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alone, the SDI has mobilised and empowered local communities

across Liberia and advocated for them to have an active role and a

space in decision-making in natural resources governance.

According to Nora Bowier, Coordinator, Community Rights and

Corporate Governance Programme (SDI), the organisation has also

“advocated for improved laws, policies and provisions that protect

community rights, promote benefit sharing, improve transparency

and accountability, and increase civil society participation.”

SDI has also increased its staffing, expanded its resource base,

and gained recognition (and sometimes notoriety) domestically

and internationally as the ‘go-to’ source of research, advocacy,

and policy-making in Liberia’s natural resources sector. According

to its founder, Silas Kpanan’Ayoung Siakor, the SDI “is viewed by

diverse stakeholders as a credible and strategic thinking

organisation, and one that often has an alternative and informed

viewpoint on issues related to natural resources.” In 2006, Siakor

received on behalf of the SDI the Goldman Environmental Prize,

the world’s largest prize honouring grassroots environmentalists.

The SDI story proves that ‘people’s power’ can ultimately prevail

over corporate greed and the politics of the day. 

In August 2003, Liberia emerged from over 20 years of
upheaval badly bruised and war weary, with 14 years of
civil war fuelled primarily by ill-gotten wealth from its
natural resources. In August 2013, the country celebrated
ten years of uninterrupted peace. Although a major
milestone in Liberia’s history, much of the last decade of
peace has not fundamentally changed how the state
operates. Big business and political elites continue to jockey
for power over the country’s natural resources, and the
overreliance on concession wealth has eroded relations
between the state and its citizens. 

There have been considerable strides in transforming the legal

frameworks underpinning Liberia’s natural resources sector, yet

the lack of political will to implement broad sweeping reforms

remains a major challenge. In the past decade, civil society has

emerged as a major player in pushing for a ‘positive peace’

agenda, one that insists on an overhaul of rules, regulations,

attitudes, behaviours, norms, and processes that fuel inequality,

impunity, and graft—major causes of Liberia’s civil war. One such

organisation, the Sustainable Development Institute (SDI), has

insisted on a complete break from the past. 

Although the SDI was initially conceived in its embryonic stages in

2002, the organisation was formally birthed as a full-fledged civil

society player in Liberia in 2004. With only three staff, few

resources, and very little clout, the SDI set out to address the

continued marginalisation and exclusion of ordinary citizens from

natural resources decision-making processes. In the last decade

A POSITIVE PEACE AGENDA 
FOR A POST-WAR POLITY

A POSITIVE PEACE AGENDA 
FOR A POST-WAR POLITY

intro

[SDI] advocated for improved laws, policies and provisions that protect

community rights, promote benefit sharing, improve transparency 

and accountability, and increase civil society participation.

Nora Bowier, Coordinator, Community Rights and Corporate Governance Programme (SDI) 

2002

2003

Grassroots mobilisation is at the heart of SDI’s strategy, as exemplified 
in Blayah Town, Grand Bassa. 2013 © SDI
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In August/September 2013, 21 SDI local and national

stakeholders1 were consulted in semi-structured interviews in

Grand Bassa, Rivercess, Nimba and Montserrado counties.

From August 2013-October 2013, seven of SDI’s international

stakeholders2 were interviewed either via Skype, or provided

answers to a generic interview protocol that gauged their

assessment of SDI’s work. In October 2013, SDI principals

Silas Kpanan’Ayoung Siakor, Jonathan Yiah, and Nora Bowier

submitted answers to a general interview protocol, in which

they were asked to assess the work of the organisation, its

challenges and potential outcomes for the future. 

The documentary evidence within the public and private

domains, semi-structured interview protocols, and reflections

from SDI staff were compiled and triangulated for this 10-year

retrospective. Where necessary, the names and affiliations of

individuals are chronicled, and quotes generously employed.

This work is an independent analysis, and reflects the author’s

assessments of the last decade of natural resource governance

trends in Liberia. It is in no way meant to be an exhaustive

account of Liberia’s natural resource regime, nor of SDI’s role

in shifting the balance of power in the sector. 

Following a decade of work on community rights issues
in the forestry, agriculture, land, and mining sectors, the
SDI is using its 10th Anniversary to reflect on
achievements and challenges to inform planning for the
future. Achievements in this context refer to progressive
changes in policies, laws and regulations governing the
natural resources sector to which the organisation has
made significant interventions. 

For an objective assessment of these contributions, the SDI

hired two independent consultants August 2013 through

November 2013 to research its background, document its

achievements, and catalogue challenges to improving

governance in the natural resources sector in Liberia. The

research involved a combination of desk reviews of SDI

reports, programme documents, media reports—especially

quotes from SDI staff in major news articles—and interviews

with a wide range of stakeholders who are knowledgeable

about the organisation’s work. SDI supported the consultants

by providing relevant documents including links to reports,

programme documents and relevant media articles, as well as

introductions to key stakeholders who were interviewed. 

METHODOLOGY

METHODOLOGYintro

footnotes

1 Local and national stakeholders included in the assessment were: the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MIA); the
Bassa Women Development Association (BAWODA); the Resilient Council of Elders in Bassa; Radio Dukpa;
the Timber Union and Community Development Advocates and Foundation; the Bassa Youth Caucus (BYC);
the Initiative of the Affected Communities; Kpain-Kpain-Gbo, Inc. (KKG); Timbo United for Development (TUD);
the Civil Society Council; Varmein Development Council; Ears for the Masses; Search for Common Ground;
the Land Commission (LC); the Farmers Union of Liberia; the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC); the Forestry
Development Authority (FDA); and the United States Agency for International Development (USAID).

2 International stakeholders included in the assessment were: the Department for International
Development (DFID); Trocaire; FERN; Synchronicity Earth; Friends of the Earth International (FOE);
Global Witness; and Rights and Resources Initiative (RRI). © SDI
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SDI IS CONCEIVED, BIRTHED, 
AND REBIRTHED 

SDI IS CONCEIVED, BIRTHED, AND REBIRTHEDintro

positive
peace

The report generated very polarised debates within the organisation

because it was critical of the government and accused the government 

of violating the Liberian Constitution. Article 7 of the Liberian

Constitution requires the government to manage the natural resources 

of the country with the maximum feasible participation of the population.

Others within the organisation felt very strongly that this was inviting

attention from the government and could possibly lead to a crackdown.

Following very intense debates, it was agreed that as the author of the

report, I would take responsibility for its content. This then raised the

question: how could we continue to report on the sector without exposing

ourselves to risks or serious crackdown by the government?3

Silas Kpanan’Ayoung Siakor, Founder & Lead Campaigner for the Sustainable Development Institute (SDI)

2001

2002

2004

This is a story about how a 10-year-old outlier revolutionised natural resources governance in Liberia, a small West African
country wracked by intense upheaval. It begins in 2002 when Silas Kpanan’Ayoung Siakor, then of the Save My Future
Foundation (SAMFU), authored a report bringing together findings of covert monitoring of logging operations in Liberia
between 1999 and 2001 during then president Charles Taylor’s regime: 

footnote

3 Reflections from Silas Kpanan’Ayoung Siakor, founder & lead campaigner for the Sustainable
Development Institute (SDI). 

At the onset, getting people to attend meetings at the local level was
difficult. SDI adopted a principle of not paying ‘sitting fees’, which was
promoted by international NGOs. © SDI
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and a recipe for further conflict. This is certainly true in Liberia,

where more than one third of the country’s land has been

mortgaged to multi-national companies extracting iron-ore, timber,

oil palm, and rubber.5 Some have argued in Liberia, for instance,

that land continues to be a conflict driver. In the past 10 years, the

nature of land disputes in Liberia has expanded from localised,

community-based clashes to more nationalised ‘development-

induced’ disputes pitting communities against multi-national

investors, and by extension, the Government of Liberia, which

sanctions foreign direct investments.6

Yet, the story does not end there. The democratic space has

opened up considerably in the past decade in Liberia, with

organisations like the Sustainable Development Institute (SDI)

gaining traction in a number of different spheres. Liberia is viewed

as a trendsetter for the continent in terms of its legal frameworks

for natural resource governance, though implementation remains

a ‘binding constraint,’ not only because of the lack of political will,

but also because of the lack of capacity within national

government and civil society. Eschewing these constraints, the

SDI has taken on a positive peace agenda that has fundamentally

shifted how Liberia’s natural resources sector is governed.

What separates SDI’s work from others is that it pushes a particular

agenda not based on public sentiments; rather its brand of

advocacy is steeped in empirical research, knowledge production,

and information sharing. According to Joseph Jimmy Sankaituah,

Program Manager of Search for Common Ground: “In resource

governance, if you check five civil society organisations in Liberia,

SDI is one of those institutions that the entire country relies on for

advocacy for natural resource governance, publishing reports,

conducting extensive research in the natural resource sector.”7

SDI’s emergence as a local, national, and international force of

nature has been entangled with Liberia’s attempts in the past

decade to become a ‘post-conflict success story.’ This 10-year

retrospective will chronicle the achievements and challenges of

achieving ‘post-conflict success’ in the midst of political turmoil,

corporate exploitation, and increased citizen agency. 

Siakor’s investigations became the impetus for UN sanctions

placed on Liberia’s timber in 2003. Taylor was notorious for

torturing, imprisoning, and executing dissidents, so legitimate

concerns for safety outweighed Siakor’s valor. And so, the

Sustainable Development Institute (SDI) was conceived as a “shell

NGO” that would exist only in name to facilitate publication of

investigative reports on the sector. It was later ‘launched’ in 2002,

followed by intensified conflict leading to Taylor’s exile in 2003.

Siakor slipped out of Liberia during this time as well, and between

2003 and 2004, he wrestled with how he could improve forest

governance in Liberia beyond monitoring legal enforcement.

Returning to Liberia in 2004 with a clear-eyed vision, Siakor

resolved to set up an organisation that would work to “‘secure a

seat at the table’ and promote informed public participation in

natural resource governance processes.”4 This was the rebirth of

the Sustainable Development Institute (SDI), with an expanded

mandate and an even larger political space to maneuver. 

Much has changed since 2004, due to both the SDI’s credit and that

of Liberia’s political leadership. But there has not been a

fundamental shift in how multi-national corporations operate in

Liberia, or elsewhere. It appears that Liberia has reverted to its 20th

century ‘Open Door Policy’ where the country’s natural resources

have been mortgaged to the highest bidder without value-addition

or safeguards for local communities. As Liberia transitioned from

humanitarian recovery to large-scale development in the past

decade, the ultimate question the country grappled with is: what

kind of ‘development’ is needed and at whose expense? For the

Liberian government, ‘development’ has meant steady economic

growth, foreign direct investments totaling US$16 billion, and a

barrage of international accolades. However, ‘development’ for

many Liberians, particularly those living in rural communities, has

meant corporate exploitation and government collusion. 

Social theorist Johan Galtung argued that post-conflict countries like

Liberia must constantly work at achieving ‘positive peace’, peace

derived from the elimination of rules, norms, laws, behaviours, and

mores that fuel inequality. Galtung, often heralded as the ‘father of

peace studies’, believed that the absence of physical violence

alone—what he referred to as ‘negative peace’—is unsustainable

SDI IS CONCEIVED, BIRTHED, AND REBIRTHEDintro

footnotes

4 Reflections from Silas Kpanan’Ayoung Siakor, founder & lead campaigner for the Sustainable
Development Institute (SDI).

5 Silas Kpanan’Ayoung Siakor and Rachel Knight. “A Nobel Laureate’s Problem at Home.” Op-ed, 
New York Times, January 12, 2012 (www.nytimes.com/2012/01/21/opinion/in-liberia-a-nobel-laureates-
problem.html?_r=0). 

6 Interview on August 31, 2013 in Monrovia, Montserrado County, with Gregory Kitt, Program Manager
of the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC). 

7 Interview conducted on August 29, 2013 in Monrovia, Montserrado County. 

VISIT http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HhdkaVU1VY0
to view an interview conducted with Silas Siakor about SDI’s
10-year Anniversary.

VISIT http://soasradio.org/content/governance-africa-
conversations-silas-siakor
to listen to the audio feed of the interview. 




