Designing for impact
Lessons from AOAV’s
vocational training for
vulnerable youth in Liberia
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Students at AOAV’s training programme for vulnerable youth in Liberia

Vocational training programmes are considered a
traditional programmatic response to reducing and
preventing armed violence. In theory, providing individuals – particularly young men that possess certain risk
factors for engaging in violence – with opportunities for
legal income generation will reduce their incentives for
committing violence or crime.
Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) has developed an
innovative vocational training and rehabilitation programme model in Liberia for ex-combatants and high
risk youth who pose a threat to national and regional
security. Development of the model drew on intensive
research into the circumstances of these youth and
their communities, Liberia’s strong market demand
for locally-produced agriculture, and the national livelihood and food security objectives of the Government
of Liberia. AOAV has been implementing this programme in several training sites across Liberia since 2007.

AOAV works in partnership with the Ministry of Youth
and Sport, enabling at-risk youth to earn incomes
through legal livelihoods, reducing their vulnerability
to engaging in conflict, and empowering them to become responsible and peaceful members of society.
After several years in operation, AOAV’s agricultural
training programmes have achieved proven impact in
the field of armed violence prevention and reduction.
This report aims to demonstrate how AOAV has achieved these results and what factors have contributed
to its success. It has been informed by a detailed
feasibility study and baseline survey, internal monitoring and evaluation, qualitative and quantitative interviews with programme participants and community
members in target areas, external evaluations, as
well as literature on armed violence reduction and
disarmament, demobilisation, rehabilitation and reintegration (DDRR) programming.
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PROGRAMME BACKGROUND
Following 14 years of civil war,
which ended in 2003, a generation of war-affected youth
across Liberia has missed
opportunities for education,
socialisation, and training. As
a result, many young people,
including ex-combatants, lack
the skills and opportunities for
legal income generation and
often rely on illicit livelihoods.

The unsettled nature of these youth led the UN, the
Government of Liberia, and international government
observers to fear for the sustainability of peace and
security in post-conflict Liberia.

risk group. The mobilisation of youth was a significant
factor in Liberia’s civil war, and addressing grievances
related to poverty, unemployment and marginalisation
were prioritised as security concerns.

AOAV began working in Liberia in 2005 with a mandate to recover weapons and ammunition in civilian
areas, however this quickly transitioned to focus on
the people and communities affected by armed violence. AOAV initially developed an alternative disarmament, demobilisation, rehabilitation, and reintegration
(DDRR) programme, providing the rehabilitation and
reintegration components, for a particular group of
ex-combatants who were illegally occupying the
Guthrie Rubber Plantation several years after the end
of the conflict. Through a feasibility study conducted
in 2006, AOAV found that several thousand young
men and women, many of whom were ex-combatants
who had not participated in the official UN-led DDRR
process, continued to live and work in their war-time
command structures, gaining income through illicit
resource extraction. Most had not returned to their
home communities to resume normal life. As the Government of Liberia prepared to resume legal control
of the plantation, AOAV was approached to develop a
training programme to facilitate alternative livelihoods
and peaceful community integration among this high-

After the feasibility study assessed the status, perceptions, and needs of this group, as well as the needs
and concerns of their communities, the Government
and the UN, AOAV designed an intensive residential
agricultural training and psychosocial support programme. A more thorough, results-oriented course
than the official UN-led DDRR process (see DDRR in
Liberia opposite for a description), the main goal of
the programme is to reduce the threat of violence,
conflict and instability among particularly vulnerable
youth in Liberia.
There are two main components that contribute to this
outcome. By providing ex-combatants and vulnerable
youth with legal and sustainable livelihood opportunities through agricultural training, they will be less likely
to resort to risky, illicit economic activity. Additionally,
supporting these individuals with life skills training and
adequate psychosocial counselling throughout the
duration of the programme will change participants’
behaviour, perceptions, and attitudes and allow them
to reintegrate peacefully into society.
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THE PROGRAMME
registration

n

training centres

training

The first stage of each cycle is the registration of
programme participants. Recruitment staff members
select target areas based on regional, national and
UN findings of “hotspot” areas and communities.
Hotspots are defined as locations deemed to have
a particular risk to human security, and in Liberia
are often characterised by groups of youth who
are extracting natural resources.

members to inform them about the programme, which
ensures that those who choose to register understand
that they will be away from their families for several
months, are interested in agriculture and understand
the intensity of the work. Interested community members then register for participation on the course.

AOAV maintains two training sites in rural Liberia.
The first site in Tumutu, Bong County, near the capital
Monrovia, was a functioning Ministry of Agriculture
training centre prior to the conflict, which had become
overgrown and disused during the civil war. AOAV
restored the site and constructed new facilities in
2007 to house up to 400 students. A second site in
Sinoe County in remote south-eastern Liberia was
constructed in 2009 to house up to 225 students.

Participants receive training in three areas. Trainees
attend daily theoretical and practical lessons in agricultural skills training. The agricultural curriculum
was designed in collaboration with the Ministry of
Agriculture, Liberia Rubber Development Authority,
Central Agricultural Research Institute, community
leaders, and the ex-combatants themselves. Five
core agricultural subjects were selected based on
local priorities as well as identified skills gaps in the
national agricultural economy: vegetable production,
rice, animal husbandry, rubber culture, and oil palm.
Vegetable production, rice, and animal husbandry are
skills that will be useful to trainees on their own private
or collective farms, as well as in their communities.

Mobilisation of youth playing on grievances such as
inequalities in distribution of wealth was a common
recruitment tactic during Liberia’s conflicts, much of
which was funded through natural resource exploitation. Illicit resource extraction was a common model
used to finance and fuel Liberian conflicts, and as
such is considered to pose an ongoing risk to continued peace and stability.

After potential registrants complete a detailed questionnaire covering their current economic circumstances, level of education, social standing in the
community, and engagement in violence and crime,
AOAV undertakes a selection process based on the
findings of the questionnaire. AOAV then offers placement on the course to those considered to be most
vulnerable to engaging in violence and least prepared
for integrating with their communities economically
and socially.

Once hotspots are identified, AOAV maps the communities from which to recruit and arranges a town hall
meeting with local authorities to explain the purpose of
the visit and the nature of the programme. This allows
community leaders to participate in the process and
lend their support. AOAV then meets with community

Applicants are informed of their placements and a
date is set for when they will move to the campus.
Transportation to the training site takes place several
weeks after registration so recruits are fully prepared
to participate and have time to consider their interest
in the programme.

Each site includes residential facilities, assembly
space, several hundred acres of land for farming,
and recreational space for students. AOAV has also
managed a number of courses on Government and
civil society-owned training sites throughout Liberia.
During their three to four months on campus, trainees
are provided with three meals per day, housing, personal items, and health care.

Gitano Freeman participated in the first
training course of the Tumutu Agricultural
Training Programme. He continues to
farm on the garden he received when
he reintegrated into his chosen community, and his agricultural skills have helped
him earn employment with the local agricultural concession. His financial situation
has considerably improved since before
the course. His employer provides education for his children, as well as rent and
medical care.

“The biggest change in my life
due to the training is that I am
a good citizen and don’t think
about war. The psychosocial
training is so important because
people can learn gardening
from each other, but no one
is providing counselling.”

Trainees, most of whom have rudimentary, if any,
knowledge of agriculture, also learn how to lay the
foundations of their own farms and raise crops from
seedlings. Rubber culture and oil palm production,
common agricultural commodities in Liberia, are included in the curriculum so trainees have desirable
skills for employment with large local agricultural concessions. Because the training sites are working farms,
trainees have the opportunity to prepare their own
plots of land, build nurseries, germinate seeds, transplant seedlings and nurture their plants for harvest.
The second component of the training is the psychosocial and life skills coaching. Participants attend
daily group sessions, as well as individual counselling sessions as needed.
AOAV’s training module, developed with a local organisation, National Ex-Combatant Peace Building
Initiatives (NEPI), leads trainees through a curriculum
specifically designed for their needs. The first topic,
identifying oneself, who they are, and where they want
to go, helps improve their self-image and recovery.
As soon as participants register and arrive at the
training site, ex-combatant participants are no longer
labelled as ‘ex-combatants,’ but as ‘registrants’ and
then ‘trainees.’ This helps them build confidence and
begins the process of peacefully reintegrating them
into society. Following this subject, other topics in the
curriculum include effective communication, perceptions, understanding economic and social conflict,
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breaking the cycle of violence, and understanding
trauma. Life skills such as leadership and conflict
resolution, designed to help trainees become useful
citizens and responsible employees, are included in
the curriculum as well.
The final component of the training is literacy and numeracy instruction. Many trainees lack basic literacy
and numeracy skills, which can prevent them from
gaining employment or running their own small businesses. For example, 30-35% of trainees on the first
course could not read or write, which created an
additional challenge for instructors teaching the agricultural and life skills components, 20% of which is
theory-based. Participants are divided by previous
level of education so that peer classes are able to

learn at an appropriate level and speed. In addition to
the formal curriculum of the course, the entire experience is designed to instil students with routine and a
sense of responsible citizenship and community. To
this end, students participate in the care and maintenance of facilities – treating the site as if it were their
own home and community. They are bound to site
rules, which include strict attendance and punctuality
requirements, as well as measures for conflict, theft
and care of the kit and tools that they are provided
for the course. Sporting and social events are also
arranged with local communities in order to encourage
positive interaction and peaceful integration with
communities. All of these informal measures assist
the participants in their preparation for peaceful reintegration into society post-graduation.

Morris Kamara stands in his cooperative’s rice farm.

Morris Kamara and Maima Nyei were
students on the Bensonville Training
Centre course. Following their training,
they returned to their community and
started a cooperative along with 33 other
community members, including 10 from
the course at Bensonville. Sharing their
agriculture skills with their neighbours,
they are harvesting a rice farm and plan
to use profits from the sale of their crops
to expand their farm.
morris Kamara

“I used to join in fights and
cause problems in the community, but now I stay out.
I learned I can make peace
on my own.”

maima nyei

reintegration

n

Students are assessed throughout the course by
counsellors and teachers to determine to what extent
they are absorbing the material. At the completion of
their training, successful participants are awarded a
Ministry-sanctioned certificate at a graduation ceremony, following which they are returned to their chosen communities of reintegration. While students are
still on campus, recruitment staff speak with community leaders, neighbours and families of participants
to ensure that they are willing to accept the graduates
as community members, particularly those that are
ex-combatants.

teams work with community members to arrange for
an allocation of land prior to reintegration. AOAV has
not experienced significant barriers to accessing land
for graduates over the course of the programme. After
graduation, participants are reintegrated with their
communities, and either begin their work placements
or are given the tools and land to start their farms.

AOAV runs two models of courses; for the selfemployment model, graduates are provided with
the tools and resources to start their own market
gardens. For the employment model, job placements
are arranged for graduates with local agricultural concession holders, which are large companies that have
been granted land by the Government of Liberia for
agricultural production. Regardless of the model in
which graduates participate, all graduates will have
the skills and knowledge to attain legal livelihoods independently, as employees, or a combination of both.
For those that engage in self-employment, AOAV field

At graduation, trainees going through the self-employment model are given a choice of what they would like
to farm and provided with the start-up tools and materials necessary to start their enterprises. These reintegration packs are distributed in two phases. The first
package of farm start-up materials is provided upon
reintegration. Approximately five weeks after completion of the course, graduates are given the second
disbursement of their reintegration package. This allows the reintegration staff to determine if they have
fulfilled the targets outlined in their student contracts,
particularly if they have brushed and cleared their
land, have prepared nursery beds and planted seeds,
and are still in possession of their farming tools. AOAV
staff will also interview community members to ensure
that graduates have not been causing problems in the
community.
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PARTICIPANTS

RESULTS

initiaL Beneficiaries

s

The initial aim of this project was to reach a specific
group of ex-combatants who had not participated in
the official DDRR programme in Liberia. These individuals were illegally occupying land that belonged to
the Government of Liberia, were earning an income
through illicit rubber tapping, and were still functioning
in war economy modes. They lived with other ex-combatants, took orders from wartime commanders, and
were marginalised from their communities because
of their disruptive or criminal behaviour. Many chose
to live in this fashion because they were promised an
income or education from their commanders. Others
were afraid they would not be welcome in their communities due to their wartime activities.

aL Beneficiaries

Trainees did not participate in the official DDRR programme for a number of reasons. Some did not want
to be labelled as ex-combatants, others were unable
to register due to injury. The vast majority did not
enter the DDRR programme because their commanders took their weapons; only those that handed in a
weapon were eligible to register for DDRR. Because
they had not registered, they had not demobilised,
received training or counselling, or reintegrated into
their communities.

Like ex-combatants, these individuals feel marginalised
by their communities, are not respected because of
their unemployed status, struggle with intergenerational tensions, and either have the potential to be or
are actively engaged in violence or crime. Based on
surveys of trainees upon arrival at the training sites,
nearly half have been involved in conflicts with other
community members. Three-quarters of recent participants were displaced due to the conflict, and literacy
and numeracy levels are low as many were forced to
postpone their educations due to the war or work
responsibilities to help support their families. Most
of these participants are recruited from rural areas
to ensure that they will be interested in and engaged
in agriculture, and only a small portion has farmed
previously. Recruitment staff also target areas rich
in natural resources, where illicit mining and resource
extraction are common livelihood activities for youth
with no other skills or opportunities.

Most trainees did not have the skills or education for
formal employment. More than two-thirds of these
individuals had either received no education or were
educated only to an elementary level. More than half
of those that attended school were forced to suspend
their education due to the war; many others left due
to financial difficulties.

cUrrent Beneficiaries
Over the course of the programme, as Liberia has
grown further from conflict, fewer ex-combatants are
in need of training opportunities. However, unemployed, at-risk youth continue to pose a threat to stability for many of the same reasons that contributed
to Liberia’s civil war, and the target population has
shifted to reflect this. In recent courses, vulnerable,
war-affected youth with limited skills and education
have been recruited to participate.

Though the majority of trainees are male, this is largely
due to the fact that most ex-combatants and those
vulnerable to engaging in violence are male. As the
programme has transitioned to target disadvantaged
youth, the proportion of women on the course has increased from 8% on the first course to nearly 30%
on recent courses. While there are still challenges to
increased female participation, such as childcare responsibilities and the labour intensive nature of some
agricultural work, there has been a rise in the number
of female trainees with each course.

To date, 2,653 participants have graduated from the
training programmes, representing 93% of all those
who initially entered the course. AOAV conducts
follow-up monitoring and evaluation to determine if
graduates are still pursuing legal livelihoods, have increased or maintained their income from before the
course, are still living in their reintegration communities, and are living peacefully with community members. Internal monitoring and evaluation takes place
in two phases. Graduates and their neighbours within
reintegration communities are interviewed five weeks
after their training; this is a pre-requisite for self-employed graduates to receive their complete reintegration pack. To determine the long-term impact of
the programme, a smaller sample of graduates is
surveyed at least six months after completing the
training. Because certain crops will take longer to
harvest, it is often several months before graduates
are able to see the economic benefits of their training
pay off. Due to the priorities of different donors, information collected during the monitoring and evaluation
of each course has varied. The results below are the
most thorough representation of results collected during the first three courses of the Tumutu Agricultural
Training Programme in Bong County, as well as qualitative interviews and follow-up visits with graduates
from five courses by AOAV staff in 2013.

economic reintegration
Six months after graduation, AOAV visited 150 graduates per course. Nearly all self-employment graduates monitored by AOAV still had their own land and
were farming this land, and a majority of graduates
were doing so full time. A smaller portion of graduates were working in other jobs to supplement their
income, though the vast majority of part-time workers
planned to farm full-time when their income increased.
For example, 88% of graduates from the first three
courses reported making cash incomes from farming,
and 92% were eating two or more meals per day.
Many had sold their produce in their communities
or at the local market, and in turn bring their income
into their communities as they purchase goods.
Monitoring and evaluation results from the first three
courses indicate that those who formed collectives
found greater success in terms of economic and
social reintegration than those who farmed on their
own. In the first course, 40% of graduates formed
collectives. 66% in collectives had sold produce
compared with 59% of those farming alone, and
70% in collectives were farming full time versus
65% farming alone.
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sociaL integration

ipa eVaLUation

Internal monitoring and evaluation from the first three
courses revealed that on average, 96% of graduates
were still in their chosen reintegration communities at
least six months after the course, and equal numbers
reported feeling safe in their communities. Nearly all
community members interviewed said that graduates
were welcome and useful to the community. In particular, respondents mentioned the graduates’ skill, hard
work, changed behaviour, and usefulness in developing the community as positive impacts of the training.

From 2009 to 2011, external researchers from Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA) and Yale University carried out a comprehensive qualitative and quantitative
evaluation of the programme. After a thorough recruitment process, 536 rural youth were selected at random to enter the training programme, while an equal
number was selected to be part of the control group,
which did not receive training or counselling. By monitoring all registrants over an 18-month period, researchers could determine the longer-term results
and impact of the programme on engagement in
agriculture, income, illicit livelihood activities, social
integration, and violence reduction and stability.

Community members were emphatic about the social
results of the programme, and indicated that not only
have graduates become more peaceful members of
society, but many were actively engaged as counsellors and conflict mediators in the community. Less
than 10% of graduates said that they had maintained
association with their former commanders, indicating
that the vast majority have been able to break away
from their wartime social and economic structures.
Qualitative interviews with graduates at least four
years after completing the programme indicate that
graduates are still farming in the same reintegration
communities, sharing their produce and skills with
others in their communities, and maintaining contact
and social networks with fellow graduates. In addition
to maintaining their own farms, two-thirds of the
graduates interviewed are working for the local concessions, and several have moved into positions as
supervisors and instructors. Those that are working
told AOAV that they are often better trained than
other employees, and many have entered workforce
training in other skills such as heavy machinery
operation and computer literacy.
Graduates frequently mentioned serving as community
police volunteers or youth leaders, indicating that they
are actively resolving conflicts rather than causing
them. They often provide counselling for their friends
and neighbours, particularly in cases of domestic disputes, and some gave examples of diffusing incidents
of armed violence.

results
Though farming was common among both groups,
programme participants showed significantly more engagement and interest in agriculture. More than a year
after the programme, trainees were more likely to be
engaged in agriculture, and were 37% more likely than
the control group to have cleared land, produced their
own seedlings, and planted and sold crops from their
home gardens. Programme participants showed considerably higher interest in farming in the future as well.
The evaluation measured the programme’s impact
on reducing illicit livelihood activities, such as mining,
logging and rubber tapping. Nearly half of the initial
registrants had been engaged in some form of illicit
income generation. Researchers found that compared to the control group, participation levels (or the
amount of time that graduates were engaged in these
activities) decreased among those that received the
training compared to the control group. This is likely
due to the increased amount of time spent in legal
employment or agricultural production.
Researchers compared income levels between programme participants and the control group, finding
a sizeable increase in average wealth among participants, particularly in housing quality, agricultural assets, and household durable assets, such as furniture
or electronics. Additionally, the top earners among
graduates earned significantly higher earnings than

the top earners in the control group. The evaluation also found the graduates’ self-enterprises
to be sustainable and profitable, particularly where
participants are forward planning and reinvest their
profits into their businesses.
The study found positive improvements in social
engagement, citizenship, and stability among participants. Graduates have improved family relations
and show more locational stability than those that
did not participate in the programme. Additionally,
participants were less likely to support violent
solutions to problems and less likely to engage in
fights or confrontations with community members.
Evaluators concluded that the programme could
be expected to reduce both crime and violence
because it removes formal social ties with ex-combatants and commanders and replaces them with
new social groups and positive authority figures.
Additionally, with the ability to engage in legal,
sustainable livelihood activities, youth can be
dissuaded from future violence.
The purpose of the programme was to improve
security in Liberia by reducing the vulnerability of
high-risk ex-combatants and youth to engage in
conflict or militia groups. At the time of the IPA
evaluation, conflict had recently broken out in
Cote d’Ivoire, which gave researchers a rare opportunity to observe the programme’s impact on
youth interest and mobilisation into regional
violence or armed groups.
With this context in mind, researchers asked
registrants about their interest, engagement,
and recruitment experience in violence across
the border, which were found to be significantly
lower among programme participants. Those
that graduated from the programme were onethird less likely than the control group to be interested in or have links to recruitment activities.
The researchers concluded that the programme
is an effective model of reducing illicit activity and
armed recruitment.

“Before the course, I was
on my own and doing bad
things. The psychosocial
training helped me learn
how to live in a community
where people are peaceful.
Now, I am a leader on the
community police team
and resolve conflicts in
my community.
The biggest change in my
life is that I am employed,
I can pay for my house,
send my children to
school, and have access
to health care.”
John cooper,
Tumutu Agricultural Training Programme
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The positive results achieved in this programme can
be attributed to a number of factors that set it apart
from other vocational training programmes, particularly in post-conflict settings. AOAV’s approach is
successful because it thoroughly addresses many
factors that could lead to violence, notably economic
grievance, psychological trauma, past exposure to
violence, marginalisation from communities and other
social dynamics. Based on this experience, AOAV
has developed six recommendations for operating
successful, sustainable employment programming
for ex-combatants and vulnerable youth.

psychosociaL anD Life
sKiLLs training
participants that receive
counselling and training in
soft skills as well as technical,
employment skills are better
equipped to engage in peaceful
community life and pursue legal
and productive livelihoods.
The combination of vocational and life skills training
has been a key factor in the success of the programme. Observations by trained AOAV counsellors,
as well as interviews conducted during the IPA evaluation, revealed that many of the participants suffered
from some form of trauma or post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) due to wartime experiences and had
not yet adjusted to normal civilian life within a community. Furthermore, the programme targets vulnerable,
at-risk youth, many of whom were ex-combatants
with anti-social behaviour, violent peer groups and no
access to counselling. They often have trouble living
with others peacefully in a community, or perceive
themselves to be stigmatised due to their status as
ex-combatants. Allowing these participants to determine their own identities, lifestyles, and futures is one
of the first steps to changing their anti-social behaviour. Graduates that have fully reintegrated socially
with community members, particularly those that
formed collectives, have found the most economic

success as well. Moving past trauma enables them
to think and plan for the future, which can improve
their business and financial planning abilities. The
economic benefits of this were demonstrated in the
IPA evaluation, where the increase in average wealth
could be seen in programme participants’ investments
in durable assets.
Aside from the obvious benefits of counselling, instruction in soft skills such as non-violent communication, self-discipline, and fortitude reinforces the
economic results of the programme. Graduates that
find employment in agriculture have found that the
counselling improved their ability to work with others
and be productive employees. Those that moved into
supervisory positions in particular have identified the
psychosocial aspect as being critical to their ability
to manage their employees.

“Before the training, I never
did anything. I had no job
and I tapped rubber to earn
money. Knowledge changed
my life. Now, if I want to live
with others in a community, I
should be the one to resolve
conflict, not cause it.”
roland Washington,
Bensonville Training Programme
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commUnity inVoLVement anD sensitisation

LaBoUr marKet research

including and preparing participating communities in the recruitment and reintegration process – as well as fully informing participants about the project from the outset – helps to ensure that
graduates will be welcomed back into society and encouraged
to maintain their skills and good behaviour over the long term.

selecting a vocation that
takes into account the needs
of potential local employers,
the skill and education level
of the beneficiaries, and the
priorities of national and local
authorities is critical to the
success and long term sustainability of employment
programmes..

The community and registrant sensitisation phase is
another key element in achieving successful results.
For registrants, being aware of the requirements and
all other entailments of the training ensures that they
are prepared to undertake the full length of the course
and are committed to agriculture as a vocation. Because of limitations in the trainings offered in the official DDRR programme, those who participated in the
programme often chose to learn trades that were not
of interest to them, and after the training period they
did not pursue these options. AOAV’s decision to
choose participants with a genuine interest in agriculture and to inform candidates of all aspects of the
training at registration has been key to the success
of the programme.
Community involvement and sensitisation was also
crucial to the programme’s success. One of the criticisms of the official DDRR programme was the lack
of community involvement. When ex-combatants returned to their communities, they were not always welcomed back but marginalised and feared, and many
did not return to their homes because they assumed
they would not be received kindly. Communities felt
excluded by the process and were not prepared to
welcome back former soldiers, or give them access
to land.
AOAV consults community leaders before reaching out
to potential registrants, which allows local authorities
to have more ownership and buy-in of the programme.
Communities are particularly involved in the distribution of land to graduates; once community leaders are
aware of the benefits of the programme during the
sensitisation phase, they are more willing to grant land
to graduates to start farms or cooperatives, which fur-

ther encourages community integration. Since graduates are supported by community members and feel
included in society, their behaviour will continue to
improve and they will be more likely to share their
knowledge and skills with their neighbours. Provision
of land by communities is also critical to the success
of the programme, as graduates are able to sustain
themselves with their home gardens even if they are
unable to find formal employment with a company,
concession holder, or in the public sector.
As community members are aware of the training,
graduates know that they will face certain expectations when they return to their homes or settle in new
communities. Trainees know they are not just entering
the programme to improve their own lives, but also
to better their communities. On their reintegration,
community members provide informal monitoring of
graduates, as they are observing their behaviour and
expect them to use their training and share their skills
with others. Community leaders can also provide insight during the recruitment process by identifying
which individuals could benefit most from the training,
as well as giving more objective information on the
registrants.

The selection of agriculture has been crucial to the
success of the programme in Liberia. Unlike other
trades, agriculture can be sustainable without a labour
market. Even if there are no formal jobs available for
graduates, they will be able to earn an income or sustain themselves and their families through vegetable
production on their own farms or gardens. Additionally, large scale agricultural producers have the potential to be the largest employers in Liberia, so equipping
graduates with knowledge in agriculture, particularly
where there is a lack of local skill, makes it more likely
that they will be able to find employment.
In the Liberian context, agricultural development has
been a key priority in the Government of Liberia’s
poverty reduction strategy. While Liberia is very suited
to agricultural production, the capacity, infrastructure,
and market are still underdeveloped, and most goods
that could be easily produced locally are imported
from abroad at high prices. Enabling Liberians to
produce for themselves can help reduce this dependency on imports and put local goods on the market.
Trainees are instructed in several agricultural disciplines, including vegetable production, rice, rubber
culture, oil palm, and animal husbandry. This ensures
that they have a choice when they graduate as to
which type of farm they would like to start, and that
they are equipped with the skills necessary for

At 19, yassah Koweh was
captured and forced to serve
as a sex slave with government
forces during the insurgency in
2000. After the war, with no skills
or education, she had few options
for generating a legal income.
Hoping to improve her life, Yassah
joined AOAV’s Tumutu Agricultural
Training Programme in 2009.
After working for several years
on her own garden, she began
working for the local agricultural
concession in 2012.
The most important lessons
Yassah learned on the course
were how to talk to other people
in the community and how to resolve conflict in the community,
and she told AOAV that she
often helps her neighbours
settle disputes, particularly
domestic disputes.
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employment with local concessions. Having a strong
education in several competencies also allows them
to act as instructors for their communities. Most
graduates and their communities have reported that
participants often help community members with
their farms, particularly those with collective farms.
Choosing a vocation that is appropriate to the local
labour market was a critical problem in the official
DDRR programme. Many of the trainings offered,
such as mechanical skills, were not linked to the job
market, resulting in an influx of trained mechanics
but not enough jobs to sustain them. Without other
skills, these participants were left unemployed at
the end of the programme, and unemployment
continues to be high among youth in Liberia
years after the conflict ended.
Finally, because graduates have been able to find
jobs or start their own enterprises, they are more
likely to maintain their improved behaviour. Having
jobs and useful skills allows them to command the
respect of their peers and community members.
Without feeling marginalised by their communities,
graduates have more confidence in themselves as
productive members of society, which reinforces
the positive psychosocial results of their training.
While agriculture was appropriate to the programme’s
success in Liberia, other vocational subjects may be
more relevant in other countries or in urban contexts.
Conducting a labour market analysis during the planning stage of a vocational training programme that
takes into account the needs of potential employers,
the skill and education levels of beneficiaries, and the
priorities of national and local authorities, helps ensure
the overall success of employment programmes.

g. emeck tulay was forced to fight
for three years during the insurgency
when his town was captured in
2000. After the war, he was unable
to find legal employment because
he lacked skills and education.
He participated in the second training
cycle at the Tumutu Agricultural Training Programme in 2009, and upon
graduation received several acres of
land from his chosen reintegration
community to start a private garden.
Emeck told AOAV that the biggest
change in his life due to the course
is that he is able to support his family. Instead of causing problems in
the community like before, he now
serves as community policing chair
and acts as a counsellor for his
neighbours and fellow employees.
Since the end of the course, Emeck
has continued to farm this land, as
well as gain contract work with the
local agricultural concession.
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resiDentiaL faciLities
providing a residential space for
trainees allows additional time
for training, helps to reinforce
their learning, encourages new
patterns of behaviour, and removes unhealthy bonds with
negative role models in their
communities.
Trainees are removed physically from their communities, peer groups, and, in many cases, a military command structure. This allows them to break away from
previous patterns of behaviour, the influence of their
peers (who also tend to be unemployed), war-affected
youth, and detrimental authority figures, and replaces
these links with counsellors, trainers, and like-minded
peers. Keeping trainees on campus, with routines,
daily instruction and counselling, helps form new
habits and social networks. Trainees know there is
a strong authority presence at all times, which helps
to maintain and positively reinforce these new traits
and behavioural patterns.
For the duration of the course, trainees are provided
with living quarters, three meals a day, and other personal items. Because they are able to stay on the
course without worrying about transportation home,
feeding themselves and their families, or earning an
income, they are able to focus fully on the programme
and their training. This also allows the programme
to reach participants from counties throughout the
country.
Many trainees come from long distances to participate in the programme and would not be able to
participate without the residential facilities. This is
critical to achieving the national security aims of the
programme, given that the programme aims to address the most vulnerable and at-risk hotspots as
identified together with the Government of Liberia,
the UN and international Government donors.

The residential facilities are a unique feature of AOAV’s
training programme, as many vocational training and
employment courses do not have this capacity or underestimate the importance of providing a separate
training space. Residential facilities allow the participants to withdraw themselves entirely from their illicit
livelihood activities, peers or employers who may
encourage illicit livelihoods and anti-social behaviour,
and allow the trainees to focus entirely on their vocational and psychosocial training. Residential facilities
also enable participants to receive an extended
period of training. The reduced training period that
characterised the official DDRR programme significantly diminished its ability to provide adequate reintegration training and psychosocial support, particularly for the target groups of ex-combatants and
vulnerable youth. AOAV’s four month course ensures
that there is sufficient time for graduates to thoroughly
understand the training material, be prepared for
employment, and fully participate in community life.

“It’s hard for your community
to respect you when you
don’t have a job.”

abraham sowah volunteered to fight with the

After farming on his own for several years,

Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democ-

Abraham was employed by the local oil palm

racy (LURD) rebel group during the insurgency

concession in 2010. He has worked in several

period in 2000, where he operated heavy

positions, including as an instructor in agricul-

weapons. He was unable to register with the

ture, and currently works in a management

official DDRR programme because he was

position with 63 men working under him. As

recovering from an injury sustained in combat.

his employer expands their work to Sierra

With no means of support or income, he moved

Leone, it plans to send Abraham to new

to the Guthrie Rubber Plantation with his war-

sites to train staff.

time commander and faction to illegally tap
rubber.

Abraham credits the course with changing his
lifestyle, behaviour, and relationship with the

“Before the programme,
people in my community
did not respect me. Now,
they see me like a human
being.”
paul n. smith,
Tumutu Agricultural Training Programme

Abraham registered for the first training course

community. Prior to his training, he was a de-

at Tumutu in 2008. He explained to AOAV that

structive force in the community. He considered

this was the first time he had any help or sup-

himself to be arrogant, stealing and committing

port, which gave him hope for the future and

acts of violence against others. The most signif-

introduced him to a new set of peers. During

icant lessons Abraham learned during his life

the training, he was elected class Speaker,

skills training was how to be humble, how to

which gave him the opportunity to practice

communicate with people peacefully, and that

his leadership skills and represent the voice

violence should not be a part of life. Today,

of the students.

Abraham lives in the same reintegration community, where he is an active citizen and acts

While he identifies agriculture as the most

as a counsellor, using these communication

useful skill he learned on the course, he also

skills to settle conflicts among his friends. His

learned the importance of working for himself

neighbours no longer avoid and marginalise

and not depending on anyone else to survive.

him, but include him in community life.
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foLLoW-Up monitoring

focUs on rehaBiLitation
anD reintegration

As a contractor, Abibu received short-term commissions with the company and received none of
the benefits given to full time employees, such

Visiting beneficiaries several
months after graduation helps
enforce good behaviour, ensures that graduates are still
using their farming skills, allows
the participants the opportunity
to receive post-graduate guidance and support, and provides
information on the results of
the programme.
Self-employment model graduates receive the first
part of their reintegration materials when they return
to their communities. After approximately five weeks,
they are revisited by AOAV staff and provided with the
second half of their materials, so long as they comply
with their graduate contracts. This ensures that graduates are using the materials provided and the skills
they learned during the training programme. Job
placement graduates are monitored by AOAV and
assessed by their employers throughout their placements. A smaller sample of graduates is interviewed
at least six months after the training.
During the follow-up visit, graduates as well as community members are interviewed to provide more
objective information about the behaviour and productivity of the graduates. Because graduates know
they will be revisited and that others in the community
will be surveyed, they have incentive to continue acting as positive members of society. Though not all
graduates will be subject to a full survey, the knowledge that this is a possibility is additional incentive
to sustain good behaviour in the initial phase of
reintegration.

as rent, school fees, and health care. Though

prioritising the rehabilitation
and reintegration aspects of
DDrr programmes provides
a more thorough, long-term
approach that can sustainably
address both security and
development goals.

local labour laws require employers to hire contractors after a certain length of time, the firm
was unable to hire many of its contractors. This
sparked widespread anger at the company; many
workers went on strike, physically intimidated
those that continued to work, and threatened
violence, destruction, and rioting on the plantation.
Abibu was elected to represent and advocate

One of the main challenges of the official DDRR
programme was that, because of unanticipated oversubscription, the majority of available resources was
spent on the first two phases of disarmament and
demobilisation and there was little left for a comprehensive rehabilitation and reintegration programme.
The programme prioritised short-term security needs
over long-term development. A successful DDRR
programme should emphasize both, but because
of limited resources, post-conflict environments that
cannot support the labour demand, and limitations
in the scope of humanitarian aid programmes, the
process tends to be rushed and does not adequately
address the long-term needs of its participants.
Because AOAV’s programme was not engaged in
disarmament or demobilisation, the rehabilitation
and reintegration aspects could be provided more
thoroughly. It has therefore been able to address
both the security aspect by reducing the likelihood
that participants will engage in violence in the future,
as well as the developmental aspect by improving
participants’ income levels.

abibu o.g. corneh was captured during the in-

for hundreds of contract workers. As their

surgency in 2000 and forced to carry a weapon.

spokesman, he appeared in radio spots, met

Three years after the civil war ended, Abibu and

with local and national government officials,

his peers were occupying the Guthrie Rubber

and negotiated with the company on their be-

Plantation, still following orders from wartime

half. Government and company representatives

commanders and earning money through illicit

were able to meet with the workers, and an in-

rubber tapping. Like other war-affected young

vestigator was sent in on their behalf. After a full

men in Liberia, he had no skills, no job, and

year of advocacy, Abibu reached a settlement

“lived by means of violence.” Because Abibu

with the company and was hired permanently

did not participate in the official DDRR pro-

to manage 300 contract workers.

gramme, he did not receive any of the benefits
that were available to him as an ex-combatant

Abibu attributes the changes in his life to the

and was unable to reintegrate into society.

training he received from AOAV. Without the
agricultural component, he would not have found

Abibu joined AOAV’s programme in 2008. After

employment to support his family on his own. The

four months, Abibu graduated and returned

life skills training and psychosocial counselling

to his community. He joined a cooperative of 50

were fundamental to his role as a community ad-

members, including 35 graduates from the pro-

vocate. He was proud that the workers he repre-

gramme, which grew vegetables that provided

sented did not take part in any of the violence

them with both food and income. Due to lack of

or destruction on the plantation, and continues

funds, the cooperative could not sustain itself,

to use these skills in managing his employees at

but with the skills Abibu gained during the AOAV

work. As the contract manager, Abibu serves as

programme, he managed to secure a contractor

a go-between for the contract workers and the

position with a large oil palm producer.

firm, and continues to advocate for their rights.
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