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HIGHLIGHTS
After two peaceful transfers of power from
four post-war democratic elections, Sierra
Leone continues its remarkable recovery
into a more peaceful and better functioning
state with tremendous promise to improve
the lives of its citizens.
Most signs point to a continuation of this
peaceful spell in the country including;
greater freedom of the press, the fact that
people, especially in the rural areas are
becoming more aware of their rights, and
are able to demand these rights, and the
fact that social media has made easier for
young to engage in vigorous political
debates in every corner of the country.

Yet, other signs remind us that conflict
lurks. Politics remain largely on ethnic lines,
and flashes of post-election violence signal
that the stakes remain high in politics.
Furthermore, the poverty rate remains high;
60% live below the poverty line, and 70 % of
youth
are
either
unemployed
or
underemployed.

This study examines the incidence of
conflict among individuals in rural areas. It
looks at the number of civil cases,
including land cases specifically, recorded
in the local courts between 2009 to 2018
across all 149 chiefdoms in Sierra Leone.
[1] This conflict among individuals may
suggest latent social discord that could
foment into national conflict, as has been
the case historically in Sierra Leone.
The results suggest that the number of
cases reported at these local courts for
both land and other civil cases have been
on the rise. There are also distinct spatial
patterns in the incidence of cases. For
instance, land cases as a proportion of
total cases seem to be higher in mining
areas, and areas with large scale
commercial land deals.
However, this rise in civil cases has also
coincided with greater efforts to help rural
people know and demand their rights. For
example, the 2011 Local Courts Acts,
stipulated that appointed Local Court
Chairmen, and not Paramount Chiefs
would hear cases in these courts. The
reform also put caps on the cost of using
these courts. All of this may also provide
plausible explanations to the rise in cases
in these local courts.
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Research, Background, and Approach
Empirically, post-conflict countries have a higher risk of entering into new
conflicts. Some research suggests that globally, over 31% of post-conflict
countries resume conflict within ten years of the end of the conflict (Bigombe,
Collier and Sambanis 2000). This number is even higher for conflicts in subSaharan Africa. A recent report by the Commission on State Fragility, Growth, and
Development, (M’cleod and Ganson 2018) highlighted potential causes of fragility
in Sierra Leone. Among other things, the report points to at least seven major
localized conflicts and riots around mines and concessions between 2009 and
20014. Historically, such localized riots and strikes
have been harbingers for open national conflict.
But how much risk is there for nation-wide conflict? And are these risks similar
across the country? If not, what may explain the variation in patterns? This
research attempts to answer these questions looking at the prevalence of conflict
between individuals in rural areas. Conflict at the individual level is the first
indicator of societal strains that may unravel at the national level.
This research does so by documenting the number of civil, and specifically land,
cases reported at local courts across Sierra Leone. The 2011 Local Court Act
stipulated the jurisdiction of local courts spatially, and by the types of cases they
can admit and adjudicate. The research team visited every local chiefdom court
and reviewed case logs from 2009 to 2018. From the civil case log, they
categorized which cases involved disputes over land for each available court
record.

The choice of the local courts as a source of data for the incidence of disputes
within the community allows the study to address survey response bias in a
household survey. But the local courts also have their drawbacks. In my initial pilot
in October 2018, I was told by some court clerks that there was a preference for
people to attempt to solve their disputes first at other informal levels, such as at
the “family” level or through village dispute resolution mechanisms. This
straightaway signaled that whatever information I observed at the courts would be
a gross underestimation of the incidence of disputes. Research from civil society
organizations working on justice in the country also confirmed that only a very
small fraction of disputes reach the formal court system. As a result, observing a
high number of cases in one locality or overtime may either mean a high degree of
conflict potential or that people may have better access to the courts, or a third
factor driving both.
This research addresses biases that may result from variation in access to the
local courts by geo-spatially mapping all local court locations to determine if they
are optimally located and whether the distribution gave most people the chance to
access them. We also collected information on the cost of accessing each of
these courts from the record books, and the length of time to resolve cases in
these courts (recall information from court clerks).

[1] A number of chiefdoms were split in 2017 to create new ones, with a total of 190 chiefdom. We used the
previous boundaries because the existing local courts still have their jurisdictions in the old chiefdom
boundaries.

Preliminary
findings
More analysis and additional data collection are needed to completely understand the drivers of
the incidence and pattern of disputes over land and other civil matters reported at the local
courts. Below we provide descriptive statistics from the analysis so far that may present some
hypotheses:
·
Chart 1 on the next page shows the number of cases reported at the local courts from 2009 to
2018. The left-hand side graph shows all civil cases, and it is clear that there has been a sharp
rise in the number of cases reported at these local courts. It rose from about 1000 cases in
2009 to about 14000 in 2018. Although part of this difference is due to limited records for
earlier years, we still see an upshot after controlling for number of records.
On the right-hand side, the graph shows the number of land cases for the same period. Again,
we see a sharp rise from single digits to about 400 in 2017 and then a fall to about 220 in
2018.
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As noted above, these increases in the number of cases reported at the local
courts have also coincided with efforts that aim to make it easier for locals to
bring their cases to court. For instance, immediately following the 2011 Local
Courts Act, the costs (adjusted for inflation) of bringing cases to the courts
have continued to fall in the local courts, as shown in Chart 2 below.
In 2018, for instance, our analysis indeed suggested a slight but negative
relationship between the average total cost of filing cases at these courts and
the number of cases.

·

Preliminary
findings
A spatial dimension of the data shows that certain areas of the country are more prone to dispute
than others, and importantly also, this pattern is different for land and other civil cases. In Chart 3
below, the size of the circle is proportionate to the number cases from each court. The bigger the
circle, the higher the number of cases reported in that particular court location.
The left-hand side of Chart 3 below shows the total number of civil cases per thousand chiefdoms
population, reported at the local courts between 2009 and 2018. We see that the South and Southeastern districts of the country (Bo, Bonthe, Moyamba, Kenema, and Kailahun and Kono) account for
most of the cases on the map. Koinadugu and Port Loko in the north also have higher number of
cases.
On the right-hand side, the map shows the total number of land cases per thousand population, as a
proportion of all civil cases for the same period. Here land cases are more prevalent in Kenema,
Kono, and Kailahun. These also happen to be diamond-rich areas in the country. Koinadugu, a border
district in the north, and Tonokolili, a district with iron ore mines, also have higher number of land
cases.
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These descriptive statistics point to several factors that could explain the rise
and spatial pattern of cases reported at the local courts. Some of these factors
may well be risk factors for conflict, for example the link between higher land
cases and locations of mines. Others may be neutral. Further research and
analysis may be needed to parse out these links.
However, concerning disputes, this research also investigated whether
Chiefdom Land Committees that were introduced as part of the post-war
reform efforts to reduce conflict over land in the rural areas has had any effect
in this respect. Our study finds that Chiefdom Land Committees are functional
in 51 out of 149 chiefdoms (about 34%). In the chiefdoms where these
committees are functional, they can review disputes over land, and about half
of them refer land cases to the local or magistrate courts.

Policy Lessons
Although this research does not yet offer clear reasons for the rise in the
number and pattern of cases reported at the local courts, the trend
demands attention from policymakers.

For one thing, it is more than likely that the number of cases observed from
the courts is only a fraction of the real challenge.
Certainly, the fact that only about a third of the chiefdom land committee is
functioning suggest that mechanism to prevent dispute over land, and help
the rural population get more secure tenure is less likely to be effective.
This research also suggests that there might be constraints for rural people
to seek justice in the formal justice system in the country. Developing
interventions and programs to encourage, especially disadvantaged groups,
would help ensure everyone has access to justice and avoid recourse to open
conflict.
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