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JRS Liberia: The practical contributions of
theforcibly displaced to development

The outbreak of civil war in Liberia in 1990 dispéal over one million people within the
country, and forced over 700,000 to seek protectiiomeighbouring countries. The
displacement of so many ravaged entire communitieBereft of their existing
livelihoods, individuals and families were forcea support themselves in unfamiliar
environments and amidst unfamiliar persons. Schant businesses were forced to shut
down, and fundamental services such as healtharatgublic utilities were unable meet
the extraordinary demand. The brutalities of wat displacement jeopardised the safety
and security of all.

The Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) began accompamlyapdaced Liberians in 1992.
After having been forced out of the country duantcreased violence, JRS returned to
Liberia in 2003 and started accompaniment projetts Liberian refugees in Guinea and
Coté d’lvoire. Towards the war's end, the UN Higtommission for Refugees
(UNHCR) aided the repatriation of 320,000 intemadlisplaced persons (IDPs) and
110,000 refugees to Liberia. Yet another 50,000gees returned home spontaneously.

Returning refugees faced seemingly insurmountalbilelleanges. The homes and
communities that they were forced to leave wereviheampacted by the war. Entire

infrastructures needed to be renovated. Yet evare importantly, people’s livelihoods

needed to be rebuilt. Thus stands the challengeigfation and development: how to
make the two concepts to mutually benefit each rotheorced migrants are excluded
from the international debate on migration and tiguaent. This exclusion neglects the
fundamental coherence between human rights andlagewent: that sustainable

development cannot occur until an individual or ugrohas the political, social and
economic capacity to live the lives that they valugEhe negation of this fundamental
coherence lies at the root of why persons are tbtoenigrate. Moreover, this exclusion
withholds a potentially important source of develgmt for both countries of origin and
reception.

The JRS experience in Liberia offers a concretemga of how forced migrants can use
their skills and capacities to contribute to depebent and post-conflict reconstruction.
The key that unlocks this potential is human rigitstection — in order for their potential
to be realised to its fullest, forced migrants mhave access to a political, social,
economic and cultural environment within which thean lead the lives that they value.
The following pages describe how JRS Liberia, ilabmration and with the leadership
of the local population, was able to harness fonregrants’ development potential for
the benefit of themselves and their communities.



Contributing to development during thereturn home

Lofa County, situated in northern Liberia, expecet the most rebel activity during the
civil war. Over 95 percent of the county’s popidatfled during the period of hostility.
Four years after the war’s end, Liberians wererngg to homes and communities that
were in dire need of repair and reconstruction.

Together with returning refugees, JRS Liberia deieed that in addition to fulfilling
basic necessities such as access to food, shettdéremlthcare, the skills and capacities of
returning refugees had to be harnessed if trueldevent was to occur. By utilising this
potential, JRS Liberia was able to witness theofelhg successes in Lofa County:

The provision of almost 300 shelters for vulneratd&rnees, built
with supplies provided by JRS Liberia, and by tigolur and expertise
of the refugees and local population. Social waegk@mong them
trained Liberians, provided follow-up counsellingnda monitoring

services for new homeowners.

The redevelopment of school agricultural programnsepported by
the skills and capacities of returning refugeesy tie end of 2007,
refugees assisted 29 schools in this way.

The construction or renovation of 12 schools, béngf more than
4,500 students, by the hands and leadership afreturefugees and
IDPs.

The creation of a health awareness programme mdnagel
maintained by returnees and the local populatioht least 1,100
people in 22 towns within Lofa County benefitednfrthe programme.
Basic health knowledge was integrated into locahmmnities, and a
new hospital was built to healthcare for rural lkibes.

Alongside its work in Lofa County, JRS Liberia’sosk collaboration with Tappita
communities in eastern Liberia led to additionalpiovements in the development
situation for returnees and local Liberians:

The reconstruction and renovation of 15 schoolsnebing
approximately 6,500 students and 200 teachers.h Bommunity
members and returning refugees volunteered thrag and energy to
this project.

The construction of 247 new shelters, under thedeship of local
residents, benefiting mostly vulnerable person$ sisscwidows, single
mothers, the elderly and disabled.



 The introduction of seed, fish and livestock hatwes which
improved the self-reliance of local communities.heTdiversity of
goods produced with the skills, capacities and destdp of local
residents and returning refugees improved the heait diet of the
Tappita communities, and boosted local income.

* The training of approximately 300 persons in catpgenmasonry,
sewing, tailoring, baking and cooking.

Contributing to development in the host country

The experiences of JRS Liberia demonstrate thaefbmigrants can also use their skills
and capacities to benefit the communities thatrdffem protection. Between the years
of 2005 and 2008 JRS Liberia worked in the Sacldpefagee Camp, located in eastern
Liberia. According to UNHCR, approximately 1,30€fugees from Coté d’lvoire and
Sierra Leone are currently encamped there.

In a similar manner to its development work withuraing Liberian refugees, JRS
Liberia determined that a positive reconstructioacpss would only occur through the
leadership of local residents and refugees, wher gears of displacement, needed to be
able to own their successes:

« The facilitation of vocational training programmesnder the
leadership of Ivorian refugees, aimed to promotkigees’ self-
reliance as they prepared for an eventual returnthwir home
communities. Courses were offered for advancedortag,
hairdressing, automotive repair, radio and telewisirepair, and
computer skills acquisition. Almost 500 refugees éocal Liberians
benefited from these programmes.

* The training of 280 refugees in baking, soap makiagoring and
embroidery. In 2007 approximately half the prognae’s participants
began practising private income-generating actisitshortly after
graduation.

* The provision of cultural activities and recreatidor all camp
residents, under the leadership of both local L#rer and refugees.

Contributing to development through education

Liberia’s educational system was left severely dgedaafter 14 years of war. The
number of the country’s teachers, in particulagched a critically low point. Remote
communities were hit the hardest. Realising that quality of the education system
mattered as much as the quality of its infrastn@tdRS Liberia, with local residents and
refugees, endeavoured to address the shortagaobietes.



The result was a specialised and sustainable te&rei@ing programme was launched in
the Suehn-Mecca District of Bomi County, locatednvestern Liberia. The goal of the
project was to update teachers’ skills and expergsid to offer a workshop series on
counselling, peace, life skills and management.

The project, led by local and refugee Liberiansndiiked approximately 100
schoolteachers and principals, with special atb@ngiven to female teachers. Students,
school administrators and the local community bigeeffrom an enriched corps of
gualified educators. The projected ended in theh8tMecca District in November
2006, but continued on to serve 800 teachers floaetdistricts in Lofa County.

Conclusion

The experiences of JRS in Liberia demonstrate thaten the opportunity, forced
migrants can contribute to development and postlicoreconstruction in host and home
communities. However, given the scope and sizeR&’ bperations in Liberia, only a
small percentage of forced migrants were ableke part in development activities. Yet
JRS’ experiences can be used as an example fer lscgle programmes that can impact
a greater number of forced migrants. The poteetiats, yet the political motivation is
needed to make the potential a reality.

The debate on migration and development has thextduded forced migrants from the
agenda. The effect has been to place forced mgmran entirely separate category of
policies that do not align with those that focuseaonomic and labour migrants. Forced
migrants do indeed possess different rationalesiigrating than other groups, and their
situation does require an additional set of legal policy mechanisms to ensure their
protection. Yet it is also true that present deppgl migration flows are mixed. In many
cases both forced migrants and labour migrantsheseame irregular migratory channels
and fraudulent documents, and both journey withggters at great personal risk.

Thus the reality of mixed flows requires that digpp@ migration policies become
coherent with one another. Moreover, policies tiidise migration for development

must endeavour to use the skills and capacitiedl afigrants, while providing them with

access to basic human rights. This means thaxtlesion of forced migrants from the
migration and development agenda can no longer, lotete doing so negates the
fundamental principles of human rights and humawneldgment, which dictate that

people should have the opportunity to expand ttleaices and functionings, in order to
lead lives that they can value.

The experiences of JRS in Liberia show that locahmunities in host and home
countries benefit from the development potential fofced migrants. Long-term

encampment policies consequently deprive forcedantg of opportunities to use their
skills and capacities. The result is an eventoss lof abilities and the erosion of self-
reliance. Prolonged encampment can frustrateetsidents of the host community due to
the antagonism that can be felt between them acangmed forced migrants. Animosity
between the host and encamped population may teadvit strife and even violence.



Thus it is important that encamped forced migrdnage the opportunity to utilise their
skills and capacities in the local community. aorrefugees in Liberia’s Saclepea camp
had this opportunity, and as a result the dynaratevben them and the local population
improved. Returning Liberian refugees were ableige the skills and knowledge they
acquired while encamped in neighbouring countries the benefit of their home
communities.

European Union policymakers can use JRS’ expergeimckiberia as an example of how
to bridge the gap between policies that managestbraigration and those that promote
development. Asylum seekers awaiting a decisiorclosed administrative detention
centres can instead use their skills and capacdiesntribute to the local labour market.
Policies that more flexibly allow recognised refageto work throughout Europe can
positively impact the economy of the EU as a whol&. stronger collaborative link
between EU migration policies and development @wgnes can be used to channel the
development potential of forced migrants towards tmprovement of their home
communities. Furthermore, forced migrants whorretio communities that can offer
sustainability and human rights protection may oeduhe need for further forced
migrations to Europe and elsewhere.

Finally, JRS’ experiences show that a stronger @it between forced migration and

development policies can serve to bring migratiaskbto what it should always be: a
choice, rather than a necessity.
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