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Please find attached., for your information, an e-mail from Mr.
Political Affairs Officer and acting head of the UN Peace Building Support Office in Liberia
(UNOL) in response to our most recent enquiry on the three alleged mass graves in North-
eastern Liberia.

According to the e-mail, information on the existence of the mass graves is "sketchy
and unreliable." Due to security considerations relating to the ongoing war in Lofa County
and UN sanctions as well as the Government's response to it, the author cautions that any
action on that issue at this time will adversely affect UN system-wide operations w Liberia.
He "strongly" advises against inscribing the subject on the agenda of ECPS at this time.

It is instructive that the WFP Representative in Liberia opposes any action on this
matter for fear that it might trigger "strong anti-WFP hostility from the Liberian authorities".
The WFP Representative considers that the Government might feel that the matter is being
raised now to exacerbate the prevailing hardship arising from the imposition of sanctions and
might move to restrict the movement of WFP officials on security grounds. This according to
the Representative will jeopardise the humanitarian work of the WPP in Liberia.

In view of the seriousness of the matter, I should recommend that you consider
bringing it up for discussion by the ECPS with a view to soliciting advice on how to move the
issue forward in the present political climate, hi anticipation of your approval, jv ha^b
prepared for your consideration, a short briefing note on the subject for the ECPS.
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To:
cc:

Subject; Re: Mass Graves in NE Liberia

Dear Mr. lijidike

On receipt of your e-mail, I got in touch with the WFP representative
who, incidentally, was the official contacted by the RSG in 1999.

The WFP representative explained to me that the issue now raised, in
fact, took place prior tc; his own anlvaj here in Monrovia. He stated that
the facts on the matter remained sketchy and unreliable. And he was not
surprised, given the fact that while the civil war was raging, no records
were kept of casualties except for the general estimate that some 200,000
perished in the war, Tn the same vein, information on the current war in
Lofa County is obtained only from government sources. Given the tErrarn
and the security implications, it will be foolhardy for anyone to
contemplate getting to the war zone for any independent assessment of the
situation.

The WFP representative feels strongly that the present times arc
certainly not, repeat not auspicious to raise issues of possible human
rights abuses because such a step would inevitably trigger strong anti-WPP
hostility from the Liberian authorities who will feel that the new charges
have been deliberately raised to aggravate prevailing hardships arising
from the recent imposition of sanctions by the UN Security Council. For
one tiling, in the event the matter is raised now, he feels that the
Liberian government would move rapidly to restrict the movement of WFP,
block the agency's access to its locations throughout the country on
security grounds, and thus compromise the agency's effectiveness in the
humanitarian task it is currently undertaking hi the country.

Tn endorsing the views of the WFP representative, I hasten to add that
the Liberian government is currently seething with anger over the UN
sanctions on the ground that Lhey have been imposed unfairly. The
government further argues That it has had to contend with an arms embargo
at a time when dissidents backed by outside powers wevt attacking Liberia
in the north of die country. To now raise the issue of mass graves will be
seen by the government as yet another pretext to compound the hardships
faced by the generality of Libcrians since the disclosure of the matter,
even if unsubstantiated, will further tarnish Liberia's image, discourage
donors from sustaining the present levels of humanitarian assistance and
luiderminc the government's standing before the people. I also foresee a
back-lash against not just the WFP but indeed the entire UN family in
Liberia.

In the light of all these aforc-mcntioncd observations, I strongly
recommend that UNHCR shelve, for the foreseeable future, any idea of
raising this matter at the Executibvc committee on Peace and Security.

Best regards.



Briefing Note on alleged mass graves in Liberia for
Executive Committee on Peace and Security

Background
• The civil war in Liberia, 1989-1996 ended with the election of Mr. Charles

Taylor, as President in elections held in July 1997. The war was characterised by
the most egregious violations of human rights and humanitarian law. It is
estimated that there were approximately 200,000 casualties of this war including
civilian non-combatants. Apart from the investigation by a United Nations Pane!
of Inquiry headed by Mr. Amos Wako, Attorney-General of Kenya, of the June
1993 Harbel massacre of 800 iPPs, there has not been any other investigation of
the violations and abuses that characterised the Liberian war or any attempt to
bring the perpetrators thereof to justice.

• Mr. Taylor's government has failed to investigate and bring to justice those
responsible for human rights abuses during the war or to establish credible
institutions for the protection and promotion of human rights. It has not tried to
provide any training for or control the security forces which are mostly implicated
in cases of torture and political killings. On the contrary, they act with impunity
and appear to be supported by authorities.

• Several UN Missions, including the United Nations Information Gathering
Mission in Liberia (May 1999), the recently concluded DPA led Inter-Agency
Mission to West Africa (March 2001) and the Mission of the Deputy Emergency
Relief Coordinator to the Countries of the Mano River Union (April 2001) have
reported that the end of that war has not brought peace to Liberia. Instability
persists and. there is ongoing fighting in Lofa County. The ongoing conflict has
provided the context for serious violations of human rights and humanitarian law
including killings, torture, rape, abduction etc. hi a recent report, Amnesty
International provided talcs of abuses by Government Forces including torture,
cxtrajudicial executions, and rape of girls and women by the Anti-Terrorist Unit
(ATU) at the Gbatala Military Base and ATU cells located at the Presidential
Mansion as well as holding of suspected dissidents or their collaborators in holes.

• As recognized by the just concluded UN Inter-Agency Mission to West Africa. (7-
27 March 2001), the absence of institutional measiures/mcchanisms to address the
issue of truth and justice in Liberia is still seen by many as a major impediment in
the country's transition to democracy and the rule of law.

Mass Graves
• The Executive Director of the World Food Programme, Ms. Catherine Bertini, has

written to OIIC1IR to report and request further investigation and/or follow up
action on the alleged detection of three mass graves in North-Eastem Liberia. The
graves were supposedly discovered during road reconstruction work funded by the
World Food Programme but supervised by an engineer, Mr. Kern, provided by the
Swiss Disaster Relief Agency (SDRA). The graves allegedly contain
approximately 450 corpses and are located in the town of Zorzor and on
Kilometers 10 and 39.6 of the Gbarnga-Zorzor Highway.

• Following this information, OHCHR conducted inquiries with the United Nations
Peace-Building Support Office in Libera (UNOL) and the Swiss Disaster Relief
Agency. According to the Representative of the Secretary-General, Mr. Felix
Downcs-Thomas, UNOL has no iivformation on the discovery of the mass graves
and lacked the human and material resources as wel] as the mandate to address the
intricate human rights issues raised by the existence of the graves.
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• When contacted, the aforementioned engineer referred to in Ms. Bertini's letter
stated that he had informed., by e-mail, the WFP Headquarters in Rome and the
Swiss Disaster Relief Agency in Bern of the existence of a number of mass graves
in that part of Liberia. The area was under the control of Charles Taylor's troops
during the civil war. Mr. Kern specified that he did not see any remains but was
repeatedly advised by local workers to avoid digging up certain areas where
corpses may have been buried. He further stated that although the local
population is reluctant to discuss the issue with foreigners due to fear of reprisals
from the Government, it is aware of the existence and exact location of several
mass graves.

• The UN Peace-Building Support Office in Liberia and the WFP Representative in
Liberia have advised that this is an inauspicious moment to raise issues of possible
human rights abuses. According to UNOL, to raise the issue of mass graves at this
moment may be construed by the Government as another pretext to aggravate the
prevailing hardships related to the imposition of sanctions by the Security Council
since raising the matter, even if unsubstanti ated, will tarnish the image of Liberia,
discourage donor's from sustaining the current levels of humanitarian assistance
and undermine the Government's standing" before the people. The WTT
Representative in Liberia considers that the Government of Liberia might move to
restrict WFP access to parts of the country should this question be raised now.
This it is feared would compromise the agency's effectiveness in the humanitarian
task it is currently undertaking in the country.

• According to UNOL, any investigation at this time is likely to have a serious
back-lash on not just the WFP but the entire UN family in Liberia.

• Additionally, the ongoing war in Lofa County and the general security situation,
according to UNOL, makes any independent assessment of the situation difficult.

• OHCFfR has approached Amnesty International (AT) whether it had information
on the alleged mass graves. AFs initial response was that although it had no
specific information on the specific mass graves the likelihood of their existence is
high considering the level of atrocities that characterised the Libcrian civil war.

ISSUES
• 'Information on the existence of roass graves appears rather sketchy. UN agencies

on the ground appear unable to confirm their existence and lack the expertise and
resources to conduct the required investigations. Notwithstanding, the likelihood
of their existence is substantial considering the brutality that characterised the
Libcrian civil war.

• There are also policy issues involved in focussing on only the three alleged mass
graves mentioned in the note from WFP despite the many other alleged mass
graves resulting the Liberian war.

• Any effort at establishing the facts and circumstances of the alleged mass graves
to be impartial, should be generalized and could then not be limited to specific
mass graves in the areas under the control offerees loyal to Mr. Taylor during the
conflict.

• The advice of ECPS is sought on how one might follow-up on information
concerning mass graves in Liberia, mindful of the prevailing context and with due
consideration to Ms. Bertini's request for action to be taken in respect of the three
alleged mass graves.




