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OVERVIEW: 
 
The Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Internal Affairs, and the Judiciary convened a one-day 
consultation to prepare participants for the National Conference on Enhancing Access to Justice.  
Discussions focused on the state of the formal and customary justice systems and aspirations for 
the national conference.  The Organizing Committee would like to thank the presenters and 
attendees for their active participation and insightful comments.  Following is the report of the 
proceedings. 
 
WELCOME: 
 
Cllr. Felicia Coleman, Chair of Organizing Committee and Chief Prosecutor, SGBVCU, 
delivered welcoming remarks.  Cllr. Coleman welcomed participants and said that delivering 
accessible justice is a priority for the Government of Liberia.   
 
Honorable Minister Christiana Tah, Chair of the Steering Committee and Minister of 
Justice welcomed participants and said she was especially pleased that representatives from all 
three branches of government would be participating in the conference.  Minister Tah suggested 
that the undefined legal status of the customary system had a detrimental effect on the delivery of 
justice and that she hoped that the National Conference on Enhancing Access to Justice would be 
the first step in a process to help clarify the relationship between the two systems and improve 
access to justice for all Liberians.   
 
Associate Supreme Court Justice Kabineh Ja’neh welcomed participants to the consultation.  
Justice Ja’neh said that there are dire problems regarding the administration of justice in rural 
parts of Liberia and both the formal and customary systems must play a role in delivering justice.  
We all must work to clarify the relationship of the two systems.   
 
Honorable Minister Amadu Kiawu, Deputy Minister of Internal Affairs addressed 
conference participants by sending greetings from Honorable Minister Ambulai B. Johnson, 
Jr., Minister of Internal Affairs, who was unable to attend.  Minister Kiawu echoed the 
comments of the earlier speakers and said that he hoped that deliberations would benefit all 
sides.   
 
Senator Adolphus Dolo, Chairman of the Senate Committee on Internal Affairs, 
Reconciliation & Governance welcomed participants to the conference.  Senator Dolo stressed 
that customary actors are very important in places like Nimba County and that chiefs should 
continue to play an important role.  The Senator also highlighted the lack of capacity of the 
Magistrates, noting that only five of five hundred are trained lawyers.   
 
Following the introductions, Cllr. Coleman laid out the agenda for the day.  The day would be 
broken into several sessions including:  
 

Session 1: An Overview of the Findings of the Legal Working Group 
Session 2: Discussion of issues including Capacity Limitations, Restorative 
Justice, Problematic Customary Practices / Formal Practices Promoting Injustice, 
and Public Participation 
Session 3: Topics for the National Conference  
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Honorable Supreme Court Justice Kabineh Ja’neh gives his opening remarks along side Minister of Justice, 

Christiana Tah and Deputy Minister of Internal Affairs, Amadu Kiawu. 
 
I. THE DUAL JUSTICE SYSTEM: FINDINGS OF THE LEGAL WORKING GROUP:  
 
Cllr. Deweh Gray, Consultant with the Law Reform Commission and Facilitator, presented 
the findings of the Legal Working Group (LWG) to conference participants.  The LWG was 
formed in February 2009 by Liberian legal experts with support from UNMIL Legal and Judicial 
System Support Division, The Ministry of Justice, United States Institute for Peace (USIP), and 
The Carter Center to evaluate the current status of, and ways forward for, the dual legal system 
in Liberia.  Following eleven months of deliberation, in December 2009, the LWG adopted its 
Findings.  The findings established (1) a dual justice system exists in Liberia, (2) customary 
justice institutions, which focus on social reconciliation, remain active in Liberia, (3) the formal 
justice system is largely inaccessible in rural areas, (4) the formal system does not currently 
provide adequate alternatives to trial by ordeal, (5) there is a strong local demand for justice that 
resolves the full range of issues confronted by individuals, and (6) there are insufficient 
resources at the local level.    

Cllr. Gray detailed that the Findings of LWG also include recommendations on how justice 
reform should proceed.  First, the LWG suggests that justice reform should be focused on how to 
best meet the justice needs of the population.  This should be achieved through a problem 
solving approach, not just amending the legal framework, and adequately account for 
development and peace building goals.   



  
  

 4 

Second, the LWG recommends that the justice reform debate focus on realities as they are 
confronted on the ground.  Policy makers need to discuss trade-offs between practical realities 
and domestic human rights obligations as opposed to discussing justice reform in an idealized 
state.  This process may be facilitated by increased cooperation between traditional leaders and 
the formal court system.   

Third, the LWG urges practioners to discuss how elements of the formal and customary justice 
systems that promote injustices can adequately be resolved.  In the formal system corruption and 
a lack of resources encourage unjust results.  In the customary system a lack of awareness of 
rights coupled with downward accountability and a low status of women may create unjust 
results.   

Saah N’Tow, Research Team Leader with the United States Institute for Peace’s Report 
“Looking for Justice” and Facilitator provided participants with several examples from the 
field of the difficulty of accessing justice in rural areas.   
 
First, Mr. N’Tow discussed the cost of the formal system in rural areas.  He told a story of a man 
who went to the magistrate’s court to attempt to recover the fifty-US-dollar value of a stolen cell 
phone from the perpetrator.  After weeks of struggle in the formal system the plaintiff ended up 
paying more money in fees and bribes than the original cost of the phone.   
 
Second, Mr. N’Tow discussed the difficulty of access by telling a story of a victim of rape being 
transported over five miles in a wheel barrel to testify in court.  Mr. N’Tow told participants that 
access to justice issues are of huge importance in rural areas.  The passion with which 
communities discussed these issues with the USIP/GWU study cannot be properly replicated in 
this conference setting.   
 
Third, Mr. N’Tow noted that engaging popular perceptions will be essential in justice reform.  
Perceptions, either based in fact or misconceptions, will determine how people access the justice 
system.  Increasing outreach and education will be essential in changing popular perceptions.   
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II. PRESENTATION OF MINISTRY PERSPECTIVES 
 
Following the introduction to the LWG, conference participants were invited by Minister Tah to 
express their views of the dual justice system, how it is accessed, and opportunities for reform.   
 
Honorable Minister Christiana Tah, Chair of the Steering Committee and Minister of 
Justice opened the discussion by telling participants of some of the difficulties faced by the 
Ministry of Justice in dealing with these issues.  The Minister discussed an accident in Grand 
Gedeh where a drunk driver killed two people.  The family did not want prosecution, but instead 
wanted compensation.  The case ended up being resolved informally and the driver was released 
from jail.  The Minister also discussed the problem of prosecuting sassywood, as many 
traditional people believe that sassywood is a necessary component of their justice system.  
Minister Tah urged participants to come up with answers that accommodate all of Liberia’s 
people.  She argued that we need to develop a framework that retains positive aspects of our 
culture and move forward.    
 
Cllr. Philip A.Z. Banks III, Chair of the Law Reform Commission told participants that there 
is a perception that the formal system is bad for Liberians and inhibits access to justice.  Cllr. 
Banks urged that once problems are identified in the formal system we should work to address 
them as opposed to relying entirely on the customary system.  Liberian culture and society will 
not be static as Liberia builds more schools and universities, and there may be a growing desire 
to use more formal processes.  Practioners need to look for ways to improve the formal system 
through more defense counsel, more prosecutors, adequate infrastructure, and promoting 
alternative dispute resolution mechanisms that are already authorized through the formal system.  
 
Honorable Minister Annette M. Kiawu, Deputy Ministry of Gender and Development 
thanked the organizers of the conference and noted that many of the issues already discussed are 
frequently encountered by the Ministry of Gender and Development.  Minister Kiawu told a 
story from Gbarpolu County, where rape victims have had to walk for hours to reach the police 
and the perpetrator may be left in the community.  She said that while the customary system was 
far more accessible it could put victims at a disadvantage and had other negative aspects.  The 
goal of the national conference should be to provide an easier path for victims to get access to 
justice.   
 
Honorable Minister Christiana Tah, Minister of Justice noted that Minister Kiawu’s 
comments highlighted the contradictions in the justice process.  Gbarpolu County has the second 
largest court facility in Liberia and the largest outside of Montserrado County, yet victims still 
cannot reliably access justice.  Minister Tah suggested it is necessary to define the concept of 
“access to justice”.  Is it proximity to a police station, or cost, or an awareness of the process, or 
all of the above?   
 
Saah N’Tow, Facilitator interjected that the findings of the LWG suggest reform of both 
systems.  It is not about choosing one or the other but about how the systems may complement 
each other.   
 
Cllr. Viama Blama, Ministry of Education suggested that both systems play a valuable role in 
the delivery of justice.  Cllr. Blama noted that witchcraft is viewed as a significant problem in 
much of Liberia and the formal system cannot adequately address it.  According to Cllr. Blama, 
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education of those in the system, including chiefs, will be essential in harmonizing the two 
systems.  The purpose of the national conference should be to look at the weaknesses of the two 
systems and find ways to improve them both, and thereby increase access to justice.    
 
Senator Abel M. Massalay congratulated the organizers of this important forum.  Senator 
Massalay suggested that discussion must also focus on the role of customary law in resolving 
civil matters.  Senator Massalay mentioned the difficulty of accessing justice in rural areas 
through an anecdotal story he heard from his constituents.  In an action to recover a debt, one of 
his constituents went to the Magistrate’s Court, but the amount was too much so he had to go to 
the Circuit Court.  When the individual finally made it to the Circuit Court in Robertsport, at 
great expense, the term of court had ended and he had to go all the way back to his village 
without any remedy.  Senator Massalay hoped that the national conference could start the 
discussion on how to provide easier access to justice.   
 
Honorable Associate Supreme Court Justice Kabineh Ja’neh said he would like to make 
many of the same points as Cllr. Banks.  Justice Ja’neh said that Liberia is faced with a system of 
justice that is undermined by limitations, including material limitations and a lack of resources.  
According to Justice Ja’neh increasing access to justice through the courts of first instance is of 
critical importance because this is where most of the population accesses the justice system.  
Many Magistrates are not qualified pursuant to Liberian law and this process will take time.  
Futhermore, Magistrate concentrations are very different from population concentrations.  Nimba 
County has less than 15 Magistrates while Sinoe and Grand Kru each have approximately 30.  
Magistrates should also be provided with additional jurisdiction, but before we can do that, we 
must adequately train them.   
 
Justice Ja’neh also addressed those things policy makers need to do to improve the justice 
system.  First and foremost, the judicial system needs more training.  Courts also should be 
established based on the population’s needs in order to place small court facilities where they are 
most in demand.  Compromising of criminal cases should also be allowed in some instances.  
Finally the system of transfer of cases also needs to be amended to reduce pre-trial detention 
amongst transferees from Magistrate courts to Circuit Court.   
 
Cecil T.O. Brandy, Chairman of the Land Commission began his remarks by offering to join 
the working group as land disputes frequently fall on both sides of the formal - customary divide.  
Mr. Brandy told a personal story of an experience with trial by ordeal and a division of the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs, which has authority over the administration of trial by ordeal.  He 
then identified three major issues which need to be examined more fully: (1) the potential to use 
alternative dispute resolution techniques in land disputes, (2) the need for a decentralized system 
of land management, and (3) land administration and sale by tribal authorities.   
 
Honorable Assistant Minister Alison Barco, Ministry of Internal Affairs clarified that there 
actually is no division of the Ministry of Internal Affairs that oversees and administers trial by 
ordeal.  Trial by ordeal is expressly prohibited.  Minister Barco raised the need to address the 
ethics of the legal profession to promote the delivery of justice.  Minister Barco also argued that 
laws were not being adequately enforced and that the government should address enforcement.  
 
Honorable Minister Yah Kialain, Ministry of Internal Affairs said that access to justice in 
Liberia is inhibited by unprofessional practioners and lack of formal justice facilities in rural 
areas.  There is little incentive for rural Liberians to use the more expensive, distant, and foreign 
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formal system when they can easily access the customary system, including sassywood.  
Minister Kialain argued that we first should strengthen the delivery of justice in Monrovia, 
which would then extend to rural areas.   
 
Cllr. Samuel Y. Cooper, Liberia Bar Association addressed two major issues encountered in 
the customary system during LWG consultations.  First, chiefs in the consultations in Gbanga 
and Zwedru all said “this human right thing spoils our system” because they cannot use 
sassywood and other traditional techniques.  This prohibition is creating a justice vacuum 
whereby disputes are left unresolved.  Second, corruption in the formal system encourages rural 
people to access the customary system.  Cllr. Cooper recommended harmonizing the two 
systems by recognizing the important role the informal plays and institutionalizing it.   
 
Rose Stryker, Advisor, Ministry of Justice told participants that frustrations do exist with the 
formal system and that these frustrations are exacerbated by lack of understanding of the 
practices and norms in both systems.  The justice community needs to find ways to heighten 
awareness about each system so that each system understands each other. Ms. Stryker believes 
that harmonization will emerge as the two systems begin to understand each other.  Guidelines 
should be developed that are reasonable and acceptable to both groups in order to bring the 
systems together.   
 
Honorable Minister Levi J. Banney, Ministry of Internal Affairs thanked the LWG for 
preparing a document that will start debate on how best to reform the justice system in Liberia to 
enhance access to justice.  Minister Banney told participants that both the formal and customary 
systems are workable and we should continue to support them.  Formal justice can be 
strengthened through capacity building, particularly of Magistrate judges.  Minister Banney also 
argued that the customary justice system works, however we need to modify it.  For example, the 
government needs to sensitize people on the negative effects of trial by ordeal.  Through such 
policies we can strengthen the formal justice system and reform the informal system.   
 
Honorable Minister Christiana Tah, Minister of Justice noted that there are two problems 
present in the formal justice system.  There is a lack of capacity and a lack of understanding.  
These problems are exacerbated by corruption.  Corruption is fueled, among other things, by 
inadequate compensation of police officers.  Police make $90-100 dollars a month, however 
Minister Tah questioned how a family could live on less than $300 dollars per month.  In 
December, the Ministry of Justice tried a pilot project of sending a security assessment team to 
asses Liberia’s borders.  The Ministry paid the officers $50 dollars a day, paid for transportation, 
and provided them with anything else they needed.  The Ministry of Justice received numerous 
reports commending the professionalism of these officers.  To fight corruption we need a well-
supported police force.  According to Minister Tah some basic problems exist in the formal 
system that need to be resolved.   
 
Cllr. Abla Gadegbeku Williams, Deputy Commissioner for Immigration suggested that the 
national conference address the fundamental question “what is justice”?  Cllr. Williams 
suggested that to some it is simply that everyone is treated fairly.  However, this asks the 
question, who must be treated fairly?  The state?  An individual?  A second fundamental 
question for the national conference is examining restorative versus retributive justice.  The 
government should look at how justice is practiced in each ethnic group and determine what 
procedures exist.  This will help begin the discussion of how the two systems can be reconciled.       
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Andrew G. Tehmeh, Sr. Policy Coordinator, Ministry of Gender and Development said that 
the LWG found a fundamental demand for justice.  Witchcraft and poisoning are both relevant 
examples of this demand.  In formulating policy, practioners need to look at methods for 
gathering evidence as Liberia does not have scientific testing.  The Government needs to have 
better mechanisms to collect and regain evidence as this may reduce instances of witchcraft by 
resolving unsolved cases. 
 
Honorable Minister Joseph B. Jangar, Ministry of Internal Affairs told participants that 
justice in rural areas is administered through chiefs and elders.  The government needs to 
develop ways for the two systems to coexist and recognize the importance of traditional people 
in resolving disputes in rural areas.  Minister Jangar discussed the different types of sassywood, 
noting that some result in physical harm whereas other forms do not.  Customary mechanisms 
can also play an extremely important role in resolving land disputes.  Formal court proceedings 
regarding land may be unjust due to corruption, whereas customary mechanisms may solve 
disputes harmoniously.    
 
Jerry Wonde, Director for Human Rights, Ministry of Gender and Development argued that 
one of the weaknesses of the formal justice system is the length of time it takes to resolve cases.  
Mr. Wonde also clarified that there exist three types of sassywood: (1) in the eye, (2) the red 
cutlass, and (3) ingestion of liquid.  Mr. Wonde suggested looking within the informal system to 
see which one these techniques the people prefer.  The government could then recommend which 
is the best to be used.   
 
Asatu Bah-Kenneth, Technical Advisor, Ministry of Justice told participants that many 
Liberians believe that the formal justice system is expensive.  Because of the cost many 
Liberians choose to use the customary system.  A critical question for the national conference is 
how the government can bridge the gap to have people use the formal system?  Many formal 
justice administrators deployed in the counties are in areas where there are not adequate 
resources.  Practioners all have to look critically at fighting corruption and develop ways to 
ensure that justice administrators are satisfied with incentives.   
 
Cllr. Felicia Coleman, Chief Prosecutor, SGBVCU summarized the achievements of the 
morning session.  Participants agreed that the government should find ways to ensure that the 
formal and customary systems work concurrently.  Participants also identified the following 
issues:  

• The formal system is viewed as complex, many Liberians do not understand it, and the 
government should develop ways to make it simpler.   

• It is difficult for all serious cases in each county to be handled by one circuit court as the 
facilities are often far from much of the population.  

• There are too few magistrate’s courts in rural areas and their jurisdiction is not sufficient 
to resolve many of the cases encountered by rural Liberians.  

• The formal system, including the practice of transporting officers to gather evidence, is 
too expensive for the majority of Liberians.  

• The formal system typically takes too long for most Liberians as they cannot afford to be 
away from their homes for a lengthy trial.   

• The formal system needs to be reformed and education needs to be increased to help 
Liberians understand the system.   

Cllr. Coleman thanked participants for their candid views in the morning session.  The afternoon 
session will enable participants to develop concrete suggestions for the national conference.   
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III. TOPICS FOR THE NATIONAL CONFERENCE: HOW CAN WE ENHANCE 
ACCESS TO JUSTICE FOR ALL LIBERIANS? 
 
Cllr. Deweh Gray, Facilitator opened the afternoon session by asking participants to evaluate 
some of the critical questions of the LWG:  
 
How can the Government of Liberia functionally improve the quality of justice for all Liberians? 
 
Cllr. Viama Blama, Ministry of Education suggested increasing the jurisdiction of the 
magisterial courts to allow them to hear more cases closer to the rural community.  Furthermore, 
if the government reauthorized Justices of the Peace to operate in each county, their decisions 
could be appealed to magistrates.  Policymakers should also prioritize education in both the 
customary and formal sector.  In the customary sector, the government should help to inform 
traditional leaders of relevant customary law.  Finally, the government and traditional leaders 
should collaborate to discourage negative sassywood – or harmful sassywood.    
 
Cllr. Deweh Gray, Facilitator asked what roles should customary courts play when it comes to 
the issue of access to justice?  
 
Honorable Minister Levi J. Banney, Ministry of Internal Affairs argued that the customary 
system works, even though it has negative aspects.  We need to modify the Hinterland 
Regulations to better include the system as it exists today while simultaneously providing 
education to traditional peoples as to the negative effects of the system, like sassywood and 
practices which violate women’s rights.  If the magistrates are given more power, we must also 
increase their capacity to ensure they are faithfully applying the law.  
 
Honorable Minister Joseph B. Jangar, Ministry of Internal Affairs suggested conducting a 
workshop for chiefs, magistrates, and Justices of the Peace to encourage them all to work 
together.  Chiefs should be given equal rights under customary and formal law to resolve 
disputes.  Minister Jangar argued that the New Rape Law also has created problems for many 
chiefs.  Chiefs traditionally would marry young girls, but refrain from intercourse until the 
children matured.  Now the Rape Law punishes them engaging in intercourse with females under 
the age of 18.  However, the recognition of customary marriage by the Government was 
important for traditional peoples.  Minister Jangar concluded that a new mechanism should be 
developed to give customary courts the authority to resolve petty cases and to resolve land cases.  
This would dramatically improve the delivery of justice. 
 
Andrew G. Tehmeh, Sr. Policy Coordinator, Ministry of Gender and Development 
suggested that some criteria should be established to limit cases that go to the customary system.  
The state should be a third party to any criminal compromise done by the chiefs.  Policymakers 
should also prioritize education and training of police and judges.  Finally, increasing mediation 
in the formal system ought to reduce the stress on the formal system and increase access to 
justice.  
 
Cllr. Abla Gadegbeku Williams, Deputy Commissioner for Immigration suggested 
identifying places where there are no formal courts and then identifying the chiefs or elders who 
resolve disputes in these areas.  Proper monitoring and oversight of these chiefs and elders could 
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help to systematize the customary system.  Additionally, there should be capacity building 
trainings for customary leaders on how best to mediate disputes.      
 
Honorable Minister Christiana Tah, Minister of Justice discussed statutory rape under the 
formal and customary system.  The question of statutory rape is difficult because it includes 
issues of culture and identity.  However, article 11 of the Constitution of Liberia provides that 
equal protection is guaranteed under the law.  If we are to allow some adults to have sexual 
relations with those under 18 years of age, do we need to amend article 11 of the constitution?  
The equal protection clause also affects the ability of compromising criminal cases through 
customary law.  In this process, we need to identify safeguards in the formal system—like its 
adversarial nature, ability to appeal, and others—and see how we can incorporate these into the 
customary system.  A critical examination should be conducted to determine what elements of 
each system can improve the other.  
 
Samuel Wambugu, UNMIL / LJSSD suggested that the issues identified in this conference are 
exactly what others around Liberia are feeling.  Recalling Minister Tah’s statements, Mr. 
Wambugu noted that the constitution is the supreme law of the land and everyone has equal 
rights.  Furthermore, proposed policies should prioritize vulnerable groups including women and 
children.  Perhaps a joint sitting arrangement, whereby a lawyer and traditional judge resolve 
disputes together, could address concerns.  However, when we discuss potential mechanisms we 
should remember that these will need adequate resources.   
 
Saah N’Tow, Facilitator mentioned that in the field nearly everyone suggested that we needed 
to do something to ensure access to justice.  Most discussants in the USIP/GWU study suggested 
that the traditional system could be fixed.  One question to think about in justice reform is, how 
do you ensure that we do not make chiefs so powerful that the people below are forgotten?  Mr. 
N’Tow then asked participants to evaluate another question of the LWG: 
 

How can public participation and ownership in the justice reform process be enhanced? 
 
Cllr. Samuel Y. Cooper, Liberia Bar Association told participants that the LWG confronted 
these same questions in its consultations in Gbarnga.  The LWG determined that policymakers 
could compartmentalize their approaches.  For example, the Ministry of Education and the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs could use schools to disseminate information.  
 
Cllr. Abla Gadegbeku Williams, Deputy Commissioner for Immigration suggested using 
mass media to spark a radio debate.  Cllr. Williams also recommended using dramas in rural 
areas to see how local constituents solve problems and using schools to disseminate information.  
Relying on Star Radio, UNMIL Radio, and other outlets the government could spark a national 
debate before the conference.  
 
Honorable Minister Christiana Tah, Minister of Justice concurred with Cllr. Williams’ 
statements and said that radio could be an effective means to include the public in this debate.   
 
Cllr. Viama Blama, Ministry of Education echoed Cllr. Williams’ statements as well and said 
that teachers could help disseminate information.  Through addressing teachers’ forums we could 
reach nearly 16,000 teachers who could then engage rural communities.  The government could 
also call upon the County and District Education Officers to prepare materials and disseminate to 
students in rural areas.   
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Jerry Wonde, Director for Human Rights, Ministry of Gender and Development suggested 
recording the points made during the regional consultations and broadcasting on the radio.  We 
could also encourage non-lethal forms of sassywood.  Simply outlawing sassywood has not 
effectively resolved the issues nor increased access to justice.  Trial by ordeal is used in absence 
of proof we need to provide rural communities with an alternative through other investigations.   
 
Saah N’Tow, Facilitator asked the participants how does one appeal sassywood?  Mr. N’Tow 
said that the USIP/GWU study revealed that the intention is typically not to destroy anyone.  The 
people who lose their lives are people who are adamant about their own involvement.  
Traditional communities said that even if you drink sassywood, there is an antidote that causes 
the subject to vomit and expel the sassywood.   
 
William Jallah, Secretary / Coordinator, Ministry of Internal Affairs agreed that radio 
programming could be good for outreach.  In reference to sassywood, Mr. Jallah said that the 
rights of the accused are frequently not protected and that the government should work to 
establish a system that improves oversight and ensures the right to appeal.   
 
Honorable Minister Levi J. Banney, Ministry of Internal Affairs told participants that the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs has an appeal process whereby cases can be referred to an 
administrative tribunal.  
 
Rose Stryker, Advisor, Ministry of Justice suggested that community or town hall meetings 
could be an effective mechanism to increase community involvement.  This could encourage 
dialogue and build ownership in the reform process.   
 
Cllr. Viama Blama, Ministry of Education noted that under the current regulations, traditional 
cases can be appealed all the way to the president.  This may raise separation of power concerns 
because chiefs are ruling on cases while simultaneously are part of the executive branch.   
 
Honorable Minister Levi J. Banney, Ministry of Internal Affairs told participants that 
provisions of the Hinterland Regulations were amended regarding appeal.  
 
Saah N’Tow, Facilitator asked participants how to reconcile the different government entities 
operating in the delivery of justice so that people are not confused.   
 
Cllr. Abla Gadegbeku Williams, Deputy Commissioner for Immigration noted that the 
Minister of Justice is Chair of the Joint Security Commission.  The Minister could request that 
cases are reported to the Commission so that she is informed of all cases operating in the system.   
 
Saah N’Tow, Facilitator asked participants to address another key question:  
 

What are the objectives of the national conference? 
 
Honorable Minister Levi J. Banney, Ministry of Internal Affairs told participants that trial by 
ordeal will be a key theme of the conference.  Already the Ministry of Internal Affairs is helping 
traditional people identify alternatives to the practice. 
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Saah N’Tow, Facilitator asked participants to think about if the government removes trial by 
ordeal, what will it be replaced with?  
 
Honorable Minister Christiana Tah, Minister of Justice suggested that trial by ordeal could 
be used to narrow scope of investigation.  The government would not have to recognize it as a 
separate and distinct system of justice, but instead as a tool that the formal or customary system 
could use.  
 
Andrew G. Tehmeh, Sr. Policy Coordinator, Ministry of Gender and Development said that 
sassywood could be a tool to narrow the investigation, but currently once it is used and you are 
named, and that is viewed as definitive guilt.   
 
Samuel Wambugu, UNMIL / LJSSD asked if trial by ordeal is not also a due process and 
human rights question too?   
 
Honorable Minister Christiana Tah, Minister of Justice told participants that she has been 
told that “human rights” are viewed in Liberia as a negative, like protecting criminals.  The 
Minister suggested educating the public on what human rights actually entail.  
 
Andrew G. Tehmeh, Sr. Policy Coordinator, Ministry of Gender and Development said 
public perceptions about the national gender policy are comparable.  Constituents do not view it 
as something that protects them, but instead as an impediment.  
 
Cllr. Viama Blama, Ministry of Education we need to educate the population that human 
rights also include responsibility. 
 
Amos Nyenatoh, Deputy Chief Commissioner for Public Safety, Liberian National Police 
noted that police intervention in the customary sector creates conflict between police and 
traditional people in their area.  Chiefs traditionally handled disputes, so they can view police 
intervention as overbearing.   
 
Cllr. Deweh Gray, Facilitator told participants she believed the national conference should be 
used to identify those places where the traditional practices complement the formal practices and 
visa-versa.   
 
Honorable Minister Christiana Tah, Minister of Justice suggested the conference should look 
at constitutional questions as well.   
 
Cllr. Viama Blama, Ministry of Education said that the objectives of the national conference 
should include an evaluation of the jurisdiction of the magistrate’s courts and the justices of the 
peace.  The conference should also address what types of criminal cases can be settled out of 
court.   
 
Cllr. Samuel Y. Cooper, Liberia Bar Association recommended the conference also address 
issues of due process.  
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IV. CONCLUSIONS 
 
After an engaging discussion of the relationship between the formal and customary justice 
systems, participants recommended that several themes should be addressed at the national 
conference.  These include: 
 

• The use of sassywood and trial by ordeal.   
• Ways the government can encourage traditional dispute resolution mechanisms. 
• The customary legal system and separation of powers concerns.  
• Expanding jurisdiction of Magistrate’s and Justices of the Peace.  
• Promoting methods to encourage out of court settlement.   
• Resolving criminal matters through the customary system.   
 

Cllr. Coleman closed the session by reminding participants that this consultation was just the 
first step in a long process of engaging the public in reform of the dual justice system.  She noted 
that additional consultations with government and civil society would certainly take place.  
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APPENDIX I 

 
AGENDA 

 
9:00 – 9:30 Breakfast and Registration 
 
9:30 – 9:45 Welcome from Chair of Organizing Committee Cllr. Felicia Coleman, 

Chief Prosecutor, SGBVCU 
 
9:45 – 10:00 Welcome from Chair of the Steering Committee Honorable Minister 

Christiana Tah, Minister of Justice 
 
10:00 – 10:45 Overview of Findings of the Legal Working Group with Cllr. Deweh Gray 

and Saah N’Tow 
 
10:45 – 11:45 Group Discussion: Capacity Limitations and Restorative Justice 
 
11:45 – 12:30  Group Presentations: Capacity Limitations and Restorative Justice 
 
12:30 – 1:15 LUNCH 
 
1:15 – 2:15 Group Discussion: Problematic Customary Practices / Formal Practices 

Promoting Injustice, and Public Participation 
 
2:15 – 3:00 Group Presentations: Problematic Customary Practices / Formal Practices 

Promoting Injustice, and Public Participation 
 
3:00 – 3:45 Plenary: Objectives for the National Conference and Next Steps 
 
3:45 – 4:00 Concluding Remarks 
 
4:00 – 5:00 Refreshments 
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APPENDIX II 
 

List of Attendees 
 

Peter Chapman The Carter Center 
Cecil T.O. Brandy  Land Commission 

Counselor Deweh Gray Law Reform Commission 
Counselor Philip A.Z. Banks III Law Reform Commission 

Counselor Samuel Y. Cooper  Liberia National Bar Association 
Amos Nyenatoh Liberia National Police 

Frederick Doe Cherue Liberian Senate 
Saye-Taayor A. Dolo Liberian Senate 

Abel M. Massalay Liberian Senate 
Counselor Viama Blama  Ministry of Education 

Annette M. Kiawu Ministry of Gender and Development 
Andrew G. Tehmeh Ministry of Gender and Development 

Jerry Wonde Ministry of Gender and Development 
J. Levi Banney Ministry of Internal Affairs 

J. Alison Barco Ministry of Internal Affairs 
Yah Kialain Ministry of Internal Affairs 

William Jallah  Ministry of Internal Affairs 
Joseph B. Jangar Ministry of Internal Affairs 

Amadu Kiawu Ministry of Internal Affairs 
Kartik Sharma Ministry of Internal Affairs / Carter Center 

Counselor Abla Gadebeku Williams  Ministry of Justice, Bureau of Immigration 
and Naturalization 

Asatu Bah-Kenneth  Ministry of Justice 
Counselor Felicia Coleman Ministry of Justice 

Minister Christiana P. Tah Ministry of Justice 
Amanda Rawls Ministry of Justice 

Rose Stryker  Ministry of Justice 
Justice Kabineh M. Ja'neh Supreme Court of Liberia 

Samuel Wambugu UNMIL LJSSD 
Tracy Johnson USAID 

Saah N’Tow United States Institute for Peace 


