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Brief overview of Peace and Security in Sierra Leone (spécial Election)  

Period of March 2017 

 

Demographic Analysis 

Sierra Leone is a small West African country 

with a total landmass of 73,325 sq.km and an 

estimated population of 7,092,113 people of 

which 41.7% is estimated to be less than 15 

years old and women 50.9% (2015 Population 

and Housing Census). It is bordered by the 

Republic of Guinea on the North and East, by 

the Republic of Liberia on the South, and by the 

Atlantic Ocean on the West. There are 12 

districts in the country and its capital, Freetown, was founded in 1787 as a resettlement for 

freed slaves. Sierra Leone boasts of the oldest University in West Africa, Fourah Bay College 

opened in 1827. Sierra Leone is blessed with rich mineral resources including diamonds, 

gold, rutile, iron ore and bauxite.  

 

After three decades of chequered history, Sierra Leone became enveloped in 11 years of 

civil war leading to the deaths of over 50,000 people, while producing more than a million 

refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) (Koroma 2004). This reality has marred the 

entire history of post-independence Sierra Leone. For more than three decades, the country 

has been continuously listed as one of the least developed in the world, with high rates of 

poverty, illiteracy and unemployment. With the outbreak of the war on 23 March 1991, vast 

numbers of youth joined the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) and resorted to acts of 

violence that remain some of the worst in recent history (Koroma 2004, 272). The end of the 

war in 2002 led to a constituted government and political structures across the country.  

 

From 2014 to 2016, the country was hit by an Ebola epidemic resulting in the death of more 

than 3,500 people while those who survived struggle with the varying levels of debilitating 

side effects. Recent audit reports from the Auditor General’s Office highlight high level of 
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misappropriation and mismanagement of public funds in Ministries, Departments and 

Agencies. Unemployment is rife mostly among youth. Sexual and gender based violence, 

especially violence against women remains a daunting challenge, while children and 

women’s socio-economic, and political empowerment are largely unaddressed (Castillejo, 

2009: Working Paper). 

 

INCIDENTS PROFILE 

1. Contentious Electoral issues on Constitutional Compliance 

On 15 February 2017, the National Electoral Commission (NEC) announced the date for the 

next Presidential and Local Council elections to be held on 7 March 2018. Consequent to 

that announcement, the Chief Electoral Officer, NfaAlie Conteh, announced that voter 

registration would commence on 20th March and end on 16th April 2017.  

However, barely two weeks in the process, a private member motion by an opposition 

lawmaker challenging the constitutionality of the on-going voter registration process 

threatens to affect the scheduled date for the election.  

The motion questioned the constitutionality of the voter registration process preceding the 

ratification of new boundary delimitation of wards and constituencies in the country. Sequel 

to the national census of 2015, NEC embarked on new boundary delimitation, carving out 

new wards and constituencies to represent the current population ratio in the various 

geopolitical regions of Sierra Leone. The lawmakers emphasised the importance of 

parliamentary consideration of the boundary delimitation as a prelude to the start of the 

voter registration. While NEC acknowledges the default in procedure, it nevertheless 

contends that it had since November 2016 handed relevant documents to the Office of the 

Attorney General for onward submission to parliament. The document was presented 

before parliament after the elections date was announced, but before the start of voter 

registration. The Attorney General argues that he could not have done otherwise in the 

absence of an elections date, which took time to be announced. After two consecutive 

sittings, parliament approved continuation of the voter registration process, but rejected 

the two statutory instruments that were not procedurally presented before the House. The 

Attorney General was advised to consult with NEC and review the required documents for 

resubmission to the relevant parliamentary committee. 

2. Proposed Constitutional Referendum  

An eighty-member Constitutional Review Committee (CRC) that started the review of the 

Constitution of Sierra Leone, Act no.6 of 1991 had completed the review with a report 

submitted to the Government through the office of the President. In a recent broadcast to 

the nation, the President proposed a possible referendum in September 2017. However, 

signifiant public opinion favours the referendum is conducted after the 2018 election. This 
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will give ample time for the issues and draft recommendations to be thoroughly discussed 

so as to allow Sierra Leoneans to make informed choices at the referendum. This contrary to 

the government’s position on the issue.   

3. The Opposition Sierra Leone People’s Party (SLPP) in Court 

The main opposition, Sierra Leone People’s Party (SLPP) is a court over disputed lower level 

elections that were conducted in 2016. A group of party members filed for an interlocutory 

injunction in the country’s Appeals Court to restrain the National Executive Committee from 

proceeding with its delegates’ conference to choose its presidential candidate for the March 

2018 elections. The Appeals Court of Sierra Leone has issued the injunction and will come 

into effect upon receipt of the writ of summons by the respondent.   

RISKS ANALYSIS: 

In as much as parliament has voted overwhelmingly for the voter registration exercise to 

continue, albeit expunging the two statutory instruments germane to boundary 

delimitation, it follows that parliament may either amend the provisions under section 38(5) 

of the constitution or allow a similar instrument to be subsequently re-tabled before 

parliament at a later date. By so doing, the elections date would be preserved, while at the 

same time giving legal efficacy to the process. It is worth noting that the decisions of 

parliament on this matter would prevent someone with sufficient interest in the matter 

(such as a citizen and/or CSOs) to challenge the matter in court seeking an injunctive relief 

to restrain NEC to go on with the elections or for judicial review, on grounds of illegality. 

The risk of the constitutional referendum is that the proposed date is well into the electoral 

calendar and not much attention may be given to the critical recommendations made in the 

review for informed decisions to be taken by the general public. A major risk is that, given 

the nature of politics in the country, the referendum might be politicised if it were alongside 

the electoral activities. Similarly, if the long awaited Government White Paper makes 

significant changes or in parliament there are also significant amendments to the draft 

recommendations, then the argument is that the document may no longer at that point 

enjoy a national consensus and there is a high risk that a referendum may not generate 2/3 

participation which the process deserves. In addition, a referendum before elections will 

also require additional resources and time, which are currently not in excess. The 

implication here is that NEC will need to quickly mobilize the required resources and make 

amendments on the electoral timeline which will adversely affect the electoral calendar and 

distract people from the electoral process. 

The SLPP has been in disarray since losing the 2012 elections. The present injunction is a 

major setback to a recently brokered peace in the party and will prevent them from holding 

the party’s convention in the short term and also be organised to participate in the elections 

in less than a year. Apart from the fact that this action will create room for more factions to 

emerge in the party, persistent intra-party wrangling and mudslinging may lead to politically 

motivated violence that could erupt into public disorder.    
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MECHANISMS FOR INTERVENTION 

 The Head of United Nations Office for West Africa and Sahel, Dr. Ibn Chambas has 

made two visits to the country enaging in quite diplomacy with various key 

stakeholders in an effort to resolve the challenge. There is also a proposed joint visit 

of UNOWAS and ECOWAS high level delegation to further dialogue on the issue.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Members of Parliament in their bid to ensure compliance of NEC rules and 

procedures should work closely with the commission remain committed to the 

election calendar and the elections of March 2018 

 NEC to be more proactive in communicating its activities and processes to Sierra 

Leoneans to enhance public confidence as civic support for the electoral process 

 SLPP should display political maturity and tolerance in addressing their differences 

and provide the needed effective opposition to Government’s policies, actions and 

inactions. 

 The Appeals Court of Sierra Leone should avoid unnecessary delay in the process of 

preparing and serving the writ of summons as well as make conscious efforts to 

speed up the court hearings. 


