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Chapter Eleven. Complicating Factors

EXTERNAL ACTORS

The Liberian war was complicated by regional politics, personal connections, and insecurity. Former
U.S. Assistant Secretary for African Affairs Herman Cohen (1989-1993) testified, “We knew that
these guerilla fighters had been trained in Libya and that their arms had come from Burkina Faso, and
they were getting full support from Cote d’Ivoire.”! For example, in the first civil war, Taylot’s forces
secured experts from Libya and Burkina Faso to embed land mines in Liberia.” Cote d’Ivoire served as
a transit way for equipment and personnel sent from Burkina Faso and Libya.” Qadhafi loaned Taylor
planes for use by the arms dealers with whom Taylor dealt.*
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Libya

While the full extent of Libya’s involvement in the Liberian conflict may never be known, non-
governmental organizations and scholars have documented Libya’s role in facilitating the Liberian
civil war, particularly through the actions of Colonel Muammar al Qadhafi.” A portion of the resources
and training that fueled the war is believed to have been supplied by Libya.®

When Doe took power in 1980, Libya was the first to recognize the new regime and readily acted to
foster diplomacy between the two states.” In addition to establishing diplomatic ties with the Doe
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regime, Libyans had also established a business presence in Liberia during the 1980s, owning the Pan-
African Plaza office block and Monrovia’s bottling plant.® But the relationship cooled as Doe accepted
U.S. support — including a purported ten million dollars in cash on condition that Doe would cancel
his scheduled visit to Libya.” Liberia’s diplomatic overtutres toward Israel further abated relations
between Liberia and Libya, leading to the expulsion of Libyan diplomats and Libya’s severance of
ties to Liberia."” In 1985, however, as his relationship with the United States soured, Doe re-initiated
dialogue with Libya and paid the country a visit in 1988."

Even with reestablished ties
and warmer relations with the
Doe government in the mid-
to late-1980s, Qadhafi pursued
other avenues of influence in
Liberia and supported Liberian
dissidents. > Moses Blah, who
served as Charles Taylor’s Vice
President, testified that Qadhafi’s
Libyan government ran training
camps, which taught fighters
how to use AK-47 assault rifles
and surface-to-air-missiles.” In
response to Doe’s deepening
relationship with the United
States, Qadhafi directed Libyan
agents to begin recruiting, arming, and funding Liberian dissidents throughout the region, including
Sierra Leone, Burkina Faso, Guinea, and Ghana." It has been reported that “several hundred Liberians
were training in Libya in at least three different terrorist camps.”'® Perhaps the most important figure
to be trained in Libya was Charles Taylor himself. Taylor was reportedly trained in one of Libya’s
camps at Mathaba in 1985." Following Taylot’s release from a Ghanaian jail,"” he began traveling
between a new home in the capital of Burkina Faso, paid for by Libyan funds, and Tripoli."®

The al-Mathabh al-Thauriya al-Alamiya (“World Revolutionary Headquarters”) was an operation set
up by the Libyan secret service to provide training on counterinsurgency warfare.” Thus, when the
Libyan government chose to support the National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL), Taylor found
himself suddenly with access to a foreign government with the finances to support a large-scale
insurgency.”’ Taylor was reportedly personally encouraged by Qadhafi to recruit fighters in preparation
for the December 1989 assault against Doe.? Libya furnished Taylor with a cache of weaponry and
millions of dollars to support his insurgency.”

The relationship between Qadhafi and Taylor apparently continued up to and throughout Taylor’s
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presidency. After his inauguration, President Taylor made several trips to Libya for talks with Qadhafi.
Even in the closing days of his presidency, Taylor received support from Libya, reportedly flying to
Libya to obtain weaponry in 2003.% Just before Taylor stepped down in 2003, Nigerian peacekeepers
controlling the airport confiscated a shipment of weapons rumored to be from Libya.**

Burkina Faso

Burkina Faso played a supporting role to Taylor and the NPFL, and the president of Burkina Faso,
Blaise Compaore, was a significant figure in the events leading up to Taylot’s rebellion.” It is likely
that at least part of the motivation for Burkinabe support for Taylor was personal. Accounts suggest
that Compaore ordered former Burkinabe President Thomas Sankara’s assassination®® and that
Taylor, who arrived in Burkina Faso at approximately the time of President Sankara’s assassination
in October 1987, was involved in the murder.”” Compaore was also married to Ivorian President
Houphouet-Boigny’s daughter, the widow of Adolphus Tolbert. Given the strong relationship between
Compaore and Houphouet-Boigny and their shared hostility toward Doe,* a perception exists that
Houphouet-Boigny persuaded Compaore to support Taylor’s efforts to overthrow Doe as revenge for
Tolbert’s murder.”” Compaore continued his support for Taylor despite international pressure and the
humanitarian disaster that ensued in Liberia: “He kept going because he had an investment in Charles
Taylor, and he wanted absolutely for Charles Taylor to win, and he did not trust the West African
forces because he opposed the operation.””

Perhaps one of Compaore’s most significant acts was his introduction of Taylor to the Libyan leader
Colonel Muammar Qadhafi.” It was Compaore who convinced Qadhafi that Taylor possessed the
military and diplomatic skills necessary to overthrow the Doe government.”” Also, Burkina Faso
helped facilitate arms transfers to Taylor by serving as a transfer site for weapons en route to Libetia.”
Despite assurances to the United States in 1991 that he would stop supplying arms to Taylor, Compaore
continued his support for Taylor.* Burkinabe banks also harbored diverted funds for Taylor, who had
at least two Butkinabe bank accounts under the name of Jean Pierre Somé.”

Burkina Faso served as recruiting grounds for the NPFL’s ranks as well. A generation of young
Burkinabe men were alienated during the country’s economic crisis in the mid-1980s, and it was
largely these disaffected youth who traveled to the NPFL training camps in Libya and Burkina
Faso.’® In fact, Taylor’s 1989 invasion involved not only Liberian combatants, but also Burkinabe
soldiers.”” Statement givers corroborated the view that Burkina Faso’s support enabled Taylor to train
his soldiers.™

Cote d’Ivoire

The backing of Cote d’Ivoire was politically, personally, geographically, and financially important to

267



Taylor. Cote d’Ivoire’s combination of geographical convenience and unstable government provided
Taylor the platform he needed to eventually gain power in Liberia. The president of Cote d’Ivoire,
Felix Houphouet-Boigny, was one of the principal regional supporters of Taylor.”

Coéte d’Ivoire was geographically strategic for Taylor to establish his base, given that its “corridor...
provided convenient, regular passage for truckloads of arms, ammunitions destined for Taylot’s rebel
0 Its border with Liberia allowed the NPFL to recruit fighters along the Ivorian frontier in
preparation for its attack on Liberia."!

forces.

Coéte d’Ivoire’s political leverage was also a significant factor in Taylor’s war efforts. At the time of
Taylot’s campaign, Cote d’Ivoire was France’s most prominent ally in West Africa.*” Arguably, this
international recognition, along with Cote d’Ivoire’s political connections and diplomatic facilities,”
was one of the most important benefits to Taylor. One possible factor affecting the onset and duration
of Liberia’s war was the French influence in the region.** France’s wariness of Nigeria’s rise as a
regional power led to chilly relations between the two states.* As a result, France had discouraged its
former colonies, such as Burkina Faso and Cote d’Ivoire, from engaging in any peace agreements that
would have raised Nigerian influence in the region.*®

The Ivorian government also provided Taylor and his rebels with other material goods and services,
including cantonment (quartering of troops),” “military intelligence, transportation facilities, safe
haven for retreating rebels, and medical assistance for wounded rebels.”® It also played a role in
Liberia’s diamond and arms trade. Cote d’Ivoire facilitated the smuggling of diamonds from Liberia,*
as well as weapons shipments.” Also, Taylot’s financial backers used Abidjan as a venue to convene
and to cut their deals on arms, communication resources, and training.”’ Further, Cote d’Ivoire
provided protection to Taylot’s relatives who resided there.*

After Houphouet-Boigny’s deathin 1993, Taylor maintained close relationships with both his successors,
Henri Konan Bedie and Robert Guei, which enabled him to continue the arms transfers and other
activities.” When Guei was ousted from the presidency after the 2000 elections, the alliance shifted
toward plotting a coup against Ivorian President Laurent Gbagbo.* Taylor opposed Gbagbo, who
had developed relationships with and recruited combatants from Liberians United for Reconciliation
and Democracy (LURD), and Taylor sought to destabilize Cote d’Ivoire.”® Also, Taylor purportedly
wanted to establish a base in Cote d’Ivoire should he need to leave Liberia; gain control over Ivorian
seaports that were vital to Liberia’s timber exports;* and establish an armed line of defense to stop
LURD and Movement for Democracy in Liberia (MODEL) incursions into Liberia.”” Thus, Taylor
supported two Ivorian rebel groups, the Popular Movement of the Ivorian Great West (MPIGO) and
the Movement for Justice and Peace (M]JP), which launched an offensive on Danané from Liberia on
November 28, 2002.>* While the Liberian government denied any involvement, Danané residents
reported that Liberian security, the Anti-Terrorist Unit (ATU), or former NPFL fighters constituted
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90 percent of the rebels.”
CoNrLICT RESOURCES

The Liberian civil wars were complicated by economic actors interested in Liberia’s natural resources.
In particular, economic factors and policies had a major impact by providing the funds and resources
to fuel the war. The rubber, timber, gold, and shipping industries served as the means for Taylor to
obtain resources and weapons. Many countries directly and indirectly funded the Liberian war, but
most of such financing went unrecorded.*’

Exploitation of Liberia’s econo-
mic landscape began as eatly as
Taylor’s control over Greater
Liberia. The significance of the
NPFL’s territorial control and
its impact on the war cannot be
overstated. During this time,
Taylor ran a relatively sophisti-
cated financial apparatus, the
revenue of which helped fi-
nance the war. Being a rebel
group rather than a recognized
government provided the NPFL
two advantages. First, it was
unencumbered by debt." Unlike
the Interim Government in
Monrovia, which had inherited
four billion dollars in debt, the NPFL enjoyed a clean financial slate.”* Second, the NPFLs offensive
had driven the civil service apparatus from the country, thus allowing the NPFL to start anew,
unencumbered by bureaucracy.”” Importantly, Taylor was also able to assume control over the port of
Buchanan,® thus ensuring his ability to engage in foreign commerce.® Taylor increased exports of
natural resources from Liberia through NPFL control of the Bong Mines, the Firestone Plantation
at Harbel, and the port of Buchanan. He also found other ways to garner revenue from Greater
Liberia. For example, the NPFL imposed a standing order that all marine commerce, including
food, should move through the port of Buchanan,* thus ensuring that no NPFL wealth would pass
through Monrovia, which was under the control of the Economic Community of West African States
Monitoring Group (ECOMOG). The NPFL, acting as a government, accepted bids for management
of the port, while a private company collected customs and duties on behalf of the NPFL.”” Even
equipment from the industries in Greater Liberia afforded revenue, as Taylor began his rule of Bong
Mines by selling off a good deal of the machinery.®®
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Endemic corruption during the civil war and Taylor’s administration helped drive this exploitation.
Following the launch of the war, Taylor accumulated millions of dollars within months.”” He was able to

exploit existing industries through activities such as levying fees for industry rights and appropriating
a portion of the profits,” selling off deserted equipment in NPFL territory,” and making demands for
equipment, foreign currency, electricity, fuel, and oil from timber and mining companies.”” The NPFL
took over rubber plantations at various stages of the two civil wars to obtain other commodities, and
corporations allegedly collaborated by paying rebels for protection and providing them with logistical
and other assistance.” Other rebel groups later emulated this tactic of taking over rubber plantations.
When MODEL took over the Liberian Agricultural Company plantation, Liberian Agricultural
Company staff offered the rebels money, vehicles, and electronics in an effort to keep the rebels from
devastating the plantation.”

In addition to controlling government coffers and engaging in private procurement activities, Taylor’s
exploitation of natural resources to fund wars is well documented. Often referred to as “conflict” or
“blood” resources, these natural resources provided the revenue, logistical means, or camouflage to
obtain weapons and to fund wars.”

Timber, iron ore, and gold are among the natural resources abundantly occurring in Liberia.®
Importantly, however, the origins of these resources that funded the conflict were not confined
to Liberia but were instead international in scope. For example, while Liberia has some naturally
occurring diamonds, these are few in number,” of low quality, and command a price of $25 to $50
per carat on the world market.”® Most diamonds exported from Liberia were mined elsewhere, most
prominently in neighboring Sierra Leone, but also in Russia and Angola, or they were smuggled
into Liberia to enter the international stream of commerce bearing the Liberian name.” It was a
complicated network involving multiple actors and countries in addition to Liberia and Sierra Leone.

Notwithstanding any argument from Taylor to the contrary,*” these diamonds represent significantly
more carats on the whole than Liberia-mined diamonds, and were of much higher quality, commanding
prices between $200 to $250 per carat. Some diamonds that bear the Liberian name never actually
passed through Liberia, but merely took advantage of the Liberian government’s involvement in the
illicit diamond trade and its unwillingness to combat the situation.®" Taylor’s desire to dominate trade
in the area was one reason behind the RUF invasion of Sierra Leone. In fact, RUF and NPFL soldiers
bragged they had attacked Sierra Leone to obtain and to sell loot.*> As with the origin of these sources,
the trade, shipments, destinations, and other related aspects were likewise international in scope and
involved many players and countries. Investigations have found that the illegal trade in Liberia’s

natural resources “fueled and prolonged the country’s civil war.”®

While the primary objective of trade in these resources was to obtain weaponry, the trade involved
other purposes beyond just their purchase. For example, Global Witness found that the timber industry
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was involved in the “financing and importing of weapons, in violation of UN sanctions,” specifically
“|paying] for weapons delivery;” expediting “sanctions-busting arms transfers to Liberia;” facilitating
arms shipments within Liberia and to Sierra Leone using roads commissioned for the timber industry;
organizing the “logistical aspects of many of the arms deals;” and enabling shipments, such as through
the use of a timber company owner’s private jet “to ship weapons from Niger and from Burkina Faso
to Liberia.””®

Liberia traded its timber for arms and funds to purchase arms.* An alleged key player in this trade
was Guus van Kouwenhoven, a Dutch arms dealer who headed the Oriental Timber Company as well
as the Royal Timber Company.* Throughout the two civil wars, the Oriental Timber Company held
the largest logging concessions in Liberia.*” Records reveal that the Oriental Timber Company was the
major source of Liberian timber imports for China during the war.*® China’s imports were triple those
of Liberia’s second biggest trading partner.”” Although China’s role may appear minor in comparison
with other nations, its offering of guns and money in exchange for timber helped sustain rebel groups
in Liberia, thus contributing to the continuation of the Liberian conflict.”’

These resources garnered significant revenue for Liberia both during the civil war and under the
Taylor administration. One scholar approximates the total value of “warlord trade” in Liberia from
1990 to 1994 at $100-150 million in diamonds; $121.6 million in timber; $81 million in rubber; and
$95 million in iron ore.” Following the 1997 elections, the trade was still highly lucrative, although
official figures are likely lower than actual as a result of corruption, tax-evasive practices, and the
trade’s underground nature. A 2001 U.N. report described the income generated by diamonds, rubber,
and timber. In 1999, Liberia officially exported 8,500 carats of diamonds,”” an amount estimated to
constitute only 10-15 percent of the actual exports.” Timber production was valued at $46.2 million
USD between January and June 2001, but estimates mark the actual value of exports to be 50 percent
to 200 percent higher.” The value of rubber totaled $33.3 million in 1999 and $53.2 million in 2000.”
While foreign companies generally exerted greater control over the rubber industry, the U.N. report
acknowledged it was unclear how the Liberian government spent the profits once received.”

Ultimately, the trade in conflict resources led to U.N. sanctions against diamond and timber exports.
On March 7, 2001, the U.N. Security Council adopted a resolution imposing sanctions on “the direct
or indirect import of all rough diamonds from Liberia, whether or not such diamonds originated
in Liberia.””” While it significantly reduced the flow of conflict diamonds out of Liberia, it failed to
address a major gap in the industry by not providing for an international monitoring system.” The
Kimberley Process Certification Scheme, a multilateral initiative to stem the flow of conflict diamonds,
did not enter into effect until 2003.”” U.N.-imposed sanctions against the export of Liberian timber
came into effect on July 7, 2003."" In October 2001, the United Nations contemplated sanctions on
Liberia’s rubber industry, but U.S. lobbying on behalf of Firestone and the potential economic impact
deterred the Security Council from taking further action."”!

271



A final complicating factor in the conflict resource trade was its end objective: the arms trade itself. Illicit
arms brokering involved the transfer of weapons without government authorization (z.e., black market
trade), but because most countries do not have laws regulating the act of brokering, most brokering is
considered to be in the grey market."”® The central orchestrator is the arms broker, or the middleman

involved in “negotiating, arran-
ging or otherwise facilitating
the transfers of weapons.”'”
Brokers generally connect sellers
and buyers, engage in weapons
acquisition, facilitate  deals,
carry out logistics, and ensure
the necessary documentation—
legitimate and otherwise—is
procured to allow transport of
weapons.'” Brokers can avoid
capture and prosecution by
performing their functions from
within the confines of a house
or hotel room in any country |
that does not legislate against

brokering.'”®  With extensive

networks of corrupt government contacts and transportation resources used for delivery, the brokers
can complete a sale of weapons from start to finish without ever meeting the sellers or purchasers
and without being in the same location as the weapons. In this way, the exploitation of international
criminal networks enables arms brokers to evade the scope of domestic jurisdictions.'” The arms
trade in Liberia has been shaped by a number of factors, including historical events, a multitude of
sources and networks, and a dearth of prosecutions.

First, the demise of the Soviet Union provided a lucrative opportunity and an established infrastructure
17 Small arms and military transport aircraft became widely available as they were
relatively unattended or not needed, thus ending up in the hands of profiteers willing to sell to the
highest bidder."”® Arms brokers thus acquired “fully operational systems of clandestine transport,
replete with money channels, people who understood how to use them, and, most important,
established shipping pipelines...”"" The logistical pipelines once used by the Soviet bloc countries
were transformed into tools for individual weapons brokers.""” These channels served specific
purposes in the illegal arms trade, from supplying once legitimate weapons stockpiles to the grey and
black markets, to providing government contacts willing to sell falsified end-user certificates'' that
provided the cover of legitimacy to an illicit arms shipment."'? These falsified documents facilitated
the brokers’ acquisition of arms from sanctioned dealers, as well as their sale to a diverse customer
base that spanned from governments to rebels.'?

for arms brokers.
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Second, the vast number of sources in the arms trade hinders effective control of the weapons trade
in Africa generally and Liberia specifically. Many of the weapons are left over from the Cold War
era, during which period large amounts of arms were sent to rebel movements; other states, seeking
to further the position of rebel groups and governments they support, continue to instigate such
traffic.'* Most weapons have likely traded hands many times over the course of several decades, either
through seizure or theft from owners, captured or killed soldiers, or the sale by individual soldiers
to competing groups.'” Liberia specifically has experienced a flow of weapons from governments
and armed rebel groups in surrounding countries that had a stake in arming one faction or another
for political purposes.'® For example, there is evidence of the transfer of Chinese arms to Liberia,
including “Chinese-made AK-47s, machine guns and rocket-propelled grenade launchers.”"” Another
significant but less discussed source of weapons in Liberia is unauthorized gunsmiths who had the
capacity to manufacture an estimated 200,000 small arms annually.® The 1996-97 disarmament
reveals the high numbers of weapons present during the first conflict. The disarmament, which lasted
from November 22, 1996, until February 9, 1997,'" resulted in the registration of approximately
10,000 weapons and some 1.24 million rounds of ammunition."’ Subsequent disarmament activities
resulted in the surrender of additional weapons.”?' Of an estimated 33,000 combatants, the program
demobilized 21,315, including 4,360 children and 250 women.'**

Third, international efforts to stem the illicit arms trade to Liberia proved largely ineffective.
U.N. Security Council Resolution 788 (1992) established an embargo on all weapons and military
equipment shipments to Liberia.'”” The sanctions were relatively successful in blocking participation
by the legitimate arms-selling market, such as the large U.S. and European weapons manufacturers.
Overall, however, the embargo proved to be less effective as the demand for weapons in Liberia
and surrounding nations increased while traditional supply channels were cut off. This economic
reality caused the grey and black markets to be flooded with weapons from various sources.”* From
1989 to 2003, a number of countries, including Bulgaria, Romania, Moldova, Slovakia, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Ukraine, Yugoslavia, Russia, Libya, and Nigeria, were involved along the chain of illicit
arms trade to Liberia.'” Furthermore, not one person has been successfully prosecuted for violating
the terms of the embargo.'*

Overall, few statements reference the role of economic actors in the conflict, and the majority of
those that do so are primarily in the context of seeking refuge.'”” One statement giver reflected on
foreign companies’ general disregard for Liberia’s development. He stated that foreign investors
in Liberia “keep all the desirable jobs for their own nationals, and give only menial work to the
Liberians.”'?® If given the opportunity, however, Liberians would quickly learn the technical aspects
of the investment activities.'” He concluded by faulting the Liberian government for being so anxious
to bring in foreign investment that it failed to impose conditions to bring about technology transfer
to Liberian nationals.””” Other statements referring to economic actors focused on their connection to
development rather than their role in the conflict. For example, one statement giver opined:
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Liberia was the largest producer of natural rubber in the world; yet the
profit from the country’s resources were being stolen instead of reinvested
in development, infrastructure and education...[W]ith a small population
of 5.1 or 5.2 million, Liberia’s vast natural resources should be more than
enough to support a small population and provide well for them. The way
multi-national companies treated Liberia made it into a sort of “American

colony.”"!
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