Liberia

By Kenny Wong

Liberia
Official Name: Republic Of Liberia (English)

Geographical Location: West Africa, between Sierra Leone and Ivory Coast (Cote d’Ivoire)

Total Area: 111,370 Sq. Km.

Capital City: Monrovia

Other Major Cities: Buchanan, Harper

Currency Unit: Liberian Dollar

Population (July 2003 Estimate): 3,317,176
Official Language: English (spoken only by 20% of the population)

Official Religions: None

Ethnic Composition: Indigenous Tribes Member 95%, Americo-Liberians (descendants of immigrants from the US who had been slaves) 5%

Religious Composition: Christian (regardless of denominations) 40%, Indigenous Religion 40%, Islam 20%

Head of State and Government: President Moses Blah (Since 11 August 2003) 

Note: Gyude Bryant set to take over presidency in October 2003.
Background

The American Colonization Society (ACS) established Liberia in 1821 to resettle freed African slaves in America. Settlements first centered on Cape Mesurado, now called Monrovia. Later, settlements were established at Buchanan and elsewhere along the Atlantic coast. The colony was given independence in 1847.The country was paralyzed since the 1980’s by a civil war. A brief period of peace happened during the 1990’s when various rebel groups agreed to a cease-fire. In 1997, Charles Taylor, a warlord wanted by an international tribunal on war crimes charges, was elected president by a landslide. In the summer of 2003, war was restarted by the rebel’s assault on the capital city of Monrovia. Fighting stopped after Taylor’s resignation as president on 11 August 2003. A transitional government has been agreed on and local political leader Gyude Bryant is set to take over the presidency from interim president Moses Blah in October.

Geographical Characteristics

Liberia’s coast stretches for 580 km and a strip of flat area that extends 80 km inland is virtually the only developed area of the country. The inland is higher than the coastal area and is heavily forested. Many small rivers traverse the area. The highest point of the country is Mount Wuteve, with an elevation of 1,380 km.

Economy

The economy of Liberia is based mainly on Agriculture. Natural resources such as iron ore, rubber, and wood are very important for the country’s economy and accounts for nearly all of its export. However, the country’s economy has completely collapsed after the civil war. The country is slowing rebuilding its economy in midst of turmoil and newly erupted violence. The economy is shrinking at a rate of 5% per year.

Major Industries

Rubber processing, diamond, timber, mining, palm oil processing

Note: Years of conflict and government mismanagement have destroyed the economy. Despite popular belief, Liberia does not have a large shipping industry. Many shipping companies register their ships in Liberia because of its loose regulations and tax laws.

Politics

After the military coup in 1980, a new constitution was written in place of the original constitution, which was promulgated in 1847. Under the new constitution, promulgated in January 1986, the president and vice-president are elected, by universal suffrage of people 18 years of age or older, to a six-year term.

The legislature, called the National Assembly, contains two chambers and is somewhat modeled after the United States legislature. The upper chamber, called the Senate, is comprised of 26 members who are elected to serve nine-year terms. The lower chamber, called the House of Representatives, consists of 64 members. Each member serves six-year terms.

Transportation

The country’s transportation system has been in poor condition due to poor maintenance and civil war. From latest updates, only two highways are still useable: the highways that connect Kakata to Monrovia and Monrovia to Buchanan. The railroad system, with 493 km of tracks, transports iron ore to the coastal area. The major airport of the country is the Roberts International Airport, located in Monrovia.

Communication and Media

The country’s telecommunication network is badly damaged from the civil war. Only 6,700 main lines are in use in Liberia. The country has no mobile phones. Two Internet service providers (ISP) service a total of 500 people in the country.


The country has only one television station: the Liberia Broadcasting Corporation, which is government operated. There are four major radio broadcasters in the country, including Radio Agatashya, Liberia Broadcasting System, Radio Liberia International and Star Radio. Three of the stations operate on shortwaves. Only Star Radio operates both shortwave and FM radio services.


As for the country’s newspaper, most were shut down or destroyed during the civil war. In 1996, The Inquirer reopened its doors, as well as several other smaller newspapers.

Religion

The country has three major religions. Christian is practiced by 40% of the population. Traditional religions are also practiced by 40% of the population, mostly in the inland area. Islam is slowly gaining ground among the interior people, with 20% of the population claiming themselves as practitioners of this religion.

Culture

The Liberian culture is a mix of local African Indigenous cultures and American cultures. Many people in Liberia consider themselves as Americans due to their historic ties with the US. As a result, their looks are no different from a New York City teenager. However, many are also practicing their traditional cultures. The Liberian culture, although obscure, are in its own way unique and special.

International Relations

The Liberian government is not very active in international affairs, possibly due to their pressing domestic problems. The government does have deep and strong ties with the United States.

Regional Concerns


The two pressing concerns for the Liberian people are the continued violence, stopped only recently, and the shattered economy.


Liberians have been fighting for most of the past 20 years due to the civil war. This left many homeless, injured and even killed. Many people have chosen to leave the country to escape from the violence. Many yearn for peace so they can return to their native country.


The second concern is the economy. The Liberian economy, once the strongest in West Africa, is now in ruins. Years of civil war and government mismanagement have caused the present state of the economy. Many are working extremely hard just to feed themselves and their families. Nearly all hope that the country will remain in peace so the economy can be restored to its previous state.

Education

The Liberian education system is somewhat modeled after the American system, albeit with a national system. Children began their school career by attending elementary (primary) schools for six years. Later, they move on to secondary education. They will attend a Junior High School for three years. Students will take a test administered by the West African Examination Council (WAEC) at the end of their Junior High School years. Those successful on the test will be eligible to move on to Senior High School, where they will remain for three years before taking the WAEC Certificates Examination. This successful on the test can move on to post secondary educations with the completion of an entrance examination 

There four major institutes of higher learning in Liberia: the University of Liberia in Monrovia, the African Methodist Episcopal University, Cuttington University, and William V.S. Tubman College of Technology. The Liberian Ministry of Education, the National Commission on Higher Education, and the board of trustees in each institute control these institutes.
Information for this report obtained from CIA World Factbook, Encyclopaedia Britannica Almanac 2003, Microsoft Encarta Online (www.encarta.com), TVRadioworld (tvradioworld.com) and British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) 
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