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The Contributions of Community-Based Paralegals in
Delivering Access to Justice in Postwar Liberia

Peter Chapman and Chelsea Payne

i. INTRODUCTION

After decades of instability in Liberia, the Accra Peace Accords brought an end to
civil conflict in August 2003. Liberia’s postwar transitional government faced enor-
mous challenges and several postwar assessments revealed the arduous task ahead for
strengthening access to justice and the rule of law. An evaluation of the justice sector
by the International Legal Assistance Consortium, in 2003, revealed “an almost
unanimous distrust of Liberia’s courts, and a corresponding collapse in the rule of
law.”1 A 2006 report by the International Crisis Group (ICG) found institutional
dysfunction and serious infrastructure constraints in the justice sector in particular;
more than half of the justices of the peace, the lowest level of the statutory legal
system, were estimated to be illiterate. Of the 130 Magistrate’s Judges identified by
ICG, only three were trained as lawyers.2 Nearly all formal court buildings were
destroyed during the conflict. With this baseline, the Government of Liberia and its
international partners began the task of supporting the emergence of accountable
and representative public institutions.

Much of the post-conflict development in the justice sector concentrated on
formal institutions. Western donors and the Liberian elite, who predominantly
managed these reforms, set about reconstructing a formal justice system modeled
largely on the United States. As these efforts were ongoing, however, a smaller set of
Liberian civil society activists, Western donors, and Liberian government officials
embraced community-based paralegals as a complementary, and at times
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alternative, model of legal development. These non-lawyer paralegals came to be
a front line of legal assistance for many Liberians.

The cases of Hauwa, a rural Liberian mother of four children, and of
a community in River Gee County are illustrative of the diverse roles community
paralegals play in Liberia.3 When Hauwa’s husband stopped supporting his chil-
dren, she found herself unable to cover the cost of living. Hauwa considered taking
her partner to court to compel him to support his children, but with uncertainty
about her legal position and the fear of high court fees, Hauwa instead approached
a paralegal from a Liberian civil society organization, the Catholic Justice and Peace
Commission (JPC). The community paralegal counseled Hauwa and began by
describing the options available to her under Liberia’s dual legal framework, from
pursuing a case in court, mediation by a civil society organization, to appealing to
traditional leadership. Hauwa weighed these options and eventually asked the
paralegal to mediate between her and her husband. The paralegal explained to
Hauwa’s partner his legal responsibilities concerning child support and the serious-
ness of a charge of “persistent non-support” under the Domestic Relations Law and
Penal Law. With this information, and with the engagement of the JPC paralegal,
the husband agreed to resume support for his children and Hauwa received the
support she needed: Hauwa reports that her husband now provides “food [and] the
children are going to school.”4Her life and the lives of her four children changed for
the better.

In a community in River Gee County, the Sustainable Development Institute
(SDI), another Liberian civil society organization, trained two community members
as paralegals (called “community animators”). These animators were trained to help
strengthen the community’s governance of its land and natural resources, document
property boundaries, and assist with pursuing formal registration of the community’s
land with the Land Commission. The community paralegals worked with existing
community leadership as well as other community members to develop and refine
bylaws for governing land and natural resources. Each step of the way the paralegals
worked to ensure widespread participation, including of vulnerable groups within
the community, through mobilization and outreach.5 Over time, and with the
paralegals’ assistance, the community advanced through multiple revisions of the
community bylaws with the regulations becoming more inclusive of different com-
munity members. One community member reported real change in the way
decisions are made: “In the past elders and our big people made all the decisions.
Now we call meetings for everyone to take part.”6

3 All client names have been changed for confidentiality. 4 JPC client, interview, 2013.
5 Rachael Knight, Silas Kpanan’Ayoung Siakor, and Ali Kaba, Protecting Community Lands and

Resources: Evidence From Liberia (Rome: International Development Law Organization,
Washington, DC: Namati, 2012), 11.

6 Rachael Knight, Marena Brinkhurst, and Jaron Vogelsang, Community Land Protection: Facilitators
Guide (Washington, DC: Namati, 2016), 30.
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This chapter describes and analyzes the use of community-based paralegals in
post-conflict Liberia. This chapter begins by discussing the Liberian justice system,
then reviews paralegal models in Liberia, particularly the approach of JPC, and
finally uses a recent working paper to analyze the impact of JPC paralegals across
three domains: rights consciousness, private disputes, and state or corporate account-
ability cases.7The conclusion discusses the determinants of success and the future of
the paralegal movement in Liberia.

ii. LIBERIA’S JUSTICE SYSTEM

Following the conflict, as Liberian and international policymakers began to address
the severe capacity and infrastructure constraints throughout Liberia, Liberia’s dual
justice system posed a particular paradox.8 The origins of Liberia’s legal dualism
trace back to the founding of the modern Liberian state. The Liberian state was
founded by freed American slaves who, with the support of the American
Colonization Society, “returned” to a part of Africa from which few had originally
come. As the new government of Liberia began to consolidate power, first in
Monrovia and then outside of the capital in what came to be known as the “hinter-
land,” it established a dual legal system whereby a settler elite were deemed
“civilized” and subject to Western law, whereas “uncivilized natives” were subject
to customary law. Natives could not use the Western system and, similarly, chiefs
could not preside over disputes that included a civilized party.9

This dual approach was further refined and institutionalized in 1949 through the
Rules and Regulations Governing the Hinterland of Liberia (the “Hinterland
Regulations”).10 The Hinterland Regulations, as in the British colonial administra-
tion next door in Sierra Leone, reinforced a codified system of indirect rule over
rural Liberia, grounded in the legal dualism harnessed by governing elites in many
colonial states.11 The Hinterland Regulations sanctioned the executive branch of
government, through the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MIA) rather than an

7 Justin Sandefur and Bilal Siddiqi, “Delivering Justice to the Poor: Theory and Experimental Evidence
from Liberia” (paper presented at the World Bank Workshop on African Political Economy,
Washington, DC, May 2013), https://editorialexpress.com/cgi-bin/conference/download.cgi?
db_name=CSAE2013&paper_id=1014.

8 For further discussion, see Stephen Lubkemann, Deborah Isser, and Peter Chapman, “Neither State
nor Custom – Justice Naked Power: The Consequences of Ideals-Oriented Rule of Law Policy-
Making in Liberia,” Journal of Legal Pluralism and Unofficial Law 43, no. 63 (2011): 73–109, doi:
10.1080/07329113.2011.10756658.

9 International Crisis Group, Liberia: Resurrecting the Justice System, 7 (see n. 2).
10 Republic of Liberia, Rules and Regulations Governing the Hinterland of Liberia (1949)

(amended January 7, 2001). The legal status of the Hinterland Regulations is subject to much debate
and even today there are disagreements as to whether the MIA under President Charles Taylor
reauthorized the regulations in 2001.

11 See Mahmood Mamdani, Citizen and Subject: Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of Late
Colonialism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), 87 (discussing the introduction of
“[i]ndirect rule institutions” in Liberia through the “implementation of the Barclay Plan in 1904”).
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independent judiciary, to have general oversight over a nationwide system of dispute
resolution managed by government-recognized chiefs. Under this system, dispute
resolution was not required to comply with principles of due process or equal
protection codified under the Liberian constitution. The MIA could license ordeal
doctors who could use trial by ordeal12 “of a minor nature and which do not
endanger the life of the individual” to ascertain the guilt of parties.13 Cases in this
chieftaincy system would be appealed to the president of Liberia, not the Supreme
Court. This system of governance and dispute resolution was valuable in extending
state control over rural areas while simultaneously avoiding the need for a large
government footprint outside Monrovia.

The dual system of dispute resolution and governance helped to promote the
government’s core pursuit of extractive economic development. The government
advanced a strategy of enclave investment that enriched a small elite. Private
corporations and individuals were encouraged to lease large tracts of state “public
land.” Indeed, by the 1960s, one-fourth of Liberia’s total land area was under
concession, including rubber, iron, and timber.14 The settler-dominated govern-
ment closely guarded benefit flows. However, competing claims between private
interests, public interests, and local communities were facilitated and exacerbated
by the dual justice system. Competition over revenues and sharing of environmental
and social costs was a major source of grievance. The 1980 coup d’état by indigenous

12 See Deborah H. Isser, Stephen C. Lubkemann, and Saah N’Tow, “Looking for Justice: Liberian
Experiences and Perceptions of Local Justice Options,” Peaceworks 63 (2009): 58. Isser, Lubkemann,
and N’Tow discuss numerous forms of trial by ordeal (TBO) and distinguish between those that are
harmful prima facie and other forms that do not necessarily result in harm to the participants:

It is equally important to distinguish between different types of methods of TBO and the logic
behind their use. Thus, one set of methods involves practices that are physically harmful prima
facie – meaning that they would be expected to cause physical harm if applied in any normal
situation out-side of the ritual context of TBO. Examples of such forms include the ingestion of
poison, the application of hot metal to the skin (usually described as a “cutlass”), and the
immersion of one’s hand in a pot of boiling oil. The logic of TBO in this form is that the
supernatural power of the ritual will protect the innocent from harm (by not burning the skin, or
by forcing the innocent to vomit ingested poison), but not the guilty, who will suffer physical
harm or even death. This form is generally used to identify a guilty party.

A categorically different set of TBO methods involve activities that are not physically
harmful prima facie – such as eating a small clot of dirt, taking an oath, or trying to
separate two brooms after these have been lain on top of each other (there are many more
specific variations in this category). The logic of the TBO ritual in this form is that the
supernatural power of the ritual will identify the one who is guilty and/or who does not
tell the truth, and punish them by ensuring that the guilty or untruthful person will
(eventually) suffer malaise if they perform a mundane and harmless act within a defined
ritual context. In another version of this method, a guilty person will supposedly be
incapable of doing a mundane and harmless task that others who are innocent can do
with ease (such as uncrossing two brooms when one is laid on top of the other). This form
may be used for any of the three purposes described earlier.

13 Republic of Liberia, Rules and Regulations Governing the Hinterland of Liberia, art. 73 (see n. 10).
14 See Robert W. Clower et al.,Growth without Development: An Economic Survey of Liberia (Evanston,

IL: Northwestern University Press, 1966), 127.
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military officer Samuel Doe wasmotivated, at least in part, by a desire to gain control
over the valuable resource rents the Monrovia government controlled. The Doe
(1980–90) and the Taylor governments (1997–2003) both used land and resource
access and revenues to solidify constituencies at the local and national levels. Such
a policy did little to build institutional coherence and continued to maintain the
historical system of indirect rule and parallel governance.15

A. The Preeminence of Local Dispute Resolution

Despite the discriminatory history surrounding the codification of Liberia’s dual
justice system, and years of civil conflict, local systems continue to serve as the
dominant form of dispute resolution and are generally an accepted part of Liberian
communities. The community-based or traditional system is made up of family
heads, elders, a range of customary authorities, and officials in secret societies. Some
of these institutions are recognized and codified by Liberian law; other elements are
not. Many Liberians view these different local institutions – even after they were
coopted and shaped by the dual system – as more accessible than the formal justice
system and report that they are more directly responsive to their normative prefer-
ences. A US Institute of Peace (USIP) study in 2009 found that Liberians viewed
physical accessibility, cost, comprehensibility (both in terms of languages used and
terminology) and transparency as some of the most important features of
a functional justice system.16 The USIP study found that the chieftaincy system
regulated by the MIA, while not without flaws, was largely seen to better respond to
these preferences.

Average Liberians know much more about how to access community-based
systems and are often unfamiliar with formal court processes. A 2011 national house-
hold survey found that 91 percent of respondents said they had little or no knowledge
of the formal court system.17

While customary systems are viewed as more accessible and locally relevant,
they are also at times in conflict with human rights and the Liberian constitu-
tion. Vulnerable groups, including women, children, and those foreign to local
communities (called “strangers” by Liberians), suffer through these systems.
Indeed critics contend that customary forums are, in particular, susceptible to

15 See generally Stephen Ellis, The Mask of Anarchy: The Destruction of Liberia and the Religious
Dimension of an African Civil War (New York: New York University Press, 2007); Philip A. Z. Banks
III, “Forward,” in Strategic Plan 2009–2012 (Monrovia: Ministry of Justice of the Government of
Liberia, 2008) (noting “the failings of the nation’s justice system have been cited as one of the prime
factors that caused, generated or attributed either to the turmoil or to the prolongation of the chaos
that consumed the society”).

16 Isser, Lubkemann, and N’Tow, “Looking for Justice” (see n. 12).
17 Patrick Vinck, Phuong Pham, and Tino Kreutzer, Talking Peace: A Population-Based Survey on

Attitudes about Security, Dispute Resolution, and Post-conflict Reconstruction in Liberia (Berkeley:
Human Rights Center, University of California, Berkley, 2011), 4.
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elite capture.18 A University of California, Berkeley population-based survey
from 2011 also elucidated widespread mistrust of the formal system; less than
20 percent of survey respondents who reported being victims of a crime said
they reported it to the police. Of the 19 percent who reported the crimes, more
than half reported paying for the service.19 Another survey found that 43 percent
of respondents believe the Liberian National Police (LNP) is corrupt, 40 per-
cent of respondents believe courts are corrupt, and nearly two-thirds of respon-
dents said that they believe they would have to pay for the police to investigate
a crime.20 One in four Liberians reported feeling unsafe or not very safe,21 and
nearly one in seven households had a member who was a victim of crime or
violence.22

The challenge for Liberian and international policymakers working in the justice
sector in this immediate postwar period was to put aside preconceptions of what
Liberian institutions should look like and try to find ways to provide immediate and
effective means of dispute resolution for the multitude of grievances present in
Liberian society – from large-scale land and resource conflict to petty crime or
corruption. Paralegal organizations have sought to bridge this divide and lay
a foundation for a more equitable justice system.

iii. BUILDING ON COMMUNITY CAPACITIES WITH

COMMUNITY-BASED PARALEGALS

Peace came to Liberia at the same time as a growing movement of community
paralegals was gaining traction across Africa. The 2008 Commission on Legal
Empowerment documented such programs in other developing and post-conflict
countries – for example, Kenya, Malawi, and Sierra Leone. Drawing on inspiration
from these experiences, a handful of individuals within the Liberian government,
civil society, and international development organizations in Liberia began to
explore the role non-lawyer, community paralegals might play in Liberia. These
groups theorized that given weak state capacity, the historically discriminatory role
justice institutions played in Liberia and the widespread distrust of state institutions
paralegals might help expand rights consciousness and resolve disputes – both

18 See, for example, Janine Ubink and Benjamin van Rooij, “Towards Customary Legal Empowerment:
An Introduction,” in Customary Justice: Perspectives on Legal Empowerment, ed. Janine Ubink and
Thomas McInerney (Rome: International Development Law Organization, 2011), 9.

19 Vinck, Pham, and Kreutzer, Talking Peace, 65 n. 57 (see n. 17).
20 Robert Blair, Christopher Blattman, and Alexandra Hartman, Patterns of Conflict and Cooperation in

Liberia (Part 1): Results from a Longitudinal Study (New Haven, CT: Yale University, Innovations for
Poverty Action, 2012), 12–13.

21 Vinck, Pham, and Kreutzer, Talking Peace, 40–41 (see n. 17). Furthermore, four out of five Liberians
considered themselves a victim of the civil war, including displacement (77 percent), destruction of
property (61 percent), and destruction of farms (60 percent).

22 Small Arms Survey, “Reading between the Lines: Crime and Victimization in Liberia,” Small Arms
Survey Issue Brief, no. 2 (Geneva: Small Arms Survey, 2011), 1.
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private disputes at the community level and disputes with government or corporate
interests. Multiple paralegal models have subsequently emerged in Liberia over the
past ten years. This section discusses several of these paralegal models before
focusing on the JPC.

A. Prison Fellowship Liberia (PFL)

Prison Fellowship Liberia (PFL),23 founded in 1989, uses paralegals to improve
accountability in Liberian detention and correctional facilities. In Monrovia,
Buchanan, and Gbarnga, PFL paralegals promote rights consciousness among
detainees and prison staff and respond to specific allegations of abuse. Beginning
in 2009, PFL began working in partnership with Open Society Foundations, JPC,
and the American Bar Association to implement a project aimed at reducing
prolonged pretrial detention at Monrovia Central Prison (MCP). The project
supported efforts by the judiciary and the Ministry of Justice to establish
a mechanism for regular review of detainee status. The Liberian government, in
partnership with PFL and others, established the Magistrate’s Sitting Program,
which consisted of rotational meetings of magisterial courts at MCP for prelimin-
ary examination. PFL paralegals played an important role in this project by work-
ing inside MCP, eventually with the support of the Ministry of Justice, to assist
with organization, record management, and monitoring of prison conditions.
PFL’s organization and monitoring component linked to attorneys from JPC
who provided free legal assistance to detainees. PFL has sourced funding from
a variety of sources, including international donors such as Prison Fellowship
International, the East-West Management Institute, Open Society Foundations
and UN agencies.

B. The Sustainable Development Institute (SDI)

The Sustainable Development Institute (SDI) is a Liberian civil society organiza-
tion that works to improve natural resource governance.24 Beginning in 2009, SDI
partnered with the International Development Law Organization (IDLO),25 and
now Namati, to explore the use of paralegals, along with other approaches, in
demarcating and securing community land. The joint effort focused on (1) advan-
cing community land titling in accordance with procedures agreed upon with
Liberia’s Land Commission; (2) improving understanding of the most effective
modalities of supporting communities to pursue community land titling; and (3)

23 For more information, see “EWMI Awards Grant to Support Access to Justice in Liberia,” East-West
Management Institute, last modified February 2009, www.ewmi.org./CDRILLFebruary2009.

24 For an in-depth discussion of the community land titling initiative, please see Knight et al., Protecting
Community Lands and Resources (see n. 5).

25 IDLO implemented the project in three countries: Mozambique, Uganda, and Liberia.
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developing and testing approaches to improve intra-community land and resource
governance through these processes.26

The SDI project tested four different levels of assistance: monthly legal education,
paralegal assistance, direct assistance of lawyers and other technical professionals,
and a control group that received only hard copies of relevant information. A core
objective was to understand how to best support communities to establish intra-
community mechanisms to protect the land rights of women and other vulnerable
groups. In communities selected for paralegal support, SDI conducted monthly
training sessions for communitymembers over the course of fourteenmonths. These
training sessions lasted approximately three hours and included advice from legal
and technical professionals on subjects including the statutory provisions for com-
munity land titling, advice on the legal framework on customary tenure, practical
techniques to document community land, how to engage relevant government
authorities, and effective strategies to deliberate intra-community land administra-
tion and governance. In addition to this support from SDI, two community-based
paralegals were elected in each selected community. These two community mem-
bers elected to serve as paralegals – typically one man and one woman – received an
intensive two-day introductory training and then had monthly meetings and train-
ings with SDI over the course of the project. While these paralegals were not
formally certified by the government, they helped supervise and implement the
community titling processes within their community on a day-to-day and week-to-
week basis.27

An evaluation of the SDI program revealed that the paralegal treatment group was
most effective in helping communities meet the requirements of the community
land documentation process. The study authors suggested that paralegals were
effective in three areas:

• The success of paralegal communities in completing the land registration
process seems to suggest that paralegal assistance was flexible enough to
ensure that communities took ownership over the registration process.28

• Paralegals seemed to be particularly effective in helping communities
“navigate through intra-community tensions or obstacles that a full-
services team of outside professionals may either inadequately address,
fail to perceive, or accidentally exacerbate.”29

• The authors also contend that there were spillover effects associated with
community-based paralegals. The control groups and education-only
communities that bordered paralegal communities were more successful
than similarly situated communities that did not border paralegal treat-
ment areas, which led the authors to suggest that “well-trained and
rigorously supervised paralegals may not only help their own

26 Knight et al., Protecting Community Lands and Resources, 12 (see n. 5). 27 Ibid., 36.
28 Ibid., 17–18. 29 Ibid., 18.
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communities, but may also have spillover impacts throughout the region
in which they are based.”30

C. Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC)

From 2006 to 2014, the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) supported a paralegal
program focused on resolving land disputes.31 Through its Information, Counseling
and Legal Assistance (ICLA) program, NRC paralegals used mediation and “facili-
tated negotiation” to resolve land disputes, particularly related to the “return and
reintegration of refugees and internally displaced persons.32 Over the course of this
program, NRC paralegals resolved thousands of land dispute cases.

D. The Catholic Justice and Peace Commission (JPC)

Beginning in 2007, The Carter Center partnered with the Catholic Justice and
Peace Commission (JPC) to implement a paralegal program in southeast Liberia.
The JPC is one of the largest human rights organizations in Liberia and former
executive directors of the organization have recently served as the solicitor general,
minister of labor, minister of public works, and vice president of the Liberian Bar
Association. JPC was founded in 1991 as an interfaith effort supported by the
Catholic Church’s global network to promote social justice, human rights, and
accountability in Liberia.33

1. Establishment and Funding
The Carter Center has worked on access to justice issues in Liberia since 2006.
In partnership with the Ministry of Justice, JPC and The Carter Center began by
training ten paralegals to operate in five southeastern counties. This area continues
to be plagued with some of Liberia’s worst development indicators, including poor
access to basic services and information and extremely limited infrastructure.
During the rainy season, whole counties are, at times, inaccessible by road from
the Liberian capital.

The ten paralegals, initially called community legal advisors, were trained to
provide practical advice and support to citizens and communities in resolving their
justice issues. Building on this approach, in 2008 the UN Peacebuilding Fund,
through the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, expanded the program into

30 Ibid.
31 See “Leaving Liberia,” Norwegian Refugee Council. www.nrc.no/news/2015/july/leaving-liberia/.
32 Norwegian Refugee Council, Searching for Soap Trees: Norwegian Refugee Council’s Land Dispute

Resolution Process in Liberia (Oslo: Norwegian Refugee Council, 2011), 13. Norwegian Refugee
Council, “Liberia Fact Sheet” (2014). www.nrc.no/arch/_img/9182931.pdf.

33 “JPC Liberia,” Justice and Peace Commission, Liberia. http://jpcliberia.org/.
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central Liberia. Over the years, additional donors have assisted the program includ-
ing Humanity United, a California-based foundation, and the US Agency for
International Development. The Carter Center has also regularly contributed
institutional funding to bridge gaps between donor assistance cycles.

By 2013, the program supported forty-five paralegals in seven counties, including
Montserrado containing the Liberian capital of Monrovia. The title of “paralegals”
was eventually changed in 2012 due to concerns raised by members of the Liberian
legal community over the ability of non-lawyers to provide legal advice (evidencing
how narrowly the formal legal professional views the justice system), and paralegals
are now known as community justice advisors (CJAs).34 CJAs typically possess
secondary school or college education and many are recruited from the counties
in which they work.

2. JPC Organizational Structure and Management
Following the end of the civil conflict in Liberia, JPC extended a nationwide
network of staff and volunteers. Unlike many organizations in Liberia that keep
offices only in the capital, Monrovia, JPC has a decentralized structure with three
regional offices supporting activities in counties across the country. In addition to
staff and volunteers at these central offices, JPC maintains a network of parish-based
committees at the county and district levels where local volunteers work on the
organization’s human rights mission.

The JPC aims to support individuals and deliver justice for marginalized com-
munities through a mixture of front-line paralegals, lead paralegals, JPC regional
coordinators, attorneys, and Carter Center staff. Paralegals are based in offices
throughout their counties and are recognizable from their JPC-branded vests,
motorbikes, and offices. In each county, paralegals are supported and mentored by
staff from various levels. At the county level, lead JPCCJA paralegals are responsible
for regularly working directly with the other paralegals in the county, ranging from
four to six paralegals per county.

Paralegals are backstopped by trained attorneys who assist them through regular
training, mentoring, and case-specific assistance. Paralegals are tasked with helping
clients navigate complicated legal and administrative issues that sometimes require
additional legal assistance. Evenwhatmight seem to be a simple case at the community
level invariably will confront complex power relationships. JPC is directed by a Liberian
attorney in the national office. The Carter Center also provides support to the program
through a senior Liberian councilor-at-law, based in the Monrovia office, Liberian
attorneys based in the regional offices, and a network of program staff to assist with
general program and financial management. The Carter Center has also employed
several foreign-educated lawyers in management and capacity-building roles.

34 For the purposes of continuity, this chapter will use the term community justice advisor (CJA) to
describe the paralegal program from 2007 onward.
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JPC uses several tools to document and track case progress, including a client
agreement form, a case record form, and a case options log. The case record form is
filled out in triplicate and regularly sent to the JPC regional office to be included in
its case database. This information is transmitted to TheCarter Center head office in
Monrovia, which maintains a master database. This database is used to track out-
comes across the program and to refine training and program designs.

Every six months, the JPC secretary at each regional office will select twenty cases
for every paralegal. Ten of these case records are transferred to the lead paralegal at
the county level, and ten case records are given to The Carter Center’s regional
office. The lead paralegals and The Carter Center review all of the case materials
with each paralegal to ensure that the case records are complete and to talk through
the legal ramifications of the case and potential strategy. Attorneys also review
paralegal case files at quarterly trainings to strategize about opportunities for resolu-
tion. There are also regular evaluations of specific cases, involving direct meetings
with clients and affected parties.

3. Tools
CJAs employ a range of tools to assist clients, including education, negotiation,
organization, advocacy, and mediation. Empowerment of clients is stressed across
the program and paralegals are encouraged to strategize about how each tool can be
deployed in a way that ensures client ownership, direction, and control.

In nearly all cases, CJA engagement begins by counseling the client or clients on
the relevant legal provisions and principles of equity. CJAs are trained to present all
options to the clients and encouraged to seek advice from the lawyers on staff to
ensure the accuracy of information and provide context-specific, flexible solutions.
In addition to the relevant legal standards, CJAs explain to the clients the various
steps required through different courses of action and what the clients can expect.
The clients control case decisions.

Beyond giving information, advocacy and mediation are two of the most com-
monly used paralegal tools. CJAs advocate with government and disputing parties to
address issues of injustice. Across a variety of case types, CJAs regularly find them-
selves forced to confront abuses of power: a local magistrate detains someone for the
invented charge of “eye rape”; a county official takes it upon himself to help mediate
a divorce while insisting that he should keep the family’s small generator as his “fee”;
a chief issues a crippling fine for violating an unknown village ordinance. In each of
these cases, CJAs have advocated on behalf of the less powerful and vulnerable
parties to ensure that injustices are remedied. Often through an implicit or nuanced
threat of escalating the case to more senior authorities, CJAs help local clients
combat abuses of authority and advocate for more equitable outcomes.

Mediation is one of the most commonly used tools employed by CJAs. CJAs are
not an independentmediator, which you would find in some legal traditions; instead
CJAs actively inform both parties about governing law, discuss principles of equity,
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and work for empowerment of the vulnerable and aggrieved party. In this sense,
CJAs work toward a facilitated negotiation as opposed to a pure, impartial media-
tion. The program adopts this approach in an effort to even power asymmetries and
promote more just and equitable outcomes. More than 40 percent of the CJA cases
that have been “successfully resolved” (cases to which a resolution is found and the
case is closed) since 2007 involved CJA mediation.

For JPC, a case is “successfully resolved” when its client can address a legal issue
or dispute in accordance with the law and in a way that advances principles of
fairness and equity. If a CJA is approached by an abusive spouse or partner asking
advice on his or her rights, the CJA will provide information on what the law says and
whether the individual is in violation of the law. The CJA would also seek to work
with the other party to ensure that he or she is capable of exercising his or her rights.
Where Liberian law itself is insufficient or discriminatory, JPC, The Carter Center,
and partners will work toward reform.

Over the years, CJAs have engaged in a wide variety of disputes. As indicated in
Figure 7.2, CJAs regularly assist with family issues (34 percent of cases), economic
injustice (31 percent of cases), private violence (15 percent of cases), abuse by
authorities (11 percent of cases), and social infrastructure and development cases
(2 percent of cases). Women bring approximately half of cases to the JPC, including
90 percent of child abandonment cases, 84 percent of domestic violence matters,
and 81 percent of rape and sexual violence complaints.
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figure 7.1 Successfully resolved cases: 2007–September 2012
Source: The Carter Center, 2013.
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iv. AN EVALUATION OF THE CATHOLIC JUSTICE

AND PEACE COMMISSION PROGRAM

Starting in 2008, The Carter Center and JPC agreed to work with researchers Justin
Sandefur and Bilal Siddiqi to use a randomized controlled trial to evaluate the
effectiveness of the paralegal program. The study had two components, both of
which are relevant to addressing the impact of community-based paralegals in
Liberia: an initial household survey to document justice experiences of Liberians,
and a specific focus on JPC’s model of paralegal assistance.

A. Forum Shopping and a Role for Community Paralegals

Sandefur and Siddiqi’s evaluation began with a household survey across more than
2,000 households spread across 176 communities in five Liberian counties. This
survey identified, through self-reporting, some 4,500 separate disputes. Details
were then collected for each dispute reported within the past year, covering the
forums visited, time and costs incurred, and satisfaction with the outcome
reported. Limited socioeconomic and demographic information was obtained
about each disputant.

This initial analysis of household dispute data established a number of tendencies
in the use of the forums that were of interest for the paralegal intervention. There was
a clear tendency for violent crimes to be taken to the formal system (namely, justices
of the peace, magistrates, police, and other military/government officials), while the
civil cases that dominated the sample were likely to be taken to the customary system
(including town, clan, and paramount chiefs, as well as elders, family leaders, and
secret societies). The study found that the socially disadvantaged are on average

34%
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15%

11%

8% 2% Family Issues

Economic Injustice
(including land disputes)

Private Violence

Abuse by Authorities

Other

Social
Infrastructure/Development

figure 7.2 Percentage of case type categories: 2007–September 2012
Source: The Carter Center, 2013.
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significantly more likely to take their cases to the customary system.35 The analysis
concluded that, overall, the subjective satisfaction of this more “restorative” custom-
ary system, which is focused on redistributing loss from defendant to plaintiff, is far
higher than that of the “punitive” formal, with a focus on remedies that “harm”
defendants more than they benefit plaintiffs.36

The discussion of the findings raises a core question leading Sandefur and Siddiqi
to look at the role of legal assistance services in the Liberian context. The authors
note the prima facie tension that exists between what appeared to be a documented
bias in Liberian customary law against the less powerful party (women and margin-
alized), and the empirical fact that these disadvantaged plaintiffs choose to takemost
of their disputes to customary forums. They ask: “Why would marginalized groups
choose to bring cases to customary courts that systematically repress them?”

A likely reason, as previously explored, is that despite the presence of bias, the
formal justice system is viewed as more out of reach and even less responsive for
many Liberians. Sandefur and Siddiqi suggest that the barriers to accessing justice
through the formal system in Liberia are significant, ranging from prohibitive travel
costs, to corrupt officials, to formidable formal legal procedures. The study posits
that flexible, locally oriented legal assistance can offer the poor access to low-cost,
remedial justice using quasi-formal alternative dispute resolution mechanisms, by
way of pro bonomediation and advocacy services. These are the services provided by
JPC’s community paralegal program.

B. Exploring the Impact of the CJAs

Within this institutional environment, the study sought to track the effects of
paralegal services on clients through an evaluation launched in July 2011 that
extended through December 2011. Paralegals conducted civic education sessions
and then met with potential clients. Each client was surveyed and then randomly
assigned to a treatment group, to be assisted with their dispute right away, and
a control group, to receive assistance three months after first contact. The control
group was encouraged in the meantime to pursue the matter using other available
forums and resources, the vast majority of whom did. In November 2011, follow-up
surveys were administered to the clients. The cases themselves spanned a wide range
of cases and case types, from commercial debt disputes to marital infidelity.

The engagement and findings of the evaluation cover the three domains asso-
ciated with the JPC program as well as the other chapters of this volume: rights
consciousness, private disputes, and corporate accountability cases.

35 The socially disadvantaged were defined as including womenmore so thanmen, non-farmers more so
than farmers, and the “powerless” in society more so than the “powerful.”

36 This includes after controlling for demographic characteristics and the nature of the dispute. While
plaintiffs who win favorable verdicts in the customary system exhibit higher satisfaction than those
who do not, no such pattern exists in the formal system.
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C. Rights Consciousness

The JPC CJA program focuses on improving community awareness through civic
education and outreach as well as through handling cases, helping clients directly
claim entitlements. In their work plan each month, CJAs are expected to expand
awareness of rights in their communities. The Carter Center has historically sup-
ported additional local civil society organizations to conduct awareness sessions,
often through drama and question and answer sessions designed to directly engage
community members. These groups were encouraged to refer specific cases or
disputes to the JPC CJAs for resolution.

The study found that treatment of a case by the community paralegal strongly
impacted the legal knowledge of the respondents over the three months of interac-
tion with the CJA. This included knowledge of such topics as women’s rights to
inheritance, domestic violence, and corruption.37

Such knowledge of how the system should work has real, individual impacts.
In a small village outside of Fishtown, in the southeast, for example, an old
woman was accused of being a “witch” after a young boy fell from a palm tree.
Community members accused her of casting a spell that caused the child to fall,
injuring him badly. Following the accusations, the old woman was beaten and
jailed in the bathroom of the paramount chief’s house. After managing to escape
she fled to town to find the county attorney, who acknowledged that the treatment
was wrong, but was not confident in resolving such an issue where the “formal”
and “local” laws conflicted. Recognizing the flexible services offered by the CJAs,
the county attorney referred her to the JPC. The local CJAs contacted the county
inspector, an MIA official who is often responsible for these types of “mysterious”
cases, who accompanied them to the village. At first the townspeople threatened
to expel the CJAs and the inspector, but the CJAs talked with the townspeople
and the paramount chief and advocated on the woman’s behalf. The CJAs
explained the necessary formal legal process if they believed the woman had
caused someone harm. The community eventually agreed that there was no proof
the woman had caused the child to fall from the tree and trust was built.
Today the CJAs report that “the people who wanted to [expel] us are now
bringing cases to us.”

The authors also found that the paralegal intervention positively impacted
justice-seeking behavior: paralegal intervention “increases the number of reported
disputes by providing an outlet for grievances that otherwise would have gone
nowhere.”38

37 Interestingly, there was no impact found on measures of attitudes (the evaluation measured trust,
subjective happiness, and attitudes toward gender-based violence) nor was there any impact found on
behavior related to protect property rights (land titling and demarcation) or engaged in credit market
activity (lending and borrowing).

38 Sandefur and Siddiqi, “Delivering Justice to the Poor,” 32 (see n. 7).
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D. Private Disputes

A predominance of CJA cases are private disputes. As indicated, between 2007 and
2012, approximately a third of all cases were family issues and another third were
economic injustice cases.Women, who bring approximately half of cases to the JPC,
account for 90 percent of child abandonment cases. Indeed, in the evaluation,
a high proportion of cases concerned child support. These private disputes all
cover areas where there is potentially significant impact on issues such as food
security, economic well-being, and social cohesion.

The research found that CJA work improved household food security, child food
security, and the proportion of households with single mothers receiving child
support payments from absentee fathers. The study found that “clients were 22.8%
more likely to receive child support payments, and reported large increases in
household and child food security.”39 This finding suggests that CJAs were playing
an important role in securing child support and that these funds were translating
directly into improved child and household food security.

Like the case of Hauwa, who wemet in the introduction, the case of Nandi and her
child illustrates the individual impact of the CJA intervention. Nandi and her partner,
John, lived together in central Liberia and, in 2011, they had a child. Soon after the
birth, John abandonedNandi and his child, telling her to stop breastfeeding and not to
ask him for any assistance. Nandi approached a JPC CJA for advice. The CJA helped
Nandi understand John’s legal obligations – from child support to the implications of
his demand for her to stop breastfeeding. Nandi was fearful of pursuing a remedy
through Liberia’s court system and instead asked the CJA to assist with mediation.
During this process John learned that if Nandi decided to take him to court, a judge
might decide whether and how much he should provide to Nandi and their child.
Nandi and John eventually agreed to terms of support, and the CJA drafted the
agreement detailing a monthly payment of Liberian dollars as well as twenty-five
kilograms of rice. The CJA monitored this agreement for three months to make sure
the terms were being upheld, which they were. A year after this initial agreement
a Carter Center staff member, as a component of their evaluation process, followed up
with Nandi and found that John had not missed a monthly payment.

While the study was able to confirm that these client-level impacts positively affected
child and household food security, the study did not find that the work of the CJAs
impacted some of the other household well-being indicators that were measured, such
as the amount of farming land and the incidence of gender-based violence.

E. State and Corporate Accountability

The Sandefur and Siddiqi study showed that clients who had seen paralegals
improved their relationships with aggrieving parties and that there was a decrease

39 Ibid., 33–34.
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in having to pay a bribe to a police officer or a public official, suggesting that
paralegal involvement may lower the corruption costs of access to justice through
the formal system.40

Such cases are common challenges for many Liberians. One instance is a case of
an elderly beverage seller in River Gee County who was left virtually penniless when
someone stole 875 Liberian dollars from his backpack. The perpetrator was appre-
hended, taken to the police, and imprisoned by the local magistrate until he could
pay back the money. Seeing the man soon free in the town, the beverage dealer was
upset, and heard rumors that the magistrate had stolen the money repaid by the
perpetrator’s family. The beverage seller called the CJA, and the CJA was able to
assist his client in meeting with the magistrate – who had in fact wrongfully retained
the money – recovering the old man’s savings, and extracting a public apology from
the justice official.Without the CJA, the man likely would have had nowhere to turn
to enforce his rights. Instead, this case provided an important example of account-
ability for the community.

Musu’s case presents another example of accountability and assistance in navigat-
ing the formal justice system: her life was almost destroyed by domestic violence
when her boyfriend threw acid over her, burning her face and upper torso.
The perpetrator was arrested and charged, but due to a lengthy pretrial wait and
an incomplete case file, he was eventually released back into the community. Musu
feared for her life and brought the case to the JPC. A CJA used her psychosocial skills
to counsel Musu, explained how the criminal justice system operates, and assisted
her in meeting with the county attorney and agreeing to act as a witness. Her former
partner was re-apprehended and successfully convicted. Through the CJA’s assis-
tance, Musu utilized the formal court system to obtain justice. Without the CJA’s
intervention, the case would likely have been forgotten, Musu’s justice denied.

Overall, Sandefur and Siddiqi show that paralegals improved client satisfaction,
fairness, perceptions of well-being, and relationships with other parties. The study
concluded that legal empowerment interventions aimed at improving access to
justice and bringing to life otherwise “dead letter” laws can produce large socio-
economic benefits.

v. THE DETERMINANTS OF SUCCESS

Paralegalism and legal empowerment programming in Liberia are at a crossroads.
On the one hand, studies like Knight et al and Sandefur and Siddiqi’s have shown
client-level impacts. Program evaluations of people engaging with the CJA program
report satisfaction and positive experiences from engaging with paralegals. Evidence
of institutional impacts is beginning to emerge as well. But the policy and fiscal
environment has not seen a similar improvement over the past ten years. Paralegal

40 The research did not, however, find an impact on harassment by public officials.
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programs in Liberia remain reliant on externally sourced donor funding, which is
not surprising given Liberia’s current budget, but implicit and explicit reticence on
the part of Liberia’s legal community is hampering longer-term sustainable impacts.

What makes for success in paralegal organizations in Liberia? There are both
organizational and institutional factors.

A. Organizational Determinants

The effectiveness of paralegals in Liberia is significantly impacted by the organiza-
tional effectiveness of the managing organization. Within the JPC program, effec-
tive supervision and support of paralegals from both JPC and The Carter Center has
proven critical in ensuring high-quality service delivery for clients. Liberia lacks
infrastructure and travel between regions is challenging for many Liberians. JPC
and The Carter Center’s program infrastructure and management play important
roles in bridging this gap.

As the Liberian legal community opens space for paralegals to operate, managers
of paralegal programs and Liberian policymakers should further professionalize
paralegal services. While specific projects have implemented their own standards,
with degrees of success, paralegals are emerging as a dedicated class of professionals
who have the responsibility to provide accurate and accountable advice to commu-
nities and individuals. Here the government and academia can play an important
role by strengthening the programmatic approach. There are numerous contexts
where governments and universities work collaboratively and proactively with front-
line civil society legal aid providers to expand access to practical legal advice and
assistance. In South Africa, for example, there are university courses in paralegal
studies, and law students working in law clinics partner with the community advice
offices described elsewhere in this volume. As discussed in Chapter 6, a legal aid bill
sets the parameters for paralegal engagement at the local level, including minimum
standards and required training.

What might this look like in the Liberian context? A key goal should be tomaintain
the programmatic flexibility and independence of civil society justice programs while
simultaneously ensuring they have the organizational support required for effective
and accountable service delivery. Liberian paralegal organizations, and those support-
ing these efforts, should come together to establish minimum standards for training,
supervision, and support. An umbrella association bringing together paralegal provi-
ders across sectors might help to promote learning, maintain quality across programs
and strengthen the voice of paralegal organizations more generally.

B. Institutional Determinants

The institutional environment has significant impacts on the paralegal sector in
Liberia. Mistrust from the legal community is particularly inhibiting. In part due to
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the influence of the Liberian legal establishment, the Liberian government has
allocated neither fiscal nor political support to the majority of paralegal efforts.
There has been some progress engaging various government commissions, includ-
ing the Land and Governance Commissions, as well as in MCP, but central state
agencies have historically been wary to support or institutionalize independent
paralegals. While the international community has been supportive at times,
much of the large-scale support to the justice system is directed to the highest levels
of the state justice and security system. The budget for the UNPeacebuilding Fund’s
“quick start” justice and security hub initiative, for example, prioritized infrastruc-
ture support and capacity building for formal sector personnel as opposed to com-
munity-based assistance.41

Some in the Liberian legal and political establishment have, however, moved
closer to embracing a role for non-lawyers in the justice system. Indeed, in 2008 it
appeared as if paralegals and community-based justice programming might be
incorporated into the legal framework. Discussion around the applicability of para-
legals in Liberia intensified following a visit to Malawi by a delegation of senior
members of the Liberian legal establishment. These officials visited the Malawian
government and paralegal organizations to see how the programs worked in practice
and to explore opportunities for similar programming in Liberia. The lessons from
this trip played an important role in helping some members of the judiciary temper
their resistance toward non-lawyers operating in the justice sector. Many of these
officials now agree that paralegals and other non-lawyers have an important role to
play in improving the accountability and efficiency of the justice system.

Following the Malawi trip, the Taskforce on Non-Lawyers was launched in 2008.
The Taskforce was jointly organized by the judiciary and the executive to explore
appropriate areas for paralegals to operate. Despite some initial progress by the
Taskforce, in the end there was significant bureaucratic resistance to any reforms.
By 2013, the Taskforce had been unable to approve its own terms of reference.

This may be unsurprising, given the history of efforts to diversify the legal profes-
sion in Liberia. In the immediate postwar period, for example, the Liberian National
Bar Association fought off attempts by international development partners to explore
the admission of foreign trained lawyers in an effort to expand the pool of qualified
lawyers and improve the efficiency and accountability of the legal profession.42

41 The “hub and corrections infrastructure and equipment” budget is US$2,390,000 compared to
US$610,000 for “public outreach, tracking system, logistics and training.” UN Office for Project
Services, UN Development Programme, “Peacebuilding Fund: Quick Start for Liberia Priority
Plan II (2011–13)” (UNDP, 2011). www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/documents/projects/LBR/
00061292_PBF%20Quick_Start_Project.pdf.

42 Several international donors and organizations proposed that the Governance and Economic
Management Assistance Program (GEMAP), a partnership between the government and the inter-
national community to build accountability in economic governance, allows for the admission of
foreign lawyers. These efforts were ultimately rebuffed. See, for example, International Crisis Group,
Liberia: Resurrecting the Justice System, 2 (see n. 2).
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Liberia continues to have only one law school at the University of Liberia and entry
into the Bar remains tightly controlled by law school administrators and senior
members of the Bar Association. Despite some progress in reform, civil and criminal
procedure remains extremely formalized and there are regular complaints that the
system is essentially unintelligible for much of the population.

Opponents of Liberian paralegal programs typically argue that non-lawyers will
provide misinformation to communities. One senior member of the legal establish-
ment explained to us that paralegals carry a far greater risk than so-called barefoot
doctors or primary healthcare professionals who work in local communities, provid-
ing information and helping refer serious medical cases to hospitals. According to
this attorney, if a health worker provides misinformation, only the sick patient might
die. If a paralegal, on the other hand, provides misinformation to a community on
law and rights, the official suggested that the whole community would suffer
irreparable harm (or “die” in his words).

Such views are commonly expressed in policy circles and many believe that
paralegals should not be able to provide guidance on legal issues to communities
and individuals. Liberian media reported, for example, that several members of the
Liberian legal community attending the April 2013 National Criminal Justice
Conference suggested that it was essential to avoid “non-lawyers posing as lawyers
to exploit the common people who are already crying for justice.”43 Lawyers also
worry that paralegals will provide misinformation and prey upon the local popula-
tion by demanding fees. Such positions overlook the reality that at this time the vast
majority of Liberian paralegals provide services free of charge, or subject to
a small fee.

While it is certainly important to raise questions of the cost and reliability of legal
services, objections from many members of the Bar miss a fundamental reality
confronting many in Liberia: most individuals simply cannot engage lawyers for
advice or assistance or access formal courts with legal and administrative issues.
The fees and geographic factors are prohibitive. The legal community is overwhel-
mingly based in Monrovia and, even there, it does not provide the types of services
most people need: advice on rights, entitlements, and managing community-level
disputes. Paralegal programs are instead working to respond to the actual needs and
experiences of most Liberians in ways that are accessible.

Active obstruction by some in the legal establishment, compounded by a complex
and slow-moving regulatory environment, has also limited international investment
in paralegal programs and hampered efforts to diversify funding. For paralegal
programs like the JPC’s CJA program to become sustainably successful in Liberia,
they need to move from being exclusively externally funded to a central component
of Liberia’s justice strategy. Rhetorically, there has been some support by senior

43 Winston W. Parley, “Fears over Justice Program,” New Dawn, April 1, 2013. http://allafrica.com
/stories/201304010955.html.
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officials, but policymakers, both Liberian and international, need to move away
from short-term and iterant support to the sector. As several other chapters of this
volume make clear, governments around the world are productively grappling with
questions of how to integrate the paralegal model into state justice service delivery.
Much as medical doctors work with a frontline of primary health care officials, the
Liberian legal system might be strengthened through a broadening of avenues for
legal information and assistance. A move away from a justice system that privileges
legalistic approaches, and prioritizes the role of lawyers in formulaic proceedings,
would respond to a call for just outcomes for the poor. Such efforts would be in line
with the values of the majority of Liberians.

Developing ways to ensure the relative independence of paralegals while simul-
taneously providing sufficient funding will be a challenging task in the Liberian
context. The availability of autonomous funding from government would require
a reprioritization of justice sector activities and expenditure over a longer period of
time. The international community should support such efforts to ensure the justice
system is able to more holistically respond to the challenges most Liberians face.

vi. CONCLUSION

Liberia’s 2008 Poverty Reduction Strategy argues that a “culture of participation by
all citizens and partnership with government is critical to increasing transparency
and accountability, reducing corruption and improving governance.”44Community
paralegals in Liberia play an important role in bringing this culture of participation
to life. Beyond a focus on regulation, professionalization, and the perennial sustain-
ability challenge of financing, a commitment by the Liberian government to focus
on just outcomes, and strengthening the rule of law from a Liberian community and
individual perspective, would be a necessary step in the right direction. The past ten
years of experimentation with and rigorous evaluation of community-based para-
legal models in Liberia has demonstrated quantifiable and positive results, in terms
of both client satisfaction in the immediate case and broader socioeconomic ben-
efits. There is a gradual realization in Liberia that rule of law reform that focuses
predominantly on a foreign formal legal system is neither the only nor the best
option for Liberians. Flexible, locally oriented legal assistance benefits the lived
experience of the justice system and must factor in Liberian rule of law reform. This
alternative path prioritizes engagement at the community level and empowers
individuals and communities to navigate the administrative and bureaucratic struc-
tures that govern their lives, demand appropriate reform, and access a holistic justice
system that can provide redress for wrongs and the peaceful and productive resolu-
tion of disputes.

44 InternationalMonetary Fund,Liberia: Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper. IMFCountry Report no. 08/
219 (Washington, DC: International Monetary Fund, 2008), 85.
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