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Armed violence kills and injures millions of people a year, undermining social and economic development
and well-being in affected countries around the world. Armed violence can be seen clearly in the
humanitarian crisis of open conflict, yet it can be even more destructive in non-conflict countries.
Alongside poverty, economic crisis and climate change, armed violence presents a critical challenge to the
global goals of humanitarian protection, poverty reduction, and development. Governments, civil society
and international organisations are increasing their efforts to address the problem of armed violence –
through the Geneva Declaration, the Oslo Commitments, the OECD-DAC, and the UN General Assembly,
amongst others.
In order to act effectively, more evidence is needed to show what drives armed violence, how it happens,
and how it can be stopped. This report contributes to that body of evidence.

Glossary
APC
DACDF
DDR
DfID
EA
ECOWAS
FGC
FGD
FGM
FSU
GBV
GDP
GoSL

All People’s Congress
Diamond Area Community Development Funds
Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration
Department for International Development
Enumeration Area
Economic Community of West African States
Female Genital Cutting
Focus Group Discussion
Female Genital Mutilation
Family Support Unit
Gender-based Violence
Gross Domestic Product
Government of Sierra Leone

IASJP
IDP
LPPB
MRU
NGO
ONS
OSD
PPS
SALW
SLP
SLPP
SSR
TRC

Improved Access to Security and Justice Programme
Internally Displaced Person
Local Policing Partnership Boards
Mano River Union
Non-governmental Organisation
Office of National Security
Operational Support Division
Probability Proportional to Size
Small Arms and Light Weapons
Sierra Leone Police
Sierra Leone People’s Party
Security Sector Reform
Truth and Reconciliation Commission

Written by: Hana Rohan
Edited by: Melissa Fuerth
With contributions and original research from Florella Hazeley, Brian Bickersteth, Liana Tepperman, Chris
Lang, Frank Brumfit, Joseph N. Kobba, Andrew Sheku Coomber, Nick Piggott, Independent Data Analysis
Limited, and Alusine Sesay.
With thanks to all the respondents who kindly submitted their time to this survey, participants in the focus group
discussions, and Statistics Sierra Leone.
This project was undertaken by Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) in partnership with the Sierra Leone
Action Network on Small Arms (SLANSA)

Sierra Leone Armed Violence Baseline Survey Report | 03

Contents
Executive Summary | 03
About Sierra Leone | 06
Development Indicators | 06
Causes of the Sierra Leone War | 07
The Impact of the War | 08
Peacebuilding & Reforms | 08
Legislation | 09
Survey Methodology | 10
Limitations | 10
FGDs Method | 11
Media Analysis Method | 11
Survey Findings | 12
The Sample | 12
Prevalence of Armed Violence | 13
Armed Violence in Sierra Leone – Reality & Perception | 13
Armed Violence in Sierra Leone – Primary Types and Characteristics | 16
Box 1 – Sierra Leone Media Reporting on Armed Violence | 16
Box 2 – Gender-Based and Domestic Violence | 18
Drivers of Armed Violence | 20
Perpetrators | 20
Environment | 21
Box 3 – Resource Management | 25
Weapons | 26
Box 4 – Border & Regional Security Since the War | 29
Outcomes & Responses to Armed Violence | 30
Victims | 30
Help-Seeking Behaviour | 32
Box 5 – Police Reform | 33
Perceptions of Security Provision | 34
Box 6 – Chiefdom and Governance Reforms | 36
Conclusions and Recommendations | 37
Economically-Motivated Violence | 37
Interpersonal Violence | 37
Sexual and Gender Based Violence | 38
Weapon Use | 38
Perceptions of Security and Procedural Justice | 39
Youth | 39
Inequality, Religion and Tribe | 40
Geographical Spread of Violent Incidents | 40
Prioritising Action | 41
Bibliography | 42

04 | Sierra Leone Armed Violence Baseline Survey Report

Executive Summary

This report documents perceptions and experiences of armed violence in Sierra Leone in 2012. It is based
on household surveys completed in the summer of 2012, focus group data collected in one
high-prevalence district, and analysis of mainstream Sierra Leonean media reports of armed violence.
• Sierra Leone has made strong economic progress since the end of the civil war in January 2002, and GDP per
capita has risen from $208 in 2002 to $374 in 2011 (World Bank, 2012a). As income from mining rights and
taxation increase, the Government of Sierra Leone has begun expanding the regulatory framework in which
commercial and civil society organisations operate.
• Between 2003 and 2012, life expectancy at birth increased from 42 to 47 years, the under-five mortality rate
decreased from 225 to 185 per thousand live births, and GDP per capita adjusted for purchasing power parity
increased from $576 to $877 (World Bank, 2012b). In 2012, Sierra Leone held its third peaceful, democratic
election since the end of the conflict.
• However, many of the conditions considered to have contributed to the war have been identified by this
research as still present in the country, not least unresolved issues about youth unemployment and the
administration of local justice and power systems.
• Sierra Leone has also made substantial progress in terms of improving human security since the end of the
war, with only 13% of respondents reporting that someone in their house had become a victim of violence in
the last year. 6% of the total sample reported a violent incident in which a weapon was used.
• If victimisation rates can be extrapolated to the general population, nearly a quarter of a million (approximately
240,000) Sierra Leoneans experience violence each year and over 103,000 (43% of these victims) experience
violence with weapon use.  This takes into account reported victimisation rates, average household size and
population statistics.
• While residents of Freetown did not report greater victimisation rates than the national average, a greater
proportion of individuals in urban than rural areas did report that a member of their household had experienced
a violent crime or encounter (18% compared to 12%, 98%CI).  This suggests that District capitals have the
highest prevalence of violence.
• The majority of these incidents were in the broad category of interpersonal violence, although economicallymotivated and gender-based violence featured strongly too. There is likely to be substantial overlap between
these categories.
• For the vast majority of respondents, security issues were not considered a priority in comparison with the lack
of provision of other basic services and the biggest challenge for Sierra Leone continues to be in improving
access to these services, particularly given the security effect of an unequal distribution of wealth or benefits.
• The majority of respondents (58%) felt that the security situation in their neighbourhood had improved over the
last year.
• However, a substantial number (46%) of Sierra Leoneans surveyed reported that they were concerned about
members of their households becoming a victim of violent crime. Respondents identified particular concerns
about acquisitional crime and violence against women and children.
• Small arms and light weapons constitute a small part of the total distribution of weapons used in armed
violence (18% of incidents where a weapon was reported), with blunt objects, bladed weapons, and
agricultural tools far more commonly reported. This has implications for a weapons-specific approach to
armed violence, insofar as conventional concentration on mechanical weapons – primarily in the form of small
arms – is necessary but not in and of itself sufficient to address the problem here.
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• Insecurity and victimisation are unevenly distributed within the country as a whole, in terms of prevalence,
type, and perceptions of security. This distribution of the problem of armed violence suggests the need for
better, more localised data showing where violence happens, by whom and to whom (that is, identifying
‘hot spots’ in the first instance, and understanding mechanisms and types of violence within them in the
second), as the basis for cost-effective and appropriate targeting of security, humanitarian and development
interventions. To be effective, responses across the humanitarian, security and development fields need to be
more clearly and coherently integrated, supported by aid finance and national development planning.
While progress has been made at the policy level to address the issues seen to have driven the conflict, evidence
from both the household survey and FGDs suggest that there is still a substantial divide between youths and
elders, with the latter frequently viewing the former with suspicion. The association between the categories
of ‘youth’, ‘idler’, and ex-combatant in much of the wider discourse further exacerbates negative perceptions
of young people and may contribute to further alienating this growing group of unemployed and potentially
disenfranchised individuals.
Nevertheless, Sierra Leone held its third peaceful election since the war in 2012, and despite concerns about the
presence of conditions that could destabilise the country, has achieved remarkable success in terms of human
security improvement in the ten years since the war.

Freetown, Sierra Leone
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About Sierra Leone
Sierra Leone is one of the smallest countries in Africa, with a long Atlantic coastline to the west, and bordered to
the north by Guinea and by Liberia to the south-east. Together with Cote D’Ivoire, these four countries comprise
the Mano River Union, whose goal is to foster economic cooperation among member countries. There are over
20 indigenous ethnic tribes in Sierra Leone, the largest of which are the Temne and Mende, comprising around
65% of the 6m population (CIA, 2012), with the Temne predominant in the north and the Mende in the south. The
population of the capital, Freetown, on the Atlantic coast swelled to approximately 875,000 people (CIA, 2012)
following the huge influx of Internally Displaced People (IDP) during the 1991-2002 civil war.

Map 1 - Republic of Sierra Leone

Development Indicators
Sierra Leone is rich in natural resources, primarily diamonds, titanium ore, bauxite, iron ore, gold, and chromite
(CIA, 2012), but currently sits 180/187 on the 2011 UN Human Development Index (UN Human Development
Index, 2011), with a life expectancy at birth of 47.8 years, high unemployment, and 66 percent of the population
living on under $1.25/day (see Table 1). Sierra Leone’s maternal, infant, and under-five child mortality rates are
among the highest in the world.

Table 1 – Sierra Leone Comparative Development Indicators
			% of population living 		
HDI rank /187			
Life expectancy at
			below $1.25/day						birth (2011)
   Côte d’Ivoire
21%
170
55.4
   Guinea
43%
178
54.1
   Sierra Leone
66%
180
47.8
   Liberia
83%
182
56.8
Sierra Leone’s core business is agriculture, accounting for around 44% Gross Domestic product (GDP),  and
engaging 2/3 of the population, primarily in subsistence farming (International Development Association, 2009).
Mining and quarrying together account for the second largest share of GDP, at 7.2% (AfDB, OECD, UNDP,
UNECA, 2011). Sierra Leone has made strong economic progress since the end of the civil war in January 2002,
and GDP per capita has risen from $208 in 2002 to $374 in 2011 (World Bank, 2012a). As income from mining
rights and taxation increase, the Government of Sierra Leone has begun expanding  the regulatory framework in
which commercial and civil society organisations operate (Kanyako, 2012).

Table 1 Source: Human Development Report Office (United Nations Human Development Index, 2011)
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Causes of the Sierra Leone War
Sierra Leone gained independence from Britain in 1961.This was followed by thirty years of one-party and
military rule by the All People’s Congress (APC), during which period the emphasis of the security forces was on
supporting the regime, rather than state or human security  (Beckitt, 2010). Greed and mismanagement of natural
resources by successive governments led, by the 1980s, to the almost total collapse of state provision of public
services (Fanthorpe, 2009).
Sierra Leone experienced a brutal ten-year civil war 1991-2002. While there is much debate about the causes of
the war, most agree that it is impossible to ignore the impact of the economic decline described above. It helped
to create a large cohort of unemployed and barely literate young people in rural Sierra Leone, who were easily
conscripted by both political and criminal organisations (Fanthorpe, 2009).
At the outbreak of the war, Foday Sankoh’s Revolutionary United Front (RUF), backed by Liberian warlord
Charles Taylor, stated that its aim was to eject the corrupt APC Government. It intended to increase democratic
participation, as well as promote economic development, particularly in rural areas (Alie, 2008). Charles Taylor,
however, was leading the armed uprising against the then Liberian President, Samuel Doe, and was using the
RUF to disrupt peacekeeping forces operating on the Sierra Leone – Liberia border (Judgment: Prosecutor v
Charles Gbankay Taylor, 2012), and to secure illegal diamonds to fund his own war (Silberfein, 2005).  It is not
possible to separate Sierra Leone’s violent past from that of its neighbours; the states of West Africa, and in
particular of the Mano River Basin are inextricably linked, both in terms of the flow of human and other capital,
and in terms of violence (de Otaola, 2005).
Control of the diamond fields was crucial to funding the rebels, and consequently diamond-rich regions bore the
brunt of the violence. However, many view  the decay of state services, a disenfranchised citizenship and chronic
youth unemployment as the core drivers of the conflict (Manning, 2009). An absence of civic and human rights
education and political literacy prevented individuals and communities from engaging with decisions that affected
their lives, thus leading to marginalisation and alienation (UNICEF, 2012).
Many commentators highlight the continuing presence of the drivers of the conflict in contemporary Sierra Leone.
“In a very real sense, the conditions that spawned the war and inflicted gruesome casualties on Sierra Leone’s
citizens have not disappeared” warns the International Crisis Group (ICG, 2008a).
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The Impact of the War
The civil war in Sierra Leone, where small arms and light weapons (SALW) were the main engine of violence, saw
some 27,000 people killed as a direct result of violence, and a total of approximately 460,000 people died as a result
of the conflict (Geneva Declaration, 2011). An additional 4,000 people had their limbs deliberately amputated (Truth
and Reconcilation Commission, Sierra Leone, 2004a), and 215,000–257,000 women may have been victims of
sexual violence (Physicians for Human Rights, 2002).
What started as an armed response to Foday Sankoh’s rebel incursion in 1991, had by the mid-1990s deteriorated
into chaos, with army soldiers engaging in illegal diamond mining, killing civilians, and looting, as well as abducting
and abusing children. Soldiers also sold arms to rebels, and there was widespread collusion between government
soldiers and rebels to minimise clashes and maximise the exploitation of civilians and their resources (Keen, 2002)
by both sides. There were numerous reports of ‘sobels’ – fighters who were soldiers by day, becoming rebels at
night, to the extent that rural communities were as terrified of the army as of the rebels, and numerous local hunting
militia were organised to defend communities from both the army and the rebels (Keen, 2002).
The war was enormously destructive to a country already in economic and social crisis, destroying infrastructure
and government services, especially in rural areas, and as noted above, is one of the poorest countries in the world
despite its rich natural resources. However, Sierra Leone has made substantial progress in the eleven years since
the war ended. Between 2003 and 2012, life expectancy at birth increased from 42 to 47 years, the under-five
mortality rate decreased from 225 to 185 per thousand live births, and GDP per capita adjusted for purchasing
power parity increased from $576 to $877 (World Bank, 2012b).
In 2012 Sierra Leone held its third peaceful election since the end of the war. In particular, the 2007 elections were
the first time in Sierra Leone’s history that the incumbent had stepped down for an opposition winner without
triggering military intervention (ICG, 2008b), and were thus considered to herald Sierra Leone’s transition to stability.

Peacebuilding & Reforms
Following the end of the conflict the Government of Sierra Leone (GoSL), with support from international donor
agencies and NGOs, began the long and painstaking task of rebuilding the country. Writing legislation, reforming
institutions and implementing infrastructure programmes, the GoSL also supported the UN DDR process, and
produced the first Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP)(IMF, 2005) in 2003.
One of the criticisms of the handling of the post-war period is that the focus was too much on those social
groups seen as constituting a security threat—usually ex-combatants and poor young men – diverting attention
from those perceived as less likely to pose a threat, such as women, young children, and the elderly. However,
chronically poor people are often those most in need of support and less visible, often missing out in the period
of post-war recovery (Addison et al., 2010).
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Legislation
National Arms Legislation
The National Commission for Small Arms Act (2010) is an “act to establish a National Commission for the control
of the proliferation and the illicit circulation of small arms and light weapons, their ammunitions and other related
materials and to provide for other related matters” (“National Commission for Small Arms Act,” 2010).
Until the Arms and Ammunition Act 2012, previous weapons legislation dated back to 1955, with amendments in
1974 to the ‘arms & ammunition’ and ‘explosives’ terms.   The objectives of the 2012 Act are: to control the transfer
of small arms and light weapons (SALW) and other related materials from or throughout Sierra Leone, to regulate the
manufacture of SALW, and to provide institutional and operational capacities to regulate possession and the use of
SALW within Sierra Leone. The Act repeals the Arms and Ammunition Act of 1955.
The Sierra Leone Commission on Small Arms and Light Weapons (SLeNCSA) is responsible for overseeing the
development and implementation of policies, strategies and projects related to SALW in Sierra Leone. SLeNCSA’s
National Action Plan and the Arms and Ammunition Act were both written to meet international and regional treaty
obligations designed to reduce the humanitarian and socio-economic harm from SALW. These guiding treaties
include the ECOWAS Convention on Small Arms and Light Weapons, which Sierra Leone ratified in 2007, and the
United Nations Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light
Weapons in All Its Aspects.
The purpose of the Arms and Ammunition Act is to reduce and control SALW, and the aim of the SALW National
Action Plan is “to secure a safer environment and control small arms and light weapons within society in order to
promote the conditions that will encourage continued social and economic development.” Certain stakeholders in
Sierra Leone have criticised the Act, in particular the opposition SLPP party, since it allows for private ownership
of firearms. In addition, some civil society representatives also expressed concerns at the liberalisation of gun laws
in an election year. The APC, the ruling party since 2007, argue this change has been instituted to facilitate private
security provision for small organisations and individuals, and that it domesticates the United Nations Convention on
Small Arms (Sama, 2012) The Sierra Leone Police view the Act as a means of facilitating gun control in the country
(Sesay, 2012).

ECOWAS Legislation
The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) can be described as a ‘security community’, as well
as an economic one. Indicators of this, and of its success, are the decision to intervene in the Mano River conflicts,
the development of an ECOWAS Standby Force, and a growing regional role in setting “norms of behaviour and
negotiating  deals with external partners on behalf of the region”(Abdel-Fatau, 2009).
The ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF) 2008 is a tool to control the manufacture, trade and movement
of SALW in the region, increasing accountability and bringing security to what has been a volatile region. The overall
aim of the ECPF is to “strengthen the human security architecture in West Africa” and to enhance “anticipation
and planning capabilities in relation to regional tensions, and generate a more pro-active and operational conflict
prevention posture from Member States and the ECOWAS system” (ECOWAS Secretariat, 2008). However, more
work needs to be done on funding its implementation and ensuring national ownership of this strategic framework
(Atuobi, 2010).
Sierra Leone has made enormous strides since the end of a civil war in which SALW were one of the main engines
of violence. National and regional weapons control measures point to a country and African sub-region determined
to confront arms control. However, there is limited information available on how these efforts have affected
individuals in contemporary Sierra Leone. This report aims to examine the prevalence, drivers, and outcomes of
armed violence in the country, and to provide recommendations to further control and mitigate its effects.
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Survey Methodology
This report assesses perceptions of armed violence and associated security and insecurity in Sierra Leone in 2012.
It is based on nationally representative survey data, qualitative fieldwork undertaken in one of the districts reporting
the highest rates of violence, and a comprehensive analysis of media reporting on armed violence.
The household survey was conducted during the summer of 2012. The Sierra Leone Action Network on Small
Arms (SLANSA) provided enumerators, who were trained by AOAV staff on the specific methods used to identify
enumeration areas and households, as well as how to implement the survey questionnaire itself.
To balance the competing needs of survey cost and desire for precision, the sample was spread across 150 clusters
(census enumeration areas or ‘EAs’). A complete list of EAs used in the Sierra Leone 2004 census was obtained
from Statistics Sierra Leone. EAs for this survey were identified using a multi-stage sampling strategy. EAs were
identified using a probability proportional to size (PPS) sampling strategy and were distributed across the country
using PPS at every stage: cluster numbers were allocated first at the regional level, and then at the district level. Upto-date population data were obtained from Statistics Sierra Leone, and were based on forward-projections from
the 2004 census. Households within EAs were identified using a random walk method.
Enumerators were instructed to interview sixteen individuals in each cluster, (8 male and 8 female in each). After
cleaning and weighting, the final sample size was 2423 (excluding data from Tonkolilli district – see Limitations
section). All results reported here refer to data weighted at the district level to reflect the clustered sample design.

Limitations
A clustered sampling approach is inherently less precise than a simple or stratified random sample, and more prone
to sampling error, however was utilised here as the most appropriate response to the need to balance precision and
survey cost.
The fieldwork for this survey took place during the most intense phase of Sierra Leone’s rainy season. As a result,
enumerators may have had problems reaching particular enumeration areas or households. For example, the data
from Tonkolilli district, in the north of the country, were too sparse to include in the overall results, and therefore this
survey can be considered statistically representative of Sierra Leone, excluding Tonkolilli district. In addition, this
survey took place in an election year, and as a result, responses may reflect heightened concerns about security.
The survey database of 2,423 respondents, balanced in terms of district and urban/rural location, provides a robust
sample with 95% confidence limits of  ± 2% points at the 50% level overall.  At the District levels the confidence
limits are much wider: mostly ± 6, 7 or 8% points, ranging from ± 4% points in Western Province to ± 11% points in
Bonthe District.
No survey can claim to collect objectively true data; it can only reflect what respondents report of their experiences
and perceptions. Inevitably there are particular issues associated with collecting data on sensitive subjects such as
experiences of violence and perceptions of security. For example, the data returned by the survey on gun ownership
suggest that no one in Sierra Leone owns a gun. While this may reflect a sampling error, it also may be the result of
a reporting bias linked to the sensitivity of the topic being researched.
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FGDs Method
In order to get a more in-depth understanding of communities’ experiences and perceptions of armed violence,
focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted in Bo District. Bo District was identified from early analyses of the
survey data as having one of the highest rates of reported violence within Sierra Leone.
Three FGDs (two with community members, one with community leaders, and each with 6-8 participants) were
conducted in a village within the district that was identified by Bo District SLANSA network members as one that
was anecdotally known to have higher levels of armed violence and violent crime.
SLANSA network members conducted a community mapping exercise to identify potential participants for the
FGDs, and the discussions themselves took place the following day. The topic guides for FGDs were loosely
based on the survey questionnaire, in order to ensure the same themes were addressed. However, the field-staff
conducting the FGDs received training to ensure that discussions explored in more depth the experiences of, and
responses to violence within this community.
FGDs were conducted in the Mende language and recorded using a digital recorder. They were transcribed
verbatim in Mende, and then independently translated into English by two SLANSA network members, before being
combined into one transcript on which they both agreed.

Media Analysis Method
In parallel with the survey, discussion groups and interviews, an analysis was carried out of news media covering
armed violent incidents in Sierra Leone at a national level. This offers a complementary insight into the way armed
violence is perceived and portrayed – and into the ways portrayal can inform popular concerns, policy trajectories
and, ultimately, responsive interventions. All major national newspapers were analysed, but the main focus was on
three (Awoko, Standard Times, and Premier News). These were analysed from 28 May 2012 until 28 November 2012
(six months).
For each report, researchers recorded details in a standardised database, including fields for: event date, time,
location, victim and perpetrator demographics, type of event, and weapon used. To ensure consistency of report
inclusion and details recorded, a manual for media analysis was used.  The database format from AOAV’s 2010
armed violence assessment in Liberia was used, which will allow for comparison of results from neighbouring
Liberia. The original database was loosely based on the Taback-Coupland model (Taback and Coupland, 2005).
Researchers underwent training prior to conducting the analysis.
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Survey Findings
The Sample
Information on the basic characteristics of women and men interviewed in the survey is essential for the
interpretation of findings presented later in the report.  As described above, respondents were selected within
enumeration areas that were themselves selected from districts on a probability proportional to size basis. Therefore
every district in Sierra Leone, apart from Tonkolilli district, is represented in the sample, which has been weighted to
reflect this sampling approach. Similarly, the sampling strategy required enumerators to interview equal numbers of
men and women, and the final sample reflects this with 50% of each sex.

Table 2 - Weighted Sample, By District (Excluding Tonkolilli Data)

Western Area

536

Bo

269

Kenema

268

Port Loko

228

Bombali

202

Kailahun

191

Kambia

140

Pujehun

138

Koinadugu

137

Kono

132

Moyamba

113

Bonthe

69
0%

5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Total sample size: 2,423

The distribution of respondents shows that 29% of respondents live in urban areas and 71% in rural locations.
The sample is relatively evenly distributed across the age range, with 19% 16-25 year olds, 25% 26-35 year olds,
20% 36-45 year olds, and 22% 46+ year olds. However, examination of the raw data indicated age heaping at 20,
25, 30 etc, suggesting that some respondents may have been estimating their age. Christians make up 27% of
the sample, and Muslims 70%, with those answering other or refuse to answer comprising the remaining 3%. In
terms of ethnicity, the two largest groups in the sample were Temne (36%) and Mende (25%), with other groups
(such as Kono, Limba, Krio, Fula, Madingo, Susu etc) ranging between 1-6% in the sample and making up a
third, ‘other’ category.
The sample characteristics mirror those found in other data sources, suggesting they are representative of the
Sierra Leone population (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2009; CIA, 2012).

Sierra Leone Armed Violence Baseline Survey Report | 13

Prevalence of Armed Violence
Armed Violence in Sierra Leone – Reality & Perception
For the vast majority of respondents, security issues were not considered a priority in comparison with the lack
of provision of other basic services. As in neighbouring Liberia (Gilgen and Nowak, 2011), a very small proportion
(4%) cited security concerns in their neighbourhoods as taking precedence, while access to education, health care,
and clean water were ranked much higher on (both Sierra Leonean and Liberian) respondents’ list of priorities.
This may reflect the fact that the majority of respondents (58%) – again, like in neighbouring Liberia – felt that the
security situation in their neighbourhood had improved over the last year, compared with 37% who felt it had either
decreased or remained the same.
FGD data support this finding, with respondents discussing issues related to community poverty and infrastructure
at length, and struggling to maintain a discussion about specific security concerns. However, they did have
concerns about the possible effects of prolonged poverty and inequalities:

Another burning issue is that of some areas in our community being neglected of certain benefits that are
supposed to be generally distributed.  We try to be one family in our community but such segregation will
breed hatred and disunity in our township.
Male respondent, Community-level FGD

Do you worry that someone in your household may become a victim
of violent crime?
No
Yes
Refuse to
answer
Do not
know
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Figure 1.

Approximately equal numbers of respondents (no = 49%, yes = 46%) reported that they were concerned about
members of their households becoming a victim of violent crime. More men than women reported that they were
worried that someone in their household might become a victim of violent crime (men = 52%, women = 40%, 98%
confidence interval). Districts where more than 40% of respondents said that they worried about household member
victimisation were Kambia (92%), Bonthe (85%), Kailahun (73%), Bo (65%), Port Loko (55%), and Western Area
(44%).
Of those who reported this concern, the majority identified violence against women and children (26%), theft/
robbery (25%), and attacks against households (19%) as their greatest specific concerns (see Figure 2).

14 | Sierra Leone Armed Violence Baseline Survey Report

Which type of crime are you most worried about?
Theft/Robbery
Attacks against households
Violence against women
Violence against children
Armed robbery in the home
Organised crime/Gangs
Vigilante violence/Mob justice
Armed robbery in the street
Assault/Fight
Refuse to answer
Do not know
0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

Figure 2.

Theft and robbery were the greatest concern for respondents in Bombali (89%), Moyamba (55%), Port Loko (32%) and
Bonthe (39%) districts.
Attacks against households was the greatest concern for respondents in Kenema district (42%), for rural compared
to urban respondents (21% versus 14%, 98% confidence interval), and for farmers (22%) and petty traders (23%)
compared to those in other modes of employment.
Violence against women was the greatest concern in Kailahun district (41%, 98% CI) compared to most other districts,
among those identifying their tribe as Mende (20%) or ‘Other’ (13%), compared to those identifying as Temne (8%, 98%
CI), and among men compared to women (18% versus 10%, 98% CI).
Violence against children was a particular concern for respondents in Kambia district (45%), for rural versus urban
respondents (16% compared to 3%, 98% CI), for individuals identifying their tribe as Temne rather than Mende or ‘Other’
(21% compared to 8% and 9% respectively, 98% CI), for men compared to women (17% compared to 6%, 98% CI),
and for farmers (19%) and petty traders (14%) compared to those in other modes of employment (5%, 98% CI).

Has a member of your household been a victim of a violent crime or a
violent encounter in the past one (1) year?

No
Yes
Refuse to
answer
0%
Figure 3.
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The vast majority of respondents reported that no one in their household had experienced violent crime or a violent
encounter within the last year (83% compared with 13%, n=2013 and 326). The three districts in which respondents
reported the highest rates of household-member victimisation were Bonthe (48%), Koinadugu (29%), and Bo
(26%). A greater proportion of individuals in urban than rural areas reported that a member of their household had
experienced a violent crime or encounter (18% compared to 12%, 98%CI).  A smaller proportion of individuals
identifying their tribe as Temne reported a violent incident or violent crime than those identifying as Mende or Other
(11% compared to 15% and 14% respectively, 95% CI)1.
These results are broadly similar to those found in Liberia in 2011, in which 13.5% of respondents reported
household-level victimisation. However, the Liberia data showed substantially higher levels of victimisation in
Monrovia (20.3%) compared the counties (8%) (Gilgen and Murray, 2011). In Sierra Leone, by contrast, respondents
in the greater Freetown area did not report higher rates than the national average (13%), although, as noted above,
violence was more common in urban than rural areas across the country.
The media analysis revealed that reports on violence tend to favour incidents in the Western Area (Freetown), with
70% of violent incidents taking place there. This skewed reporting is likely to reflect more frequent reporting of
events in the Western Area in general, but might affect local residents’ perceptions of the prevalence of violence
(although perceptions of security in the Freetown area in this survey were not significantly worse than other areas).
A greater proportion of government than private-sector workers (19% versus 13%, 95% CI) reported victimisation
among household-members. Similarly, a greater proportion of government than private sector workers reported that
someone in their household had experienced more than one violent crime or violent incident in the last year (35%
compared with 23%).  
Overall, a quarter of those who said that someone in their household had experienced such an incident (26%)
reported experiencing victimisation more than once over that period. However, very few reported more than two
incidents (8%).
More than 500 victims of a violent incident or violent crime were reported by respondents in this survey. Very few
respondents reported that the victim(s) of these incidents were killed (4% of those reporting an incident), however
more than half reported that the victim(s) experienced an injury as a result of the incident(s) (57% of those reporting
an incident). A greater proportion of respondents in Bombali (86%), Bo (80%), Kailahun (70%) and Koinadugu
(62%) reported an injury resulting from an incident of violence than those in other districts. A greater proportion
of individuals identifying their tribe as Mende (65%) reported an injury as a result of a violent incident than those
identifying their tribes as Temne (37%) or Other (57%) (98% CI). A greater proportion of men than women reported
injury to a household member as a result of a violent incident (66% versus 48%, 98% CI).
Experiences of violence and reporting of actual violent events were strongly associated. Nearly twice as many
respondents who reported that they worried about someone in their household becoming a victim of violence,
had also experienced a violent incident to a household member (76% compared to 42%, 98%CI), compared to
those who did not report victimisation. Thus experiences of violence appear to be strongly associated with fears of
violence.

1

Tribe and district are strongly associated, with the Mende predominant in Southern districts, and Temne in Northern.
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Armed Violence in Sierra Leone – Primary Types and Characteristics
This section examines only the responses of those individuals who reported that they had experienced violence or
violent crime within the last year (n=326). Results in this section should be interpreted with some caution, given the
small overall numbers.

Box 1 - Sierra Leone Media Reporting on Armed Violence
Reporting on armed violence in the media can affect public perceptions of risk and security. This may feed
popular concern and pressure for action and thus, ultimately, public policy-making on the issue. Where the
media discourse on armed violence is accurate, it can be invaluable in raising awareness and prompting
action. Where media discourse is inaccurate, or biased in favour of certain forms of violence, reportage can
distort perceptions and mislead policy.
In the media analysis conducted for this assessment, a total of 122 violence-focused news stories were
identified between June 2012 and November 2012. Just under three quarters of the events reported (85)
occurred in the greater Western Area (Freetown), in contrast to 21% of survey respondents.
There was a close tally between media reporting on economically motivated violence and survey results
(24% of reports and 25% of reports, respectively).
There was a close fit between some characteristics covered in media stories and survey findings of
household experience. Where information was provided on location of crime, news stories confirmed the
majority of robberies reported occurred in the victim’s home (25%), and on the street (20%). Fewer than
half of incidents involved weapon use (41%).
However, while media reports indicated that the vast majority of victims knew their attackers, in the
household survey attackers were reported to be approximately equal numbers of known and unknown to
their victims.
Injuries resulting from armed violence appear to be under-reported in the media (39% of incidents reported
in the media result in injury compared to 52% in the survey).
There was, however, a tendency in the media to report use of firearms at a higher rate than was seen in the
survey (52% versus 18% of reports respectively), Similarly, murder was substantially over-reported in the
period under examination. It constituted 38% of media reports on violence, compared to the survey results
which showed that only 4% of those reporting an incident said that the victim had died.
It is not unlikely that this reflects an appetite in news reporting for more lurid aspects of violence; indeed,
media reports were found to contain higher levels of injury and death than were found in the household
survey.
Sexual violence is largely absent from media coverage of armed violence and insecurity in Sierra Leone, in
contrast to the relatively high reporting levels in the survey.
An issue that emerges clearly from this analysis is that there is need for AVRP stakeholders to work with
media at the level of editorial policy-making as much as at the level of journalistic practice. Editorial
choices about how armed violence is represented in media reporting is key to building accurate public
awareness and hence appropriate pressure on government policy-making and intervention.
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Figure 4.

Economically-motivated violence, interpersonal violence, and gender-based or sexual violence constitute the most
important types of violent incident or crime reported in this survey (see Figure 4), indicating that respondents’ fears
tally reasonably well with actual prevalence of violence (see Figure 2). Similarly, while FGD participants did not feel
there was much violent crime in their community, the main incidents discussed were petty theft, domestic violence,
and interpersonal violence such as abusive language or fighting.

Interpersonal Violence
The broad and general category of interpersonal violence, covering fighting (36%), threat/intimidation (11%),
assault/beating (28%), intentional killing (3%), spontaneous killing (2%), and shooting (2%) constitutes the largest
proportion of reports of incidents of violence in this survey (49%).
At the district level, fighting was most commonly identified as the incident-type in Bo (60%) and Koinadugu (56%).
Individuals identifying their tribe as Mende reported fighting more often than those identifying as Temne or Other
(48% compared to 19% and 32% respectively, 98% CI).
Assault/beating was most frequently identified as the incident type by respondents in Bo (41%) and Kailahun (40%).
Individuals identifying their tribe as Mende reported assault/beating more often than those identifying as Temne or
Other (38% compared to 23% and 16% respectively, 98% CI).
Threat/intimidation was most frequently identified in Bombali (57%), Kenema (54%), Kailahun (33%) and Bo (18%)
districts, and in rural, rather than urban areas (14% compared to 7%, 95% CI).

Economically Motivated Violence
Economically motivated violence (where this category includes robbery (16%), house break-ins (11%), land disputes
(9%), and drug dealing (9%)) constituted the second largest proportion of reports of incidents (25%). As reported
above, the majority of individuals who had concerns about potential victimisation cited theft/robbery as their main
concern, suggesting that fears of violence appropriately mirror actual experiences.
Robbery/theft was significantly more commonly reported by respondents in urban compared to rural areas (24%
compared to 11%, 98% CI), women compared to men (22% compared to 10%, 98% CI), respondents living in the
Western area of the country (42%), and respondents aged less than 25 years (29% compared to 12-13% for all
other age groups, 98% CI).
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Box 2 - Gender-Based and Domestic Violence
The International Rescue Committee report that 6 out of 10 women in West Africa who seek contact with the
organisation because of experiences of violence have suffered at the hands of a partner or spouse (IRC, 2012)
During the war in Sierra Leone, household income generation increasingly became women’s responsibility.
Women who had sought refuge in other countries saw women successfully running small businesses, and
returned to Sierra Leone with an increased sense of their own capability. Many women faced violent backlash
as they achieved success that either eluded their partners or was perceived as threatening  (IRC, 2012).
To some extent, the causes of domestic violence are embedded in the customs and traditions of Sierra
Leone, and in people’s attitudes and acceptance of gender inequity and inequality as the norm. It is also
widely accepted that it is a husband’s right to beat his wife if she, for example, disagrees with him, asks too
many questions, or refuses sex. Participants in focus-group discussions led by the UNFPA in 2005 confirmed
that in their experience, acts such as wife-battering, sexual assault and marital rape between intimate
partners or the maltreatment of children by parents or other caregivers were common (UNFPA, 2005).
Under pressure from international and civil society actors, the GoSL ratified the Domestic Violence Act 2007,
which aims “to suppress domestic violence, and to provide protection for the victims of domestic violence”.
As well as focusing on physical, sexual, emotional, and psychological abuse, the Act also aims to prevent
economic abuse. According to a 2012 IRC report, economic abuse is increasing, and occurs when an abuser
withholds money from the victim in order to control them, and can result in neglect, fear, depression, anxiety
or humiliation (Government of Sierra Leone, 2007).
Implementation of the Domestic Violence Act remains weak however, especially in rural areas, where local
chiefs ‘settle’ cases according to customary practice, which often disadvantages women, and sometimes
violates national laws. When women do opt to pursue cases through the formal justice system, not all police
units are trained to handle domestic violence complaints, and there can be significant cost barriers (IRC,
2012). Police officers do not always take domestic violence claims seriously, claiming that women later
change their minds about pursuing prosecution.
While gender-based violence is still a huge problem in Sierra Leone (IRC, 2012), increasingly the “culture
of silence” appears to be breaking down. Family Support Units (see Box 5 – Police reform) are often cited
as being one of the more effective arms of the police force. For example, in Makeni (the Northern regional
capital),  59% of respondents of both sexes surveyed by the Access to Justice Law Centre (AJLC) in Makeni
identified FSUs as the place to which they take their complaints of GBV (Alexander, 2010).
Female Genital Cutting (FGC), is widely practiced in Sierra Leone, with the World Health Organisation
estimating that approximately 90 per cent of Sierra Leonean women undergo the procedure which allows
initiation into the ‘Bondo’ Secret Society. The practice is sanctioned by traditional customs, making it difficult
for the government to act against it (UNFPA, 2005). Most young girls see the ceremony as a necessary
rite of passage, and they look forward to being initiated as soon as they attain the stipulated age, and it is
widely accepted across the country (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2009). However, there are serious individual and
public health consequences associated with the practice (Bjalkander et al., 2012) and UNFPA have voiced
the concern that consent is often not requested, and that information on what the process involves is often
withheld (UNFPA, 2005).
In workshops run by UNICEF’s 2012 Peacebuilding, Education, and Advocacy in Conflict-Affected Contexts
Programme, gender inequality was identified as a cross-cutting issue across all of the drivers of conflict,
the lack of recognition of the role of women, reduced access for women and girls to education, culminating
in women being resource poor, while simultaneously being charged with the responsibility to bring up and
educate their children (UNICEF, 2012).
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Gender-Based Violence
Gender-based violence (GBV) was the third most frequently reported incident type, with respondents nationally
reporting that rape/sexual assault (21%) and domestic violence (13%) together accounted for 34% of reports
of incidents of violence or violent crime. It is worth noting that when respondents were asked to rank their
neighbourhood security concerns, violence against women was cited most frequently, and more often by men than
by women (30% compared to 20%, 98% CI). It is likely that GBV remains under-reported, despite relatively high
reporting in this survey, particularly since respondents are unlikely to have considered FGC as a form of reportable
violence.
Rape/sexual assault was identified most frequently as the incident type by respondents who reported experiencing
an incident of violence or violent crime in Bo (48%) and Bonthe (40%) districts, in the southern region of Sierra
Leone. A significantly greater proportion of men than women reporting an incident of violence against a household
member reported it as rape/sexual assault (29% compared to 13%, 98% CI).
Domestic violence was most frequently reported in Kailahun (47%), Bo (25%), and Bonthe (15%) districts. It was
more often reported by rural (16%) than urban (7%) respondents (98% CI), individuals identifying as Mende (19%)
rather than Temne or Other (3% and 14% respectively, 95% CI), and men rather than women (17% compared
to 9%, 95% CI). These results are surprising, and suggest that women may be reluctant to report gender-based
violence incidents.
Domestic violence was one of the few security issues discussed by FGD participants, however most did not feel
it was of a particularly acute nature, and rarely accompanied by weapon use. As one participant noted, “there are
some forms of fighting amongst husbands and wives, although not with weapons like cutlasses”.  One act involving
a weapon was discussed across the three FGDs; however its historical nature suggests events such as this are
rare in the community in which the FGDs were held: “About four years ago a wife fell in love with another man.  In
knowing the act the husband stabbed his wife with a knife… he then escaped into the bush.”  
Prevalence of violence in Sierra Leone is still substantial, and dominated by interpersonal violence, economicallymotivated violence, and gender-based violence. It is likely that there is some overlap between the violence types
reported, especially given the nature of survey data and difficulty of identifying perpetrator motivations.

Market in Sierra Leone
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Drivers of Armed Violence
Many commentators still highlight the continuing presence of the drivers of the conflict in contemporary Sierra
Leone.  “In a very real sense, the conditions that spawned the war and inflicted gruesome casualties on Sierra
Leone’s citizens have not disappeared” warns the International Crisis Group (ICG, 2008a). The Sierra Leone Truth
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) recommended that “more avenues for the youth to express themselves and
to realise their potential need to be created. Political space should be opened up so that the youth can become
involved in governance and in the decision-making process” and that that the “youth question… be viewed as a
national emergency” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Sierra Leone, 2004b).
Youths in both rural and peri-urban Sierra Leone are gaining a greater voice and agency in their communities.
Change is limited and varies dramatically from one place to another, but youths overall are more likely than before
the war to assert themselves and their opinions and to challenge authority (Manning, 2009). Youths also have
a greater role in community governance, through new or strengthened formal positions or through less formal
consultation, though too often such participation is limited or only symbolic. Youths, particularly in urban areas, have
also helped create a number of new political and social spaces through which they have achieved a measure of
self-governance and greater prominence and voice, such as okada (motorcycle taxi) drivers’ unions and local youth
forums (Manning, 2009).
However, there are still intergenerational problems, with many older participants in FGDs identifying ‘youth’,
generically, as the main perpetrators of violence. Similarly, survey respondents identified the conceptually
overlapping groups ‘youth’, ‘idlers’ and ‘drug users’ as the type of people most commonly involved in crime and
violence. During the war, these intergenerational cleavages may have been a key factor pulling young people away
from their homes, and towards the fighting forces (see Box 6 – Chiefdom and governance reforms), and as such,
evidence that there is still tension between the generations should be taken into account in any violence-reduction
interventions in Sierra Leone.

Perpetrators
Data on perpetrators are generally extremely hard to come by, and while the results of this survey go some way towards
improving knowledge on perpetrators of violence and armed violence in Sierra Leone, a combination of small numbers
and extremely high refusal rates in questions on perpetrators mean that the data should be treated with caution.
256 of the 326 respondents who reported an incident of violence or violent crime felt able to provide information about
the characteristics of the attacker. Of these, 83% reported that the primary attacker was male, while only 13% were
reported to be female. There were some differences by sex in the age profile of attackers, with a greater proportion of
female attackers in the 16-25 age group (see Figure 5). When data are disaggregated by incident type and sex, men remain
overwhelmingly responsible for all violent incidents. However, larger proportions of women were reported to have been
involved as perpetrators in incidents of domestic violence (25%) and drug dealing (23%). 55% of female perpetrators,
compared to 41% of male, used a weapon. Perpetrators using SALW were overwhelmingly aged 16-25 years old.

Proportional age of reported primary attackers, by gender
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The age pattern of perpetrators was reported to be approximately the same as that of victims (Figure 5 and Figure 15),
although the proportion of victims aged less than 16 was greater (23% of victims compared to 4% of perpetrators).
The vast majority of perpetrators were reported to be aged 16-25 (43%).
Where there was more than one attacker, data were only collected on the primary perpetrator in order to avoid an
onerously complex questionnaire. However, when asked if the perpetrators were homogenous in terms of their age
and sex, a greater proportion (34%) said ‘no’, than ‘yes’ (15%). As a result, the results presented above in terms of
perpetrator characteristics should serve as an approximate indication, rather than truly representative of all reported
perpetrators acting against victims within this sample survey.

Environment
Results from the household survey suggest that the physical environment and geography have an effect on
experiences of violent incidents.
For example, there are substantial urban/rural differences in the extent and type of violence experienced by
respondents in this survey. While 13% of respondents overall said that a member of their household had been
a victim of a violent crime or violent incident in the past year, this was higher (18%) in urban areas then in rural
(12%).  There were also significant variations by district, with Bonthe reporting the highest level of violence, and
Kono the lowest.
In addition, there are interactions between location and the temporal nature of violence reported in this survey.
While violent incidents across the country as a whole occur at all times of the day and night, they peak at night in
urban areas and in the afternoon in rural areas.
Similarly, the location of violent incidents is affected by geography. The location of reported violent incidents is
shown in Figure 6, below. However, there are differences across urban and rural areas, with a significantly greater
proportion of violent incidents on the street taking place in urban areas, and a significantly greater proportion of
violent incidents in the bush taking place in rural areas.
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In the home
On the street
In “the bush” (remote rural location)
In a neighbour/ friend’s home
At a public place (restaurant, bar)
At a market
In the workplace
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Do not know
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Figure 6.

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

22 | Sierra Leone Armed Violence Baseline Survey Report

There are substantial differences in the location of violence depending on the incident type (see Figure 7). Events that
took place in the home were more commonly robberies and house break-ins.
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Figure 7.

The locations of GBV (rape/sexual assault and domestic violence) were fairly evenly distributed, although tended not
to take place in a public space such as a restaurant or bar. The bush is a location that features prominently in more
aggravated assault types, such as intentional and spontaneous killings, shootings, and rape/sexual assault.
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Incident type by time of day
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House break-ins, robbery/theft, and drug-dealing overwhelmingly took place at night, which in combination with the
data presented in Figure 7 suggests that improving night-time domestic security could have a significant impact on
acquisitional crime rates in Sierra Leone.
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There are also geographical differences in the distribution of resources across the country. While a minority of
respondents (39%) answered the question on household income and the results should therefore be treated with
caution, Figure 9 provides some information on urban/rural income differences. In rural areas, very few respondents
indicated that they earned higher salaries, with the largest proportion earning 100,000 Leones (approximately $25)
or less monthly. In urban areas, incomes are substantially more variable, and a greater proportion of respondents
reported higher incomes.
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Rural

More than 500,000

Urban

300,001 - 500,000
100,001 - 300,000
Up to 100,000
0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

Figure 9.

Access to money and associated state benefits was the main concern raised in the FGDs, and some participants
were vocal about the unfair distribution of wealth in the country:
Poverty is really a dominating factor that leads to such menaces.  It can be observed that we having
only a few zinc roofed houses. In other towns and even villages, such houses are in the majority.  Our
toilet system and even water sanitation are in a mess.  Our standard of living is really poor we want the
government to help us in our situation
Male respondent, FGD Community Leaders
The excerpt above suggests that this respondent was not only aware of geographical inequalities, but felt that the
combination of a poor standard of living and an awareness of unequal distribution of wealth contributed to a risk
of violence.
For some participants, this was strongly linked to a perceived unfairness around the use of natural resources in
their communities, and the view that communities themselves were not reaping the rewards:
There is no money - that is why we are experiencing these robberies and stealing.  I believe we have more
than four mining companies in this area Groups had been coming to do prospective work but nothing good
for us has come out of that.
Male respondent, FGD Community Leaders
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Both of the above quotes link poverty and crime or violence, through a perceived unfair distribution of resources, be
they state benefits or income from mining. While mining revenues have, to some extent, benefited Sierra Leoneans
(see Box 3 – Resource Management), there are questions around their distribution, and the distribution of wealth in
the country more generally. If this has a concomitant impact on perceptions of relative inequality and the prevalence
of violent crime, it may deserve further examination.

Box 3 – Resource Management
One of the widely accepted causes of the beginning and the prolonging of the war was control of the
diamond fields in the east of the country, particularly Kono and Kenema Districts. Community youths were
often forced to work long, back-breaking hours in alluvial diamond processing, receiving minimal pay and
in terrible working conditions. In order to restore some balance to the industry, Diamond Area Community
Development Funds (DACDF) were set-up as participatory mechanisms which aimed to give local
stakeholders more control over their mining activities and local development. Some have heralded these
funds as providing considerable incentive for both miners and diamond-rich chiefdoms to engage in formal
diamond mining activities and revenue reporting, by returning a percentage of mining revenue back to the
producing chiefdoms (Maconachie, 2010), and it is estimated that $3.5million has been generated for local
communities in this way.
There is evidence to suggest that the funds have been used wisely by some chiefdoms and councils for
financing community infrastructure, education, health and vocational skills training centres. However, other
commentators express concerns that the distribution of funds is often biased by the personal preferences
of chiefs, and thus further undermines Sierra Leone’s security by linking two of the most often cited issues
in post-conflict Sierra Leone (e.g. diamonds, and the chieftaincy structure – see Box 6 – Chiefdom and
governance reforms). In addition, the funds are insufficient to offset the loss of income to rural populations
associated with favouring the industrialisation of diamond production (Le Billon and Levin, 2009). Further,
industrialisation itself has not reaped the predicted economic rewards for Sierra Leone. Mining companies
have successfully negotiated lease agreements that advantage them over the GoSL, and are often able to
limit the amount of tax spent through registering offshore or limiting their profit declarations (DanWatch,
2011). Thus the lack of development and associated poverty in diamondiferous areas that threatens
security is not being sufficiently addressed (Le Billon and Levin, 2009).

Village near Makeni in Bombali District, Sierra Leone
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Weapons
Of those who reported an incident of violence or violent crime within the last year (n=326), 45% (n=148) of
respondents said that a weapon had been used during the incident, meaning that 6% of the total sample had a
household member who had experienced an incident of armed violence. Respondents in the Western Area of the
country (e.g. those in the greater Freetown area) had the highest reporting rate for weapons use, at 74% of those
reporting an incident, and urban residents reported a significantly higher proportion of weapons use than rural
residents (63% compared to 35%, 98% CI).
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Figure 10.

Weapon use and incident type were strongly associated (Chi 2 p<0.01), with weapons used most frequently in
reported incidents of shooting (86%), robbery/theft (73%), and ‘other’ incidents (72%). However, small numbers in
these categories mean these estimates should be treated with caution.
Focus group participants were emphatic that weapon use was almost non-existent in their community, and the vast
majority echoed this respondent when she pointed out that although ‘abusive language’ was relatively common,
such events were never accompanied by armed violence:

With regards violence, I have never witnessed a confrontation with weapons like knife, stone, cutlass or
even a catapult.
Female respondent, FGD Community Group
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The DDR process was raised by most FGD respondents as having been an effective means of controlling SALW
post-war, and as contributing to the low rates of armed violence in their community more generally:

I have neither observed the possession of firing guns nor any armed robbery activity in this community,
since the disarmament process was concluded.
Male respondent, FGD Community Leaders

In the survey, blunt objects, bladed weapons, and agricultural tools were the most commonly reported weapons;
however hunting rifles and corrosives were also reported by 15% and 11% (respectively) of those who stated that
a weapon was used. These data are not dissimilar from those on weapon use in violent events in respondents’
neighbourhoods more generally (presented in Figure 14), providing some evidence of internal consistency in reports
of weapon use in this survey.
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Figure 11.

When data are disaggregated by type of weapon, a greater proportion of men (compared to women) reported the
use of blunt objects (57% compared to 38%, 98% CI), agricultural tools (26% compared to 8%, 95% CI), hunting
rifles (21% compared to 8%, 98% CI), corrosives (such as acid or caustics) (17% compared to 5%, 98% CI), and
fire (such as fire or petrol bombs) (13% compared to 1%, 95% CI). A greater proportion of women reported the use
of bladed weapons (57% compared to 33%, 98% CI).  
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Proportion injured, by weapon type
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Figure 12.

When a weapon was used in a reported incident, 66% of victims were injured and 5% killed, compared to 54%
and 1% respectively when a weapon was not used. Injury rates varied by weapon type, with 94% of instances of
corrosive acid use, 91% of instances of hunting rifles and fire, and 80% of instances of automatic weapons resulting
in injury. By comparison, bladed weapon use caused an injury 65% of the time.
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Only 2% of respondents admitted to firearm ownership within their households. The vast majority (83%) of these
were in rural areas, most of whom said they owned hunting rifles. Most respondents who said someone in their
household owned a firearm, refused to provide details on type of gun (31 of 53 respondents, or 58%). Of those who
did report firearm ownership and type, hunting rifle was the most common firearm type (32%).
Respondents were asked their views on the relationship between firearm possession and community safety. Most
respondents (61%) said they thought guns were a threat to safety; this is equally the case in urban and rural areas.  
A significantly greater proportion of women than men tend to believe that possession of a gun helps to improve
their safety (23% compared to 16%, 98% CI).  In a few districts a higher proportion report that they think guns help
improve safety: in Kailahun 58% thought safety was improved, Pujehun (42%), Bonthe (38%), Koinadugu (34%) and
Bombali (31%). Very few people, just 2% overall, slightly higher in urban areas, feel that it is ‘normal’ to own a gun.
These results are in contrast to other survey data: in 2009, while 29% of respondents viewed firearms as a ‘danger
to society’, the majority stated that given the chance, they would like the opportunity for legal gun ownership and
saw firearms as necessary for their own protection (Swaray and Conteh, 2009).
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Box 4 – Border & Regional Security Since the War
Despite sophisticated regional legislation aimed at controlling SALW proliferation, there is still a substantial risk
associated with the trade of SALW throughout the sub-region of West Africa, and specifically the Mano River
Basin. In particular, the links between arms proliferation, international criminal networks, and violent conflict
threaten West Africa’s ongoing security, as well as prospects for development (Darkwa, 2011).
SALW have played a key role in fuelling overlapping and uncontained conflicts in Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea-Bissau,
Liberia, Mali, Niger, Senegal, Sierra Leone and Togo, and the sub-region is still struggling to overcome the longrun consequences of ongoing conflicts in which small arms played a central and destabilising role (Langumba
Keili, 2008a).
The proliferation of small arms is affected both by an increase in prevalence of SALW in the region, and by the
porous nature of West Africa’s borders. Unmanned border crossing points, widespread corruption, and long
stretches of un-patrolled coast facilitate illicit trafficking in small arms from elsewhere in Africa. Despite the
cessation of many conflicts in the sub-region, smuggling and the illicit trade in small arms are reported to be on
the increase. Anecdotal evidence suggests that deserting soldiers and soldiers returning from peacekeeping
missions elsewhere return to West Africa and sell their weapons to supplement their income.  Additional ‘leakage’
from military and police stockpiles, either through organised raids or through theft by security personnel is also a
chronic problem across West Africa (Langumba Keili, 2008a).
In this context, the recent purchase of millions of pounds worth of assault weapons by the GoSL has led some
commentators, including the outgoing head of the UN mission in Sierra Leone to express concerns, especially
given the relative success of peacebuilding reforms and improved security since the end of the war (Nichols,
2012).
The proliferation of SALW has not all been illegal – governments also distributed arms directly to paramilitary
groups in order to fight rebel forces during the civil wars in Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia and Sierra Leone. Rebel factions
were, in turn, armed by external actors  (Langumba Keili, 2008b; Darkwa, 2011).  As noted above, recent national
legislation has also been liberalised in some countries in the region (including Sierra Leone), the effects of which
still remain to be seen (Nichols, 2012) .
In addition, not all weapons are externally manufactured and sourced - artisan firearms are now being made in
significant amounts, and thus constitute a major problem across West Africa. Blacksmiths have a major role in the
manufacture and circulation of firearms (Langumba Keili, 2008a). Made with heavy, cast iron barrels, aluminium
firing mechanisms and rough wooden handles, these weapons are just as effective as conventional firearms, are
totally un-traceable, and practically un-countable. Research has shown an increase in artisanal gun manufacture
by blacksmiths, particularly in response to the regional downturn in agriculture and crop prices (Darkwa, 2011).
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Outcomes & Responses to Armed Violence
Victims
Among those reporting actual incidents of violence, approximately equal numbers of men and women were reported
to have been victims of violence in this survey. This may be explained by the high proportion of economically
motivated crime taking place in households, which is likely to victimise men and women equally.

Reported age of victims
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Figure 15.

The single most ‘at risk’ group were males aged 16-29 (accounting for 39% of reported victims), closely followed by
females of the same age (36%).
Victims under the age of 16 were significantly more likely to know their attacker than other age groups. Closer
examination of the data reveals that a large proportion of incidents for this age group take place in the home. Taken
together with the incident type data reported above (see Figure 4), results from this survey suggest that child abuse may
be a substantial issue in Sierra Leone.
Experience of violent crime involving someone under 16 years old is much more predominant in rural areas than urban
areas, and a larger proportion of men are victims than women in urban areas, while the opposite is true in rural areas.
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By and large, there are few gender differences by crime type. However, substantially larger proportions of male
than female victims were reported in incidents of fighting and assault/beating. There were larger proportions of
female victims reported in incidents of child abuse and rape/sexual assault. However, a not insubstantial proportion
of male victims (23%) were also reported to have experienced rape/sexual assault. Reporting of male victims of
sexual assault is not common in general, and especially not in West Africa, and therefore these results merit further
attention. There were no real gender differences in terms of being the victims of weapons.

Perception of the people most commonly victimised by crime
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Figure 17.

Respondents’ perceptions of who was likely to be a victim when violent events took place in their neighbourhood,
differed markedly from the data reflecting reports of actual incidents of violence. As Figure 17 shows, young men
were perceived to be most at risk. This may reflect the fact that men may occupy public space in a different way
than women, and the distinction between the kind of public violent events likely to be conjured up in the mind when
asked about ‘neighborhood’ events, as opposed to the more concealed events (such as break-ins or domestic
violence) that respondents reported actually occurred.
Very few respondents reported that the victim(s) of these incidents were killed (4% of those reporting an incident),
however more than half reported that the victim(s) experienced an injury as a result of the incident(s) (57% of
those reporting an incident). A greater proportion of respondents in Bombali (86%), Bo (80%), Kailahun (70%) and
Koinadugu (62%) reported an injury resulting from an incident of violence than those in other districts. A smaller
proportion of individuals identifying their tribe as Temne (37%) reported an injury as a result of a violent incident than
those identifying their tribes as Mende (65%) or Other (57%) (98% CI). A greater proportion of men than women
reported injury to a household member as a result of a violent incident (66% versus 48%, 98% CI).
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Help-Seeking Behaviour
Of those respondents who reported an incident of violence, 75% reported engaging in some kind of institutional
help-seeking behaviour after the incident of violence.
Just over 50% of respondents said they had gone to the police after the event. 33% reported they had sought
out medical assistance, which is a worryingly low proportion, given the high injury rate reported above. 25% of
respondents said they had gone to the chief for assistance, although there were significant urban/rural differences
in this, with 37% of rural respondents saying they went to the chief, compared to 7% of urban respondents.
19% of the sample overall said they had dealt with the perpetrators themselves, with the assistance of friends/
family and 6% by themselves without any assistance (see Figure 18). A larger proportion of rural than urban
respondents reported that they had dealt with the individual with help of friends / family (23% compared to
13%, 95% CI) or independently without any assistance (9% compared to 2%, 95% CI), rather than seeking out
institutional support of some kind. These results are similar to those identified by a SALW perceptions survey
conducted across the country in 2008, in which the majority of respondents saw the police as ineffective in
responding to reports of armed violence, and often dealt with the issue themselves or with the support of family
and friends (Swaray and Conteh, 2009).

Perception of the security providers most likely to be sought by respondents
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Figure 18.

Of those who reported that they had sought assistance, only 25% reported that the services they received
(police, medical, etc.) were free of charge, although there was a substantial gender difference, with 39% of
women reporting free services, and only 14% of men (98%CI). Of those who paid, over 40% reported that the fee
charged was not an official payment, suggesting that service providers in the security and medical services are
improperly charging patients and victims. Under these conditions it is perhaps not a surprise that so few victims
in this survey sought help at all.
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Box 5 – Police Reform
DfID developed the concept of Security Sector Reform (SSR) in the late 1990s with respect to Sierra Leone and
SSR policy became a key component of the approach to merging security and development (Albrecht, 2010b).
This was a crucial realisation, since the Sierra Leone Police (SLP) had been losing credibility and respect since
President Siaka Stevens’ cabinet in 1978 had made the Inspector General’s position (as the Head of the SLP) a
political appointment. Corruption was rife and the force was viewed as one of the most incapable and distrusted
institutions in the country (Fakondo, 2008).
The National Security and Central Intelligence Act 2002 established the Office of National Security (ONS) to
provide oversight of and co-ordination across the security sector (Conteh, 2008). When considering the reform
of the SLP the two principles followed by the ONS were to establish a force capable of maintaining internal
and border security without the support of the military, and to build a force that truly meets the needs of the
community it serves.
In addition to these principles, the ONS developed the Military Aid to the Civil Power (MACP) policy. This is a
tool which the government can use to call in the support of the army in internal security, and which defines the
relationship between the SLP and the army and outlines precisely when and how the army may play a role in
internal security in Sierra Leone (Conteh, 2008).
Local Needs Policing & Family Support Units
Local Needs Policing (or ‘community policing’), was introduced in the early 2000s and has been defined as:
“Policing that meets the expectations and need of the local community and reflects national standards and
objectives” (Albrecht and Jackson, 2008).  
In 2002-2003, Local Policing Partnership Boards (LPPBs) were established in each police division, to ensure
community participation in the process of policing, and address the need within the police to rebuild relations
with the civilian population which had been damaged over decades. In places where the partnership boards are
functioning, the integration with the community enables the police to carry out their duties more effectively, whilst
improving service delivery to the population (Albrecht, 2010b). The biggest constraint to LPPB members is that
they have no budget, a common problem within the civil service.
Family Support Units (FSUs), dealing primarily with domestic violence, have also been acknowledged by the ONS
for their role in building up stronger relations between communities and the SLP. Their success has been evident
from the support they’ve received from  NGOs for the concept, and also from the way NGOs have actively sought
association with the newly established FSUs when historically NGOs operating in Sierra Leone had been deeply
suspicious of the police (Albrecht, 2010b). The FSUs were initially established in the eastern part of Freetown to
support women who had been attached to a warring faction, and the principle was so successful that FSUs have
been established throughout the country (Fakondo, 2008).
Local Needs Policing & Family Support Units
One of the key aspects of security development was investing in and developing the Operational Support
Division (OSD). By concentrating all police firearms within this ‘elite’ force, the SLP has been able to improve
firearm security while retaining an armed function (Albrecht and Jackson, 2009). The OSD has also been identified
as being “the critical success factor in developing improved relations with the community” (Albrecht and Jackson,
2009) in 2003, as a core element of the Local Needs Policing strategy.
The OSD have particular responsibility for:
• Public Order – policing of crowds, large assemblies, sporting events, demonstration marches, violent
disorder and riots
• Provision of formed units for cordon and searches for wanted criminals, illegal firearms, drugs and
contraband, for raids on arms caches, and for assistance at major disasters and incidents.
• Protection of key points and the offices and residences of key personnel.
• Response to armed incidents and attacks by criminals, renegade rebels and terrorists.
• Resolution of armed sieges and hostage taking (Albrecht, 2010b).
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This ‘superior’ force allows the government to respond effectively to serious threats and provide security to both
large events and VIPs, and allows the regular SLP to focus on community policing policies. Some have raised
concerns that the OSD divert resources away from general duties policing, however the success of the OSD in
taking over from the UN forces in Sierra Leone means that most view its function as necessary (Albrecht and
Jackson, 2009)
The DfID-backed Commonwealth Community Safety and Security Project (CCSSP) was initially set-up to
re-establish a visible police presence on the Freetown Peninsular, and strengthen the capacity of the SLP to
provide security during the 2002 election (Stone et al., 2005). This programme was replaced by the Justice
Sector Development Programme (JSDP) in 2005, in which the reform focus moved from internal security alone
to improving the governance of the justice sector as a whole and the delivery of local services. The JSDP’s
extension programme is the 3-year Improved Access to Security and Justice Programme (IASJP), which will run
from 2010 – 2013, and will focus predominantly on expanding the role of traditional leaders and non-state actors
as providers of security and justice in Sierra Leone (Albrecht, 2010a).

Perceptions of Security Provision
Almost equal numbers of respondents said they saw the police as responsible for providing security in their
neighbourhoods, as said they viewed traditional leaders as fulfilling this function (66% and 63% respectively)  (see
Figure 19). Unsurprisingly, there is a clear urban/rural divide on this matter, with significantly more urban respondents
citing the police as responsible (71% compared to 63%, 98% CI), and conversely, significantly fewer urban
respondents identifying traditional leaders as responsible for security provision (20% compared to 82%, 98% CI).

Who is responsible for providing security in your neighbourhood?
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Community defence group
Security guards
No particular group
Business leaders
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Other
Do not know
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Figure 19.
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In Focus Group Discussions (FGDs - which took place in a rural location in Bo district), the police were seen as
providing a secondary level of security, if an issue escalated beyond the control of the more established local justice/
chieftancy systems. However, several respondents articulated minimal faith in the police force’s ability to actually
provide this security:

We always hope and look up to the police to take drastic measures against wrong doers but eventually to our
disappointment.
Male respondent, FGD Community Leaders

This lack of faith was repeatedly linked to allegations of bribery, and the view that when justice had failed, it was
because the system had been undermined by a corrupt police force:

An attack was made on my son and the matter taken to the police.  No positive action was taken as the
authorities were bribed.  The government should by eye opener to these menaces and should take strict
measures against wrong doers.
Female respondent, FGD Community Leaders

This perspective, that the police are not an effective means of responding to violent crime, echoes findings from 2009,
in which respondents to a survey on perceptions of security in Sierra Leone said they did not consider the police
capable of mounting an appropriate response to a report of armed violence (Swaray and Conteh, 2009).
The police were simultaneously seen as being bound by laws that inhibited their ability to act against offenders. Chiefs
participating in FGDs implied that it was not worth participating in formal legal processes, given that the relevant
bodies (e.g. the police) were straitjacketed by national and international laws:

We have been given a task by higher authorities to perform and such authorities are supposed to empower the
local chiefs to take action against wrongdoers. The wrongdoers are somehow protected by Human Right laws.  
How can you arrest and handover to the higher authorities a man who happens to stab his companion when he is
protected in this way?
Male respondent, FGD Community Leaders

If the police are perceived by chiefs (as well as community members), who are also vested with authority, to be
simultaneously corrupt and ineffective, then there may be significant barriers to ensuring that the customary and formal
justice systems work in parallel, as intended.
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Box 6 – Chiefdom and Governance Reforms
Traditionally, local governance and justice in Sierra Leone have been largely controlled by male elders, who hold
the majority of leadership positions. A system of ‘corrupt justice’ stemmed from this where chiefs (who were not
paid by the government) found an income from handing down fines that were not commensurate with the crimes
committed (Fanthorpe, 2006), and often expected their ‘subjects’ to work for them without payment. The Sierra
Leone TRC identified these political structures as having contributed to the war, insofar as they drove young
people away from their homes and towards the fighting forces, and subsequently returned to exact revenge
on the elders they considered to have exploited or alienated them (Truth and Reconcilation Commission, Sierra
Leone, 2004a; Manning, 2009). Others have identified the power of elders and chiefs over young men’s labour
as a powerful push factor influencing the decision to leave rural areas and seek work in the diamond fields where
they were vulnerable to militia recruitment (Richards et al., 2004).
Towards the end of the war the Government of Sierra Leone (GoSL) made the reinstatement of legitimate
rural authorities (i.e. hereditary chiefs) a priority for post-war reconstruction and stabilisation. DfID responded
with support for the Paramount Chiefs Restoration Programme, later renamed the Chiefdom Governance
Reform Programme (CGRP) which ran from 1999 – 2002. The core aim of the programme was reinstating the
‘governance pact’ between Paramount Chiefs and populace using the mechanisms of public consultation, new
written guidelines for chiefdom elections and tax administration, and community mobilisation. This was to ensure
community buy-in, and reduce the likelihood that Chiefs and elders would return to the damaging practices
which contributed to the civil war. Public consultations held as part of the programme identified substantial
public grievances with the chiefs, including the complaint that local oppression had driven youth into the arms
of the rebels, facilitating a retributive rebel war (Fanthorpe, 2004). The chieftancy justice system has also been
characterised as one where elites collude against those less powerful than themselves. Conversely, they are seen
as being adept at solving local, minor disputes, and therefore central to local dispute resolution (Richards, 2008).
Views of the chiefdom system among international agencies and consultants have often been similary
uncharitable. The perspective that traditional modalities of rural governance overwhelmingly privilege patriarchy,
to the detriment of the rights and voices of women and youths is widespread among NGOs operating in Sierra
Leone. Some analyses claim that “the experience of war and displacement has accelerated the modernisation
process among the rural poor and generated new conversations about rights and social membership.” This
perspective views the preservation of traditional power structures as only likely to further engender conflict
(Fanthorpe, 2004).
To counter the grievances identified above, the GoSL set up the National Council of Paramount Chiefs to
encourage chiefs to engage in national policy debates (Fanthorpe, 2004). The role of community youth leaders
has become more formalised, with some reporting their role had become increasingly recognised by government
following the end of the war (Manning, 2009).
In parallel to reforming ‘traditional power’ the GoSL has been undertaking a major decentralisation effort, reestablishing elected local councils – suspended in 1972 – and devolving powers from central ministries. This
rapid decentralisation of power was legitimised by the TRC’s findings regarding the role of disenfranchised youth
in the causes of the civil war.  The chieftaincy system still carries clout, and therefore the best approach to reform
has been identified as chiefdoms’ re-bureaucratisation, enforcing greater transparency to prevent political and
economic corruption and a wider franchise in chieftaincy elections (Sawyer, 2008).
In March 2004 the Local Government Act was passed, and in the subsequent elections in May, nineteen local
councils took office, of which five were urban councils, bringing the seats of power closer to the people who are
being governed, and engaging the population with local government. The Act empowers these Councils to raise
revenue from the chiefdoms, approve chiefdom administration budgets, and overturn local customs deemed
obstacles to development. However, the Act also states that it is the primary responsibility of the chiefdoms for
maintaining law and order at the local level, and managing and protecting customary land rights (Fanthorpe,
2004).  Paramount and local Chiefs therefore retain significant power amongst their communities. Whether this
power-sharing structure is a viable long-term solution remains to be seen.
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Conclusions and Recommendations
This nationwide study of armed violence provided data that facilitate a better understanding of the perceptions,
experiences, prevalence and characteristics of armed violence in Sierra Leone. While more focused -and in some
cases qualitative- studies should be conducted to understand better the specific patterns and drivers of violence,
we can draw useful conclusions and recommendations from this body of evidence.
This survey has shown that insecurity and armed violence persist in Sierra Leone in 2012. Interpersonal, economic,
and gender-based violence dominate the landscape, and are in many ways embedded within historical processes
and cultural values that will not be easy to change. As in Liberia, respondents prioritised access to healthcare,
education, and clean water over security concerns.

Economically-Motivated Violence
The country has made substantial progress in the ten years since the war, in terms of economic development,
security-sector reform, and violence reduction. However, economically motivated violence is a substantial problem
in Sierra Leone, which is unsurprising given the extent of poverty in the country. There are significant geographical
variations in extent and types of crime as well as in the distribution of benefits and income.
The interactions between, and effects of, being both poor and victimised in Sierra Leone are not well understood,
and further research that examines experiences of violence alongside socio-economic status would help to address
this knowledge gap.
Furthermore, data disaggregation suggests that a substantial proportion of economically-motivated violent incidents
take place at night-time and in the home. Improvements in domestic security arrangements (either at the individual
or community levels) might help to address this issue.  Street lighting and security patrols are just some examples
of measures that can address these issues in the short term. In the long term, improved reporting and monitoring
mechanisms will help to instruct targeted preventative measures against violent household robberies, alert security
providers to trends in ongoing violent crime and inform appropriate support provision to victims.  Given the resource
constraints of the police and the expressed willingness of communities to provide their own security through
community watch groups, for example, working with communities to provide some of these services in cooperation
with the police is advised.  Also in the longer term, better understanding and addressing the drivers of violence
(including potential perpetrators and the risk factors for violence) should be undertaken to prevent violence from
occurring in the first place.  This should include addressing the risk factors driving youth to undertake economicallymotivated violence, which is discussed below in the section on Youth. Any violence prevention initiatives should be
linked to wider community services in order to be effective and sustainable.  This is particularly important given the
prioritisation of healthcare, education and clean water - and given the link between violence and socioeconomic
circumstances such as poverty and unequal access to services and resources.

Interpersonal Violence
Interpersonal violence, including fights, threats, intimidation assault and beatings, constitute the largest
proportion of violence reported in this survey. Addressing the factors that lead to this violence is essential.
Further research should be conducted to better understand these drivers, and reporting should be promoted at
a community level to enable security providers to monitor and address this violence over time. In the absence
of detailed information on drivers, possible avenues for action are: public information campaigns on the impact
of interpersonal violence, conflict resolution programming and vocational training for those most vulnerable to
engaging in interpersonal violence, and improved access to reporting mechanisms so that this violence can be
monitored, better understood and prevented. All of the above should be integrated closely with the existing social
fabric, such as security and justice mechanisms and should particularly focus on integration with schools and
livelihood programmes since armed violence reduction initiatives that are linked with improvements in economic
standing tend to yield the greatest success. More information is needed on the drivers of this violence in order to
inform targeted preventative measures.
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Sexual and Gender Based Violence
Data in this survey identified a worrying level of reports on sexual and gender based violence.  Violence
against women is mentioned within the top three concerns by a quarter of respondents overall, and a third of
respondents in rural areas. A substantial number of respondents reported male victims in this category of
violence.  Overall, victims are equally likely to be either gender, although males are more likely to be victims in
urban areas and women in rural areas.  Sexual and gender based violence are usually under-reported in surveys,
and therefore it is possible that the rates in Sierra Leone exceed the rates reported here. Indeed, males in this
survey were more likely to report accounts of sexual or gender based violence, suggesting that there may be a
lack of reporting generally among females.
While further research is required to confirm these data, as well as to examine in more depth appropriate
responses to gender-based violence against victims of both sexes, there are a number of recommendations
that can be made.  Cases of sexual and gender based violence are not always taken seriously by security
providers. The inclination of local leaders to deal with these cases outside the legal system undermines their
importance, prevents victims from accessing services and can reinforce perpetrators’ inclination to inflict
this violence.  At a policy level, the ratification of the Domestic Violence Act in 2007 was a positive step, but
implementation of the Act, throughout rural areas of Sierra Leone in particular, is still required.  The increasing
incidence of economic abuse between partners, for example, is a worrying sign that implementation of the Act
is lacking.  Training is recommended for local chiefs, community leaders and the police to deal with sexual and
gender based violence with sensitivity and within the boundaries of national laws.  This training would provide
an improved understanding of this violence, and would improve access to justice and support services among
victims.  Given the prevalence and social acceptance of domestic violence and inequality between males and
females, information and education campaigns at a community level would highlight the negative impacts of this
violence, would increase community dialogue and stigma of sexual and domestic violence, and would inform
victims of their rights to justice, security provision, and reporting; particularly among females who demonstrated
a possible tendency to underreport the incidence. These campaigns and community dialogue should aim to
provide an attitudinal change towards domestic, sexual and gender based violence, so that it is taken seriously
and stigmatised across the country.

Weapon Use
The use of a weapon in reported incidents increases the rate of injury (from 54% to 66%) and death (from 1% to
5%) among victims.  Initiatives that reduce the availability and use of the most common weapons, particularly
those that cause significant rates of injury and death, are recommended.
Blunt objects and bladed weapons are the most common weapons used and result in relatively high injury and
death rates.  Since blunt objects cannot be easily controlled, policies and programmes addressing the factors
that lead to armed violence are recommended.  See the section below on youth, who were identified as the most
vulnerable to engaging in armed violence. Additionally, legislation could be considered for the possession of
offensive weapons such as bladed and makeshift weapons, which were found to be both commonly used and
harmful.
While the use of firearms is significantly less common, these incidents resulted in injury or death for 100% of
cases reported.  This indicates that the Arms and Ammunition Act should be implemented with urgency in order
to track and trace firearms throughout Sierra Leone and to implement a registration system for firearm ownership
and manufacture.   Given the ratification of the Arms and Ammunition Act in 2012, additional weapons amnesties
should be implemented nationwide, and repeated in communities where these have been conducted previously.  
Amnesties were widely supported in this survey, and are considered to improve community security. It is crucial
to establish rigorous, ongoing monitoring of firearms possession rates and concomitant perceptions of security in
the country. Given the results of this survey, it is recommended that this process is initiated in the Western Area,
before being rolled out to the provinces.
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Implementation of the Arms and Ammunition Act has begun, and it is hoped that full implementation of the
Act will follow.  SLeNCSA and SLANSA undertook a sensitisation and information campaign for the new Act in
December 2012 in order to educate citizens, community leaders and organisations about the purposes of the Act
and to ensure that stakeholders know their new obligations and responsibilities.  This campaign also informed
owners and manufacturers of SALW that all firearms and firearms manufacturers must be officially registered in
2013. Continued and full implementation of the Arms and Ammunition Act is strongly recommended.
Response rates on firearm ownership were low in this survey, which may reflect reality or a reluctance to discuss
the possession of illegal firearms. While these survey results did not identify higher rates of violence in the capital
city than in other parts of the country, reports of weapons use were highest in the greater Freetown area.

Perceptions of Security and Procedural Justice
Experiences of violence and perceptions of violence are strongly associated in this survey, such that perceived
insecurity tends to be affected by experiences of violence. Given the prevalence of violence it is likely that the
majority of Sierra Leoneans will have a friend or family member who has been victimised within the last year,
and the concomitant impact this is likely to have on perceived safety and trust in the formal justice system is
substantial.
A significant proportion of victims who sought institutional support (either judicial or medical) appear to have
been inappropriately charged fees for the services provided, and this was more common among males. Focus
group discussion participants indicated limited trust in the police and associated bodies, and several participants
made accusations of institutional corruption and ineffectiveness. The direct effects of these perceptions on
help-seeking behaviour are not known, but improving community/police relations may facilitate more responsive
policing. Further research is required to assess the extent of the problem, as well as to examine possibilities for
institutional reform.
In order to promote reporting of incidents and active participation in judicial processes, communities should
be informed of their rights and responsibilities when victims of violence.  Improved reporting rates would allow
security providers and communities to better understand the characteristics of violence at a community level, and
to develop enhanced policies and programming to reduce and address violence and its impacts. This could also
lead to better provision of services to victims of violence and their families.

Youth
Age and sex-specific analyses of both perpetrators and victims identified men aged approximately 16-25 as
having the highest risk of involvement in violent incidents. A lack of training, skills and employment opportunities
leaves youth and their families with few legal employment opportunities.  This causes poverty, family and social
tensions, and an inclination to resort to illegal modes of income-generation. Improved access to education,
internships, formal and informal training, employment skills and feasible legal livelihood options for Sierra Leone’s
youth would ease these tensions and reduce the risk factors leading to violence.  Improved livelihoods among
vulnerable youth would reduce the trend for them to be drawn into economically-driven violent crime in particular.
In addition, there exists a wider, cultural suspicion around ‘youth’ and ‘idlers’, and a negative perception of
youth in particular. This generational divide causes societal friction and leaves youth deprived of community
participation and decision-making power, in some cases causing them to be marginalised and isolated.
Simultaneously, a continued reliance upon systems of customary justice may contribute to this generational
schism.  The Truth and Reconciliation Commission specifically recommended providing platforms for youth to
express themselves, since marginalisation and limited self-determination were seen as having increased the risk
of violence and conscription during the war. Therefore, programming that aims to reduce youth’s (particularly
young men’s) involvement in violence, both as victims and as perpetrators, is recommended.  Equally, addressing
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the negative cultural perceptions of youth by the remainder of society may also reduce the vulnerability of these
groups to marginalisation and resorting to violence.  In addition, providing youth with the platform and space to
voice their opinions and contribute positively to civil and community life could reduce their chances of engaging
in violence.

Inequality, Religion and Tribe
Inequality in the distribution of resources, power, services and decision-making can result in animosity, tensions
and violence.  A number of characteristics were identified in this survey that highlight unequal experiences of,
and participation, in violence. Additionally, the economic impact on affected households may serve to perpetuate
crime and violence, particularly when the individual who is normally involved in income generation is injured, and
is temporarily or permanently unable to work.
The differential experience of violence according to religion and tribal affiliation identified in this survey should be
explored in more detail through further research.

Geographic Spread of Violent Incidents
It is worth noting the unequal distribution of violence throughout Sierra Leone 2.  Districts such as Bonthe,
Koinadugu and Bo experience significantly more incidents than Kono, Moyamba, Port Loko, Pujehun and
Bombali.  In addition, urban areas (other than Freetown) reported significantly higher rates of violence than
rural areas.  Highly affected areas (urban areas in Bonthe, Koindugu and Bo) should therefore be prioritised for
community-based violence reduction initiatives.

Has a member of your household been a victim of violent crime in the past year?
60%
40%
20%
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Moyamba
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Bombali

Kenema
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Kambia
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Bo
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Bonthe

0%

Figure 20.

2

Note that estimates at the district level are imprecise and therefore estimates at this level provide limited information at a low confidence level.
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Prioritising Action
While Sierra Leone has made significant progress in its post-conflict reconstruction and development, addressing
all of the factors identified in this research at once, and on a national scale, would be impossible and impractical.  
Identifying priorities where the most significant progress can be made is a first step.  Attention should be given
to areas of the country that are most at-risk, (including urban centres outside Freetown) and to individuals
vulnerable to engaging in or being affected by violence. Young males in particular should be supported to
integrate with their communities through education, training and improved access to legal livelihoods in order to
reduce their engagement in violence.  Access to justice and support systems for victims of violence should be
improved to assist those affected; in some cases this would also reduce victims’ own vulnerability to engaging in
violence. Weapon tracking and control mechanisms should be implemented to reduce the availability and access
to weapons; the newly adopted Arms and Ammunition Act should be implemented without delay, with resources
allocated by the Government of Sierra Leone, and legislation for the control of offensive weapons should be
considered.  Further research into drivers and the specific characteristics of certain types of violence would help
to better inform violence reduction options. In addition, a reliable facility should be established for the ongoing
collection, collation and monitoring of armed violence, with particular attention given to improving the capture of
data on domestic violence and sexual and gender based violence, which is currently under-reported.  Improved
access to ongoing data is integral to preparing the Government, civil society, NGOs and other stakeholders to
better understand and respond to the changing nature of violence over time. Initiatives to address violence at a
community level should be integrated with existing community structures, and should seek to facilitate (equal)
access to prioritised community needs, such as healthcare and education.

Freetown, Sierra Leone
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