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LIBERIA Monrovia



LOCATION Liberia The Republic of Liberia is a West African country colonized, for lack of a better term, by the United States. In 1822, The American Colonization Society (ACS) began re-settling freed U.S. slaves in West Africa.1 Because the freed slaves didn’t necessarily originate from the resettlement areas, the ACS encountered conflict with the local indigenous tribes.2 It wasn’t until 1847 that the Americo-Liberians, the name given to the freed slaves and their descendents, were formally able to establish a republic in what is now known as Liberia.3 The resulting tension between the Americo-Liberians and the indigenous Liberians continues even today.



The World Fact Book – Liberia (June 20, 2014), https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-worldfactbook/geos/li.html. 1
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Interestingly, agriculture sparked the first major civil conflict in Liberia since the original occupation in 1822. In 1979, President William Tolbert’s minister of Agriculture, Florence Chenoweth, proposed to increase the price of rice, the primary food and crop in Liberia.4 Although she tried to rationalize the price increase as a benefit for local farmers, Chenoweth and Tolbert, both Americo-Liberians, were accused of increasing the price to benefit their own families’ rice farms at the expense of small, mostly indigenous rice consumers.5 This price increase resulted in both the infamous “Rice Riots” of 1979 and the military coup in 1980 that led to the assassination of President Tolbert and the majority of his administration. The price increase also led to the rule, for the first and only time, of an indigenous Liberian – Samuel Doe. While most historians do not consider the period of President Doe’s authoritarian rule to be part of the Liberian civil war, it is difficult to extricate the Rice Riots and Doe’s military coup from the sequence of events leading to Liberia’s 14-year civil war. In 1989, Charles Taylor, who was sentenced in 2012 to 50 years of imprisonment for war crimes by The Hague, launched his own coup against Samuel Doe.6 This officially began two successive civil wars that plagued Liberia until August 2003 and resulted in the deaths of an estimated 250,000 people.7 The international development community entered Liberia shortly thereafter and, in 2005, current President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, who was also the Minister of Finance under assassinated President Tolbert, was elected into office.8 Although President Sirleaf has received recognition from the West and was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, within Liberia, she faces criticism for corruption and nepotism, accusations that were similarly launched at President Tolbert immediately before the Rice Riots.9 For these reasons, Liberia is still a fractured and volatile country.



Monrovia Monrovia, named after U.S. President James Monroe, is the capitol of and largest city in Liberia. It is located on the coast of Liberia in Montserrado County and geographically sits on a peninsula, bordered by a series of rivers on one side, the “swamp side,” and the Pacific Ocean on the other, “water side.” It is the home of both the port of Liberia and Roberts International



http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/library/report/1985/liberia_1_riceriots.htm (last visited Dec. 8, 2014). 4
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The World Fact Book – Liberia (June 20, 2014), https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-worldfactbook/geos/li.html. 6
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Helene Cooper, Liberia’s Ebola Crisis Puts President in Harsh Light, The New York Times (Oct. 30, 2014), http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/31/world/africa/liberias-ebola-crisis-puts-president-in-harshlight.html?_r=0. 9
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Airport. Monrovia is also home to the University of Liberia and the Louis Arthur Grimes School of Law. Monrovia is home to members of Liberia’s sixteen indigenous groups.10 The U.N. Mission in Liberia, U.S. Embassy, and primary offices of most other NGOs are located in Monrovia. Additionally, there is a very large Lebanese community in Monrovia; many of whom were born in Liberia and stayed during the war. The Lebanese largely control the economy in Monrovia, including imports and other basic stores/restaurants. However, the income generated by the Lebanese primarily goes back to Lebanon and does not stay in Liberia.11 The city has been extremely and negatively impacted by the civil war, including destruction of the city’s infrastructure.12 In the early 1990s, the estimated population of Monrovia was approximately 600,000 people.13 However, the population declined during the civil war, as Monrovia was taken over by active, armed conflict.14 This fluctuation in migration and population also coincided with the decline of Liberia’s agricultural system and the displacement of farmers.15 Today, continued rural flight has led Monrovia’s population increasing to approximately 1.2 million people.16 In fact, more than 1/3 of Liberia’s population now lives in Monrovia.17 Monrovia’s pre-war infrastructure was designed to accommodate up to 450,000 people, not the over 1 million people that live there today.18 For this reason, approximately 70% of the population of Monrovia lives in informal settlements or “slums.”19



10



Unicef, et al, Comprehensive Food Security & Nutrition Survey (2007), at 11.
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Unicef, et al, at xi.



Joshua Daniel Palmer, Quiet Encroachment and Spatial Morphologies in Jallah Town, Monrovia, Liberia (December 2013) (unpublished thesis, on file with The University of Texas at Austin); Unicef, et al, at xi. 13
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Id. at 1.
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Palmer, at 34.
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Jallah Town Jallah Town is one such informal settlement, with a population of approximately 6,000 – 7,000 people. It is on the “swamp side” of Monrovia, sitting directly behind the University of Liberia at the bottom of a steep incline. There is a single, paved road that runs length-wise through Jallah Town. Other than this single road, there are no other roads into or out of Jallah Town, which makes it somewhat isolated. Residents say that, in the 1960s, the road ran along side the swamp, separating the houses built into the hillside from the water (see image below).20 However, as the population in Monrovia and Jallah Town grew, residents began infilling the swamp in order to create “land” for homes.21 This infill continues today. 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Palmer, at 1.
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FOOD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT Food Shed Due to the geographic location of Jallah Town and its distinct topographical boundaries, the Jallah Town food shed is relatively simple to identify.
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Agricultural Production Types On a national level, the primary food crops in Liberia are rice and cassava.22 Liberians do produce vegetable crops, such as hot peppers (see image of children selling peppers, below), but do not produce them at levels comparable to rice or cassava.23 However, most of this agricultural production occurs in the rural parts of Liberia.



 22



USAID Liberia, Strategic Review: Feed the Future (Jan. 21, 2010) at 14.
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Scales Residents of Monrovia rely heavily on imported food products.24 In 2006, only 8% of Monrovian households grew crops.25 Those crops were primarily cassava and vegetables.26 There is limited fishing activity in the swamp. During an urban survey of Jallah Town in the summer of 2013, no agricultural production was identified. 27Assuming that the rates of urban agriculture are the same in Jallah Town as they are in Monrovia in general, approximately 8% or 560 people would be producing food crops in Jallah Town. This number is most likely an extreme over-estimate.



Food Insecurity Rates Food security assessments of Liberia have been conducted and those assessments indicate that Monrovia is 7.8% food insecure and Montserrado County is >60% food insecure. A food security assessment of Monrovia was performed in July 2007 and found that 1 in 3 Monrovians was food insecure.28 Only 2% of Monrovians attribute their primary source of income from food crop production.29



Drivers The primary driver of food insecurity is the effect of a civil war, which didn’t end until 2003. The war destroyed the country’s infrastructure and agricultural sector. There is extreme income disparity between the Americo-Liberians and the tribal Liberians, with most Liberians living on less than $1.25 per day (53% of which is spent on food). One of the other significant drivers of food insecurity and the lack of urban agricultural production is the lack of land ownership.30 Fewer Monrovia households (33%) own the land they live on than those in rural areas (66%).31 19% of Monrovia households are classified as



24



Unicef, et al, at xii.
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Id.
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See Palmer.



28



Unicef, et al, at i.
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Id. at 20.
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Unicef, et al, at 25-26.
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Id. at 15.
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squatters.32 In Jallah Town, several residents of the hillside believe they have some kind of title to their homes/land.33 The swamp side residents are all squatters.34 Even when people believe they have a legal claim to the land, they may not actually have the legal claim. Unemployment is one of the main causes leading to food insecurity in urban areas.35 Monrovia and Jallah Town residents mostly access their food through markets, not agriculture.36 This means they are very dependent on a more traditional/regular employment model to provide stable income and purchase power.37



Food Access Points As mentioned above, there is only one road in/out of Jallah Town. There is also only one primary market (see photo below). While there are informal street vendors who wander around the neighborhood, most food must be brought in and most food is sold at the primary market. Statistically, most of the informal food vendors are women.38 According to the international aid workers I spoke with, agricultural inputs are also available in Monrovia. However, it appears as though there would be similar issues getting the inputs to Jallah Town for urban agriculture. Additionally, international NGOs focus exclusively on getting agricultural inputs from Monrovia to the rural areas, not to diverse areas within Monrovia. This indicates that the market/transportation channels are not yet structured to bring agricultural inputs into places like Jallah Town.
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Id.
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See Palmer.



34



Id.
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Id. at 17.
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Id. at 17 and 31.
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Id. at 17 and 46-47.
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Unicef, et al, at 17.
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Problems The primary problem with access to food is the reliance on imports. The large Lebanese population in Monrovia predominantly controls the import market. The Lebanese also own most of the main restaurants and grocery stores. When imports stop coming in, as they are now during the Ebola crisis, there aren’t alternative food sources for Monrovians.39



The second problem with access to food is the location. Jallah Town is wedged between a hill and a swamp with only one road in/out. The imported food products must be brought into the community. The Jallah Town market prices are also not necessarily competitive with the other markets in the city because it is the only market in the geographically restricted area.



Agricultural Land Unused The issue with land in Jallah Town isn’t whether it is used or unused, as people make use of almost all land, but rather whether the land is owned or squatted on. The consensus is that people are unlikely to use limited resources to invest in agriculture on land that they are squatting on and could be taken without notice, as has been done as recently as 2012.40 Mercy Corps, Report: Battling Ebola’s economic consequences (Nov. 11, 2014), available at http:// www.mercycorps.org/articles/liberia/report-battling-ebolas-economic-consequences? source=WSW01000&utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=social%2Bmedia&utm_content=article %2Bebola&utm_campaign=content. 39



Travis Lupick, Demolitions ravage Liberia Neighbourhoods, Aljazeera America (Aug. 2, 2012), available at http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2012/08/20128271954727559.html. 40
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Suitable As with the rest of greater Monrovia, Jallah Town does not provide great access to arable On the hillside of Jallah Town, there are green spaces, but the soil under the green growth is very rocky from the remains of crumbled, concrete homes.42 On the swamp side, the “land” has been man-made as residents used rock and sand to extend the buildable land into the swampland.43 Additionally, the swamp side land is contaminated from runoff from the hillside, trash disposal along the swamp’s edge, and public latrines built out over the swamp (see photos below). land.41
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Unicef, et al, at 26.
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See Palmer.
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Food Culture I would describe the food culture as a “one pot” culture. There are no restaurants, only one market, and even the fish caught in the area is done so in small quantities. “Food” is a few ingredients (rice, cassava, greens, palm nuts, or oil), with A LOT of red pepper sauce, cooked all together in one pot over a charcoal outside of each family’s shack/house.44 The largest food product purchased by people in Monrovia is rice.45 Other common products are fish, cassava, and oil/butter.46 It’s too hot to cook inside, so the ladies will squat and cook outside their homes. Nothing fancy – just enough to fill one, small pot. There is also a difference between the “food culture” of Jallah Town and the “agriculture culture.” According to the international aid workers I spoke with, young people are migrating from rural to city areas to get away from farming. Historically, the wealthy Americo-Liberians lived in the city, whereas the poorer tribal Liberians lived in the rural areas. While 73% of people in general move to city for jobs, there is also a perception particularly among the young people that farming is a rural, tribal, poor occupation.47 That said, the young Liberians are influenced by American culture, particularly by music. As more American celebrities get involved in food, it may become easier to convince young Liberians that food and agriculture are “cool.”48



44



Unicef, et al, at 15 and 30.
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Id. at 21.
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Id.
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Id. at 15.
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See e.g., https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TghIpBG5o3s.
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POWER Political Liberia’s government generally mirrors that of the United States. The government is divided into three primary branches – Executive, Legislative, and Judicial.49 The President, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, was elected into power in 2006 and is currently serving her second term.50 The Legislative branch is bicameral, with a 30 member Senate and a 73 member House.51 The Judicial branch includes a Supreme Court, which oversees all constitutional cases, and several subordinate courts.52 Unlike the US, however, Liberia has over ten political parties and receives continued political pressure from “demobilized former military officers.”53 Lastly, the President is rumored to wield political power over the Monrovia city operation.



Legal Liberia’s legal structure is technically a combination of the common law system found in the United States and a customary (tribal) law system.54 Formally, agriculture in Liberia is mainly governed by Title 3 of the Revised Code of Liberian Laws and enforced by the Ministry of Agriculture. Although significant development aid has been put toward strengthening Liberia’s judicial institutions, it appears as though there is still mistrust of the judiciary by the Liberian citizens.55 Additionally, the Revised Code of Liberian Laws is dated 1973, prior to the copyright placed on the Code. This lack of trust and lack of accessible law makes it difficult to accurately determine the legal framework around urban agriculture in Jallah Town.



Informal There are two types of informal power in Liberia – 1) international development aid and 2) internal community power structures. There are multiple donor organizations, donor



The World Fact Book – Liberia (June 20, 2014), available at https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/ the-world-factbook/geos/li.html. 49
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Id.
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Id.
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Id.
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Id.



The World Fact Book – Liberia (June 20, 2014), available at https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/ the-world-factbook/geos/li.html. 54



Deborah H. Isser, et al, Looking for Justice: Liberian Experiences with and Perceptions of Local Justice Options, United States Institute of Peace (2009). 55
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countries, and various other development companies/organizations operating in Liberia.56 There are often concessions made in exchange for donor aid, which can undercut local power to the benefit of the donor/development org. Additionally, not all development aid groups communicate with one another, which can lead and has led to disconnected development or conflicting projects/policies. The second type of informal power occurs within the Jallah Town settlement. The residents have naturally organized themselves into sub-communities with semi-designated leadership. Residents have also built a sort of “circle of trust” amongst themselves and at least one organization working within the settlement – the Slum Dwellers Association of Liberia (SLUMDAL).57 SLUMDAL is a local offshoot of Slum Dwellers International, but is almost completely unfunded and therefore un-powerful in Monvrovia.



56



See Palmer at 33.
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Id.



Anna Dey



The University of Arkansas School of Law



16 !



Urban Agriculture Law & Policy: Local Survey & Planning Project



Planning Tools



PLANNING TOOLS While there is no comprehensive plan, in the Western sense, for Jallah Town, a previous mapping project has identified areas where residents have naturally formed sub-communitites.58 These areas also correlate with areas where cooking happens.59 Instead of reinventing the wheel, so-to-speak, or trying to manipulate additional behavior patterns to superimpose a plan onto Jallah Town, it would make sense to work within the existing social and physical structure of the settlement.
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See Palmer.
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ZONING (LAND CONTROL) As stated previously, the civil war in Liberia had a severe negative impact on land title recording and ownership. Technically, Liberia has a dual land tenure system – formal (similar to what we have the U.S.) and customary (tribal).60 There are poor records management, a lack of reliable land information, legal disputes, unequal land access, and social conflicts.61 Anecdotally, when I lived in Monrovia, the brand new house across the street was burned down because it was built on land allegedly owned by someone else. Some of the residents have been granted what is known as “squatters rights.”62 There is a misconception that “squatters rights” actually gives the residents a legal right to the land. However, in reality, “squatters rights” only gives the residents the ability to stay on the land until the government wants it back.63 The government can take (and, in other communities, has taken) the land back with little or no notice.64 Generally, the taking back of the land is exercised by the Monrovia City Corporation (MCC) and has recently been carried out via bulldozer.65 Lastly, Liberia has a long history of land grabbing. The original land grab took place by the American Colonization Society (ACS) when it brought the freed American slaves to Liberia in the 1800s.66 In 1926, backed by the United States, The Firestone Rubber Company succeeded in “grabbing” 1 million acres of Liberian rubber-producing land as part of a 99 year lease or concession agreement between Firestone and the Government of Liberia.67 This forced mostly tribal Liberians off of their land. Similarly, in 2009, another land grab resulted in a 63 year lease or concession agreement between the Government of Liberia and a Malaysian palm oil company.68 This long history of land grabbing has created severe land insecurity throughout Liberia, including Jallah Town.
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Millennium Challenge Corporation, Liberia Land Rights Fact Sheet (May 26, 2010) at 1.
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Id.
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Unicef, et al, at 12.



63



See Palmer.
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Id.
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See Lupick.



John Anthony Allen and Neils Hahn, Handbook of Land and Water Grabs in Africa (Rutledge 2012) at 72. 66
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Id. at 74.
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Id. at 82.
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ENVIRONMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS The swamp water is unusable due to the use of toilets over the natural open water source (see latrine photo below). Additionally, there is contamination due to disposing of trash by dumping in the open water source (see above). Approximately one in four household heads report that they do not wash their hands before eating, which may indicate a problem with unclean hands harvesting the urban crops.69 There are two ways to address the soil quality on the swamp side of Jallah Town. First, soil could be brought in as an agricultural input. Soil throughout the rest of Liberia is good quality and this input would not have to be imported. Second, soil could be collected from the hillside of Jallah Town and transferred to the garden beds on the swamp side. This would be easier logistically and financially. However, it is unclear whether hillside residents, who generally believe they are more superior than swamp side residents, would be willing to give up some of their soil to the swamp side.



69



Unicef, et al, at 16.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS Land Tenure Reform The Millennium Challenge Corporation has proposed several reforms to land policy that, generally speaking, help to promote equal access to land and security in that land.70 The proposal includes strengthening the land administration and surveying, creating a stable deed registry system, building a land records management and storage system, and enacting corresponding legislation.71 Additionally, with regard to squatters and urban agriculture, there needs to be another larger scale reform to give these squatters actual legal rights to land, potentially under something similar to the farm leases we see in the U.S. – the government leases the land to the squatter in exchange for a flat fee or a percentage of the profit. Others have suggested a “communal” land rights system.72 However, in order to build Jallah Town residents’ trust to the point where they feel secure enough in their land rights to make the investment in urban agriculture, these land policy reforms need to be in place for some time. The negative land tenure and land grabbing history has existed at the very least since the beginning of the Liberian civil war, which means many young, would-be urban farmers have only ever known land insecurity.



Community Gardening As stated above, there are already identifiable community control/congregation areas in Jallah Town.73 Building off of the existing community structure and community movement patterns, support for urban agriculture in Jallah Town should be in the form of community gardens based on the Victory Garden or “kitchen garden” model.74 A kitchen garden is defined by the FAO as “a small plot from which vegetables and garnishes are taken each day to improve meals.”75 Not only does this build off of the physical community structure, it would also build off of the economic community structure. With employment instability, no single person can be economically responsible for the community



70



Millennium Challenge Corporation, Liberia Land Rights Fact Sheet (May 26, 2010) at 1.



71



Id. at 2.



Olivier De Schutter, The Green Rush: The Global Race for Farmland and the Rights of Land Users, 52 Harv. Int’l L.J. 503, 533 (Summer 2011). 72
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See also, Palmer.



See e.g., From plot to plate – a ‘kitchen garden’ story, Food & Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (Nov. 26, 2014), available at http://www.fao.org/zhc/detail-events/en/c/262821/? utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=social+media&utm_campaign=fao+facebook. 74



Livelihoods grow in gardens, Food & Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, available at http://www.fao.org/docrep/006/y5112e/y5112e03.htm (last visited Dec. 19, 2014). 75
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garden. Gardening as a group would divide the time and expense so that community members can also pursue employment, informal or otherwise. Suggested crops include: • Beans. Beans grow well in warm environments, like that in Liberia.76 They grow vertically, which would decrease the need for large gardening plots.77 Because the vertical bean trellises can be built in several shapes, it is possible for the bean plants to serve as a divider or shade producer.78 They also can grow in many types of soil, including the sand/clay that is found in Jallah Town. Lastly, beans have protein and vitamins, which are important in food insecure communities. • Sweet Potatoes. Sweet potatoes grow well in warm climates.79 They also grow somewhat vertically by creating a potato cage and continuing to add soil inside the cage as the plant(s) grow. Because they do not need a deep downward root area, sweet potatoes could be grown on top of the leftover concrete foundations throughout Jallah Town, assuming soil inputs were available. Sweet potatoes are similar to cassava, which is already part of the typical Liberian diet. Cassava, however, is smaller and does not have the vitamin-rich color that sweet potatoes have. Sweet potatoes are also rich in iron.80 • Tomatoes. Tomatoes grow well in warm climates and also grow somewhat vertically, on trellises.81 Anecdotally, international aid workers have been known to grow tomatoes in pots in Monrovia with a lot of success. The determinative factor would be the ability to have well drained soil or the ability to keep the tomatoes under an overhang during the rainy season. Tomatoes, especially ripe tomatoes, contain a lot of important vitamins and minerals.82



Target Women Research indicates that women are the determining factor in food security, informal food marketing, and urban agriculture. 18% of households in Monrovia are headed by women, which



Setting up and running a school garden, Food & Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (Rome 2005) at 131. 76
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Id.



78



See e.g., http://getbusygardening.com/easy-homemade-arch-trellis/.



Setting up and running a school garden, Food & Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (Rome 2005) at 157. 79
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Id.



Setting up and running a school garden, Food & Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (Rome 2005) at 159. 81
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is higher than the 12% rate in the rural areas.83 Women are employed less than men and generally have responsibility for the home/household.84 Additionally, women primarily (73%) access income through some kind of informal self-employment such as street vending.85 For this reason, the community garden model should revolve around the women in that community and should encourage majority participation by women. Liberians have come to expect to pay for Liberian-led education and to get paid for expat-led education. This means that, initially, the women should be paid to garden and/or attend training on urban gardening/cooking with any new crop varieties. This should be thought of as a “train the trainer” setup, wherein the initial community women then become the trainers of other women/urban farmers in Jallah Town. Although the train the trainer method has been criticized recently as being overly simplistic for complex professions, this traditional international development “capacity building” method would work well for this more simple programming.86 With this model, international aid workers would pay a select group of women to learn how to garden using the above-listed techniques and crops. Perhaps then, once the women have had one harvest, the women would then receive additional payment to create a recipe out of the new harvest and teach it to yet another group of Jallah Town women. The idea is not to pay directly for the growing, but pay to incentivize the learning and teaching.



83



Unicef, et al, at 13.



84



Id. at 18.
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Id.



See e.g., Michael Igoe, Paul Farmer: ‘We’ve met the enemy – and he is us’ Devex (Dec. 15, 2014), available at https://www.devex.com/news/paul-farmer-we-ve-met-the-enemy-and-he-is-us-85081. 86
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Right to Farm



RIGHT TO FARM There is no formal right to farm in Liberia. However, Liberia has ratified the International Convention on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, which includes a provision on the right to food. I have argued that the right to farm is secondary to a right to food, in the same way that supply is meaningless without demand.87 Although only a working theory at the moment, I would argue that honoring the right to food necessitates honoring a right to farm in food insecure communities like Jallah Town.



87 Anna



Dey, Right to Food, Right to Farm, Agricultural Law Blog (May 15, 2015), available at http:// aglaw.blogspot.com/2015/05/right-to-food-right-to-farm.html. Anna Dey
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TARGETED RESOURCES a. FAO Resources – The FAO has several good resources that can be adapted to urban agriculture in Jallah Town, including A Vegetable Garden for All and Setting Up and Running a School Garden. b. ALNAP Resources – ALNAP has several publications on urban agriculture in other African countries, including Liberia’s neighbor, Ghana. Their resources can be located at http://www.alnap.org/resources/. c. The Bartlett School at the University of Central London – The Bartlett School has done substantial work on international urban development, including producing this video on urban agriculture in Accra, Ghana. https://www.youtube.com/watch? v=m-6EURne8RU d. Mercy Corps – Mercy Corps is an Oregon-based international development organization. They have a history of doing agricultural work in Liberia, and are continuing to work there under grant agreements with USAID and others. http:// www.mercycorps.org/liberia e. DAI – DAI is a US-based international development company. While their work is generally in infrastructure and business, DAI is currently working on an agriculture project in Liberia. http://dai.com/our-work/projects/liberia%E2%80%94food-andenterprise-development-program-fed
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