the local political elite.111 This Subsection provides examples
of such support.

Bribery and the diversion of public resources to private use have become
normal governmental practice in Liberia and Sierra Leone. It may take years
to convince politicians, civil servants, and judges that they will be held ac-
countable for corruption, and to persuade citizens that they need not tolerate
it. A recent study of Sierra Leone concluded:

Corruption needs to be tackled aggressively, but even punishing
the corrupt will not change a system based on patronage that tends
to reinforce opportunities and incentives for bad practices. Only
extensive institutional reform and social education can make a dif-
ference[, but] government [should] begi[n] the process.112

In Liberia as well as Sierra Leone, local politicians are likely to punish or
remove corrupt colleagues and bureaucrats only under pressure from foreign
governments and international institutions. In Sierra Leone, for example, the
U.S. Ambassador has publicly criticized some “current leaders” who are per-

                                                                                                                     
collapsed”); U.S. Dep’t of State, 2002 Country Rep. on Human Rights Practices: Liberia § 1.e.
(2003).

110.  These initiatives have made only slow progress, largely because the Sierra Leonean public interest
lawyers interested in law reform are stretched thin.

111.  Political and legal reform is slow and complex. The Democracy and Rule of Law Program at the
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace has produced the most insightful and sophisticated analysis
of how international actors can—and cannot—support it. See http://www.ceip.org/ªles/projects/drl/
drl_home.asp (last visited Nov. 15, 2003).

112.  Int’l Crisis Group, supra note 104, at 19.
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petuating “bad governance, corruption, and a lack of respect for the rule of
law.”113 The United Kingdom persuaded the Sierra Leonean government to
create an Anti-Corruption Commission to raise public awareness and inves-
tigate and prosecute wrongdoers and has provided most of its funding.

Democratic politics can channel popular grievances into the political sys-
tem, induce leaders to broaden the distribution of the beneªts of a country’s
wealth, and give ordinary people a stake in the state’s stability. Democracy
faces many obstacles in countries as troubled as Liberia and Sierra Leone, and
foreigners often overestimate their ability to hasten democratic change.114

They can help, though, by pressing politicians for democratic reforms and
supporting local individuals and groups that advocate change.

Transforming a political system with the trappings of democracy, such as
elections, into one that actually functions democratically requires a citizenry
that holds government ofªcials accountable. In societies where ordinary peo-
ple feel resigned to abuses by the powerful—such as Liberia and Sierra Le-
one—investigations of wartime wrongdoing by internationally supported
courts and truth commissions can begin to undermine this culture of impu-
nity. Sierra Leone’s Special Court, for example, will force some of the coun-
try’s most powerful ªgures to answer for their actions during the war. This
spectacle may spur a public resigned to abuses by the powerful to hold poli-
ticians accountable for less bloody malfeasance, such as corruption and in-
competence.115

Outsiders advocating good governance encounter resistance from many of
those in power, who beneªt from the status quo. Many politicians in Sierra
Leone and Liberia, as well as elsewhere, grow wealthy from corruption and
maintain their positions by manipulating democratic processes. Foreign ini-
tiatives send professors and political operatives to train judges and legisla-
tors, but fail to reduce corruption or enhance responsiveness to citizens be-
cause they do not address the lack of citizen oversight and motivation for
reform.116 Outside pressure has little effect unless it is backed by concrete
measures, such as the denial of a visa to the spouse of a corrupt politician.
Money speaks even louder. A bilateral development agency such as DFID
can withdraw funding for a project in the president’s hometown. The United
Kingdom has tied its aid to Sierra Leone to speciªc steps in ªghting corrup-
tion.117
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Enhancing democracy, the rule of law, respect for human rights, and
efªciency in government administration may be the most difªcult aspect of
Liberia’s reconstruction. Countries and international institutions working to
rebuild Liberia will need to support local reformers and pressure their oppo-
nents consistently and for a long period.

4.  Supporting Development

The ªnal component of international reconstruction efforts is develop-
ment aid. Long-term stability in Liberia will require economic progress:
there and in Sierra Leone economic frustration helped make young people
receptive to warlords’ rhetoric of radical, violent change and view pillage as
their only economic opportunity. International development assistance is a
broad category, covering the physical rebuilding of medical clinics and
schools, the provision of microcredit to stimulate small business growth, job
training, and increasing agricultural productivity. The major players include
multilateral institutions such as the World Bank and United Nations De-
velopment Program, government donors such as DFID, and the U.S. Agency
for International Development (USAID), in addition to thousands of NGOs.

In Sierra Leone, DFID has helped coordinate support for development
projects from the World Bank, other international institutions, and other
national development agencies, and has provided major funding itself. If the
United States led the international reconstruction effort in Liberia, USAID
would play an analogous role.

Liberia, like Sierra Leone and other failed states, has broken down almost
comprehensively. State institutions have disintegrated. A small cabal runs the
country for its own beneªt, allowing only nominal democracy. The economy
is a disaster and much of the population remains desperately poor. The vast
majority lack access to even basic education and healthcare. The country is
ºooded with arms and young men whose only work experience is as ªghters.
Even ªrst steps toward recovery—such as the return of refugees and recon-
struction of buildings—will take years.

Progress is possible, though. Bosnia, Kosovo, East Timor, and Sierra Le-
one have grown more stable and prosperous since ªghting ended, and their
populations are healthier, better educated, and, everywhere but perhaps
Kosovo, more uniªed despite the horrors of the past. In absolute terms, per-
haps none is in good shape, but all are doing better as a result of intense inter-
national investment and local people’s efforts to take advantage of it.

III.  Essential to Success: The U.S. Role in the International

Effort in Liberia

Ending the West African war permanently will require a comprehensive
approach in Liberia similar to that taken in Bosnia, Kosovo, East Timor, and
Sierra Leone. The United Nations, other international institutions, and indi-
vidual governments involved will need to tailor their approach to Liberia’s
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particular circumstances. But the British-led international effort in Sierra
Leone provides a model designed to cope with issues very similar to and in-
tertwined with Liberia’s, and a preview of issues that arise in implementing
it. This is an advantage that no international reconstruction mission before
Liberia’s has had.

The United Nations has put forward an ambitious plan along these lines,
to be implemented in part by UNMIL. Without the United States working
with it in a major role, however, UNMIL is likely to be no more successful
than UNAMSIL or the earlier ECOWAS force in Sierra Leone before Britain
intervened there. This Part describes and critiques the nascent international
peacemaking and reconstruction effort in Liberia. Section A summarizes U.N.
Security Council Resolution 1509, which sets forth the plan and UNMIL’s
intended role. Section B identiªes the serious threats it faces without signiª-
cant U.S. involvement. Section C explains how U.S. leadership would dramati-
cally improve prospects for a sustained peace while costing the United States
little in military, economic, and political terms.

A.  Plans for the International Mission

The international intervention in Liberia will consist of UNMIL, charged
with both peacekeeping and reconstruction tasks, and an array of programs
run and funded by individual governments and intergovernmental entities
such as the World Bank and the European Union.118 Five months after the
ceaseªre, as this Article went to press, it remained uncertain whether UN-
MIL would receive the military resources, money, and civilian personnel it
would need to fulªll its mandate, and few donors had announced signiªcant
contributions to reconstruction. The history of earlier interventions suggests
that Liberia will become a priority only if one country steps forward to lead,
making major contributions and lobbying others to do the same.

Security Council Resolution 1509, passed on September 19, 2003, out-
lined a program for ending the war and supporting reconstruction in Liberia
that closely tracked the approach taken in Sierra Leone.119 Resolution 1509
created UNMIL and asked U.N. member states to send 15,000 soldiers,
1115 police ofªcers, and an “appropriate” number of civilians to staff it.120 It
directed UNMIL to support implementation of the ceaseªre between the
government and rebels and to create and run a demobilization, disarma-
ment, and reintegration program.121 UNMIL will protect key government
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119.  S.C. Res. 1509, at ¶¶ 3(a)–(g), U.N. Doc. S/RES/1590 (2003); see also Security Council Can Do
What is Just and Right for Liberia, Special Representative Says in Urging U.N. Force, United Nations
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installations; U.N. staff and facilities; and, “within its capabilities,” civilians
“under imminent threat of physical violence.”122 Its troops also will “help to
establish the necessary security conditions” for humanitarian relief.123

The Security Council recognized that merely stopping the ªghting would
not stabilize Liberia. It directed UNMIL to contribute to human rights pro-
tection, police training and reform, the restructuring of Liberia’s army, the
re-establishment of functioning government administration, reform of the
legal system, improvement in the administration of natural resources, and
preparation for elections by 2005.124 These programs have not been devel-
oped, and how they will be funded and staffed is unclear—the United Na-
tions has never undertaken all these tasks without major assistance from re-
gional organizations or individual states.125

The Security Council did not envision that UNMIL would achieve all this
alone. The plan in Resolution 1509 included tasks not allocated to UNMIL.
It suggested that ECOWAS, international organizations, and “interested states”
should undertake them. The Security Council “encourage[d]” UNMIL to
assist in the return of refugees and IDPs, “call[ed] on the international
community to consider how it might help future economic development in
Liberia aimed at achieving long-term stability,” and “call[ed] on the interna-
tional donor community” to support the DDR program.126

The international intervention has begun, but Resolution 1509 remains
largely a paper plan. Many international relief NGOs have set up operations
in Liberia since July, as have the U.N. World Food Program and High Com-
missioner for Refugees. An ECOWAS force was deployed to Monrovia in
early August 2003 to separate the rebels and government forces and to facili-
tate the ºow of humanitarian aid. Its members were placed under UNMIL
command on October 1, 2003. New battalions will bring UNMIL’s peacekeep-
ing component to full strength in early 2004.

B.  UNMIL’s Prospects Without the United States

1.  UNMIL’s Weakness

The United States’ current reluctance to play a signiªcant role in Liberia
endangers the international effort in three ways. First, a peacekeeping force
alone cannot quell the continuing skirmishes and deter the outbreak of more
full-scale ªghting. If LURD, MODEL, army generals still loyal to Taylor, or,
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most likely, ambitious unit commanders willing to split off as a new faction
grow dissatisªed with the beneªts ºowing from the peace process (cabinet
positions, business prospects, reintegration beneªts), they could restart the
war with little fear of consequences. Second, states and international organi-
zations will not provide enough money and personnel for the reconstruction
effort in Liberia unless a major state takes the lead and invests ªnancial and
diplomatic resources to make it work. Third, Charles Taylor will remain a
threat to peace unless powerful states persuade Nigeria to turn him over to
the Special Court for Sierra Leone.

Government and rebel troops have stopped ªghting in Monrovia, but
continue to clash elsewhere. By the end of 2003 rebels still controlled most
of the country and peacekeepers had reached only a small portion of the
country.127 Most of Liberia was too dangerous for refugees to return, a U.N.
ofªcial stated.128 Both they and forces loyal to Taylor reportedly still were
victimizing civilians.129 Without a strong international force to deter them,
the warlords can gain political and economic concessions in the peace proc-
ess in exchange for disarmament, knowing their threat to return to war is
credible. In late October 2003, for example, LURD threatened to pull out of
the new, power-sharing administration.130

Without back-up from a major power, UNMIL lacks the military strength to
end the ªghting through direct military action or intimidation. ECOWAS
troops, mostly Nigerians who also comprise the bulk of UNMIL so far, were
unable to defeat Sierra Leonean and Liberian factions in the early 1990s. In
Sierra Leone, the combination of British intimidation and UNAMSIL’s de-
ployment around the country, with the British ready to reinforce it, moti-
vated RUF ªghters to disarm peacefully. Currently, UNMIL has no such
backup and resembles the ill-fated ECOWAS forces in Liberia and Sierra
Leone in the 1990s and UNAMSIL before the British army arrived.131 In
late December, for example, LURD blocked UNMIL’s deployment outside
Monrovia on the grounds that they “had not been consulted”; such weakness
bodes ill should UNMIL face more forceful opposition.132

The second major problem the international reconstruction effort is likely
to face is a shortage of funding and experts. Dozens of crisis areas in the
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world claim donors’ resources, and intergovernmental organizations. Gov-
ernments direct their funds and staff to the missions they consider most im-
portant and most likely to succeed. A major power needs to signal that Libe-
ria is a priority by providing experts and funding, and by encouraging other
countries to do the same. According to former Assistant Secretary of State
Susan Rice, “If Liberia’s reconstruction is half-hearted or under-funded, we
run the risk of this international intervention just being the prelude to an-
other round of breakdown.”133

Charles Taylor is the third threat to Liberia’s stability requiring U.S. ac-
tion. Nigerian President Olusegun Obasanjo presumably persuaded Taylor
to resign as president of Liberia and accept exile in Nigeria by promising
not to hand him over for trial before the Special Court for Sierra Leone. But
even in exile Taylor threatens peace in Liberia and its neighbors. When he
stepped down, Taylor hinted he would return soon. Since then, UNMIL’s head,
Special Representative of the Secretary-General Jacques Klein, has accused
Taylor of trying to run Liberia from exile.134 In late September, Liberia’s in-
terim president said that cabinet ministers, holdovers from the Taylor ad-
ministration, had visited Taylor in exile.135

Taylor has been the most inºuential and ruthless ªgure in West Africa
since 1989. Until his commanders are certain that he will not return to Li-
beria for at least several decades, and perhaps forever, many will remain loyal
and will maintain stocks of arms for a new war to return him to power.
Other Liberian factions know this, and will protect themselves by disarming
only partially or not at all. The only way to remove Taylor from all factions’
calculus is through imprisonment that clearly will last decades, or forever.

Obasanjo is not inclined to hand Taylor over to the Special Court. Leaders
in the region feel bound by strong norms of hospitality and respect, and
Obasanjo would have to break a promise made to a fellow leader who is now
a guest. He likely would do so only in response to a superpower’s pressure.

2.  The United States’ Unique Position

International experience shows that interventions to end wars falter unless
led by a major power. UNMIL has little chance of solidifying the tentative
peace in Liberia without U.S. military backup and the removal of Charles
Taylor from inºuence. Without a lead donor and advocate, Liberia’s recon-
struction will not receive enough international support to succeed.

With the United Kingdom and France committed in Sierra Leone and
Côte d’Ivoire, the United States is the only country that can intimidate the
factions and provide back-up to UNMIL so as to end the war for good. The
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unique respect that the United States commands in Liberia also would allow
it to do this at even less risk than others would face, as Susan Rice explains:

We are the one country that every Liberian faction, every doped-up
child soldier in the bush, respects and fears. The U.S. has a par-
ticular history and mystique in Liberia that no other country has,
and if our troops in particular are on the ground and visible, that
dramatically reduces the chances of ªghting recurring.136

Rice’s successor, current-Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs Wal-
ter Kansteiner, told a Congressional committee on October 1, 2003, “Both
the leaders and ªghters among government and rebel forces have stated ex-
plicitly that they are willing to give up their arms and seek peace only be-
cause of U.S. involvement.”137

The United States also is the only country that can lead the reconstruc-
tion. “[T]he international donor community will respond to Liberia ade-
quately only if the United States helps Liberia,”138 says Kansteiner. No re-
gional power is wealthy enough, and the two other wealthy nations that en-
gage in Africa, the United Kingdom and France, have already taken the ªnan-
cial, as well as military, lead in Sierra Leone and Côte d’Ivoire. Furthermore,
smaller donors are looking to the United States, Rice explains: “If the United
States does not step up in Liberia, no other country will. If we won’t do this
in the one country on the continent with which we have a unique history
and relationship, why should anyone else? This is part of being an interna-
tional power.”139

C.  How the United States Should Lead

The leadership the United States needs to provide in Liberia bears little
resemblance to what it has done in Afghanistan and Iraq. Liberia would re-
quire far, far less in troops, money, and political capital. The U.S. military
mainly would reinforce UNMIL and intimidate the Liberian factions
through shows of force; U.S. troops would see little or no combat and could
expect very few casualties. The United States would be the lead donor and
advocate for the reconstruction, contributing perhaps forty to ªfty percent of
the money needed, encouraging others to contribute the rest, and main-
taining pressure on the Liberian government to reform. Like the United
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Kingdom in Sierra Leone, the United States would lead a coalition of coun-
tries and international organizations and provide a plurality of the resources
needed.

On the military side, UNMIL needs logistical support—primarily heli-
copters to enable its troops to deploy outside Freetown—and backup from a
powerful military to deter serious outbreaks of ªghting and crush them if
they occur. The ªrst task would involve no U.S. combat troops. The second
would require one to two thousand soldiers in Monrovia, plus vehicles for
patrolling the capital’s environs and helicopters to transport small units to
rural areas if factions clash there.140 Helicopter gunships would be valuable
for attacking any group of ªghters that persistently caused trouble. But the
U.S. force would do little ªghting. Instead, it would follow the British
strategy used successfully in Sierra Leone: intimidating the factions by ºying
gunships low over their camps and patrolling visibly in and around Mon-
rovia. Intimidation alone would have tremendous effect by showing ªghters
that they would face certain defeat if they started ªghting again. Fighters
would likely ªnd turning in their weapons to the DDR program, receiving a
lump-sum payment or job training from it, and returning home to be much
more attractive than persisting in ªghting. It is likely that U.S. troops
would never see combat in Liberia, let alone suffer casualties, but they would
dramatically strengthen the peace.

The U.S. deployment need not last long. The force should remain until
the DDR program is completed, probably in the summer of 2004. If UN-
MIL has deployed across the country by then, no factions are known to re-
main active, and the country is calm, then the United States should with-
draw about half its force. The other half should remain another six to nine
months, patrolling regularly to remind demobilized combatants that they
would gain no advantage from taking up arms again, and that their enemies
are unlikely to do so. After the last U.S. soldiers leave, small groups of
troops should visit Liberia brieºy, every six months or so, as the British have
done next door, to send a message that the U.S. military remains willing to
back up UNMIL peacekeepers if necessary.

Funding and advocacy for the reconstruction effort comprise the second
form of leadership the United States should provide. It need not bear all or
even most of the burden. Bosnia, Kosovo, East Timor, Sierra Leone, and Af-
ghanistan demonstrate that where a major power intervenes to stop a war
with broad international approval, it can count on large-scale assistance from
other countries and international agencies for the subsequent reconstruction
effort. Former Assistant Secretary of State Rice comments:
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The rebuilding effort in Liberia should be run by the United Na-
tions, not the United States. The United States should be the lead
investor in reconstruction—not the only one, but putting in maybe
40% or 50% of the funding, enough to be credible and bring in
other governments with us.141

Other countries’ contributions would come easily at ªrst, and only mod-
erate U.S. lobbying would be necessary to keep them ºowing for the long
run. The October 2003 donors conference on Iraq shows that U.S. leadership
can spur other countries to support international reconstruction missions
that are more expensive and more controversial than Liberia’s. After prom-
ising $20 billion to Iraq and lobbying intensely, the United States convinced
others to pledge $13 billion, even though many had opposed the U.S.-led
war and the mission faced violent resistance.142

Funding just under half of Liberia’s reconstruction could cost the United
States roughly $200 million per year for the ªrst ªve years of reconstruction,
and half that for the second ªve years. That would underwrite humanitarian
relief, restructuring of the military and police, anti-corruption measures,
democracy-building and human rights advocacy, infrastructure improve-
ments, economic development, and some of the Liberian government’s gen-
eral operating budget.143 The Iraq-Afghanistan aid bill enacted in Novem-
ber 2003 already has provided $200 million for Liberia; the Administration
should promise other countries that it will ask Congress to maintain that
level of support.144

Liberia needs expertise as well as money. The U.S. government should
send advisers, such as auditors from its General Accounting Ofªce who can
help Liberian colleagues develop accounting systems for their ministries.
The Defense Department’s Africa Contingency Operations Training Assis-
tance program has been training African soldiers for several years.145 It
should respond to the suggestion by Jacques Klein, UNMIL’s head, that it
restructure and retrain the Liberian army, perhaps with help from British
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soldiers from IMATT in Sierra Leone.146 There will be many other areas in
which U.S. personnel can complement funding.

The third broad task the United States should undertake in Liberia in-
volves investment of attention and diplomatic capital to monitor the prog-
ress of stabilization and reconstruction and to convince other states to sup-
port those processes. Convincing Nigeria’s President Obasanjo to turn Charles
Taylor over to the Special Court for Sierra Leone would be the only task re-
quiring signiªcant high-level effort. The State Department’s Bureau of Afri-
can Affairs could handle the rest of the diplomacy with Liberians and fellow
donors, with only symbolic and occasional attention from on-high: a single
sentence in a presidential speech every few months and an occasional tele-
phone call from the Secretary of State to the Liberian president. These would
signal approval of progress or dismay at intransigence, warning Liberian
politicians and former warlords that Washington was keeping an eye on
their commitment to peace and reform. That awareness would strengthen
pressure applied by U.S. diplomats in Monrovia for progress in prosecuting
corruption cases, investing in development, purging potentially rebellious
military ofªcers, and taking other steps necessary for reconstruction. With
Liberia a priority for Washington, the United Kingdom, France, and Secre-
tary-General Annan, a West African, would be more likely to maintain pres-
sure on the Liberian government to reform.

To reiterate, the United States should lead the international effort in Libe-
ria by deploying a small military force and providing logistical support for
UNMIL, giving a plurality of the money and expertise for reconstruction,
mobilizing other states to contribute, pressing Liberian leaders for reform
and monitoring their progress, and securing Charles Taylor’s extradition to
the Special Court. This would require only modest military, economic, and
political resources. It would nearly assure UNMIL’s success in ending the
ªghting and would help Liberians rebuild their failed state and economy.
Stabilizing Liberia would solidify the tentative peace in Sierra Leone and
Côte d’Ivoire, laying a foundation for political and economic reconstruction
that could end the region’s dependence on international assistance.

IV.  Why the United States Should Lead

This Article has argued so far that the current pause in Liberia’s ªghting
and the effective international interventions to nip in the bud the war in
Côte d’Ivoire and stabilize and rebuild Sierra Leone have created the best
opportunity to end West Africa’s crisis since it began in 1989. It further has
argued that without greater U.S. involvement the international intervention
in Liberia is likely to fail. This will not be enough to persuade many com-
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mentators and citizens that the U.S. should invest troops (even a few), money,
and attention. As President Bush contemplated sending Marines ashore last
August, Senator John Warner, chair of the Armed Services Committee, took
the Senate ºoor to say that U.S. forces should be committed “only if there is
a clear risk to national security interests of the United States,” and to ask
whether Liberia met this test.147

The case for sending U.S. soldiers to Liberia turns out to be powerful. Ches-
ter Crocker, President Reagan’s Assistant Secretary of State, summarized it:

[T]he Liberia crisis does, in fact, affect signiªcant United States in-
terests . . . in combating terrorism and promoting good govern-
ance. Liberia is a speciªc example of the broader challenge posed
by failed states everywhere, which . . . are the incubators of almost
every hostile challenge to American interests and values around the
globe. And if Washington wants other countries to help in sharing
security burdens that fall on its shoulders in the future, it is essen-
tial that it play a lead role in Liberia today. Finally, this is about
stopping, relatively quickly, a humanitarian disaster at reasonable
cost.148

Crocker raises three arguments: ªrst, that failed states like Liberia, Sierra
Leone, and Afghanistan offer succor to criminal gangs and terrorists; second,
that leading in Liberia represents an international responsibility the United
States cannot shirk if it hopes for cooperation from other countries; and
third, that U.S. intervention will alleviate human suffering.

Opponents of U.S. involvement in Liberia dispute Crocker’s assessment of
the intervention’s cost as “reasonable.” Some argue that the U.S. military lacks
sufªcient resources for a Liberia mission. (They often raise this argument in a
cost-beneªt analysis that assumes the United States has no interests in the
region.149) Others worry that Liberians’ warm feelings toward the United
States will sour and that U.S. troops will come under attack, as they have in
Somalia and Iraq. These are important questions.

This Part elaborates on Crocker’s three arguments for U.S. leadership and
concludes by responding to the skeptics’ points. It argues that by taking a
leading role in Liberia the United States would serve important national
interests while risking few, if any, American lives, investing modest military
resources, and spending relatively little.
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A.  Failed States, Terrorism, and Organized Crime

Failed states in West Africa threaten the United States by nurturing in-
ternational terrorism and organized crime. “While humanitarian relief and
the avoidance of further violence constitute more than sufªcient reasons for
us to remain engaged in Liberia, our strategic interests are also signiªcant,”
Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs Walter Kansteiner told Con-
gress in October 2003.150 A disintegrated Liberia could become “a new ter-
rorist and criminal training ground,” he said.151

It is now a truism of foreign policy analysis that terrorist and criminal
groups use failed states—those with state institutions so weak or corrupt
that they have lost control of much of their territory—as training areas,
hideouts, delivery sites for illegal weapons, and transit routes. Susan Rice
explains:

Terrorist organizations take advantage of failing states’ porous bor-
ders, of their weak or nonexistent law enforcement and security
services, and of their ineffective judicial institutions to move men,
weapons, and money around the globe. They smuggle out precious
resources like diamonds and narcotics that help fund their opera-
tions. Terrorist organizations may also recruit foot soldiers from lo-
cal populations [of] poor and disillusioned youth . . . .152

In an essay on the implications of the September 11 attacks, British Foreign
Secretary Jack Straw wrote:

It is no longer possible to ignore distant and misgoverned parts of
a world without borders . . . . For terrorists are strongest where
states are weakest. . . . [W]hen we allow governments to fail, war-
lords, drug barons, or terrorists ªll the vacuum.153

In early 2001 a working group on the West Africa crisis, composed of ofªcials
from U.S. government agencies, international organizations, and NGOs, con-
cluded that “state collapse” was a key factor in “the spread of contagion, in-
ternational criminal networks, and terrorism.”154
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President Bush has adopted this view as ofªcial government policy. The
National Security Strategy of the United States lays out the reasoning and fun-
damental principles that guide U.S. military policy. Its seventh sentence
states, “America is now threatened less by conquering states than we are by
failing ones.”155 President Bush’s introduction to the document states: “The
events of September 11, 2001, taught us that weak states, like Afghanistan,
can pose as great a danger to our national interests as strong states.”156

“Liberia is a classic failed state,” as Rice says.157 Government soldiers con-
trol almost none of the country’s territory, which has been overrun by rebel
groups. Where they do, they answer to their unit commanders, not civilian
authorities. Liberia’s ministries are shells, and civil servants, teachers, police,
and soldiers frequently go unpaid for months.

Terrorists have already exploited Liberia. The Washington Post and the in-
vestigative NGO Global Witness have documented a visit by Al Qaeda op-
eratives to Liberia in 1998. Charles Taylor introduced them to RUF com-
manders from whom they began purchasing diamonds.158 The purchases
peaked shortly before September 11, 2001; their presumable purpose was to
convert Al Qaeda funds into a medium that would hold its value, be easily
transportable, and be difªcult to trace.159 “Diamonds don’t set off alarms at
airports, they can’t be sniffed by dogs, they are easy to hide, and are highly
convertible to cash,” a U.S. ofªcial told the Post.160

Whatever the importance of Liberia to Al Qaeda in particular, the inci-
dent highlights the danger even of a lawless leader. Terrorist groups would
ªnd purchasing diamonds or maintaining bases easier in areas controlled by
warlords with no international legitimacy to maintain. Rice states, “We cannot
afford to ignore West Africa in the war against terrorism’s manifestations
and root causes.”161 The link to terrorism convinced the skeptical Senator
Warner, after he visited Liberia in early September 2003, that the United
States should intervene there. He concluded:

Unless the free world comes in and helps re-establish some form of
democracy and a government, it could quickly lapse into a haven
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for terrorism . . . . That terrorism could be transferred from here to
any place in the Western world, and indeed to the United States.162

B.  Maintaining International Credibility

Failing to lead in Liberia also would undermine the United States’ ability
to mobilize international cooperation on issues important to it. This interest
is no less vital for being indirect: international cooperation is widely recog-
nized as necessary to promote U.S. goals in areas such as security, trade, the
environment, and health. Cutting off terrorists’ funding requires regulation
in every one of the scores of countries integrated into the international
banking system, many of which proªt from dubious transactions. Trade ne-
gotiations involve hundreds of issues, many of which have uncertain dis-
tributional consequences that make it difªcult to strike deals based purely
on immediate mutual interest. Pollution ºows easily across borders and pre-
sents a classic free-rider problem, tempting every state to hold out on envi-
ronmental agreements rather than bear the costs of conservation. In the
SARS epidemic a new disease threatened the whole world, but a few coun-
tries bore the cost of containing it. On these and other issues, U.S. goals
often diverge from those of other countries, and it is too expensive to buy
them off. Accommodating other states’ preferences when it is easy can create
goodwill that translates into reciprocal ºexibility in other areas. In addition
to serving U.S. interests directly, leading in Liberia would generate such
goodwill.

The Bush Administration’s policies have convinced political leaders and
the general public in many countries that it has opted out of the interna-
tional community. They believe the Administration sees little value in in-
ternational cooperation and cares nothing for the needs and preferences of
other countries.163 The United States went to war in Iraq over widespread
international opposition. Its withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol on global
warming drew protests from Europe. It has fought the Comprehensive Test-
Ban Treaty, a stronger Chemical and Biological Weapons Convention, and,
most vigorously, the International Criminal Court.164 A survey of European
public opinion in early 2002, long before debate on war in Iraq began,
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found that “85% of Germans, 80% of French, 73% of British and 68% of
Italian respondents say the U.S. is acting mainly on its own interests in the
ªght against terrorism, while very few feel the U.S. is taking into account
the interests of its allies.”165 Bush Administration ofªcials’ tone also has been
criticized for suggesting disdain for other countries.166 Clyde Prestowitz, for-
merly a senior ofªcial in the Reagan Commerce Department, decries these
unilateral moves, calling the refusal to sign the Kyoto Protocol a “metaphor
for American proºigacy, unconcern, and arrogance.”167 Michael Ignatieff, direc-
tor of the Carr Center for Public Policy at Harvard, has commented, “In a
war on terror, an isolated America whose military power awakens even the
resistance of its friends may prove a vulnerable giant.”168

United States policymakers should heed the view held around the world
that the United States has a responsibility to lead international efforts in
Liberia. Failure to respond will strengthen the perception that the United
States refuses to do its share of the global community’s work, and will re-
duce other countries’ willingness to cooperate on other issues. The Washing-
ton Post editorialized,

The United States, and the Bush Administration in particular, is in
sore need of the international goodwill that could be won from a
modest but energetic response to Liberia . . . . [P]eople around the
world[ ]are questioning whether the United States is still willing
to use its strength for international causes outside its own narrowly
deªned self-defense.169

The governments of the United Kingdom and France,170 U.N. Secretary-
General Koª Annan,171 the editorial pages of The New York Times172 and The
Economist,173 and the Assistant Secretaries of State for African Affairs under
Presidents Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and Clinton174 all made clear that
they considered sending troops a U.S. responsibility.
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Liberia is widely seen as the United States’ turn to pitch in on the inter-
national effect to end the West African war. The United Kingdom and
France are leading the international interventions in their former colonies,
Sierra Leone and Côte d’Ivoire. The United States maintained close ties with
Liberia during the Cold War, as well as in the nineteenth century. “[I]f
Washington wants other countries to help in sharing security burdens that
fall on its shoulders in the future, it is essential that it play a lead role in
Liberia today,” Crocker wrote.175 Rice, a Democrat, spoke more sharply:
“The British have played the major role in Sierra Leone, as have the French
in Côte d’Ivoire, and the Australians in East Timor . . . . So far we have just
opted out, [rather than] show[ing] some concept of leadership and therefore
some concept of burden-sharing in Africa.”176 The most authoritative state-
ment, though, came from the U.S. government itself, through Assistant Sec-
retary Kansteiner:

U.S. follow-through on Liberia will affect our relations with Nige-
ria and the other 14 countries of ECOWAS. Liberia’s stability is
important not only for our relations with our African partners . . .
but also for our relations with Europe. Speciªcally, the United
Kingdom and France, which have invested signiªcantly in stabi-
lizing Sierra Leone and Côte d’Ivoire, have publicly called on the
U.S. to take the lead in resolving the Liberia crisis. Indeed, had the
United States walked away from the country it created, many in
the world would have doubted the depth of our commitment to
Africa.177

The problem, though, was that the United States had walked away. It deployed
a handful of troops for a few weeks and then withdrew completely two days
before Kansteiner spoke.

The contrast with Iraq could hardly be sharper. In Iraq, the Bush Admini-
stration has jealously guarded political and military control over both war
and reconstruction. Of Liberia, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz
said in July, “it’s necessary . . . for the U.N. to begin a political process” for
national reconstruction.178 The Administration has so far resisted even the
modest involvement others have urged. In Iraq it has pursued an enormous
invasion and occupation against the weight of international opinion, costing
hundreds of American lives and over $100 billion based on only ºimsy evi-
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dence of a threat to the United States.179 If it fails to respond to pleas from
all local factions in Liberia and around the world to contribute to a multina-
tional effort to stabilize and reconstruct an entire region, alongside two ma-
jor allies, at almost no risk to U.S. soldiers, and for less than $2 billion over
ten years, it will solidify its reputation abroad as a selªsh unilateralist un-
willing to do its part as a global citizen. Whether justiªed or not, this repu-
tation will hinder the United States’ pursuit of its interests in areas where
cooperation is a necessity, not a luxury.

C.  Humanitarian Goals and Historical Responsibility

More idealistic considerations also support U.S. leadership in Liberia.
Without the United States, UNMIL may well fail to consolidate the peace
and Liberians will be unable to be able to reconstruct their shattered state
institutions and economy. Liberians and their neighbors have suffered terri-
bly during fourteen years of war. Both Liberia and Sierra Leone are develop-
mental disasters, with per capita income under $150, infant mortality over
15%, and life expectancy under forty-two years.180 By leading, and making
effective, the international intervention in Liberia, the United States could
complement French and British-led efforts in Côte d’Ivoire and Sierra Leone
and enable reconstruction and development across the region. Doing so
would alleviate tremendous misery.181

The United States arguably bears some responsibility for Liberia’s, and
therefore the region’s, disintegration.182 Its unquestioning support kept dic-
tator Samuel Doe in power while he murdered and tortured political oppo-
nents, embezzled millions, and created deep ethnic divisions that fed the
war in the 1990s. Historian Stephen Ellis argues that by sanctioning Doe’s
theft of an election in 1985 the United States “sent a message that there was
no point in moderate opposition,” and that only rebellion could oust him.183

United States support for Doe and complacency toward his corrupt predeces-
sors, William Tubman and William Tolbert, arguably give the United States
a moral responsibility to provide a tiny proportion of its military and
ªnancial resources to help Liberia rebuild.
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D.  A Low-Cost Intervention

The United States has important interests at stake in Liberia: security
against the criminals and terrorists who ºourish in failed states, interna-
tional support that can translate into cooperation on important issues, and
humanitarian values and historical responsibility. As the Heritage Founda-
tion’s James Carafano points out, though, policymakers need to weigh the
costs of intervention as well as its beneªts.184

The low risk and cost to the United States of intervening in Liberia is a
key pillar of the argument for acting; as detailed below, this would not be
another Somalia. This Article, like the many analysts who have advanced
similar positions, does not call on the United States to overthrow an en-
trenched regime or occupy a hostile territory, as in Iraq; to enable a weak
force to win a war, as in Afghanistan; to provide all, or even a majority, of
international troops on the ground; or to devote billions of dollars in fund-
ing each year. U.S. leadership in Liberia would cost about $200 million per
year for the ªrst ªve years of reconstruction, and perhaps $100 million per
year thereafter—$1.5 billion over ten years—in addition to the cost of its mili-
tary force. The United States is spending $18.6 billion on reconstruction in
Iraq.185 It will spend roughly $480 billion on defense and homeland security
in 2004, and $5.4 trillion dollars from 2004 to 2013.186 It would cost less
than one-twentieth of one percent of that to reconstruct Liberia, and thereby
stabilize the rest of West Africa, eliminate a major resource for terrorists,
and advance national security.

The United States would have little trouble sparing the military resources
Liberia needs. Opponents of U.S. involvement in Liberia argue that the U.S.
military is too “overstretched” by existing commitments to undertake a new
mission in Liberia.187 Examining the actual numbers deºates this claim. No
one has called for sending more than 2,000 troops to Liberia. The Admini-
stration was able to divert 4,500 Marines on short notice to sit off the Libe-
rian coast in the summer of 2003. The skeptics’ own numbers demonstrate
how little impact a Liberia mission would have on the U.S. military. By their
count, the United States has 248,000 currently deployed in actual or poten-
tial conºict zones.188 Furthermore, “[e]ach of these operations requires
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committing three times the number of troops actually deployed because of
rotation requirements. . . . All this is out of a standing military force of 1.4
million.”189 The math defeats their argument, though: three times 248,000
soldiers yields 744,000 committed, just over half the active-duty force. Even
if these ªgures do not include tens of thousands of other soldiers involved in
other critical missions, it strains credibility to claim that the United States
could not spare 1500 to 2000 soldiers (4500 to 6000 if the critics’ rotation
multiplier is correct) out of the remaining 656,000 to help stabilize a failed
state that many analysts consider a potential haven for terrorists.190 As for-
mer Assistant Secretary of State Crocker wrote in July 2003, “If [U.S. forces]
are too stretched to spare the few thousand marines President Bush has al-
ready put on ships headed to West Africa, then the time has come for a ma-
jor reassessment of America’s readiness for global leadership.”191

American soldiers are unlikely to suffer more than minor casualties in Li-
beria. Some African Americans have asked why U.S. soldiers, disproportion-
ately people of color, should risk their lives in Liberia.192 “Will Liberia be
another Somalia?” one commentator asked in July.193 The answers to these
important questions are simple: “the risk is low” and “no.” A Black Hawk
Down scenario, with U.S. soldiers killed and dragged through the streets by
cheering crowds, as in Somalia, is far-fetched.194 The Economist titled its edi-
torial in favor of U.S. intervention, “Why Liberia is not Somalia.”195 In con-
trast to Somalis, it pointed out, Liberians “are possibly the most pro-American
people on the planet, and are begging the Americans to come and restore
calm to their shattered nation.”196 Two Republican former Assistant Secre-
taries of State for African Affairs similarly have dismissed the comparison.
“Only the United States can send peacekeepers to Liberia and conªdently
expect Liberians to welcome them peacefully. The chances of Liberia be-
coming another Somalia or Iraq in terms of dangers to U.S. forces are virtu-
ally nil,” wrote Herman Cohen in a paper for a July 2003 forum on inter-
vention.197 Crocker calls the Somalia analogy to Liberia “simply a red her-
ring” and suggests, “[f]or a better comparison, consider what happened in
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neighboring Sierra Leone in 2000.”198 The British army lost just one soldier
in ending the war there.199

The U.S. military role in Liberia would parallel the United Kingdom’s in
Sierra Leone. Its most important purpose would be symbolic: to intimidate
ªghters into choosing disarmament over renewed combat. United States
troops would see little or no combat, intervening only if UNMIL was over-
whelmed. Their opponents would be ragtag ªghters motivated not by ideol-
ogy but by a desire for pillage that would melt quickly into fear of death in
the face of American helicopter gunships. UNMIL would undertake most
day-to-day patrolling, and U.S. forces would withdraw as peace solidiªed.
American soldiers would face little risk as they brought peace to West Af-
rica.

IV.  Conclusion

In Iraq, the Bush Administration predicted that U.S. troops would be
welcomed as liberators. Since Saddam Hussein’s fall, angry Iraqis have killed
an American soldier a day, on average. Liberians greeted the few Marines
who went ashore as heroes. “Thank Allah for America,” said one Monrovian
as they arrived.200 More West Africans, and people elsewhere, would share
his feeling if the United States had stayed, saving lives, helping a country
and region rebuild, and advancing its own interests in combating terrorism
and maintaining global inºuence.

We still can help, by sending a small force and leading the reconstruction
effort with ªnancial support and political attention. By doing so, we would
save lives, bolster our own security against terrorism, and enhance our inter-
national standing as a global citizen, all at little cost. Without U.S. leader-
ship, the chances of Liberia’s peace holding and the reconstruction proceed-
ing to completion are slim. With it, many countries are ready to help, and
we can end the West African war for good.
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