
This year, the United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) 

will start reducing its troop presence, from approximately 

8 000 to 3 750. In this context, the government of Liberia, 

together with the United Nations (UN), is rolling out a network 

of regional security and justice hubs across the country. The 

aim is to decentralise security, justice services and personnel 

to increase citizens’ access to justice and avoid the creation of 

a security vacuum. 

The Regional Hub Project was the centrepiece of the 

Statement of Mutual Commitment, adopted by the Liberian 

government and the UN Peacebuilding Commission (PBC) as 

Liberia was placed on the PBC agenda in 2010. In February 

2013, the first regional hub was opened in Gbarnga, Bong 

County, with the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP) and the United Nations Office for Project Services 

(UNOPS) as implementing partners. It is intended as one 

of five regional security and justice hubs and will serve 

communities in Bong, Lofa and Nimba counties – an overall 

population of over one million people.1 The five hubs are 
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to be strategically and geopolitically situated throughout 

the country, with each hub servicing three of Liberia’s  

15 counties.

The Regional Hub Project reflects a decentralisation 

process within an essentially state-centric approach; security 

and justice services are being relocated from state to county 

level in an effort to reach the population in the periphery. 

This article examines the implementation of the Gbarnga 

Hub from the perspective of access to justice. Focusing on 

the end users, it argues that the hub’s success should be 

measured against its ability to support the provision of equal 

access to security and justice services for all in the region. 

In contexts of limited state capacity, non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs)2 fill a variety of supplementing and 

enabling roles in service delivery. Nevertheless, they remain 

largely overlooked, especially within the justice and security 

sector. Taking the implementation of the security and justice 

hub in Gbarnga as the context, this article sheds light on the 

role of NGOs in facilitating access to security and justice in 

Bong County. 

The Monrovia Focus

The Liberian security sector reform (SSR) process is 

commonly referred to as a “root and branch” process, as 

the security institutions were dismantled and rebuilt from 

the ground. However, state-centric SSR has increasingly 

come under criticism. The Liberian process is highly 

internationalised, and heavily dependent on external donors. 

The tendency has been to focus on national-level institutions 

and structures in the capital region, causing Monrovia to 

receive a disproportionate amount of international assistance 

in security and justice initiatives relative to outlying areas. 

The systematically underserved rural communities are left 

to depend on the presence of UNMIL troops and traditional 

authorities for safety and justice. Liberia has a dual customary 

and statutory justice system, within which tribal courts under 

the executive branch coexist with the formal courts of the 

judiciary.3 In rural areas, informal and traditional authorities 
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constitute the primary sources of security and justice services 

for the majority of the population.4 

The Underserved Periphery: Perceptions from Bong 

Bong County is the sixth largest in Liberia and the third 

most populous. according to the 2008 census, it has a 

population of close on 330 000, making Bong home to almost 

10% of the national population. The county was the heartland 

of Charles Taylor’s National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL) 

between 1989 and 1996, and was devastated during the civil 

war. With the main exceptions of the county’s administrative 

centre, Gbarnga, and the Bong Mines, Bong is characterised 

by small-scale trade, subsistence agriculture and minor 

rubber and palm plantations.5 The infrastructure is poor – the 

highway from Monrovia to Nimba through Bong is not yet 

repaired, the dust roads turn to mud during the wet season, 

the piped-water system is non-operational, and people still 

rely on private generators. On the positive side, the Chinese 

are currently reconstructing the highway and most towns are 

served by mobile telecommunications. 

The primary responsibility for providing security during 

times of peace resides with the Liberia National Police (LNP). 

Out of the current 4 500 LNP officers, approximately half of 

them are stationed in the capital. By the end of 2010, the 

LNP’s presence in Bong was approximately 100 personnel, 

deployed at 10 police stations. Figures compiled for the 2008 

County Development agenda estimated that most coastal 

counties had a police-to-citizen ratio of 1:900, whereas the 

ratios in hinterland counties stood at 1:1 700. In the counties 

of Bong and Nimba, both falling under the jurisdiction of the 

Gbarnga Hub, the ratio is less than 1:3 300.6 

Increasing deployment is difficult, however, as there is a 

perception that there are better career opportunities within 

the LNP’s special units in Monrovia. Moreover, the logistical 

situation in Bong is very poor. The main LNP station in 

Gbarnga has no online case filing system and no secure radio 

communication; it has no budget for fuel, photocopying case 

documents or feeding detainees. Due to a lack of vehicles, 

LNP officers have to use motorbikes or taxis to get to crime 

scenes or to transport suspects to court or prison.7 The 

logistical constraints make the LNP effectively incapable of 

conducting patrols, leaving huge areas of the county more or 

less inaccessible to the police. 

Nevertheless, the relationship between the LNP and 

Liberian citizens is remarkably good for a post-conflict 

society. People generally tend to request increased police 

presence, and the 2011 UN Rule of Law Indicators Report 

revealed that almost 77% of respondents fully or partly agree 

that the LNP does as much as it can to serve its communities.8 

Lack of capacity is a constant challenge in the rural districts, 

and is in no way unique for Bong. The Regional Hub Project is 

intended to rectify this situation.

implementation of the regional Hub in Gbarnga 

The Gbarnga Hub was officially opened in February 2013. 

The construction process suffered several delays, but when 

fully staffed later this year will house a total of 139 people, 

including police and other law enforcement personnel, 

courts, corrections and immigration services. By bringing 

them together under one roof, it is maintained that Liberia 

can improve economies of scale, facilitate cooperation and 

interoperability between agencies and overcome some of 

The regional Hub Project was the centerpiece of the statement of Mutual Commitment, adopted by the liberian 
government and the United nations Peacebuilding Commission.
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the pressing logistical challenges.9 The hub concept is often 

described and understood as a “one-stop shop”. This is more 

of a donor slogan, however, as most of the services are to be 

delivered from the hub, not at the hub site.

Fifty-one Police Support Unit (PSU) officers are currently 

deployed at the hub site. The PSU is an elite wing of the 

LNP, trained to handle security issues related to riots and 

mass demonstrations. The PSU only responds to the LNP 

regional commander’s request for assistance, but also carries 

out “confidence patrols” three times a month to increase 

the citizens’ feeling of safety and confidence in the police. 

according to the PSU commander at the hub, the patrols 

normally involve gathering the townspeople and chiefs in 

the Palava hut to inform them about the PSU’s mission and 

discuss local security concerns.

The Border Patrol Unit (BPU) exists within the Bureau 

of Immigration and Naturalization (BIN). It has a rotating 

deployment of 45 officers stationed at the hub. The BPU 

responds to challenges in the border areas. It goes on patrols 

three times a month – in Bong, Lofa and Nimba respectively –  

during which it monitors the security situation, advises the 

BNI officers at the border stations, and strengthens the local 

manpower when necessary. 

In addition to the two response units, the hub houses 

a Public Service Office (PSO), intended to function as the 

interface between the hub and the local communities. The 

PSO is responsible for civic education activities to inform 

citizens about the hub, and refers citizens to the appropriate 

actor, either at the hub or externally, based on the nature 

of their cases. Outreach activities take place in concurrence 

with other entities at the hub. as a neutral actor in relation 

to the other security and justice institutions, the PSO is also 

responsible for a complaints mechanism, where people can 

file complaints against the police, the courts and so on. 

a new magisterial court is being built at the hub site, 

replacing Gbarnga’s old one. The court building is yet 

to be completed, but when fully operational will include 

prosecutors, public defenders and three human rights 

monitors.

The Probation Service is new in Liberia, piloted in the 

counties of Monteserrado, Bong, Lofa and Nimba. It focuses 

on restitution and the rehabilitation of juvenile and first-

time offenders, as an alternative to prison. If an offender is 

accepted into the programme, the probation officers will 

follow up as he or she goes through rehabilitation, skills 

training and returns to the home community.

Lastly, the implementation of the Gbarnga Hub has 

brought with it an extension of the Sexual and Gender-

based violence (SGBv) Crimes Unit to the region. This is an 

outreach unit that focuses on sexual offences, particularly 

rape cases. The unit consists of two sections: the victim 

Support Unit (vSU) and the Case Liaison Section (CLS). The 

vSU has two officers with backgrounds in social work. They 

provide support to SGBv survivors through psychosocial 

counselling; transportation to hospital, police or court; and 

emotional and practical support during the trial. The three 

case liaison officers are responsible for one county each, 

and are intended to function as a bridge between the police 

and the court. This entails following up on specific cases to 

ensure effective case processing, and raising awareness and 

Prince Zeid Bin ra’ad Zeid al Hassan (left), Chair of the United nations Peacebuilding Commission, and its eleven-
member delegation, visit the site of the security and justice hub under construction in Gbarnga, liberia (13 June 2011).
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building capacity for police officers, justice personnel and 

health personnel on issues related to investigating SGBv 

cases and dealing with survivors. 

Barriers to accessing Justice

It is expected that the hub will be fully operational within 

a few months. However, systemic issues such as poor 

infrastructure, inefficient bureaucracy, corruption and limited 

human and material resources threaten its sustainability.10 

admittedly, early in the process, the deployment of the PSU 

has been described as the biggest success of the Gbarnga 

Hub so far. The forward operational base reduces response 

time and ensures a higher permanent presence of police in 

the region. Unfortunately, the unit currently only has two 

vehicles at its disposal, of which only one vehicle functions. 

as the BPU has two robust pick-up trucks, it occasionally 

provides the PSU with transportation. This is far from an 

ideal situation, however, as there is no guarantee that the 

police will have the capacity to respond to sudden security 

incidents. 

Nevertheless, for most rural Liberians, geographical 

distance is not the only barrier to accessing security and 

justice services. For many, lack of awareness of rights and 

available services, lack of resources, or lack of trust in security 

and justice processes are equally serious obstacles. access to 

information represents a major challenge throughout Liberia, 

which has an illiteracy rate of approximately 40%.11 as 

mentioned, the PSO is responsible for providing information 

to citizens about the hub’s services and how to access them. 

However, its capacity is extremely limited, as there is only one 

officer stationed at the Gbarnga Hub. He alone is responsible 

for Bong County, with two colleagues in Nimba and Lofa 

reporting to him. as of June 2013, the PSO officer in Gbarnga 

was neither aware of the existence of any official information 

strategy, nor did he have a budget for this specific purpose.

The Peacebuilding Office’s perception survey from 2012 

found that the vast majority of citizens of the Gbarnga Hub 

region had little or no knowledge about the formal justice 

system in Liberia. It should be no surprise, then, that there 

is a general lack of awareness of the hub’s existence, its 

function and how to access the services provided by it. a 

quick count at a civil society meeting held at the Gbarnga 

Hub on 22 June 201312 revealed that less than half of the 

attendees (mostly from Bong) had heard about the hub prior 

to the meeting, and of those who had heard about it, very few 

people knew its function. Only having seen the infrastructure 

from the outside, informants repeatedly described the hub 

as “military barracks”. Perhaps equally worrying, some 

women’s organisations expressed very high expectations 

about its future services and capacities.

Creating awareness and Filling Gaps

Given the Liberian state’s limited capacity, NGOs play 

a vital role in ensuring that rural citizens get information 

about rule of law and access to justice. The Ministry of 

Justice, the Carter Center and the Catholic Justice and 

Peace Commission (JPC) have worked together since 2007 

to develop a community legal advisor (CLa) programme to 

Bong County has always had a poor deployment of police due to many logistical and capacity constraints in the county.
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help rural citizens navigate through the formal, informal 

and traditional dispute mechanisms. according to the 

JPC’s office in Gbarnga, it currently has 29 mobile CLas in 

the hub region (nine in Lofa, nine in Nimba and 11 in Bong 

County), who travel by motorbike to local communities to 

provide free information about the laws. The CLas target 

local citizens, justice officials and customary leaders. Drama, 

group dialogue and radio shows are commonly utilised to 

inform people about topics such as inheritance law, the law 

on rape, the criminal justice system, trial-by-ordeal or the 

constitution. Moreover, the advisors are trained in mediation 

and can negotiate smaller disputes or refer cases as needed 

to lawyers or other authorities.13 Considering the formal 

justice system’s limited capacity, successfully preventing 

smaller cases from going to court is advantageous. In 

increasing awareness about the law and available dispute 

mechanisms and helping to find informed and practical 

solutions to people’s problems, the CLas essentially build 

local capacity for accessing justice and fill a gap between the 

formal justice sector and traditional forums in rural areas. 

Team-based Targeting of sGBV 

Combating impunity for SGBv is high on the Liberian 

government’s agenda. The Women and Children Protection 

Section (WaCPS) is a specialised LNP section working 

exclusively on issues related to women and children. 

However, like the rest of the LNP, and especially in rural 

areas, it does suffer a severe lack of resources.14 

In Bong, the LNP WaCPS is working in close collaboration 

with the new SGBv Crimes Unit at the hub, and a free hotline 

has been established between the two units. according 

to the WaCPS officers at the Gbarnga police station, the 

introduction of the SGBv Crimes Unit has changed their poor 

working conditions fundamentally. Importantly, the Crimes 

Unit has a motorbike and a vehicle and is able to provide 

transportation of victims to the hospital or to courts, and for 

LNP officers to do crime scene investigation. 

This is a positive development, but the involvement of 

non-governmental actors should not be underestimated. 

There is a team-based targeting of SGBv taking place 

in Bong, and a SGBv Task Force – consisting of WaCPS, 

the SGBv Crimes Unit, the JPC NGO, the Foundation for 

International Dignity (FIND) and the Norwegian Refugee 

Council (NRC) – meets monthly to share information. For 

years, the NRC has provided widespread training on SGBv 

and relevant laws to legal actors, police units and local 

communities. The NRC and the LNP WaCPS have been 

collaborating closely on handling and preventing SGBv 

incidents, and the WaCPS remains highly dependent on the 

NRC’s expertise and resources. Importantly, NRC provides 

SGBv survivors in Bong with psychosocial counselling, 

transportation and emergency accommodation and 

provisions. In fact, SGBv survivors often come directly to the 

NRC for help, as it is well known in the local communities. 

The NRC then arranges transportation for the victim to the 

police and to hospital, and supports the victim throughout 

the eventual process of going to court. Moreover, the 

NRC has helped strengthen data collection and analysis 

of national reporting rates of SGBv. Developing and 

distributing standardised forms to local NGOs, such as the 

Women in Peacebuilding Network (WIPNeT), and monitoring 

SGBv court sessions has helped establish a national SGBv 

database with the Ministry of Gender and Development.15 

as Liberia is moving into a post-UNMIL phase, the NRC 

is planning its exit strategy. This will happen in parallel with 

the hub unit taking over many of the services that the NRC 

currently provides. The NRC’s exit is thus directly linked to 

the government’s decentralisation strategy. That NGOs draw 

down to avoid duplicating or substituting public services 

is positive, provided that the state is able to provide these 

essential services. However, the predictability of supplies 

from Monrovia remains a huge issue of concern in Bong.16 To 

ensure continued access and the sustainability of services, it 

is essential that NGOs such as the NRC are recognised and 

included in the decentralising process. 

recognising the role of nGos in security and Justice 

Delivery

The Regional Security and Justice Hub model is 

essentially about integrating the rural population in the 

formal security sector. although decentralising security and 

justice services is an important step in the right direction, it 

does not guarantee rural citizens’ access to these services. 

Recognising this, academics are increasingly advocating for 

a security and justice model where the emphasis rests on 

the quality and efficacy of services received by the end user, 

regardless of who delivers them. 

This article has focused on the role of NGOs in contexts 

of limited state capacity. In Bong and elsewhere, NGOs build 

local capacity for seeking justice by increasing citizens’ 

understanding of the laws and of their rights, they function 

as mediators between the formal and informal justice 

structure, and they provide resources for individuals who 

would not otherwise have the opportunity to seek formal 

justice. 

Ultimately, rural Liberians will choose to take their 

disputes to the justice mechanism they trust and perceive 

to be most efficient. From a perspective of access to justice, 

it follows that the Regional Hub Project should be measured 

against whether people in the periphery realistically can 

access formal services, not necessarily by whether they 

choose to use this channel.17 But to make informed choices, 

citizens must be aware of their options and have real 

ULTIMaTeLy, RURaL LIBeRIaNS WILL 

CHOOSe TO Take THeIR DISPUTeS TO 

THe JUSTICe MeCHaNISM THey TRUST 

aND PeRCeIve TO Be MOST eFFICIeNT

conflict trends I 55



conflict trends I 56

 

CONFLICT TRENDS
editor-in-Chief

vasu Gounden

Managing editor

venashri Pillay

language editor

Haley abrahams

Design & layout

Immins Naudé

Contributors 

Johan Bergenas

alexander Georgieff

Hazel Haddon

Trine Nikolaisen

Nwabufo Okeke-Uzodike

victor Shale

Lukong Stella Shulika 

Buntu Siwisa 

Hussein Solomon

Rachel Stohl 

David Zounmenou

Publisher

The african Centre for the 
Constructive Resolution of Disputes 
(aCCORD) 
Private Bag x018 
Umhlanga Rocks 4320 
South africa 
Tel: +27-031-502 3908 
Fax: +27-031-502 4160 
email: conflicttrends@accord.org.za 
Website: <www.accord.org.za> 

aCCORD is a non- governmental,  

non-aligned conflict resolution  

institution based in Durban, South 

africa. The  institution is  constituted 

as an educational trust. views 

expressed in this publication are 

the responsibility of the  indivi dual 

authors and not of aCCORD. 

all rights reserved, apart from 

any fair dealing for the purpose of 

private study, research, criticism 

or review, as permitted under the 

Copyright act.

Conflict Trends is a quarterly  

publication. Back issues can be  

downloaded from the aCCORD 

website at <www.accord.org.za>

issn 1561-9818 

Printing

Colour Planet, Durban, South africa

access to both formal and alternative justice mechanisms. NGOs play an indispensable role in 

empowering them to do so. 

Recognising the role of NGOs opens up a space for better and more realistic planning 

and coordination between government structures and NGOs, to ensure that essential gaps in 

security and justice delivery are filled and duplications avoided. Both in Bong and in the future 

expansion of the Regional Hub Project, the Liberian government would be wise to develop 

partnerships actively with NGOs that are already providing services on the ground. 

Trine nikolaisen is a Junior research Fellow with the Peace operations and 
Peacebuilding research Group at the norwegian institute of international affairs 
(nUPi). 
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