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Sierra Leone Special Court's Narrow Focus
Well-Funded but Selective War Crimes Probe Draws Resentment of Impoverished Victims
By Craig Timberg
Washington Post Foreign Service
FREETOWN, Sierra Leone -- Behind concrete barriers topped with coils of razor wire sits an experiment
in international justice, the Special Court for Sierra Leone. Built to accommodate a public accounting of
atrocities committed during the latter years of the West African nation's civil war, the well-appointed
courtrooms and walls of bulletproof glass form an unlikely landmark in this battered seaside capital.
The six-year-old U.N.-backed project also stands out in a country that, like many African nations that
have endured intense civil strife, has a frail national justice system. It has already led to the indictment of
13 alleged war criminals, of whom five have been convicted, at a cost of more than $150 million. But not
everyone in this poverty-stricken country is convinced that the money has been well spent.
Across Africa, the long arm of international justice is attempting to end a tradition of impunity and to
advance the process of reconciliation. But in some cases, such as Uganda, it has complicated homegrown
efforts to achieve peace accords, which often rely on a measure of amnesty for those accused of atrocities
in civil wars.
Here in Sierra Leone, resentment has arisen over the millions of dollars in donor money spent on the
international court. Some Sierra Leoneans say those funds could be better spent on education, health care
and other pressing daily needs, or to develop a functioning national justice system that would last beyond
the court's scheduled closure in 2010.
Marianna Kallon, whose right leg was amputated above the knee after she was shot during the war, and
others here are also frustrated by the court's failure to punish the foot soldiers who carried out the specific
crimes against them.
"I hear about it, but I don't care about it," said Kallon, 25, a mother of three who hobbles to the
fortresslike judicial complex each day to beg for spare change.
The government of Sierra Leone and the United Nations jointly formed the Special Court in 2002, in the
waning days of an 11-year civil war whose signature atrocity -- the mass amputation of the hands of
civilians -- became an international symbol of the torment caused by West Africa's many conflicts.
The war ended at a time when momentum was building to bring international standards of justice to the
prosecution of war crimes worldwide. The International Criminal Court in The Hague was also
established in 2002 following models set in the 1990s by international tribunals for war crimes committed
in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia.
But elsewhere in Africa, the push for international tribunals has complicated the resolution of essentially
national disputes.
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This month, Ugandan President Yoweri Museveni called on the International Criminal Court to withdraw
indictments against Joseph Kony and other leaders of the Lord's Resistance Army so that traditional
Ugandan courts, which emphasize compensation rather than retribution, can handle the cases. Kony has
said he will sign a final peace agreement with Museveni's government only if the international court
suspends its warrants.
The Special Court for Sierra Leone is a hybrid of the national and international justice systems, but some
Sierra Leoneans complain that the balance of power has gradually shifted toward the foreigners who are
the court's most visible officials.
Funded mostly by international donations, the court is targeting not those who actually cut off people's
hands, but those who bore, in the language of the court, "greatest responsibility."
The court has largely fulfilled its mandate to create a forum capable of trying political leaders. Former
Liberian president Charles Taylor, the man most widely blamed for the civil war in neighboring Sierra
Leone, is behind bars, indicted by the court. (He and his trial, however, were moved to The Hague for
security reasons.) Twelve other people -- a who's who of the conflict's leaders -- were indicted.
But some Sierra Leoneans say there have been missed opportunities to bolster the nation's own troubled
national court system or to deliver a brand of justice that would make the war's victims feel their suffering
had been avenged.
"They're psychologically detached from it, despite the geographical proximity" of the court, said Ansu B.
Lansana, secretary general of one of Sierra Leone's political parties and a former attorney for two of the
convicted defendants. "People really hardly talk about it."
The court's indictment of Taylor was crucial in forcing him from power in August 2003, bringing a longawaited peace to neighboring Liberia, many analysts in the region say. Taylor's arrival in Freetown aboard
a U.N. helicopter in March 2006, after a period of exile in Nigeria, is remembered as the emotional high
point for the Special Court. Thousands of Sierra Leoneans lined the streets, even climbing onto rooftops to
watch.
During its six years of operation, only a tiny percentage of Sierra Leoneans have ever visited the court,
which is surrounded by walls and a series of heavily guarded gates. Those who do venture in find a place
that looks and feels like a U.N. facility anywhere in the world, complete with gun-toting, blue-capped
soldiers and a cafeteria menu dominated by pizza and hamburgers.
"The ownership is not there," said John Caulker, executive director of Forum of Conscience, who travels
widely in Sierra Leone to speak with war victims. "There's no way you can call that a court for Sierra
Leoneans when most Sierra Leoneans can't even access the court."
The type of justice practiced there, behind floor-to-ceiling bulletproof glass that makes the courtrooms
appear like enormous aquariums, has also left many Sierra Leoneans puzzled.
Leaders of the Civil Defense Forces, regarded by many in Freetown as valiant defenders of their city
against vicious rebels, have seen their misdeeds prosecuted with as much zeal as those of the attackers.
And even the worst crimes cannot result in the death penalty, which is generally popular among Sierra
Leoneans.
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The most common complaint here about the court is the cost. More than $150 million has been spent on
prosecutions. By the time the court finishes its work in 2010, the total cost is projected to reach $212
million -- a massive sum for a country that the United Nations ranks as the least developed in the world.
"The money they have spent for the courts is [worth] nothing," said Kallon, as her two older children,
Christiana Johnson, 7, and Michael Johnson, 3, lingered nearby. "My foot is gone, and it's not coming
back." It would have been better to use the money, she said, "to educate my kids."
Court officials say they have aggressively reached out to Sierra Leoneans through community meetings,
radio broadcasts and information booklets that declare "No Peace Without Justice."
Lead prosecutor Stephen Rapp, an American, said Sierra Leoneans who want lower-ranked perpetrators
brought to justice should urge their members of parliament to encourage the national court system to act.
Within Sierra Leone, however, there is little sign of the political will to try a broader group of war
criminals.
Mamusu Thoronka, 41, a trader and mother of six, still vividly recalls how a small band of rebels
retreating from Freetown in 1999 pressed her left arm to the floor and hacked off her hand with a machete.
A second whack on her right wrist severely damaged but failed to fully detach her other hand, which was
reattached by a surgeon several days later.
"The Special Court is there to ensure that what has happened will not happen again," said Thoronka, who
has been selected as a possible witness in the Taylor trial. But like other victims, she has little faith that
those who cut off her hand will ever face justice. Her far more urgent concern is figuring out how to feed
her family, now that she has only two functioning fingers on a single hand. Washing clothes, preparing
food, even dressing herself is a struggle.
Some Sierra Leoneans say that the vast majority of war crimes could have been prosecuted in the courts
here with more international help, including bringing judges from other countries with legal systems
derived, like Sierra Leone's, from British common law.
"In the outside world, you can think of Charles Taylor as the link," said Jabati Mambu, 24, secretary of
the Amputee Association of Sierra Leone. "But here there are actual perpetrators. The actual people need
to be punished."
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Diamond Intelligence Briefs
Tuesday, 25 March 2008
http://www.diamondintelligence.com/magazine/magazine.asp?id=6212
Witnesses in Charles Taylor’s Trial Receive Death Threats
As the war crimes trial of former Liberian President Charles Taylor in underway is The Hague, witnesses
testifying against him are said to be receiving death threats, which are frightening them from speaking out
in open court. Three such witnesses, who were close to Taylor’s regime and who will play a major role in
linking him to atrocities in Sierra Leone, are said to have received threatening phone calls and letters,
reports Reuters. The news source cites Chief Prosecutor Stephen Rapp as saying that the threats are
presumably coming from Taylor loyalists.
Additional witnesses in Liberia and Sierra Leone have also been reporting cases of intimidation despite
protection schemes, prosecutors say. As such, a number of them will seek to give evidence privately and
anonymously instead of appearing in open court.
Prosecutors began their case in January after court proceedings were stalled in June 2007; they expect to
finish in eight months. To date, 72 witnesses have been called and written evidence has been presented
from an additional 70 victims, says Reuters. The trial, taking place in the United Nations-backed Special
Court for Sierra Leone, is the first of its kind – where a former African leader is appearing before an
international tribunal. The court is only trying people deemed most responsible. Reuters reports that
prosecutors have had to assure some of those giving evidence that they will not be charged.
Taylor is being charged with 11 counts of committing atrocities against the people of Sierra Leone during
the country’s civil war from 1991-2002 in a quest to gain control of the country’s mineral wealth,
particularly its diamonds. He claims he is innocent of all charges.
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UNMIL Public Information Office Complete Media Summaries
25 March 2008
[The media summaries and press clips do not necessarily represent the views of UNMIL.]

Newspaper Summary

Liberian Refugees Suspend Protest over Repatriation
(The News, The Informer, Heritage, New Democrat, Daily Observer, The Parrot, The Analyst)

•
•

Hundreds of Liberian women living in Ghana have suspended a five-week sit-in protest over
repatriation benefits. The women ended their demonstration at Buduburam refugee camp in
the Central Region of Ghana following the intervention of the Liberian government.
The protest was directed against a UN plan to reintegrate them in the Ghanaian society.
Sixteen Liberian refugees were repatriated to Monrovia at the weekend. The Informer
newspaper says the Liberian Government is seeking a diplomatic resolution to the refugee
crisis in Ghana.

Media Groups Urge President Sirleaf to Testify Before TRC
(The News, The Analyst)

•

The Analyst and The News newspapers continue to carry articles encouraging President Ellen
Johnson Sirleaf to honour her pledge to testify at the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
(TRC) whenever she is requested to do so. President Sirleaf at the launch of the TRC public
hearing last January pledged to face the TRC when she is asked to do so, but quite recently,
the President told the nation that she would rather provide her experiences in a book form.
The Analyst perceived that the President’s failure to testify would undermine the TRC process
and justify the campaign for a war crimes court in Liberia.

U.S. Marines, Sailors Administer Animal Vaccine in Monrovia
(The Informer, New Democrat)

•

The Africa Partnership Station, a joint US military and NGO project has begun administering
vaccine to animals in the Monrovia area. The head of the team, Dr. Brian Smith told reporters
the animals are being given vaccines for rabies and de-worming medication. The vaccine and
medication can keep a dog well for up to one year.
• Dr. Smith disclosed that the outreach is targeting up to one hundred fifty animals above
twelve weeks old. Our reporter who visited the site saw several persons with dogs and cats
lined up for the vaccines. Another group of thirty volunteers from the Africa Partnership
Station is offering community service at the D. Tweh High School. The team is painting a
portion of the building that contains ten classrooms.
• The Africa Partnership Station is also involved in maritime safety and security training,
martial arts training and rescue operations. Meanwhile, the New Democrat reports that U.S.
Marines and Sailors on board the USS Fort McHenry have completed the first phase of their
maneuvers off the coast of the country.
Two Special Security Officers Undergo Probe for Being in Possession of Narcotics
(Daily Observer, The Informer, Heritage, The Inquirer, The Analyst)

•

The media reports that two officers of the Special Security Service (SSS) have been arrested
with a huge quantity of marijuana. The officers identified as Robert Carmo and Paul Krah
were nabbed on Sunday at the Iron Gate checkpoint in Gbarnga City, Bong County while en
route to Monrovia with 7 bags of marijuana which street value has been put at 715 kilogram.
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•

Speaking to reporters, the Director of the Special Security Service (SSS), Victor Helb said the
two officers have been turned over to authorities of the service for internal investigation.
He said dismissal awaits the officers if found guilty and that they would subsequently be
turned over to appropriate agency of government for prosecution. He dismissed media
reports that the men were forcibly taken from police custody in Gbarnga saying they were
brought under special arrangement and that they would return for prosecution following
investigation.

Star Radio (News culled today from website at 8:35 am)

Margibi County Demands US$5M Royalty from Firestone
• Eminent persons and opinion leaders of Margibi County have opposed the ratification of the
new firestone agreement unless the company restitutes US$5 million dollars as royalty.
•
The citizens told the House committees reviewing the Firestone agreement the company has
since 1926 occupied a large portion of the land without any benefit to the county.
•
However, Agriculture Minister Chris Toe pleaded with the House of Representatives to ratify
the new firestone agreement which he said considers the interest of Liberia.
USAID Donates US$56,000 Workshop Vehicle to Public Works
• The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) has turned over a Toyota
Land Cruiser Mobile workshop vehicle to the Ministry of Public Works.
• The Acting Mission Director of USAID, Lucretia Taylor puts the cost of the vehicle at
US$56,000 and said the delivery is part of a larger package of equipment support provided to
the Ministry of Public Works.
•
Public Works Minister, Lusene Donzo described the donation as worthy and timely.
Stakeholders Brainstorm over new Investment Act
• The second round of public consultations on the Amendment of the Investment Incentives Act
of 1973 took place on Tuesday on the main campus of University of Liberia.
• The consultations are aimed at presenting the merits of the Amended Act, which aims at
ensuring an equitable business environment while empowering Liberian businesses. The
consultations are also being held to solicit constructive suggestions for improving the Act for
resubmission to the Legislature.
• President Sirleaf recently withdrew the Act in order to hold more public consultations with a
series of stakeholders including members of the business community, private sector and
academic institutions.
****

