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Editor’s Note
Liberia is in the midst of a difficult
election, struggling towards a peaceful
transition. We continue to pray for a
peaceful transition in Liberia’s presidential
leadership.
Addressing some questions and interest in
our work, we have listed both principles
and policies from our research and study in
nation building and national development
inclusive of our work in agriculture. In
our policy statements we have tried not
to reinvent the wheel but instead have
looked to case studies and best practices
of what is working now and has worked
in the past in other places. It is in this
vein that we have insisted on meaningful
international partnerships in Liberia’s
efforts at national development and
nation building. International partnerships
will be necessary and must be deep to
be effectual and consequential. We are
partial to the proposal of Philosophers
Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen
that development should be measured
according to its promotion of human
capacities that reflect the person’s roles as
a family member, a community member,
and a spiritual being, as well as his health,
education, and other capacities.

Principle:
“Progress is our successes on our way
to full knowledge and full love.” (The
Meaning of Civilization).
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The importance of case studies:
People in general are quick to compare
their vices with other nations, but not the
virtues of other nations with their vices.
In our research we have underscored the
importance of case studies. Building a
modern nation-state is indeed a difficult
task, but other nations and peoples have
done it successfully. We have tried to
study their success to see how it might be
adopted to the situation in Liberia. To this
end, we have highlighted an institution
in Brazil - EMBRAPA, the Brazilian
Agriculture Scientific Corporation - which
has proven so strategic to Brazil’s success
in agriculture productivity. We have also
dealt with the visioning work in Kenya
and Rwanda where the process has proven
to be much more fruitful and productive
than in Liberia. We have studied
citizenship laws around the world to see
how Liberia might expand its citizenry to
develop and secure the country. And we
have made prominent in our studies the
micro city-state of Singapore (polyglot,
multicultural and diverse) for excellence
in leadership, transparency, lawfulness,
discipline, efficiency, good order, and
professionalism. Singapore is now
considered one of the best managed state
in the world with excellent institutions,
manned by highly educated civil servants.
But even Singapore, as it developed,
had other states as models. Singapore
clearly wanted to be like some of the best
managed small nations in the world.
Marketplace: Liberia

Agriculture:
In this area the Sagamore Institute has two
senior fellows on the ground in Liberia
where they have built an agricultural
research center and a demonstration farm
in Ganta Nimba County. Their work plan
included introducing new sustainable
farming methods to people in the villages,
and teaching agricultural sciences.
With more funding and appropriate
international partnership, local training and
participation, the work could be expanded
to every county in Liberia. We have written
several research briefs on agriculture
policy, agriculture education and research,
infrastructure, support of small scale
farmers, sustainability, deforestation,
livestock production, transportation and
land tenure, etc.

Statecraft and leadership:
Our position is that the only real revolution
is in the enlightenment of the mind and
the improvement of character (Durant).
And for this reason we are convinced that
the quality of the state will depend on the
quality of its people. John Stuart Mill said
that “the worth of the state in the long run
is the worth of the individuals composing
it.” This is a fact that is not evaded without
substantial cost. Thus, we have emphasized
spiritual and intellectual development
and growth, seeking leadership training
through character and intellectual
development. These things are essential to
human flourishing and being in the world.
It starts with individual commitments
extending into the family, community and
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

state, not as an abstract legal declaration
of a state as Christian. You get a Christian
state because of genuinely Christian people
and not because you degree it so in law
through referendum. Our appreciation for
the meaning of human freedom is closely
tried to our understanding of human
responsibility. These are two faces of
one coin. There can be no celebration of
meaningful human freedom without form.
We are cautiously optimistic about Africa’s
rise. We see a great potential for the
Liberia Philanthropy Secretariat in taking
advantage of the huge opportunities and
good will in the international environment
for development and national growth. The
philanthropic space, including remittances
and private investment, is nearly $1 trillion
large.
We think that Liberia and Africa
should continue to engage China with
discernment. We have submitted a
critical response to Liberian Vision 2030,
and think that as a matter of strategic
importance, Liberia should leverage
its historic tides with the United States
as a major development partner. As we
have seen with England and Singapore,
geography is not destiny. Rather, destiny
is all about policies, ideas and powerful
practices. We have recently published
piece on state capacity in Liberia’s first
republic to help in our understanding of
Liberia’s past, and what Liberia’s future
could be.
Liberia needs a think tank, a policy
research institute for both training and
providing policy analysis. Such an institute
5

could assist with developing competent
leadership and good research to inform
public policy choices in a non-partisan
and non-ideological way that is strategic
and pragmatic. This would be in the
best interest of Liberia and its local and
international partners.
The key to success in Liberia is to
modestly assess our competitiveness
as a country. We must be humble and
appreciate our needs as a people, especially
the substantial gap in our capacity as a
people and a state in knowledge and life.

Principle:
“Human existence is something more than
ordinary existence in time and space. For
man, to be means to know and to love.”
(The Meaning of Civilization)
In this issue, we continue our leadership
series in the Art of Leadership, where we
make a list of 140 leadership qualities.
A great teacher and a great leader are
interrelated. Our understanding has
crystalized thus: a great leader/teacher
is humane and considerate. He conducts
himself with modesty and austerity. He
speaks words that are simple and profound.
He studies widely and cultivates a strong
memory. He does not act arbitrarily. His
instructions are lucid and refreshing like a
clear mountain stream, a source of blessing
to those who hear him. Indeed, this is a tall
order, but we must aspire to no less.  
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We also include a researched brief on
decentralization in Liberia, in which we
suggest caution, care and training as the
policy is implemented. The performance
of a state is not only determined by
its structure. This issue also features
articles on my recent June 2017 trip to
Liberia, a case study on natural resource
management, and a case study of New
Zealand and agriculture. New Zealand is
a unique case of a modern nation build on
agriculture not industrialization. This is
especially applicable to Liberia because in
Liberia agriculture is such a low hanging
fruit.
Thanks to my many faithful research
interns, research and editorial assistants,
research fellows, senior fellows and
research partners who continue to help me
expand the research agenda of the Liberian
Initiative. I am most appreciative and truly
grateful.
Signed,

Donald L. Cassell, Jr., M. Div., AIA, CSI,
CDT
Senior Fellow, ISOKO Institute
Senior Fellow, Director Liberian Initiative, Sagamore
Institute
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On Leadership 3: The Art of Leadership
By Donald L. Cassell, Jr., AIA, Senior Fellow, Isoko Institute

“I go through life as a transient on his way to eternity, made in the image of God but with that
image debased, needing to be taught how to meditate, to worship, to think.”
								Donald Coggan, Archbishop of Canterbury
St. Paul said that we should give consideration
to anything that is true, honorable, just, pure,
lovely, commendable, excellent and worthy
of praise (Philippians 4:8). In this third article
on leadership we look East to China’s Song
dynasty (circa 960-1279 AD). Two decades
ago, I purchased a book entitled Zen Lessons:
The Art of Leadership, translated by Thomas
Cleary. I intended to read it then, but did not
read it until now. Perhaps the time was not
right. My general familiarity with that area
prepared me for what I could expect. Zen, or
Chan Buddhism, as it was originally known
in China, seems generally concerned with
mastery, clarity, excellence, discipline, and
rigorous practice. Of course, so much more
critical reflection could be articulated about
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

Buddhism. That, however, is not my purpose
here. The Christian theological concept of
common grace is my stance here. My chief
interest is in good discipline and order so as to
cultivate effective leadership.
This is not a review but a summary of
principles gleaned from the text. It is an
idiosyncratic reflection on, and reaction to,
the text from the Judeo-Christian tradition and
culture. Essentially, this book is a platform for
developing a list of leadership qualities.
The following 140 qualities are distilled from
my reflections on, and reaction to, the text.
Zen Lessons: The Art of Leadership:
1. The importance of constructive objective
criticism, particularly self-criticism and
7

higher education for understanding the
human person and building a strong free
individual and society.
2. Greed, aggression, insincerity, lack of
self-control, ignorance and the assumption
of self-importance are poisonous to an
individual and a community.
3. The only real revolution is in the
enlightenment of the mind and the
improvement of character (Durant) and not
positions of power and authority.
4. Study and learn with discernment and
diligence. Nurture a powerful practice and
strong will.
5. Propriety is important to maintaining
public decency.
6. In order to lead and teach, you must
prepare yourself by being personally
honest, considerate, sincere, truthful
and upright. These practices and ways
of being in the word are helpful without
qualification. They will always serve you
well.
7. A qualified leader is manifestly
respectable, noble and dignified.
8. On perfecting modesty and integrity: “If
you know peace, then you thrive; if you
know contentment, then you are rich.” (p.
4)
9. Personal self-discipline dispenses with a
plethora of rules and regulations.
10. Careful planning and preparations
contribute much to peace, reducing the
possibility for error and confusion.
11. Be steadfast and immovable in pursuing a
great good, more firm when you become
exhausted, more vigorous even as you
grow old. (p. 6)
12. Discernment, humanity (love), clarity and
courage are essential to leadership and
8

teachership. Clarity to know right from
wrong, wisdom from foolishness, and
courage to see things to their conclusion,
settling them without doubt. (p. 8)
13. “Exploitative leadership accumulates
resentment and enmity.” (p. 8)
14. Leaders should be humble and respectful
in dealing with subordinates, and
subordinates should be wholehearted in
working with leaders. Leaders must not be
proud and haughty and the subordinates
must not be lazy and careless. (p. 10)
15. Arrogance is like a painted outhouse. Pride
is a sure way to cut yourself down. “Pride
goes before destruction.” (Proverbs 16:18)
16. Practice thinking clearly.
17. “What is desirable in a man is his
kindness. (Proverbs 19:22)
18. Cultivate trust through personal integrity.
19. Learn to focus, concentrate and be
attentive. Distractions impede progress.
Live with intensity and insight.
20. Righteousness builds up a people.
(Proverbs 14:34)
21. As a man thinketh in his heart, so is he.
(Proverbs 23:7) Therefore learn to govern
what you think. Do not underestimate the
power of the human mind.
22. Let your community be a learning
community, a source for teaching,
nurturing and developing the potential
ability of all.
23. “The difficulties of knowing people is a
problem [even] for sages.” (p. 14) To know
people, you will need to spend time with
them, searchingly observing and carefully
listening to them so as to discern their
character and be to them a worthy leader
and teacher.
24. The power of an exemplary leader lies
Marketplace: Liberia

in the practice of kindness and moral
rectitude. This is how you will promote
education.
25. A good leader will consider the quality
of the legacy he leaves. He seeks to build
a strong community that will last for a
thousand generations. A good legacy is
established with excellent teaching and
powerful practice, and with attention to
proper transmission.
26. Great leaders are glad to know their own
errors, delight in doing good, are great
in magnanimity, generous in concealing
others’ wrongs, humble in association with
companions, and diligent in helping and
serving the people for good. (p. 17)
27. A great leader is generous with the
community but frugal with himself (p. 18).

for lack of counsel, but with many advisers
they succeed.” (Proverbs 15:22)
36. A good leader chooses personnel
carefully. It is important that he knows
how to choose the right people for his
administration.
37. Study is a spiritual discipline.
38. There are no sages and ordinary people.
There is only commitment, steadfastness
and inner motivation to growth and
development.
39. The world is fallen, filled with many great
evils.
40. It take considerable time and effort to
create and build.
41. “Essential to leadership is winning the
community.” (p. 27)

28. An honorable leader does not have to be
stern to command obedience.

42. The people are the secrets to their own
development.

29. It is important to always be about teaching
the good so that both the individual and
community might continue to thrive and
flourish.

43. A leader must care for the people. He
must be gentle, harmonious, orderly and
peaceful.
44. A leader must come from the people.

30. Indeed, faith is a virtue, and worry is not.

45. A great leader desires that his people
should become as himself or greater.

31. Avoid the say-do gap. “What can be said
but not practiced is better not said. What
can be practiced but not spoken of is
better not done. When you utter words, you
should always consider their end. When
you establish a practice, you must always
consider what it covers.” (p. 20, 21)
32. “Study without turning away from
people.” (p. 22) People will never cease to
amaze you.
33. Timing is important.
34. No matter how accomplished you are, you
can still learn more from others.
35. The good leader researches a matter and
seeks counsel before deciding. “Plans fail
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

46. A great leader is truthful, wise, moral, just,
compassionate, polite and lawful.
47. A good leader must be the vision that he
articulates, an example to his people, a
model to follow, and build upon.
48. Good leadership, scholarship and
discipline are never ivory tower pursuits.
Rather they are always communal when
they are authentic.
49. You will know a great leader by the
consequence of his life and work.
50. Reflecting and knowing are lifelong
activities. Without these one is like a
people without law.
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51. A strong undistracted will is necessary for
knowing and being.
52. Know that there are no pure facts. All facts
are subject to interpretations.
53. Integrity is important to authority.
Sincerity and trustworthiness are deeply
impactful and long lasting in any group.
54. The formation of great character and
thought take discipline and time. Even as
“art is the child of time”, and a great nation
is not build in a day. “Keep it with faith,
practice it with keenness, perfect it with
faithfulness - then though the task be great,
you will surely succeed.” (p. 33)
55. To deny bribes and harassment of the
people are but mere minimum required
duties of a leader.
56. Be free from hypocrisy; instead be simple
and true, genuine and authentic, modest.
57. Be content with the necessary things of
life.
58. The good leader should be a magnanimous
person with inner strength which do not
permit him to be discouraged by any
difficulty or contradiction, and cause
him to undertake great things and to
pursue them perseveringly, in spite of all
vicissitudes. (St. Ignatius Loyola)
59. Selfless service leads to growth.
Selfishness leads to decline, destruction,
and death.
60. A good leader is close to the people.
Indeed, he is one of them.
61. A good leader knows how to strategically
adapt to changing circumstances.
62. Discern carefully who will be your teacher
and leader.
63. “It is necessary that your consciousness
and thought be lofty and far-reaching,
that your determination and spirit be
10

transcendent.” (p. 39)
64. A good leader sincerely loves learning, not
for the sake of fame or profit, but because
it is a spiritual and intellectual good. He is
as fond of learning as hungry and thirsty
people are of food and drink.
65. There is a time for everything.
(Ecclesiastes 3:1)
66. Be careful to act before it is too late.
67. Do not lose sight of things that are
essential and necessary.
68. Be patient, development is gradual.
69. Know that we are often our own worst
enemy.
70. Suffering builds character: “Having many
difficulties perfects the will; having no
difficulties ruins the being. Gain is the
edge of loss, loss is the heart of gain.....a
[discerning] person is one who when safe
does not forget danger, and who in time of
order does not forget about disorder.” (p.
43)
71. Do not stretch yourself too thin.
72. Perfection is not attained in this world,
however, never give up trying to attain it.
It is a quest for transcendence. Hope is a
virtue.
73. Good leadership thinks with and for the
people.
74. The power of one is about being selfcritical before criticizing others. It is about
daily self-examination. Do not be ignorant
when it comes to self-knowledge, and
smart when it comes to criticizing others.
Always examine and criticize yourself.
(p. 75) Remember, “everyone thinks of
changing the world, but no one thinks of
changing himself.” (Leo Tolstoy)
75. Be careful to learn from circumstances.
Marketplace: Liberia

76. Commitment: realization and preservation
are a matter of diligent effort and firm
perseverance (p.49)…a resolved to devote
all ones energies to preserving for the
future a core of good tradition, discipline,
method and intellectual rigor (Herman
Hesse).
77. A good leader guides his people with
humility.
78. If you want a well ordered state, you must
start by ordering yourself well. A leader
who is personally upright often gives rise
to a well ordered community.
79. To err is human. To correct error is
wisdom, and not to correct a known error
is foolishness. Excellence is a matter of
reforming ones faults (p. 138).
80. Be a good listener.
81. A good leader will diligently seek after full
comprehension. The subtle is the spout of
the obvious (p. 54).
82. Thoroughness: “The hundred-mile journey
is still halfway at ninety.” (p. 55)
83. A great leader becomes a noble precedent.
84. Selflessness is central to true nobility and
true greatness.
85. A good leader is frugal, perceptive, and
careful to reflect before speaking.
86. A good leader does not change his
devotion to excellence and good order
because of destitution or success, gain or
loss. If he does then he is not worthy of
excellence and good order.
87. “Hardship makes the thoughts deep.” (p.
59)
88. Good conduct, morality, dignity, respect,
honor and discretion are important to good
leadership.
89. A good leader is not hasty or crude.
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

“Hasty and careless actions seldom bring
success.” (p. 75) “Nothing in his exterior
mien or his words [must be] offensive to
others.” (St. Ignatius Loyola)
90. A good leader will seek to create a culture
and tradition that foster the good, holy, fair,
bright and blessed things, where education
prosper and communities flourish. It is a
conscious determine commitment to resist
decline and decadence.
91. Knowing and doing are two faces of one
coin.
92. Freedom and responsibility are two faces
of one coin.
93. “Greed and hatred are worse than
plunderers - oppose them with wisdom.”
(p. 64)
94. It is important to develop good habits
of the heart such as serving, giving, and
caring.
95. Opportunism is ugly.
96. Let action be concerned with promoting
the principles of peace and well-being.
97. A good leader does not tolerate corruption
or incompetence even in his closest
associates. He is impartial, just, and
objective.
98. Maximize the opportunities at hand.
99. The good leader and teacher seeks to
educate, influence, heal, help, and develop
the personalities and potentialities
of others. Great leadership is about
understanding, making, and healing, and
preserving all things unstained. (J. R. R.
Tolkien)
100. “Those who remained in decadence
[are] fools, while those who [take]
responsibilities for their own
development [are] wise” (p. 69)
101. On expectations: do not despise the day
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of small things. (Zechariah 4:10)
102. Signs of good government: paths
are clear, halls are in good repair,
infrastructures are appropriately
provided, duties and responsibilities are
met precisely and clearly, food is secure,
clean and wholesome, civil servants are
professionally trained and polite, the
meritorious are in authority and authority
is properly exercised against wrongdoers.
103. Proper training benefits oneself and
others.
104. Inner spiritual strength is necessary to
appropriate outward action.
105. Many people aspire to be high officials
without adequate training.
106. Unruly passion is like acid, destroying
both the vessel in which it is held, and
the objects on which it is pour. “He who
rules his spirit, is greater than he who
captures a city.” (Proverbs 16:32)
107. “[The leader] should possess a strong
intelligence, and to a still greater extent,
prudence and experience in matters of
the spiritual life, discernment in affairs,
attentive vigilance in the carrying out
of the projects, being far removed from
all carelessness and negligence.” (St.
Ignatius Loyola)
108. Meritocracy is best, because “in this
way the virtuous advance on their own,
the corrupt regress on their own, and the
community is at peace” (p. 85)
109. Leadership is essentially about
controlling the evils of biased
information and autocracy (p. 85).
110. Do unto others as you would have them
do unto you.
111. “Exceeding the mean is bias and error.
The wise leader knows when to go forth
12

and when to withdraw.” (p. 88, 89)
112. Do not aggrandize yourself and belittle
others.
113. Leadership is the single most critical
factor in the success or failure of any
enterprise. (Marketplace Liberia 2015)
The most significant barrier to progress
in all sectors is the lack of effective
leadership. (Jennings and Stahl-Wert
11) Leadership is key to the solution of
the governance problem. “No political
order, economic enterprise or military
organization achieved significant success,
or even survived, without outstanding
leadership.” (Kolenda)
114. Good leaders delegate.
115. Moral clarity makes for safe
communities.
116. Authority must be earned.
117. Some necessary things: discipline,
meditation, knowledge, faith, hope and
love.
118. Relative independence, for we are all
interdependent, is a great good.
119. Each of us has been given a
responsibility according to our capacity
and potential.
120. A well trained leader will be able to
distinguish wisdom from folly.
121. The good leader makes morality,
integrity, and courage his priorities every
day.
122. The conscientious aspiring leader studies
the great leaders of history and seeks to
emulate them. Study history!
123. Power is not an evil. Rather, it is a
great good. However, it can be abused
and corrupted like other good things.
Remember that God is all powerful and
completely righteous.
Marketplace: Liberia

124. On creating flourishing communities:
“Lift up one net and a multitude of
eyes open; neglect one opportunity and
myriad affairs collapse.” (p. 129)

137. “Human existence is something more
than ordinary existence in time and
space. For man, to be means to know and
to love.” (The Meaning of Civilization)

125. Beware of wolves in sheep’s clothing.

138. “Progress is our successes on our way
to full knowledge and full love.” (The
Meaning of Civilization)

126. “Those who create jealousy and envy
unilaterally negate common discussion
and consensus.” (p. 127)
127. The truth always wins.
128. Leadership quality: It is essential that
the leadership be perceptive, tested
for talent and ability, and judged by
accomplishment of tasks. The leadership
must not consist of mediocre people.
129. Public service is extremely important,
especially for scholars and saints. In
public service they are called to share
their achievements with others.
130. On human limitations: “Everything is
possible to the creature except one thing:
it cannot be God.” (Hans Balthasar)
131. “Order is a prerequisite of progress.
Order means the preservation of peace
by the cessation of private violence”
(Kaplan)

139. “Changing people changes history. If
people do not change, little else changes
in the long run.” (Myers)
140. Pray for grace to excellently know and
be. Statecraft is Soulcraft.
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A Nation Built on Agriculture: New Zealand
By Donald L. Cassell, Jr., AIA, Senior Fellow, Isoko Institute, Daniel Sechuga, Research Assistant,
Sagamore Institute

In Liberia agriculture is low hanging
fruit. This is Liberia’s advantage. It could
be harnessed for economic, scientific,
professional growth, and to a greater extent
national development within Liberia.
The African continent has great potential
in agricultural resources. Africa is the
only region in the world that has seen no
appreciable growth in the agriculture sector
in the last 50 years. Liberia is the epitome
of agricultural potential marginalized to the
point of almost no actualization. Despite an
arable land rate of 47%, alongside 70% of the
population active in the agriculture sector,
there has been little progress in reaching
anything beyond subsistence levels within
agriculture (Cassell 2). Liberia is listed as
one of the world’s poorest countries: 64-84%
Liberians live below the global poverty line
of $1.25 a day (Cassell, Hope in the Harvest).
Also, the state ranked 177th out of 188 on the
UN Human Development Index. A maturation
of the agriculture sector could help improve
Liberia’s ranking.
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New Zealand provides a good model to
follow. Its small-scale economy centers
on overseas trade, with agriculture as a
backbone. Composed of two small islands
of only 4 million people, off the eastern
coast of Australia, New Zealand has become
a worldwide exporting power. The nation
accounts for around 55% of the world’s trade
in sheep-meat and 31% of world trade in dairy
products, with only 7% of world sheep-meat
production and less than 2% of world milk
production (Lambie). Agriculture accounts for
about one in every eight jobs in New Zealand,
as well as 17.2% of the gross domestic
product. Agriculture is an integral part of
the state’s economy (Clair). New Zealand
serves as a successful modern-day example of
maximizing a state’s comparative advantage
in agriculture through the proper use of
infrastructure, human-capital, government,
and linkages to the market.

New Zealand

Since the beginning of the European
settlement until now, agricultural development
Marketplace: Liberia

has been prevalent throughout New Zealand’s
history. It is unique in that agricultural
production for export has long been its focus.
Remarkably, the country has been dependent
on primary industries with an evolving policy
structure oriented towards world markets. It
is unique in that agricultural production for
export has long been its focus.
Shortly after the state’s official beginning
in the year 1840, the government began
land distribution from local Māori people to
settlers. Forests were originally being cleared
through the unsustainable practice of bushburn style to make pastureland.
By 1849, to encourage high quality livestock
production, the government setting a
precedent for government-run quality and
sanitation control through regulations
mandated proper fencing, and implemented
animal quality regulations.
Initially, many isolated agrarian communities
rose up and prospered in New Zealand
even without access to a major market for
their crops. To preserve their comparative
advantage in agriculture, the government
constructed large-scale railways for easier
access to ports and large cities in the 1870’s
and 1880’s.
Embracing technology with innovative
practices, farmers in New Zealand adopted
the new market asset of refrigeration, which
in turn served as a catalyst for their dairy
industry. With the introduction of refrigerated
transport, larger scale of production
and export became viable. The New
Zealand government continued to expand
transportation infrastructure in railroads
throughout the latter 19th century, such that
nearly every farmer had easy access to
transportation for export. Additionally, more
government incentives were introduced even
with increased transportation accessibility
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

for those who successfully exported certain
agricultural products. The government created
a policy space where access to land and land
ownership was encouraged. Owning land in
New Zealand became a sign of success.
In the early 1890’s, the success of smallholder
farmers, achieved through better access to
markets, pushed the government to breaking
up and buying large farms, as well as more
Māori land. Paired with the implementation
of the Advances to Settlers Act of 1894,
credit was made readily available to farmers
(Peden).
“If people do not change, little else changes
in the long run”
-Bryant Myers
New Zealand’s government understood
there could be no success of comparative
advantages in agriculture without preservation
and empowerment of learning within
their population. In response to the new
populations of uneducated farmers eager
to join, the Department of Agriculture was
founded in 1892 to facilitate training in
productive techniques (Peden 7).
As noted earlier, the unsustainable bush-burn
practices, prevalent in Liberia presently, were
initially the accepted norms across both of
New Zealand’s islands. By the late 19th and
early 20th centuries, farmers began feeling
the effects of these unsustainable practices.
Depleted soil fertility and deforestation
were considered by farmers as mere losses
in production. However, the New Zealand
government had a broader perspective
of what was happening. To maintain the
country’s competitive edge in agriculture,
the government effected institutional reforms
and promoted more sustainable agriculture
through investments in research and
development, encouraging the displacement
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of existing techniques. The government
rendered bush-burn practices obsolete through
regulations and enforcement to preserve their
agriculture-based economy.
Through the 20th century, the role of
New Zealand’s government role centered
more on a careful economic orchestration
rather than experimentation. Responding
to the tumultuous 1920’s and 1930’s, more
economic protocols were introduced to
insulate the domestic market from the evershifting global economy. These protocols
involved significantly increasing tariffs,
import restrictions, and floor prices for dairy
exports. During World War II, New Zealand
with its agriculture economy fed the United
Kingdom, acting as a kind of “offshore farm”
for Britain in the midst of worldwide food
shortages. While others struggled to survive,
New Zealand thrived with the second-highest
per-capita income globally (Lambie).
The government, almost entirely composed of
farmers, began to over regulate and establish
a “Fortress New Zealand”. Controlling
production and prices weren’t as pressing
an issue as the uncertainty in the future of a
country based on agriculture. The government
sought to diversify away from its proven
success in agriculture to promote industry
growth and encouraging employment in
other sectors. Import tariffs and quotas were
established on nearly everything, locking out
foreign competition and giving rise to an array
of unnecessary costs.
When combined with Britain’s entry to
the European Union, the oil shocks and
subsequent skyrocketing transportation costs,
these policies caused New Zealand’s economy
to spiral into crisis. Combating the crisis with
large assistance policies through subsidies
only deepened the looming budget deficit
issues. Market signals and new ideas were
muted, while New Zealand’s government lost
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hundreds of millions of dollars in an attempt
to keep farmers afloat.
The solution in 1984, by the urban progressive
Labor party, was a complete state-wide
deregulation of agriculture. These cuts
exposed the farmers to an unregulated and
liberalized free market, encouraging them to
stop inefficient practices, diversify, and begin
responding to consumers. Entrepreneurship
prospered, farming innovation blossomed,
and over the last three decades, agriculture
has grown at faster rates than any other sector
within the state. Nowadays, New Zealand’s
smallholder farmers know no other practices
than monitoring global economic trends and
capitalizing on those trends.
New Zealand’s government has historically
cared for its farmers, and saw them and their
work as catalysts for growth. However, only
after a complete acceptance of the centrality
of agriculture to the country’s economy, did a
wider market and a progressive environment
emerged, allowing the smallholder farmers
to be more innovative and prosperous. The
benefit of a youthful Liberian population may
be the means for a smoother transition into
restructuring the agricultural community,
without the necessity of undoing deeply
implanted ideology.

Liberia

Civil and political strife in Liberia have been
detrimental for agricultural development.
Agriculture development policy crafted in
the 1970’s, though limited in scope, still
held the promise of government aid and
support in stimulating domestic agricultural
production. The development and growth
reversals experienced since the 1980’s left
the state in shambles. Infrastructure was
ruined, public services drastically limited,
and any meaningful developmental efforts
were halted. GDP decreased by 66% during
the conflict (Cassell, Hope in the Harvest).
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For a long time, the country was consumed
with survival only. The country had regressed.
With agriculture accounting for about half
the total economy, and a significant majority
of the Liberian population fully invested
in agriculture, exploiting the relatively
untapped potential in this sector could prove
advantageous for both economic growth and
social development. International partnerships
and growth in capacity will be strategic in
rendering Liberia’s agricultural potential into
a reality.
Harnessing Liberia’s human capacity will
be critical to Liberia’s development. Human
capacity development must be first in
position, even while other policy initiatives
are simultaneously pursued. The civil conflict
has dispossessed the state of its own public
education system. Also, the period of conflict
and decline took its toil in the displacement
of hundreds of thousands, leaving a void in a
variety of professions. With a literacy rate of
47.6%, a Liberian child is expected to receive
little to no education (Cassell, Agricultural
Policy). On average women receive 1.6
years of education, and men receive 5.8
years (Cassell, Hope in the Harvest). Basic
competence in a child blossoms into a
competent adult. The absence of educational
and developmental programs for children is a
pressing issue given that 42% of the Liberian
population is under 15 years (Janzen). The
future of Liberia depends on instituting an
educational framework to fully accommodate
this youthful population. Positive youth
development programs like FFA and 4-H will
greatly assist in capacity building.
“…truly successful agriculture requires
not so much arduous labor as awareness,
observation, connection, and persistence.
Ultimately, it is not the growing technique
which is the most important factor but
rather the state of mind of the farmer.”
		
– Masanobu Fukuoka.
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

Lack of basic training, research and
development are directly related to a
diminishing return of production rates.
Reversing this trend will help replace
outdated and unsustainable practices like the
prevalent bush-burn technique used by most
Liberian farmers. This technique has led to
deforestation and denitrification of the soil,
similar to what happened in New Zealand
early on in its development. More emphasis
on agricultural education will encourage crop
diversification, ensuring soil improvement
for stronger crop yields, contributing to food
security.
Food security is enhanced with land security.
Weak land tenure regime retards investment
and saps the vigor of farmers in agricultural
production. Liberia operates under a dual land
tenure system, incorporating both statutory
and customary land tenure. Statutory is based
on the Western doctrine of private property
ownership, with written records documenting
land deeds. This principle in Liberia has
been severely tested in administration and
execution, especially so in light of the civil
crisis. Consequently deed holders are not
much reassured concerning the security of
their land title.
Most Liberians, however, operate under the
even more problematic customary land tenure
system. These are based on verbal agreements
and the customs of different villages. Proper
documentation is a challenge under the
customary system. The displacement of
the civil war has magnified the problem
of conflicting title claims to land. Farmers
without land security have no incentive to
incorporate sustainable farming practices.
Liberia is moving towards integrating
statutory and customary land tenure systems
into a transparent, efficient legal regime, with
an urban land inventory to maximize use and
reduce waste.
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Like New Zealand, the Liberian government
will be strategic to the development of
agriculture in Liberia either as a partner,
consultant, or both. At the very least, the
government will need to create the policy
space that will allow agriculture to flourish.
Among other things, this will involve crafting
policies around agriculture inputs, loans
and credit, infrastructure (e.g. roads, water,
electricity, and sewer), technology and a
purposeful long term strategy.
Liberia should appreciate the United States
as a major development partner. Evolving
diplomatic dependence into linkage and
investment is a recommended call to action
for Liberia. The growth of New Zealand
was tied largely to trading with Europe,
specifically Great Britain. As a long term
objective, Liberia could evolve as a credible
business partner of the United States and
others within the international community.
Liberian citizenship law will need to be
changed, unrestricting it beyond its racial bias
and introducing greater flexibility to allow
for a dual citizenship regime. If properly
implemented and administered, this could
greatly assist in closing the large capacity gap
in Liberia and encourage development and
growth.
Allowing marginalized foreign ownership of
land may be another component of reform.
This policy tool could contribute to a large
increase in foreign direct investments and
government revenue, moving Liberia beyond
dependence on international assistance
and into independence. Presently, the U.S.
bilateral assistance alone sustains nearly two
thirds of the Liberian government budget
(Cassell, Philanthropy). Private investments
could help reduce this level of dependency.
Private aid and investment have been shown
to be more effective in reaching people and
projects most in need of them.
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Conclusion
Both New Zealand and Liberia have a
comparative advantage in agriculture. Both
countries have relatively small populations
composed of smallholder farmers. The
difference is that New Zealand has been
proactive throughout its history in facilitating
proper utilization and the growth of
human capacity, developing infrastructure,
encouraging the growth of capital, and forging
longstanding international market linkages.
As a result, New Zealand has prospered with
agriculture as the backbone of its economy.
Indeed, there is no quick fix for Liberia’s
problems being deep rooted as they are in
history and culture. However, the time is now
to begin nurturing change in a new generation
of Liberians, using the low hanging fruit of
agriculture to bring prosperity and growth for
all.
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											The Editors
Ivan Krylov’s fable “The Quartet” tells
the story of four happy beasts who decide
to make music. As sometimes occurs with
socially active people, they are not capable
of playing their instruments. Several times
they try sitting in different configurations,
as if that might improve the quality of their
music. Needless to say, this game of musical
chairs does not work. The fable reminds us
that the sum total cannot be changed simply
by shifting its constituent parts, and that the
work of a collective does not always lead to
success. There are things that can only be
attained by personal effort—in this case the
ability to play a musical instrument. Applying
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

the moral of the fable to the social and
political sphere, one could say that without
the personal discipline necessary to improve
the quality of our “human material,” all
social constructions will fail.				
Eugene Vodolazkin

Introduction
Decentralization alone is not a panacea.
Developing the capacity of civil servants,
mitigating corruption, and improving
infrastructure and education are requirements
for a successful decentralization program.
The mere structure of a state does not
determine its success. Well-run government
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programs and an active, informed populace
are better determinants of success or
failure. Decentralization in Liberia’s current
environment is no guarantee that public
administration will be improved. Caution in
this policy implementation is required.
Following international trends, Liberia has
been moving toward decentralization since
2006. It’s citizens now stand on the precipice
of major change, including constitutional
amendments, a civil service overhaul, and
presidential elections. Decades of civil
insurrections have left the country devastated
and the government corrupted. In turn,
Liberia is struggling to develop, and many
believe decentralization will provide new
opportunities for growth, leading to more
tailored and efficient governance with greater
local participation.
Liberia’s government remains largely
centralized, with the central government
having power over local policy through
appointments and fiscal responsibility.
Mayors, county superintendents,
commissioners, and other local government
administrative positions are currently
appointed by the President (Local
Democracy). Local elections were scheduled
to occur in 2008, but were cancelled
“ostensibly for financial reasons,” and the
President was given authority to appoint
mayors (Freedom House). The Liberian
central government retains nearly all fiscal
and decision making power, with local
structures filling policy implementation roles.

The Shift
Those supporting decentralization argue it is
necessary for socio-economic growth through
a better distribution of resources, better
governance, and greater opportunities for
local participation (Nyei).
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Liberian citizens do not currently trust the
government to perform its duties. Opinion
on the performance of national and local
officials, trust in the president and her
officials, and belief in the country’s economic
condition going forward were all down from
2012 to 2015 (Afrobarometer). Liberians
listed unemployment, infrastructure,
management of the economy, education,
and health as their top priorities, with the
top priority for additional spending being
education (AfroBarometer).
Decentralization is being considered in the
midst of greater political reform occurring
in Liberia focusing on poverty reduction,
corruption reduction, infrastructure
development, government efficiency, and
government transparency. All these efforts
sorely needed. Transparency International
rated the Liberian government at 37/100 in
terms of corruption (100 being very clean
and 0 being very corrupt). President Sirleaf
declared corruption to be Liberia’s “major
public enemy” (Fighting Corruption). Service
distribution has historically been very limited,
with most documentation services being
available only in the capital city of Monrovia.
Poor infrastructure has gravely limited
transportation from city to city; in 2007
there were 3 cars per 1,000 people (Trading
Economics). Around 20 percent of the
population has access to electricity, and those
that do often get their energy from community
generators or car batteries (CIA World
Factbook). There is a poor rule of law regime,
particularly outside of major cities, and much
of this resource-rich land is underdeveloped.

Decentralization Forms
Government decentralization can refer to
any of three areas: fiscal, administrative, or
political. Fiscal decentralization involves
giving sub-national governments more
capability and autonomy in collecting and
Marketplace: Liberia

using funds, where total decentralization
results in a complete lack of national
interference in local government finances.
Political decentralization refers to the
greater inclusion of local citizenry in their
governance, often through various forms of
elections of local leaders or referendums.
Administrative decentralization explains
the various levels of government at which
decisions are made and services are delivered.
Depending on the extent of administrative
decentralization, the process can be
referred to as deconcentration, delegation,
or devolution, in addition to a separate
process known as debureaucratization.
Deconcentration, the mildest form, establishes
local offices of national organizations or
agencies to provide services to people with
little to no local power over decisions.
Devolution is the most extreme form of
deconcentration. It includes the transfer of
power and decision making authority to subnational governments, often including local
elections for the appointment of officials
and local fiscal responsibility. Between the
two is delegation, a system where some
decision-making authority is given to local
governments along with powers of service
distribution, but they are still accountable
to and reliant on the national government.
Debureaucratization devolves power away
from local or national government, instead
giving power and responsibility to private
businesses, communities, non-profits, or other
bodies that make up what is called “civil
society” (Carino). The lines between these
types of decentralization are not ironclad,
but they are useful in describing the level of
autonomy given to local governments in a
deconcentrated state (World Bank).
Greater degrees of decentralization put
more strain on local governments, but
could allow for more local participation and
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

better service distribution. Unitary states
can still decentralize their services, often
through delegation or deconcentration, while
devolution is more common among federal
states and those moving away from unitary
governments, such as Liberia.

Decentralization Plan
The Liberian National Decentralization and
Local Development Program (LDLD), a
combined effort of the government of Liberia
(GoL), the UNDP, and the United Nations
Capital Development Fund (UNCDF),
began in 2007 to establish the framework
for fiscal and legal decentralization,
particularly through the introduction of
Local Development Funds (LDF). The plan
was deemed highly relevant to Liberia’s
overall goal of decentralization, but several
flaws appeared in the design and pilot
implementation (LDLD). “Inadequate local
institutional analysis” was noted as a major
problem (“Final Evaluation”). Other problems
included a lack of practical guidance in
implementing the LDF policies, vague
strategic goals, and inconsistency between
cooperating groups.
This LDF process has seen the slow
buildup of local governance capacity
through increased training of civil servants,
consultations to enhance the fiscal viability of
local governance, increased social inclusion in
government and business, and the distribution
of new assets to various county administration
centers such as vehicles and office equipment.
In Grand Bassa County, these improvements
have supported a new distribution of
services at the local level, particularly
“documentation services, i.e. permits, birth
certificates, marriage certificates, business
registration, etc.” (Progress Report 2015).
The Grand Bassa County Service center
in particular enjoyed immense success in
bringing government services to people even
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in nearby counties, with the vast majority
of surveys showing a positive response to
local government due to greater convenience
in access and cost savings (“Liberia
Decentralization Support Program,” 2015).
County Service Centers (CSC) have been the
most successful aspect of the LDSP, which is
set to end in 2017. No further action has been
proposed to replace the LDSP once it expires.
The most comprehensive act drafted by the
Liberian government is the Local Government
Act, a bill that establishes the full government
structure, election mechanisms and goals of
future administrations. This bill remains under
debate. The Constitution Review Committee
(CRC) proposed amendments with reference
to decentralization process, which have been
deferred by a Joint Committee until the Local
Government Act passes (Ibrahim).
USAID-LEGIT (Local Empowerment for
Government Inclusion and Transparency)
seeks to improve transparent governance
and citizen engagement. They have hosted
conferences and seminars to train civil
servants and improve their pay system,
designed and instructed on new policies and
guidelines to improve governance, and served
as middlemen to build relationships between
the various interested public and private sector
groups (DAI- LEGIT).
A civil society group, NAYMOTE-Partners
for Democratic Development, runs programs
to “promote citizens’ understanding of the
democratic processes and the long-term
benefits of their participation” (Naymote).

Liberia’s Current Situation
In question is the preparedness of local
governments for an increase in power and
responsibility. Lack of dependable electricity
and transportation will be struggles for any
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new government structures (Bushchicken).
Earlier pilot programs found that pay and
support for civil servants, transportation,
energy, and sometimes adequate buildings
were lacking at most municipal government
buildings (LDSP Progress Report). USAIDLEGIT has been working since 2016 to
improve the pay structure and quality of
Liberia’s civil servants. Many of the questions
on local government capacity are known and
being improved. Funding local government
has been attempted through several outlets,
sponsored by the UNDP and the GoL. The
distribution of funds to county levels was
halted by President Sirleaf from 20082012 due to misuse, but has since resumed
(USAID).
One unknown is the future of Liberia’s
citizenry and their opinions. Voter turnout
in presidential elections has been down in
recent years, and is expected to continue to be
low. From their turnout of almost 70 percent
in 2005, only 31 percent of eligible voters
participated in the 2011 presidential election,
while legislative elections had turnouts of
over 70 percent both years. Currently most
Liberians do not view the presidency or
the government favorably, and it is unsure
whether that will change in the coming
election (Afrobarometer). All candidates thus
far have supported the decentralization efforts,
so it is unlikely to end upon the election
of a different party, but the process and
implementation design may change.

Case Studies
Case studies are helpful in evaluating the
effectiveness of decentralization in other
countries, to learn from them, at least to learn
what to anticipate. Our study considers three
categories of states: Federal/Decentralized;
Unitary/Centralized; and a Transitioning
State.
Marketplace: Liberia

Federal/Decentralized States:
Kenya
The Republic of Kenya adapted a new
Constitution on August 27, 2010, establishing
two levels of government; the national and
county levels of government (Sunkuli). The
47 county governments within Kenya act
as semi-autonomous bodies consisting of a
county executive, and assembly. Each of these
branches are tasked with providing basic
services to the people that include education,
water, sanitation, and infrastructure (Sunkuli).
This is the delegation model of administrative
decentralization, since the bodies have local
autonomy but are still reliant on the central
government for oversight and finances. Since
the adaptation of their newest constitution,
the Kenyan government has promoted social
and economic development along with easily
accessible services throughout the country.
By ensuring the equitable sharing of national
and local resources, they have been able
to successfully reduce poverty levels and
generate employment (KHRC and SPAN,
2010).
Although nearly 17 percent of Kenyan
citizens are living in extreme poverty, the
economy of Kenya has taken tremendous
strides within recent years (Irving). The
economic expansion is due in part by the
strong performance in tourism, higher
education, telecommunication, and the tea
industry, which makes up roughly 18 percent
of Kenya’s exports (KHRC and SPAN, 2010).
Kenya currently requires that at least 15
percent of the national revenue go toward
county government (Brookings). However,
there have been several problems plaguing
this process, as concerns about fiscal
mismanagement and corruption escalate.
In response to criticism, President Uhuru
Kenyatta of Kenya noted that “Reports of
county finances have raised concerns on
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

mismanagement of devolved resources”
(Odunga and Nyassy). A Kenyan Senate
member, Ekwee Ethuro, stated that “there
are challenges of oversight and monitoring
of development projects” that erode trust of
county governments (Odunga and Nyassy).
Senator Ethuro supported notions that the
federal government distributed funds slow
enough to hamper significant municipal
government power. At the third Annual
Devolution Conference of Kenya in 2016,
the devolution of Kenyan government was
praised for its overall successes, but criticized
for the slow transfer of funds from national
to county governments and the increased
opportunities for corruption. One speaker,
Chairman of the Council of Governors Peter
Munya, stated “We can confidently say that
no county has become worse since the onset
of devolution” despite the challenges local
governments were facing (UNDP).

Switzerland
The modern Swiss state dates back to
1848 where a federal constitution gave
defense, trade, and legal power to the central
government and most other powers to the
various levels of local governments. Local
governance has proven very transparent,
due to a strong sense of responsibility by the
community. This leads to remarkably low
levels of corruption, ranking 5th least corrupt
government in the world by Transparency
International (Transparency). They practice
direct and representative democracy, with
Swiss able to vote directly on federal
Constitutional amendments or possible law
changes while also electing representatives for
legislation. It should be noted that Switzerland
has been largely decentralized through their
history and before their codified constitution,
and thus has had around 800 years to perfect
their form of government.
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Unitary/Centralized States:
Singapore
The Government of Singapore is regularly
rated one of the most efficient, transparent,
and clean in all the world. It costs only 18.3%
of the state’s GDP to run the government,
compared to the 32.8% of Liberia, and the
international national average of 43.3%
according to World Bank data (“2016 Index
of Economic Freedom”). The government is
highly centralized, with some local structures
that maintain very little power. In parts,
Singapore’s efficiency can be drawn from
the lack of obstacles within the government,
considering that the People’s Action Party
(PAP) consistently has had a strong majority
in parliament and as a result controls much
of the executive and legislative power in the
country.
Singapore has five districts, each with a
managing government called the Community
Development Councils (CDC). The CDCs
largely focus on community activities and
urban planning instead of executive or
legislative tasks, implementation rather than
decision making. Due to the small size of
the country, access to government services
allows for the strong unitary government to
perform most tasks with ease. Civil servants
are well paid for their high quality of service,
which an IMF working paper states has a
high correlation with lack of corruption
in government (Rijckeghem and Weder).
According to the OECD, Singapore also
has the best education system in the world,
consistently ranking highest in student
proficiency with math and science (Hanushek
and Woessman). Providing the nation with
well-educated civil servants, and rewarding
those workers well has led to an incredibly
clean and efficient government, able to
perform almost every task within one unitary
system. The government also maintains a
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very high level of public trust, reaching 74%
in 2016. Dr. Tan Ern Ser of the National
University of Singapore attributed this to the
PAP’s “significant response to the various
hot button issues, be it housing, transport, or
healthcare” (Kwa). Singaporean citizens have
upwards of 90 percent voter turnout regularly,
because failing to vote if eligible leads to a
loss of eligibility to vote in future elections
(Quartz).
From independence in 1965, Singapore’s
unitary government began to solve the
various crises in their country, including
high levels of government corruption, high
crime and drug rates, insufficient housing
and education. They went from “third world
to first world in a single generation” due to
strong government action from a powerful
and intelligent leadership. Their centralized,
efficient government made quick program
implementation and modification possible.

Panama
Panama’s government has been mostly
centralized throughout its history. The
government is centralized with a separation
of powers between three branches. Early
elections were peaceful until a series of
coups, military dictators, vote suppression and
election fraud began in 1931 and lasted until
1990, separated by intermittent clean elections
and US intervention. Executive, judicial, and
legislative powers remain separated between
various government bodies, but there are few
checks and balances to prevent any branch
from overstepping their bounds. Additionally,
many anti-corruption mechanisms go largely
unused, such as asset forfeiture, witness
protection, and whistleblower protection
(export.gov).
Local governments have little autonomy,
often just existing to implement national
policy. Governors for each of the ten
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provinces are appointed by the President.
Within each province are districts, which
have directly-elected mayors and councils.
Each district government has a version of a
legislative, judicial, and executive branch,
but with severely limited powers. Only
the national government, for example,
can affect education, justice, and police
services, while the local governments focus
primarily on fiscal services and public works
(CountryStudies. US). Local government
officials often were very corrupt due to the
large amounts of drugs passing through and
their low salaries, anti-corruption campaigns
have had some impact (PanamaGuide).
Before and during their transition to a better
performing democracy, Panama’s government
has lacked the capacity to govern in rural
areas, consistently enforce rule of law, or
effectively combat corruption at local and
national levels (Michael King).

Transitioning States:
Rwanda
Following the end of the genocide a new
constitution was drafted with a separation
of powers and a largely centralized national
government, and began a new series of
business and aid partnerships that allowed
for quick economic and state reconstruction.
President Paul Kagame introduced a National
Decentralization Policy with his election in
2000, which was adopted in 2001 (Fortune
of Africa). The plan involved “establishing
democratic and community development
structured at the District level” in order to
increase accountability to the citizens, citizen
participation, government responsiveness,
service distribution and capacity at the local
level (Fortune of Africa). This policy was
heavily paired with President Kagame’s
“Vision 2020” plan for Rwanda to become
a “middle income country by 2020”
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

(NewTimes.Co). Four administrative tiers
were created, each with its own structures
and policymaking powers: districts, sectors,
cells, and villages (“The Local Government
Systems in Rwanda”, 2016).
By 2010 the poverty level decreased from
57% to 44.9%, and decreases in tariffs
boosted exporting firms sales abroad by
5%. The economy grew, and education
improved. Primary school completion rates
reached 72.2% by 2012, and the rate of
transition from lower secondary to upper
secondary improved to unprecedented heights
of 95.5%. The unitary style effectively
focused on a select few policy areas which
then allowed successes to spread to others.
Rwanda’s centralized government streamlined
development by implementing policy reforms
quickly and effectively.

Philippines
A new constitution was promulgated in
1987. This constitution established a multiparty, unitary, democratic republic with two
exceptions for areas (Mindanao and with
local autonomy. The Local Government Code
in 1994 provided the hierarchical structure
of the Philippines’ municipal governance
system, but no constitutional amendments
were made so the role of local governance
remains limited to local service distribution.
Municipal governments have been criticized
for pandering to their supporters for reelection
instead of providing good governance. There
are overlaps in responsibilities such that
accountability for services are compromised.
Local government units have failed to
finance themselves sustainably even with
allotments from the national government.
The segmentation of areas by politics has
supported internal group struggles. The move
to decentralization has supported increased
debureaucratization, where local groups are
encouraged to have roles in deciding local
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planning and policy. One of the two areas
noted in the constitution for autonomy has had
a city fall under the control of ISIS, denoting
a failure of local or national government
capability to maintain order.

Conclusion
A decentralized state structure does not
inherently promote more accountable
governments, increased citizen participation,
or settle political tensions. Singapore
and Panama both chose a centralized
government after declaring independence.
Panama struggled through poor leadership
and fraudulent elections, corruption has
influenced even the directly-elected local
government, while Singapore ran large-scale
programs efficiently to rise out of poverty
and crime. Decentralization proved useful
throughout Switzerland’s storied history,
with an informed and participating citizenry,
but is still new for Kenyans. Kenya has
demonstrated the struggle of municipal
governments with the national government
that remains unwilling to hand over power.
Though not mentioned in this summary,
decentralization of Malaysia provided more
opportunity for race-based politics. As
Rwanda decentralizes, it remains unclear
whether they will continue a centralized
policymaking process or begin to allow more
autonomy at the lower levels. It is not clear
that the Philippines gesture towards greater
federalization will improve performance.
State structure does not determine success,
but well executed policies and a capable
citizenry can bring countries from the brink to
prosperity.
Decentralization by itself does not improve
a country’s performance. It is difficult to
successfully alter the shape of a government.
Liberia has been planning a shift for years,
and has begun to take preparatory steps
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through programs like USAID-LEGIT.
However, without capable local governments
and a willing constituency, the effort
may produce little result. A pilot program
of municipal governance in the form of
documentation or service distribution, may
prove very useful in discovering problems
before scaling up. The appropriate scale of
local autonomy could be decided from this
pilot. Improving infrastructure and citizens’
education on the new governing structure,
especially in rural areas, will be necessary to
sustain the responsibility of direct elections.
Continuing the decentralization process at
its current speed, with a possibly massive
shift by the end of 2018, is at this time not
recommended.
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Reflections:
Visiting
Liberia,
June
2017
By Donald L. Cassell, Jr., AIA, Senior Fellow, Isoko Institute
Journeying is the flower of elegance...
									Matsuo Basho
I returned to Liberia this year, spending four
weeks there with my teenage son Zuri. It was
his first visit—and the first time any of my
immediate family members have seen my
homeland. In this article, I have intertwined
my observations of Liberia today with the
people, conversations and books that occupied
my thinking during the trip.
Liberia has made notable progress over
many years of travels there—in roads, in the
power grid, in the quality of construction.
The people remain hopeful and determined
to rebuild. The Liberian authorities should
be encouraged. And yet the capacity gap in
Liberia is still large. The country is not ready
to compete internationally or even regionally.
And yet it must compete. Liberia must vault
itself into the ranks of modern states—or
else it will become manipulated by outside
28

powers. The example of other nations shows
that closing the capacity gap in Liberia must
start with the character of the people. People
are Liberia’s most important asset. From
top to bottom, they must become committed
to excellence. This is an enormous task. It
will require prudent partnerships. A dual
citizenship regime, if well-designed and wellimplemented, could also help. But the biggest
need is building the capacity of the people to
the end of attaining a wholesome functioning
society. “It cannot suffice to invent new
machines, new regulations, new institutions.
It is necessary to understand differently
and more perfectly the true purpose of our
existence on this earth and of our deeds.”
(Vaclav Havel)

Mental Preparations

The trip to the Liberian Studies Association
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truth. We may still debate if they ever found
these qualities.

Gettysburg Memorial

(LSA) conference in March served as a
mental marker for my preparations for
going to Liberia this year. On our way to
the conference, we purchased tickets for our
flight to Liberia in late May. Also on the way,
we stopped to visit the Gettysburg National
Military Park, a truly moving experience
for us. The great battle memorialized there
settled so much about the meaning of human
freedom, even addressing the question about
who is human, how large is the human family,
and are black people a part of that family?
It is noble that so much blood was spilled
over essentially a philosophical and cultural
question, not a material expansion or a power
grab. This extremely important question was
about being, about loving your neighbor
as yourself. This second summary of the
Decalogue is the basic meaning of human
freedom, not the vacuous nihilistic exercise of
the human will. Both greatness and humility
are found in living for something higher than
oneself so that noble something becomes the
center of reality for the self. We celebrate that
great victory so dearly bought at Gettysburg, a
noble cause indeed.
Still travelling, via the recommendations
of some young friends, we visited the
Swedenborgian Bryn Athyn Cathedral and
museum. Notwithstanding the controversy
surrounding the sect, we could not help but be
impressed that such great wealth was lavished
in search of meaning, gravitas, beauty and
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

Personally, the highlight of the LSA
conference was the key note speech on
implementation. Ultimately, we are grappling
with practice—as distinguished from theory—
and how theory or policy become reality.
It’s about closing the say-do gap. What is
involved in implementation? How to go
from theory to practice, from conception and
planning to implementation and reality? This
implementation question may further involve
the depth of an organization’s responsiveness
to its constituents. It may also be related to
how well the organization understands it
purpose, and whether or not that purpose is
being fulfilled. Liberia is further challenged
by a large capacity gap. Implementation is a
struggle because know-how is lacking.
The theme of the speech itself may signal
growth in Liberia, especially in light of the
cultural struggle to close the say-do gap—
though this growth has been dearly bought.
This is, however, a great gain, notwithstanding
so much loss. So much is more easily said
than done. It is much easier to criticize and
so much harder to build. The great Friedrich
Hayek appreciated this difference: he said
that sound theoretical thought, even wellcrafted policy, is not easily implemented.
Of course, the thought or policy may simply
be wrong headed and as such not able to be
implemented. That is, it is not working in
practice because it cannot work. The structure
has failed because the calculations were
wrong. US President Theodore Roosevelt’s
remarks on the perils and triumph of practice,
doing, implementation or execution are in
order here:
“It is not the critic who counts; not the man
who points out how the strong man stumbles,
or where the doer of deeds could have done
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them better. The credit belongs to the man
who is actually in the arena, whose face is
marred by dust and sweat and blood, who
strives valiantly; who errs and comes up short
again and again; because there is not effort
without error and shortcomings; but who does
actually strive to do the deed; who knows the
great enthusiasm, the great devotion, who
spends himself in a worthy cause, who at the
best knows in the end the triumph of high
achievement and who at the worst, if he fails,
at least he fails while daring greatly, so that
his place shall never be with those cold and
timid souls who know neither victory nor
defeat.”
Curiously, at the LSA conference in New
Jersey, a Liberian asked me if I was a
Liberian. This has now become a recurring
question from Liberians who have met me
for the first time. I’m not sure why. Perhaps,
I have been away for too long, though, I have
often travelled back home, even during the
dark days of the war. Notwithstanding the
many kindnesses I have been shown, I am
also still foreign in the US, incredibly, though
I have lived here so much longer than I have
lived in Liberia. This is one of the burdens
of an exile—you are foreign everywhere.
It is not my fault. Liberia was destroying
itself precisely the time I had hoped to
return. Liberia would not let me in, while
America give me a place to live in peace.
Hopefully, this has all worked out for good to
all involved—myself, Liberia and America.
Hopefully, it has expanded my service and the
resources that I am able to bring to bear on
Liberia for good.

How to Understand Liberia?
Liberian history is not easily explained, at
least not by the current standard narrative.
Liberia may be struggling to come to grips
with the heritage of its 1847 founding and
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the validity of this other closely associated
narrative: “in which Liberia struggled to
maintain its tenuous existence on a continent
which had been almost completely colonized
by European powers who believed blacks
were not capable of self-rule.” (Brooks
Marmon) Liberia’s history is so much more
complicated and nuanced than is commonly
understood. The task is how to understand
Liberia’s history such that it is constructive,
conciliatory and appreciates the efforts by
African people to build a modern nation
state and compete within the international
community. The ideology of a class struggle
or of tribalism and sectionalism are being
increasingly depreciated as an insufficient
explanation of the recent troubles. Literature,
such as Macbeth, Hamlet, Solzhenitsyn’s
literary explorations, St. Augustine’s City of
God or the Muqaddimah of Ibn Khaldun may
be a better guide to understanding Liberia’s
history.
The tragedy of the civil insurrection may
have finally established two glaringly obvious
facts: 1) In relationship there is no such thing
as a win-lose solution. There is either a winwin or a lose-lose. There are no other options.
(DNA of Relationships) 2) Liberians are all
one people in their weaknesses and their needs
concerning how a city is made and a nation is
built. Liberians are still confronted with the
task of building a modern state. The tragedy
has shattered the false vision of strength to
expose Liberia’s dearth and her needs as a
people and a state. This is a challenge and an
opportunity for Liberia to grow in grace so to
be made ready to create a beautiful city.
Liberia needs to better order herself to flourish
as a nation. Liberia’s problem is chiefly that
of finding ways of enculturating a virtuous
circle. She will need to take stock of herself
objectively, without the gloss of ideology, and
see what she has become and what has been
Marketplace: Liberia

lost, and what she can become. Liberia needs
help. The new command to love is not an
ideal to aspire to, but a necessary condition to
flourish as a people.
“Violence has a dark record. It corrupts the
best of ends and brutalizes the bravest of
ideals.” (Os Guinness)
“No one with any sense can be in favor of
revolution, because it is just a prolonged
process of insane destruction. The main
thing about any revolution is that it does not
renew a country but ruins it.” (Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn)
“Ill-gotten gains do not profit…” Proverbs
10:2
“The meaning of life lies in the moral
development of each individual soul, each
person’s struggle with the evil within us all,
and the achievement of wise humility and
compassion for others.” Solzhenitsyn
The destruction of the Liberian state
and people could be broadly attributed
to ignorance and unkindness. “A people
without understanding will come to ruin.”
(Hosea 4:14) Liberia is the tragic story of
how a country was destroyed. The Liberians
themselves do not understand their own
history, and their international partners have
misunderstood their culture and history.
Part of the historical struggle has to do with
the meaning and value of the modern state
apparatus for Liberia. What is the meaning
of the Liberian experiment with statecraft,
and what does that experiment mean for
sub-Saharan Africa? The fiasco of the civil
insurrection is a lesson in humility, and a
warning against arrogance. We still have so
much to learn about being in the world. How
to be different in the world for good? This
question is also about how a city is made.
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

Building a nation-state is a hard business.
A simple and perhaps accurate way of looking
at the Liberian experiment is to see it as the
travails of giving birth to a modern nation
state on the West coast of Africa. That is
fundamentally its story line, and the details of
this story have to do with the expansion and
dissemination of the franchise and benefits of
the modern state.

Freedom & Responsibility
Democracy is not a first principle; people
are. It takes an entire nation of people—
sufficiently educated and wise—to run a
successful democracy.
The story is told that “the Viking Olaf the
Peacock set sail for Ireland with Orn to find
his mother’s people, taking with him tokens
and gifts from Melkorka to her father and
her nursemaid. During the voyage, their ship
became lost in a fog. When the fog lifted, an
argument arose between Orn and most of the
rest of Olaf’s men about the proper course
to reach Ireland. When asked if the decision
should be put to a vote of the majority,
Olaf is supposed to have said, “I want only
the shrewdest to decide; in my opinion the
counsel of fools is all the more dangerous the
more of them there are.” With those words, the
matter was accepted as settled, and Orn took
charge of the navigation.” This little story
encapsulates precisely the Greek Philosopher
Plato’s concerns when he drove hard for the
Philosopher-King ideal. It takes knowledge
and skills to run a state. Rightly, the ruler must
know and be properly trained. Where Plato
erred, is thinking further that the ruler must
also be absolute. The Christian thinker, C. S.
Lewis, thought that the good of democracy
was in its restraining influence on sinful
women and men who have demonstrated
over and again a strong proclivity to abuse
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power for their own selfish interest. Aristotle
had a similar concern—not necessarily about
sin—but a heathy appreciation of the human
potential for the abuse of power. Even in a
democracy, the burden of proper training
remains, however. Except that now the whole
people of the country must be educated to
order well the state or else risk ruin. This is a
good thing since wisdom and understanding
are necessary to human flourishing.
The following reflections come from a book
on marriage (The DNA of Relationships). In
the modern world it seems strange to use a
book about marriage to reflect on the making
of the state. But the state is composed of
individuals who have mostly come from
families. The family is foundational to
the state and nation. The ancient Chinese
sage, Confucius, is one of a few thinkers
to take the family very seriously. For him
the flourishing family, originating from
flourishing individuals, is the direct immediate
source of the flourishing state. The state is
dependent on these kinds of families for its
strength and pose. He saw the whole family
structure as essential to a person’s moral and
intellectual development. The family is a
“foundation” akin to a religious congregation
or an institution of learning. For Confucius,
the family is where moral and intellectual
competence are attained. Everybody has a
family, for better or for worse.
Freedom and responsibility are merely two
sides of the same coin. You cannot have one
without the other (The DNA of Relationships,
50). The power of the individual is about
taking personal responsibility. It is a very
hard life indeed, if your entire well-being
and delight in life depends on how someone
else treats you. It is the better part of wisdom
to take control of how you react to the
challenges, insults, difficulties and conflicts
that must come your way in a fallen world. In
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this way you will be ushered into a new world
marked by a profound peace. This remains
true even when it is certain that the problem is
with the other.
We still have responsibility for our thoughts,
feelings and actions even to a manifest
injustice. We can choose our reaction based
on our thoughts. Our thoughts can discipline
our actions and emotions. Not attending to our
own responsibility and focusing exclusively
on blaming the other, weakens us as persons,
and gives to others power over us. “Personal
responsibility means refusing to focus on
what the other person has done,” state the
authors of the book. It means not looking to
other people to make you happy. Our thoughts
can determine our will; not another person.
You can always learn something good from
your experiences, even the bad experiences,
and sometimes especially so. Like the fact
that forgiveness heals relationships. Alas,
such self-mastery is not easily attained, but
is developed via intentional critical practice.
Finally, we are each responsible for our own
conduct (The DNA of Relationships).

Departure & Arrival: US-Liberia

After an epic journey of more than 24 hours of
travel time—from Indianapolis to New York
to Amsterdam to Freetown, Sierra Leone—my
son and I finally arrived late in the night at
Liberia’s Roberts International Airport (RIA)
on Wednesday 24 May 2017. The time would
have been so much shorter if we could fly
directly from the US to Monrovia.
While on the plane at the stopover in
Sierra Lone, in conversation with the head
of a German NGO, I learned that he was
building a technical training facility in
the Monrovia-Montserrado county area.
The greatest problem for him was finding
Liberian students with a strong motivating
Marketplace: Liberia

merely pointing out faults in the world. I also
recognize them in myself. (Yu Jie) This remark
is good for understanding Liberia and our part
in it. The film may finally be a cautionary tale
that efficiency and aesthetics without love
represent an incomplete comprehension of the
human reality.

Family’s welcome cake

purpose for excellence and high achievement.
Another NGO professional who was part
of the conversation concurred with him in
frustration. This is a Liberian malaise: not
being resolute about living with all one’s
might—intensely, passionately, and with
great concentration for some greater purpose
beyond the self, even unto death.
In flight I saw the movie Silence, by the great
director Martin Scorsese. I wondered if the
movie based on the novel by the Japanese
Christian writer, Shūsaku Endō, was a
reflection of Endo’s frustration with Japan as a
fortress of unbelief, or Scorsese’s intellectual
exploration of an unfree and illiberal society.
Notwithstanding the trajectory of the film, it
is still debatable as to who it is that suffered
loss, Japan or the Christian Church. Endo,
who had such a profound understanding of
sin and guilt, likely thought it was Japan who
had suffered a great loss. A Chinese Christian
was more explicit when he reflected on the
same theme of sin and guilt: When I became a
Christian, I learned to recognize myself as a
sinner. In doing so, I developed a sensitivity to
sin that helps me recognize evil and injustice
when I see them. As I point out the tyranny
of the Communist regime, I reflect on and
judge myself. This interior work of repentance
for my own sins has transformed my fight
against totalitarianism. No longer am I
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

We arrived at 10:10 PM in a rain storm
amidst much turbulence. My dear, 78-yearold mother was at the airport to meet us.
We drove to her home in nearly complete
darkness in a heavy downpour. For reasons
not always apparent to us, the driver of our
car intermittently switched on and off the
car headlights while driving. We arrived at
my mother’s place safely, grateful to God
for having granted us travelling mercies.
My mother welcomed us with characteristic
warmth in a classic Liberian reception, with
much food and drinks even at that late hour.
Stay 1: Monrovia
The next day we accompanied my mother
to her place of business in downtown
Monrovia. My son thought the city of
Monrovia reminded him of Yuen Long
in Hong Kong. Indeed, an impressive
assessment for Liberia, almost an overkill.
I too remember thinking Monrovia similar
to Yuen Long when I was there for the first
time. In low rise construction, there is some
similarity in building design and materials. Of
course, the differences are greater and stark.
Nevertheless, his observation is a good sign
that Liberia has made some progress. I should
have told him to be brutally honest with his
father. Still his assessment is encouraging. He
took some pictures of the better buildings. The
Liberian people are resilient. Even in a weak
and inefficient state and policy environment,
where there is peace and a non-predatory
state, progress is possible, if rather slow.
He also observed how so many Liberians
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Monrovia’s International Hotel

reminded him of African Americans. They are
but one people. The insurrection has always
only been a fratricidal conflict. Comparative
studies like these are useful in helping us
assess our progress, or lack thereof.
A wise man will hear and increase in learning
(Proverbs 1:5).
I was told in mockery that the electric power
in Liberia is like a Christmas tree light—
always going on and off. My experience this
time in Liberia is that it was mostly on, which
actually represents a marked improvement
from just a few years back. Electric power
in Liberia is at least 75% more dependable,
albeit, still insufficient to build a modern
economy, but a firm step in the right direction.
The Agriculture Research Center (ARC) in
Ganta and my mother’s residence in Monrovia
had electric current most of the time. The
Liberian authorities should be encouraged.
The infrastructure capacity remains, however,
acutely weak, and we felt the severe
inconvenience of it in our WiFi connections.
Stay: Ganta
By Friday 26 May, we had departed for
Ganta in Nimba County, where the ISOKO
Leadership Workshop (ILW) was conducted
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Downtown Ganta

for four weeks. It took place mostly on
Saturdays on the campus of the Liberian
International Christian College (LICC), in
partnership with Sagamore Institute Senior
Fellows Travis and Gina Sheets, founders
of the ARC at LICC. Later we were also
privileged to meet the new President of the
LICC, Dr. James Kiamu, and his wife. We
thank God for them and wish them well in
their new responsibilities, as plans are being
laid to expand and deepen the offerings of the
college, giving more opportunities to Liberian
students.
We resided at the ARC, where we were well
received in comfortable accommodations.
There I began my daily devotional study of
the Old Testament book of Proverbs, reading
and meditating on a chapter a day for the
duration of my stay, and encouraging the
participants in the ILW to do the same.
Ganta, the second largest city in Liberia, is
about three and half hours away from where
my mother lives in Congo Town, a district in
Monrovia. It was only a few years ago that
going to Ganta took about six to seven hours
on bad roads. Since then, on a World Bank
contract, the Chinese have constructed the
new Monrovia-Ganta high way. Now many
Marketplace: Liberia

persons may attend to business in Monrovia at
dawn and be back in Ganta by sunset.
Staying in Brewerville as I did a few years
ago, added about an hour to the trip, and it did
not help that the additional hour to and from
Brewerville was marked by atrocious traffic
jams, made worse by roads full of craters.
Using that same stretch of road this year to
visit family, I noticed that the craters were
gone, but the traffic was still a challenge.
Repairing the Monrovia-Brewerville road has
certainly helped to improve traffic conditions,
and as an aside, serves as a testament to
competence and a commitment to good order.
Monrovia is a seaside city that with good city
planning could be very beautiful. This is true
for all of Liberia.
The next day, Saturday 27 May, I met the
participants of ILW 2017 at 9 AM. This was
my largest class to date, about 16 persons, 14
men and 2 women. Not everyone completed
the workshop, and some were inconsistent
in attendance. Everyone who attended the
workshop benefitted in a particular way. These
are some of the points considered during the
first session of the workshop:
• That critics often sound smart and
bold because they do not bear the
responsibilities of decision and are not
required to implement policy (Abraham
Lincoln: The Spiritual Growth of a Public
Man).
• James Madison thought that no free society
could be maintained without the virtue of
its citizens (Politics, Morality & Civility).
• Vaclav Havel believed that not only does a
nation get the leaders it deserves, a nation’s
leaders are a mirror of their society, a
kind of embodiment of its potential.
The opposite is also true: a society is a
mirror of its leaders. This is hopeful. The
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

ILW workshop class

condition of a place reflects the leadership
of that place. It can in fact be led out of
ignorance and disgrace into wisdom and
honor. Henry Kissinger said, “A great
leader takes his or her society from where
it is to where it has never been— indeed,
where it as yet cannot imagine being.”
While we were at the ARC, a large group
of Kenyans and Americans arrived to help
with the work at the ARC in Ganta. Some
of the Americans were family members of
the ARC’s newest faculty and staff. It was
good to have the additional company. We
were impressed with their love and concern
for Liberia. Travis and Gina Sheets were
scheduled to return this year to the United
States upon completing their tour of service.
We attended an evening program for the
Sheets as they transferred their responsibilities
to the new staff. They have been focused
and productive and have done good work in
Liberia. We are thankful for their service.
Over the years a faithful Liberian staff has
been developed and trained. Faithfulness is
foundational to excellence. Hopefully the
skills and knowledge transferred are enduring
and multiplying, making many Liberians
competent and bold in their vocation for good,
so that they might likewise build and build
into the lives of others, nurturing a virtuous
circle. Looking back on the Sheets tour of
service reminds me of this Buddhist saying
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“Six years of sprinkling and sweeping temples
in the imperial capital; tiles and pebbles turn
into celestial chambers. Today the palace is
done, and I return: A pure wind rises on all
sides from the staff.” (Zen Lessons) Others
have replaced the Sheets, and the partnership
with Liberia continues in the transfer and
exchange of knowledge and skills and
ways of being in the world. The promise of
partnerships is the adaptation of best practices
from all over the world. Liberia has a real
need of this kind of strategic partnership.
A small lunch reception was held on Friday
2 June 2017 at 12 PM with ILW alumni. At
this meeting, we considered ways to deepen
the workshop’s influence, our commitments,
disciplines and practices. We discussed
adding a membership component, with the
continuing emphasis on leadership training
based on character formation, spiritual and
intellectual cultivation. Our hope is to develop
the workshop into a network of leaders and
thinkers committed to a most distinguished
service, and a voracious lifelong appetite
for learning and character growth. I would
also like to consider instituting a process that
would greatly encourage service in terms
of mentorship. Alas, the turnout was so
much smaller than I had hoped. Nonetheless
substantive talks were had. The next step is to
flesh out these ideas with concrete proposals.
Saturday, 3 June 2017, the ILW second
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session was held. The following points
are samples of discussions, reflections and
meditations on the themes of this workshop
session:
• Proverbs 4:18 “...the path of the righteous
is like the light of dawn, that shines
brighter and brighter until the full day.”
• Learning how to make excellence a part
of everyday life, always pushing against
loss and resisting decline, where the light
of love abolishes the darkness of strife,
confusion, and death, and harness the
creativity of light abolishing the darkness
of destruction (A Spiritual Pilgrimage).
How can an individual person be a center
of excellence?
• How do you address Liberia as an
intractable culture of loss? Nelson
Mandela understood the problem with
harsh retribution and violence. How
do we get to a place of forgiveness and
reconciliation in Liberia? Mandela’s
approach to reconciliation, forgiveness
and peace is so instructive. He took a
resolute stance for reconciliation and
for a transition to democracy without
violence or harsh retribution. He was
after a peaceful transition. He argued
against and maintained an insistent
stance against violence. He held steady
against the pressure of his supporters who
demanded vengeance. Mandela understood
the implication of this saying that,
“Hatred stirs up strife, but love covers all
transgressions (Proverbs 10:11).” Mandela
is a good example of resolve in defeat and
charity in victory.
• US-Liberian relations in some respects
mirror European-African relations in that,
at the governmental level, it has been
rather challenging to yield a profit. It is
as though the West is not able to help
Africa blossom, likely because of the
conflicting nature of a more narrowly
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defined state interest. They seem better
positioned to assist more mature states.
Only the Church seems able to do this
rudimentary work. Liberia’s relations with
the Church/Christian congregations and
philanthropy have been so much more
profitable. Mandala observed that virtually
all achievements of Africans seemed to
have come through the missionary work of
the Church. This is soon noticed after even
a causal review of modern African history.
No substantive transfer occurs until the
Church enters into the exchange. It is a
great value, even at the basic level of the
material. The Hudson Institute values none
governmental private flow to developing
countries at about US $800 billion. This
flow occurs mostly within the context
of accountable human relations. Liberia
would do well to further explore this sector
in meeting its development needs.
“Talent is universal, but opportunity is not.”
We met with a rarely masterful Liberian who
was trying to rebuild his life and business
after years of suffering losses because of the
civil unrest. He referred to the civil war as
stupid and was concerned, lest I be offended
by this judgement. I was not. It takes so much
more creativity and intelligence to build.
Fiendish foundations bring limitations and
death, create communities dominated by fear
and loss, vices and negative emotions and
practices, creating a vicious circle. How to
build where creativity, knowledge and love
becomes a virtuous circle? He had his own
business as a chef for years before the civil
unrest. His independence was lost but not
his dignity. In his comportment, he seemed
possessed of an innate sense of mastery. He
and his good wife work as a team with the
assistance of one of their sons. Though in his
70s, he remains vigorous and determined to
rebuild. Hopefully Liberia continues to make
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progress in peace and creativity so that the son
might know better times than the parents.
The Kenyan ministry team at the ARC makes
such a good fit in Liberia. The worship
language is nearly the same, being intensely
emotional though with more content. Also,
they too are part of the rise of the Christian
Church in Africa and all of the cultural
questions that it has brought—such as the
demythologizing of African culture. It too
can be subject to criticism from a Christian
perspective, like those of the Vikings, Greeks
and Romans in Europe, or Chinese, Japanese
and Indians in Asia. In Africa, the heavy
guns of criticism must not only be turned on
European imperialism and racism, but also
on Africa itself. Such as what to keep of the
African tradition and incorporate in the new
Christian way of being in the world, and what
to abandon as positively unhelpful. I was also
impressed by the love and deference shown
within the Kenyan team, particularly between
the lead preacher and her assistant. One of
them expressed concern that the personal and
national woes of Liberia have to do with the
fact that Liberia still suffers the effects of her
precipitous decline into violent chaos. He said
there is denial, and a pretense to normalcy. No
leadership. No understanding. The Kenyans
acknowledged that in Liberia, they were in an
unaccustomed position of privilege, having
more to give materially and spiritually.
“All progression from a higher to a lower
order are marked by ruins and mystery
and a residue of a nameless rage.” (Blood
Meridian, Cormac McCarthy)
Some thoughtful people have wondered
whether it might not make more sense,
given Liberia’s large capacity gap, to start
at a more rudimentary level. This line of
thinking may be simultaneously affirmed and
denied. Liberia must start with the basics,
but Liberia must be willing to leap frog into
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the modern contemporary world or else
forfeit the responsibility of the modern state
structure. She will have to obtain the skill and
knowledge needed to manage a modern state,
or else always be subject to manipulations and
a disadvantaged place in the world. Making a
nation and people is like making a great work
of art. That’s how the Dutch inventor Pieter
Hoff sees it: “My country has sixty thousand
miles of canals…We made them over the last
two thousand years, all by hand. We have
eight thousand miles of dikes, all made by
hand. That is one and a half times the length
of the Chinese Wall. If tomorrow there is no
electricity, we are beneath the water. That is
Holland. It’s not a country; it’s the largest
art work in the world…. It is a matter of
determined will.” So the question for Liberia
is, how badly does Liberia want to change for
good?
My boy Zuri kept himself busy not only by
helping me with my work, but also with his
play. He took a basketball with him and made
a team with one of the Americans who was
a part of the travelling US-Kenyan ministry
team in Liberia. The Liberians played a good
game of basketball, much to his delight, and
more friendships were formed.
Most of the Kenyan ministry team left on the
morning of 6 June, after a rather impressive
series of traditional African goodbyes. Their
Western counterparts had to eventually insist
on leaving for fear that they might miss
the plane. Africans have such a rich and
expansive capacity for relationships. We have
missed the richness of their fellowship.
The ILW third session was on 10 June 2017,
Saturday. Below are some of the themes and
ideas that we explored during the workshop:
• Singapore and Africa: Lessons from
Singapore. I recently discovered that the
current Prime Minister of Singapore,
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Lee Hsien Loong, the son of Lee
Kuan Yew (LKY), attained the rank
of Senior Wrangler, the top mathematics
undergraduate title at Cambridge
University England, a position described
as “the greatest intellectual achievement
attainable in Britain.” Singapore, a
consistently high-achiever in PISA, is
now the top-performing country in each
subject area, and a lawful and transparent
regime. LKY was singularly uncorrupt.
He took great care not to transgress
legal limits. He would not sacrifice the
welfare of the people of Singapore to
vainglorious ambition and ideology. His
first task as a leader of Singapore was
to lift his country out of the degradation
that poverty, ignorance and disease had
wrought. Singaporean leadership is
realistic, strategic and pragmatic. They
are not ideologues. The leadership has
rightfully put a very high premium on
order. Singapore is committed to a singular
quest for intellectual and moral excellence.
Lee was honest and frank about himself
and Singapore. He did not pretend to be
something that he was not. He admitted
frankly that if he had waited for the local
traders to become industrialist, Singapore
would have starved.
Liberia also has needs for deep and
extensive international partnerships
to close the enormous capacity gap in
management, education, agriculture,
governance, and professional ethics.
We must comprehend Singapore under
the rubric that freedom is preserved in
character and learning. A free man is a
disciplined man. Being realistic, strategic,
pragmatic and non-ideological, Singapore
with discernment was opened to good
counsel from the international community.
LKY appreciated that the principal asset
of any nation is its people, so he focused
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on developing his people’s capacity. He
nurtured their intelligence, industry and
dedication. He had a good understanding
of modern society, both its strengths
and weaknesses. The Singapore that he
created suggests that a people may become
modern without the nihilism and hubris of
modernism. To decide for Singapore is to
decide in favor of professional excellence,
and to some extent, for excellence in
thought and life. It is to vote in favor
of mastery and a well ordered freedom
and responsible leadership. Singapore
remains a model for how a country may be
developed and led.
And yet, as with all things in a fallen
world, caution is in good order here.
Given the nature of mankind, a materially
realizable goal may only temporarily
exhaust a people’s interest. As I quoted
in an earlier piece from the Christian
Philosopher Dallas Willard, “early in
human development, …people are
sufficiently under the duress of real needs
to exalt the virtues that can make them
strong. But after they become strong,
they have no sustaining principle that will
allow the further development of virtue
to maintain their society. They lack the
tension adequate to maintain character
in their citizens. No stable society can,
therefore, be long maintained if it is
prosperous. A transcendental principle and
tension is lacking …” For human kind,
there must be a sacred fire to tend. Men
and women do not live by bread alone.
Africa will do well to remember this fact
of being as she learns from Singapore.
(Singapore and Africa: Lessons from
Singapore)
• Political stability and continuity,
governance, capabilities, and efficiency
will need to be improved in order to
better leverage the resources granted to
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infrastructure, industrial collaboration,
acceleration, and agriculture. These are
necessary conditions whether Africa is
dealing with the West or China or any
other international partner. In many
unsuccessful projects, the problem can be
attributed to a quick transfer of authority to
the locals upon completion. Open ended,
long lasting partnerships will be central to
sustainability.
• Core values are not changed overnight
merely by exposure to a different culture.
New values may be adopted insofar as
they bring about superior performance in
a society and help it survive. If adopting
new values diminishes the prospects for
survival of a society, they must be rejected.
• Good leaders are especially attuned to
unpleasant truth about their own societies
that needs to be corrected. The good
leader must be able to pierce the miasma
of convenient rationalization, and see the
harsh reality that he is confronted with.
The good leader is not self-delusional.
He isolates the strongest attributes of the
culture in order to raise the society to a
higher level, moving it beyond cultural
intractability, so that it can at least look
after itself. A more dangerous threat to
communal wellbeing is self-delusion and
sterile pride.
• The pursuit of excellence requires training
to a vision of excellence, such that
excellence should become a deposit of
consciousness.
On Sunday 11 June 2017, we attended a
Christian congregation where one of the
participants of ILW ministers. The Pastor’s
teaching and preaching had more content,
with more emphasis on holiness and structure.
It was wonderful to see the little children at
play in their finery after the service, and to
profoundly hope for them a future marked by
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holiness, beauty and peace.
The following were themes addressed in the
fourth and final week of ILW, Wednesday 14
June:
• Notes from Augustine’s City of God: “This
paradigm for statecraft acknowledges that
social life, marked by sin and treachery,
requires us to choose between lesser evils
in a fallen world. It demands courage to
pursue a relative justice, even the mournful
use of force … Leaders are sinners with
limited judgement. They should rule not
from a love of power, but from a sense of
duty they owe to others.” (City of God, 11)
The wonder of divine grace as the source
of virtue. Live in such a way that this life
and its temporal goods are not loved for
their own sake—yet this is not a call to
abandon the world.
Modern thinking has about it a marvelous
shallowness to find blessedness in this
life and in the self (City of God, 13). On
human fallibility, ignorance and limitations
(City of God, 17).
St. Augustine on peace: “… Peace
between man and God is the wellordered obedience of faith to eternal law.
Peace between man and man is wellordered concord. Domestic peace is the
well-ordered concord between those
of the family who rule and those who
obey. Civil peace is a similar concord
among the citizens. The peace of the
celestial city is the perfectly ordered and
harmonious enjoyment of God, and of one
another in God. The peace of all things
is the tranquility of order. Order is the
distribution which allots things equal and
unequal, each to its own place.” (City of
God, 22)
Serving Leadership: “Those who rule
serve those whom they seem to command;
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for they rule not from a love of power,
but from a sense of the duty they owe to
others—not because they are proud of
authority, but because they love mercy.”
The household ought to be the beginning
of the excellent city.
• Notes from Durants’ Lessons from
History: Human nature remains the same
notwithstanding technological changes.
“Human history is a brief spot in space,
and its first lesson is modesty.” (10) “Man,
not the earth, makes civilization.” (11)
Natural environment and its obstacles
do not impose impossible limitations.
Advances in civilization are shape by
human aspirations and achievements, and
represent their implicit hope for the future.
States are but extensions of individuals’
will, whether good or evil (12). There
are no utopias, only the approximate
equality of legal justice and educational
opportunity. Intelligence is mostly the
result of individual education, opportunity
and experience. Each person must pass
through an intensive learning experience
filled with trials and errors. The making of
cities is a cooperative product.
Against ideology: “Society is founded
not on the ideas but on the nature of man
…” Great character is a formative force
in human history. The intellect, though a
vital force in history, is also a dissolvent
and destructive power. Character, however,
is second only to health in importance
for human flourishing. Intellect is third.
Closing the capacity gap in Liberia starts
with character. Character is about core
human values expressed in manners and
treatment of other human beings with
dignity, respect and compassion.
War breeds moral laxity. Discipline has a
restorative power. Morals are necessary
to the survival of a community. They are
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really about progress in human civilization.
A community’s highest values are love,
sympathy, kindness and cooperation.
The problem with secularism: “a cosmos
without a known cause or fate is an
intellectual prison.” Modern men and
women have repeatedly enlarged their
instrumentalities without improving their
purpose.
We have a duty to shape future
development and not merely to accept
historical tendencies as inevitable.
Men and women rightly love freedom.
And the first condition of freedom is its
limitations. Make it absolute and it dies in
chaos.
The happiness of a great people is the sole
object of government.
“Violent revolutions do not so much
redistribute wealth as destroy it.” (32)
The rights of man are not rights to office
and power, but rights to opportunity and
education (34).
The last ILW session concluded on a good
note. Great cohorts. I used a slightly different
format than previously. I led more by reading
aloud with them in the sessions, and showing
them how to read a text closely and so to more
deeply appreciate the meaning of the text.
I may rearrange the reading list next year,
starting with the spiritual discipline of study.
I think I also gained a little better
understanding of why some Liberians rejected
the dual citizenship regime that could assist
with closing the capacity gap. It had to do
with distrust by Liberians of their policy
makers’ competence to develop a proper
policy framework defining clearly what a
dual citizenship regime would look like, and
the management competence to execute and
enforce that policy.
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LICC graduation ceremony

We stayed on campus for a few more days to
attend the LICC graduation. It was a fitting
climax to our time in Ganta. The graduation
was a meaningful affair. Much to my surprise,
the Liberians honored me and the only other
member of the international team still present,
Mrs. Gina Sheets. She and her husband were
honored for their service in Liberia for the
previous five years. Immediately after the
graduation, we left for Monrovia, and Gina
left the next day for the United States.

Stay 2: Monrovia

In Monrovia, we met with local and national
leaders, family members and friends.
We sought out business opportunities in
architecture and development, toured the
city of Monrovia, and did a lot of thinking.
Thinking is a great task. We attended the First
United Methodist Church in Monrovia. This is
the Church that I was brought up in until I left
Liberia for the United States at about 19 years
old. The Church is older than the Liberian
republic. In Church we met many old friends,
many of whom I could not remember. It was
rather nostalgic. Too long, nearly forty years
ago. I am getting old and my memory is likely
not as good. Though I always went back
home, the civil disturbance was too disruptive
and destructive to permit easy commerce
and fellowship. So I did not often meet these
people on my many visits over the years.
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Monrovia’s First United Methodist Church

Given the relative stability of the country for
the last 12 years, many persons have returned
home that were not there when I visited. Yet,
the losses, cruelties and indignities are still
felt. We still have strong memories of what
was lost.
I can remember growing up in Monrovia in
the 1970s and using hot water from the tap
in my family home. After the 1980 military
coup, as I traveled back from school in the
US in the 1980s, my family began using a
portable electric heater to heat water in a
bucket for a bath. After more travels back and
forth over the years, I noticed that the water
was being heated on a coal pot stove. Things
had begun to regress. Decline and loss were
settling in. In my grandmother’s bombed out
house, you can still see quality workmanship
in a ruined metal hand railing at the perimeter
of a deteriorated concrete stairs. Whereas
even today, from what I have seen, local
builders, especially outside of Monrovia, are
still struggling to correctly construct a metal
hand rail around the perimeter of a concrete
stairs with appropriate clearances and proper
spacing. Mercifully, a new generation may
not be as burdened by such sadness and
sorrow, not having the memory of what was
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Monrovia’s beachside view

lost. Of course, they will still see the ruins
and wonder. We are not discouraged. Quality
is making a slow come back into Liberia.
The builders are relearning these things,
but it will take some time. Their learning
could be greatly accelerated via international
partnerships, even with the Liberian diaspora.
Zuri and I took a very long walk around the
city of Monrovia, with a guide for security
reasons. We were stopped in front of the
US Embassy because the security forces
at the Embassy thought Zuri had breached
security protocol by taking pictures of
the Embassy. They looked through Zuri’s
iPhone and determined that he was innocent.
Though it was professionally handled, I was
nevertheless troubled by the incident. I do
appreciate their security concerns, especially
in that part of the world in a fragile state.
Still, I had hoped that Liberia was a stronger
nation-state.
Walking around the city, it is evident that
Liberia has made some progress. The private
initiatives are impressive for a rather sluggish
policy environment. It would be helpful, I
think, if the government thought of itself as
a consultant to the Liberian people. Then it
could teach the people skills and behavior and
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build up the professional services of the state.
It could look out for Liberia’s best interest in
commerce and trade, law and order, internal
and external security, science and technology,
infrastructure development and human
capacity growth. It might actively encourage
a space where knowledge and life could be
profoundly considered to close the capacity
gap as quickly as possible. A government
that would be such a consultant must itself be
highly competent. This is what Singapore did.
We met with one of the more careful
academics in Liberia. I wish Liberia had more
of this kind, she would be in a better place
today. I think I found a new friend and a
client. It was a pleasant time of conversation.
We discussed many themes about national
development, growth, reconciliation and
history. The academic expressed similar
concerns about the dual citizenship regime
and Negro clause in the Liberian constitution
that restricts citizenship to people of African
descent. The concern is the somnolence that
marks the policy making process in Liberia.
Surely, legal changes to the citizenship law in
Liberia need to be carefully thought through
and administered, but changes there must be.
We met with another local partner in
Monrovia, the United Liberian Inland Church
(ULIC). ULIC is technically the legal owner
of LICC. We were privileged to meet with the
President of this local indigenous Liberian
denomination. He briefed me on the work in
Liberia. And we together explored more areas
of possible opportunities for partnership, and
collaboration, particularly in teaching, skills
and knowledge transfer.
I met with the Vice President of the Republic,
His Excellency Mr. Joseph Boakai. He is
running to replace Mrs. Sirleaf who will not
be seeking a third term, which is not legal
under the present Liberian constitution.
I shared with him some of our research
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products and discussed our research portfolio
of international development and nation
building. I found him to be a gentle, congenial
and modest man, albeit a bit weary. He knew
my paternal relations well, which made for a
rather relaxing exchange. I invited him to the
Sagamore Institute.

Departure & Arrival: Liberia-US

I was pleasantly surprised to meet on
departure from Liberia’s international airport
(besides an associate justice of the Liberian
Supreme Court) a Ghanaian accountant/
management consultant reading LKY’s
“From Third World to First: The Singapore
Story—1965-2000”. The word is getting out
that excellence in statecraft is a universal
aspiration and a great good. Indeed, freedom
is best preserved under law. This is true not
only for an imperium, but especially true for
individuals and families.
I was reading Wole Soyinka’s Myth,
Literature and The African World. We struck
up a good conversation about LKY’s book
and of its application to Liberia and Ghana.
My own appreciation of Soyinka’s book
is that the good in the African Nationalist
ideology was essentially a vigorous
affirmation of African humanity, a vision
of the newly formed African society and a
search for meaning and values that would
sustain modern African societies. The bad
of African Nationalism is that it became
blind, even unrealistic to problems within
African societies. The nationalist rhetoric
was overblown, insufficiently discerning, and
in an extreme form, no more but a miasma
of propaganda, being too reactionary and
insufficiently realistic about the existing
conditions of the African people, the harsh
realities of the world, and the great need to
build the capacity of the African people into a
strong and discerning people ready to compete
in this harsh world. Ultimately, competence
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matters more than anti-imperialist rhetoric.
Liberians are not ready to compete
internationally, even locally. The capacity
gap is too large to properly and seriously
administer a modern nation-state. Closing the
capacity gap must be amongst the major state
building priorities.
We continue to encourage in individuals
and communities a fierce determination to
change and not be found vacant, to cultivate
excellent ways of being in the world, to know
something good, learn a skill, and rise above
the immediate depressing conditions and into
something higher, to go beyond the heritage
of the ancestors, into a greater vision of self,
others and community.
Since our visit, my son has taken a liking to
Liberia. This is as I had hoped. But it comes
with a great cost, in that he now wants me
to build a house in Liberia, preferably near
the sea. Alas, I have no money. We will see.
I hope that his experience of Liberia, even
without the beach house, continues to be
pleasant.
Notwithstanding corruption and other vices
of cultural intractability that feed it, Liberia
continues to make meaningful and tangible
progress, even amidst significant problems of
efficiency, effectiveness and a clear purpose.
The people remain hopeful that the future will
be better than the past.
So my visit to Liberia was concluded with
prayers that God would bless Liberia so
she grows a vision of extraordinary beauty,
excellence, masterfulness and good order;
and that she comes to understand that the
life that has been given to her is something
to be treasured and cherished, polished and
perfected. This being so, that she dedicates
herself to training and discipline, spending
every moment of every day working to
improve herself (Yoshikawa).
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The 24 hours’ journey back to Indianapolis
was epic. The rationality of Indianapolis was
comforting, soothing to the body and mind,
almost therapeutic, restful.
I scribbled something,
Planning to tear up my fan—
But parting was sad!
			Matsuo Basho
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Natural Resource Management

By Donald L. Cassell, Jr. AIA, Senior Fellow, Director at Sagamore Institute; Logan Gentile, Sagamore Institute
Research Assistant

Introduction

Notwithstanding considerable natural
resources, Liberia remains plagued by
widespread poverty. A lack of economic
maneuvering and foresight, combined with
limited capacity to control corruption, have
hindered the country’s ability to transform
its natural resource wealth into economic
prosperity and an appreciable development
in human capacity. A case study of Botswana
and Australia natural resource management
(NRM) is instructive to the Liberian case.
Natural resources are critical assets for
economic development and enhancement
of human welfare, but their power can
only be harnessed through judicious use
of NRM. According to the World Bank,
NRM is “the sustainable utilization of major
natural resources, such as land, water, air,
minerals, forests, fisheries, and wild flora
and fauna” (Bujones). Effective NRM can
transform rents into national wealth and
human capital. To be transforming, national
leaders must understand the complexity and
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mutual relationships of NRM principles
including a defined system of property rights,
stakeholder analysis, regional and national
models, government accountability, adaptive
management, community involvement, and
periodic assessments of predetermined goals.
Successful NRM is achieved through viable
economic policies, effective governance,
and mandatory investment into human
development.
Natural resource wealth alone does not
guarantee sustained economic growth and
political stability. Many resource rich nations
are still plagued with widespread corruption,
poor human development, and undiversified
economies. The resource curse, defined as
“the tendency of states with large reserves of
natural resources, such as oil or diamonds, to
be less developed than similar states lacking
such resources,” has afflicted many nations
worldwide (Bujones). The curse severely
compromises the social contract between
states and their citizens, encouraging instead
corruption, patronage networks, income
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inequality, and worsening standards of living.
Concurrently, volatile world prices for natural
resources can decimate an economy centered
on them. While economic diversification is
necessary “to reduce risks associated with
high dependence on commodity exportgrowth models and to limit the impact of
fluctuations of commodity prices on domestic
economies” (Euromonitor), it is nonetheless
missing in many resource rich nations.

Liberian Affliction

Poor NRM in Liberia has resulted in
susceptibility to resource-price volatility and
a lack of economic diversification. Liberia is
one of the poorest nations in the world, with a
meager GDP of 2.106 billion USD as of 2016
(World Economic Outlook). Due to decades
of failed resource management and years of
civil conflict, the Liberian GDP fell 91% to
its lowest point in 1994. The civil wars killed
270,000 Liberians and displaced 500,000
(Radelet). A generation of human capital
was destroyed, and foreign investors fled the
country.
Since the end of the strife in 2003, the
Liberian economy has made progress.
Improvements in public sector governance
manifested into real GDP growth rates of
8.7 percent prior to the Ebola outbreak in
July of 2014 (EITI). Nevertheless, Liberia’s
metaphorical IV unit is foreign assistance.
In 2011 alone, Liberia received 765 million
USD in aid, 73% of its annual gross national
income (Glencorse). The scarcity of economic
growth is only accentuated by falling iron
ore and rubber prices, which are the chief
Liberian exports (Bax). The binary shock of
Ebola and this steep decline in commodity
prices are abetted by lack of economic
diversification.
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Despite Liberia’s economic setbacks because
of Ebola and years of conflict, the lack of
infrastructure, insecure land tenure security,
and undeveloped financial sector demand
strengthening, in conjunction with NRM, for
sustainable economic growth (The Heritage
Foundation). Only 6.2% of Liberian roads
are paved and only 2 percent of Liberians can
access electricity (MFDP). Poor infrastructure
has depressed economic production because
farmers are frequently unable to export their
crops to ports.
Agricultural underachievement has been
made worse by insecure land tenure security
(Ayelew). Uncertainty regarding land
ownership detracts from sustainable practices,
promoting practices like slash-and-burn.
Customary land tenure, in which indigenous
groups frequently regulate land usage through
informal, often government-unrecognized
means, provides no economic assets such
as collateral required to obtain credit for
investment in profit enhancing capital
(USAID). As a result, many Liberian farmers
lack sufficient financial assets. The vulnerable
and embryonic financial system impedes
small enterprises and causes wholesale
disruptions of private sector development
(MFW4A). A combination of both expensive
credit and absence of financial advice serve
as barriers towards entrepreneurship at a
microeconomic level (MFW4A).
Corruption ensures Liberia’s economic
suffering. Poverty, due to the mismanagement
of windfall gains from natural resources, is
the result of a system besieged by corruption
and poor governance. Perhaps, with the
Accra Comprehensive Peace Agreement in
2003, a space may have been created for the
cultivation of a change in the moral will of
Liberians that will accrue to the benefit of
Liberia for good.
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To crack down on corruption and generate
good governance and accountability, the
following commissions have been established:
Liberia Anti-Corruption Commission,
General Auditing Commission, Governance
Commission, Integrated Tax Administration
Commission, National Land Commission,
and the Public Procurement and Concessions
Commission (Funaki). Liberia was the first
African nation to sign on to the Extractive
Industry Transparency Initiative (EITI), a
major step towards good NRM. A Freedom of
Information Act, the first in any West African
Nation, was passed in 2010. But without
increased human and institutional capacity,
the culture of patronage, nepotism, and rentseeking will continue to slow economic
growth, waste natural resource wealth and
impede the progress of the Liberian people.

Transforming Resource Wealth into
Human Development
Liberia is ranked 177th out of 188 states
globally by the United Nations Human
Development Index (HDI). This result is
an image an ill-considered NRM regime
required to transform resource wealth into
human development. Additionally, the civil
war created a “lost generation,” that lacks
an education or marketable skills needed for
economic growth (World Bank).

Liberia suffers an astounding and debatable
unemployment rate of 85% (CIA). Poverty,
landlessness, unemployment, and low life
expectancy have become endemic in Liberia.
All three indicators of human development
have received insufficient funding. Among
sub-Saharan African (SSA) countries,
Liberia’s education spending was only 6%
percent of the GDP between 2011 and 2012,
fourth lowest amid fellow SSA nations
(Liberia Public). Public spending on health
is near 6.8%, below the SSA composition
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equivalent of 8 percent, and public spending
on social protections to increase GNI accounts
for only 2% of total expenditures (Liberia
Public). Consequently, improvements in
Liberian human development have fallen
onto the shoulders of external financiers and
charities.

Botswana’s Beginnings

At the time of independence in 1966,
Botswana had to undertake many of the
same current constraints of Liberia: little
infrastructure, poor human capital, and a
dependence on foreign aid (Clover). The
only formal industry in the country was a
slaughterhouse in Lobatse, and merely 12
kilometers of roads were tarred (Acemoglu).
Human capacity was abysmal: for every
47,652 people there was one doctor, and of
the 595,000 Botswanans, only 400 university
graduates were present (Acemoglu).
Botswana had its challenges to economic
expansion and higher standards of living. The
economic ability and human capital needed
to manage natural resources sustainably were
abysmal.
Nonetheless, Botswana has risen from
one of the most impoverished states in the
world. Botswanans have exhibited that
sensible management of windfall gains
through sustainable economic policies, good
governance and strong institutions, and
investment of resource wealth into human
development can serve to shield nations from
the resource curse.

Botswana’s NRM

Since Botswana’s independence, the
economic management of resource wealth
has been multi-faceted with a focus on two
specific subdivisions: diversification and
fiscal policy. The government understood
that mineral wealth would fail to create
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intergenerational equity. To combat an
economy dependent on diamond revenues
and manufactured foreign imports, economic
diversification and employment was
achieved through a focus on manufacturing
and private sector development (Sekwati).
Along with the national development plans
(NDPs), Botswana introduced the Industrial
Development Policy of 1984, focusing on
import substitution (Conteh). The intentions
were to develop methods for dealing with an
economy still heavily dependent on diamond
value, which accounts for 60% of its exports
(Trading Economics).
NRM has become strategic for breaking
away from diamond dependency. Botswana is
focused on economic diversification. Through
the NDPs which started from independence
in 1966, Botswana’s government has created
a flexible economy, diverting windfall gains
strategically into sectors needing economic
expansion (MFDP).
Botswana’s critical fiscal policy measures
are exemplary. Sustainable fiscal policy
measures have helped propel the national
economy and contribute to wiser management
of natural resources (MFDP). The main
tenet of such fiscal policy measures was
to de-link government expenditures from
natural resource revenue (Asfaha). NDPs
were connected with the budgetary process.
Poor investments, debt accumulation, and
entrenchment in expenditures were all
avoided. Any implementation of projects
not in the NDP framework are illegal unless
given exceptions by parliament (MFDP).
The Ministry of Finance and Development
Planning has saved Botswana from poor
investments over time by way of strict
guidelines and integration into the national
budget. Fiscal responsibility has essentially
been institutionalized, and careless usage of
windfall gains for expenditures has been all
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but forgotten.
An abstemious fiscal policy, run by a
government cognizant that mineral wealth
will be depleted eventually, has given
Botswana the tools to handle their future. It
may take governance reform, but only through
institutional measures can Liberia manage
their fiscal policy in a provident manner.
Natural resource revenue from Liberia’s
forestry, rubber, and iron ore must be delinked from government expenditures or
naturally the resource wealth will be depleted
in conjunction with the source of the wealth.
Fiscal guidelines similar to Botswana’s can
check foreign expenditures, and begin to stem
the economic troubles flowing from Liberia’s
negative foreign trade ratio of 5.18 billion
USD (MFDP).

Botswana Governance

The prerequisite to any substantial economic
policy is a political climate devoid of
corruption and defined by good governance.
Botswana created the Directorate on
Corruption and Economic Crime (DCEC) in
1994 (Sebedubudu). Given wide-sweeping
power to investigate and prevent economic
crime and corruption, the DCEC flourished in
its role. Corruption was seen as a hindrance
to growth. The objective was to fend off
corruption and nurture an investment friendly
environment.
Since 1983, the majority of diamond
revenues have been reinvested into the state’s
education, health, and infrastructure (African
Development Bank). Botswana now has free
public healthcare, free primary and secondary
education, and improved infrastructure for the
delivery of clean water (De Beers). Instead of
having one doctor for every 47,652 people,
Botswana now enjoy one doctor for every
3,300 (World Bank). While improving the
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health resources for all Botswana, the use
of resource wealth to fund education has
vastly increased human capacity. Botswana
produced 10,668 tertiary and 8,268 secondary
school graduates in 2013, up from 40 tertiary
graduates and 100 secondary school graduates
in 1966 (De Beers).
Good governance that demanded the
investment of resource wealth into its
population are prerequisites for the full-scale
type of transformation that Botswana has
undergone. Botswana serves as a reminder
that natural resource wealth does not act as a
death sentence to democratization and higher
standards of living, but as a gift that requires
economic and political responsibility.

Australian Regional NRM

With an economy based more on natural
resources than most developed nations, more
than 61% of their $244 billion in exports
comes from natural resources. Australia
has been forced to sustainably manage their
natural resource wealth (MIT). Australia’s
NRM has devolved over the past 20 years
to a regional delivery model which yielded
positive environmental impacts and delivered
accountability to all Australians for protecting
their natural resources and environment
(NRM Ministerial Council). The Australian
government has managed to create an
integrated approach to NRM that emphasizes
synergy between all levels of the government
and sectors.
The regional delivery model in Australia
has found success based on the premise that
regional bodies have an advantage in handling
natural resources sustainably. This is because
in addition to support from the federal level,
they have forged relationships with state
government agencies, rural community
groups, NGOs, and local farms (SWCC). This
www.sagamoreinstitute.org

engagement has been profitable with 93% of
Australian farmers practicing land-care on
their private farms (NSW).
While each regional NRM organization
has localized methods of dealing with
their natural resources, a set of five core
functions permeate through Australia’s
regional framework; effective and realistic
linkages between local and national levels
that enable secondary links between land,
water, and biodiversity, application of local
knowledge to planning and action, engaging
local stakeholders including land-care
groups, private sector industries, properly
leveraging investments from governments
and philanthropies to be redirected back
into local sustainability practices, and
incentivizing positive change on a local
level (NRM Regions Australia). Attributed
to the combination of these core functions
are a set of impressive facts presented by
NRM Regions Australia that demonstrate the
considerable ability of a regional framework
to empower local communities and manage
natural resources in a sustainable fashion
(Kitchell).

Liberia and Regional NRM

A regional framework, similar to that
employed in Australia, could be applied to
Liberia. Due to weak state capacity, insecure
land tenure security, and an environment
not as open to private sector investment,
Liberia will find it hard to implement a
regional framework for NRM dependent
on detailed government instruction and
partnerships with private sector companies
or NGOs as Australia has done. But the
journey to a far country begins with the first
step. Liberia’s first step could be to empower
local communities to protect their land and
resources.
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Customary land tenure is the method of
ownership for 90% of land in sub-Saharan
Africa; land in Liberia contains massive
forests beholden with timber and rubber,
and mineral deposits of iron ore and
gold (USAID). Customary land tenure
that “administers” the land is not fully
recognized or protected by the government
(Prosterman). Customary tenure land,
overseen by indigenous communities, does
not usually include any form of legal titling
or registration. Most titled properties are in
urban centers, which make up less than one
percent of sub-Saharan Africa’s land area
(Wiley). It is common for the state to seize
this land and lease or sell it to an international
corporation or foreign government, leaving
the customary tenure holders who previously
lived or relied upon the land for their survival
with no remedy (Narula). A systemic lack
of customary land tenure legitimacy has
rendered sub-Saharan Africa, including
Liberia, susceptible to both poor management
of natural resources and environmental
degradation.
In Liberia work is being done to strengthen
customary land tenure so that an organic
process of environmental protection and
accountability at the local level may occur.
Local developments should lead to regional
improvements in NRM practices. Stronger
customary land tenure systems, already rooted
in century-old local traditions, and sustainable
agriculture could become endemic, and
the norm. Local community-based NRM
is possible through the recognition of local
land rights. The slash and burn practices
could come to an end, halting the wholesale
destruction of timber and rubber, two
of Liberia’s top three exports (Narula).
Stronger customary land tenure could lead to
sustainable NRM in Liberia, an export-driven
nation that thrives on the natural resources of
the Upper Guinean Forests, timber and rubber
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(Lomax). The good news is that Liberia is in
the process of strengthening its land tenure
systems for a more just and equitable order.
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