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óSustainabilityô has become a buzz word in development in recent decades, 

particularly in relation to livelihoods approaches. óSustainable developmentô is 

commonly defined as that which meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs; while in the 

livelihood context, sustainability is taken to mean the ability to maintain and improve 

livelihoods while maintaining or enhancing the local and global assets and 

capabilities on which livelihoods depend. In line with these conceptualisations, 

livelihoods research and practice tends to focus on a snapshot of livelihood systems 

in the present context, with the aim of enhancing their future capacity in a sustainable 

way. In contrast, there are relatively few examples of studies which seek to 

understand livelihood systems in specific rural communities over a long period of 

time, particularly in an African context. This research seeks to address this deficit by 

exploring continuity and change in rural livelihoods over a forty year period in 

Panguma and Kayima, two small towns in the Eastern Province of Sierra Leone. Over 

this time, Sierra Leone has been stalked by social, economic and environmental 

instability. Thirty years of often corrupt and dysfunctional governance led to a brutal 

civil war throughout the 1990s, which resulted in more than 50,000 deaths, and the 

displacement of over half the population; climate change has created uncertainty 
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regarding the sustainability of traditional agricultural practices; and communicable 

diseases such as malaria and Lassa Fever remain constant threats, while the recent 

Ebola epidemic has had a significant impact on the predominantly agricultural 

populationôs ability to generate a livelihood. In addition, local-scale shocks such as 

the loss of crops due to pests, fire or theft, or the incapacitation of a household 

member through illness, injury or death, can have an equally dramatic impact on 

peopleôs livelihoods. Faced with this omnipresent vulnerability, the rural 

communities of Panguma and Kayima have demonstrated remarkable resilience, 

adapting livelihood strategies in order to mitigate the impact of each challenge over 

the forty year period covered by this study, but despite such resilience, there has been 

little discernible improvement in livelihood outcomes for the majority of households. 

Taking a longitudinal approach, thus, not only enables this research to explore the 

changes that have occurred within rural livelihood systems in Sierra Leone over time, 

but also why those changes have not translated into improved livelihood outcomes. 

In doing so, it identifies some of the key priorities and challenges for future 

development in Panguma and Kayima which could, in turn, inform development 

initiatives within those communities, as well as rural development policy in Sierra 

Leone and further afield. In addition to these policy-driven implications, this thesis 

also explores the potential benefits and limitations of incorporating a longitudinal 

dimension within livelihoods research, and situating it within an analysis of the wider 

political economy, and thus contributes to broader theoretical discussions around 

livelihoods approaches to development. Moreover, given that that this longitudinal 

dimension spans pre-, intra- and post-conflict periods, this thesis also contributes to 

the emerging nexus of conflict and development literature. 
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This thesis uses a participatory methodology within a livelihoods approach to 

understand long-term change in Panguma and Kayima, and identify some of the key 

priorities and challenges for future development in those communities. As will be 

alluded to in Chapter 1, and discussed in depth in Chapter 2, such an approach places 

local people, and the priorities they define, at the centre of analysis and objective 

setting. It is only right, therefore, that the people of Panguma and Kayima are also at 

the forefront when it comes to acknowledgements. I am deeply indebted to both 

communities for making me feel welcome and safe during my extended stays, and 

wholeheartedly supporting and participating in this research project. Particular thanks 

must go to Paramount Chief Farma of Panguma, Paramount Chief Fasuluku of 

Kayima, and their respective chiefdom councils, for allowing me to live and work 

within their communities; Father Andrew Mondeh, and his extended family, for 

taking such great care of me in Panguma, and S.B. and Fia Sonsiama, and their 

extended family, for doing likewise in Kayima; and my band of research assistants, 

George Mugbe, Joseph Turay, Gibrille Jah and Roda Muslimani in Panguma, and 

Tamba Sogbeh and Francis Turay in Kayima, who all contributed immensely to the 

research process, and taught me so much about life in Panguma and Kayima. Special 
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thanks must also go to Sembo Kamara in Panguma, and Kabba Turay in Kayima, for 

ensuring that I had a daily supply of palm wine during my trips up country! 

Outside of Panguma and Kayima, the staff of the Geography Department at 

Fourah Bay College in Freetown, particularly Kabba Bangura, Associate Professor 

Paul Tengbe, Dr. Reynold Johnson, Dr. Uzebba Kanu and Julius the technician; and 

the Geography Department at Njala University, especially Dr. Victor Kabba, 

provided me with academic and logistical support in the field, and included me in 

many memorable social occasions. All the staff at the Kona Lodge in Freetown made 

me feel at home whenever I was back from the bush; Mr Kamara provided a reliable 

taxi service around the greater Freetown area; and Bunduka Mondeh and Bassie 

Lamin provided much needed friendship while away from home for so long. I must 

also thank Dr. Kenny Lynch from the University of Gloucestershire, who proved a 

useful sounding board over a star beer or two during the initial two weeks of my 

fieldwork, and once or twice via email in the time since. 

Closer to home, I am bound by gratitude to many at the University of Otago. 

In particular, I would like to thank my supervisors - Professor Tony Binns, for 

encouraging me to take on a PhD, allowing me access to his research from the 1970s, 

and introducing me to the wonders of Sierra Leone; and Professor Etienne Nel, for 

his calm nature, probing questions and sound advice. Their comments on each draft 

of this thesis were both useful, and very much appreciated. The University of Otago 

Doctoral Office and Department of Geography provided generous financial and 

logistical support, and staff and students in the latter created a stimulating and 

supportive environment in which to work. Special thanks must also go to 

departmental cartographer Chris Garden, who converted my hand-drawn maps into 

the polished versions that appear in this thesis.   

As with any of lifeôs undertakings, the ways in which friends and family have 

directly and indirectly contributed to this process are many and varied, such that it is 

impossible to name them all individually. So to anyone who over the last four years 

has fed and/or watered me, provided me with shelter, taught me, or been taught by 

me, listened to me, told me to pull my head in, played sport with me, watched sport 

with me, employed me or worked with me, you have each helped in your own way. 

Perhaps your greatest contribution, however, is that you have distracted me from this 

thesis, and for that I am sincerely thankful! Special thanks must go to the 

OôCallaghanôs for letting me be part of their family, and my actual family, who had 
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no choice in the matter, particularly Dan, Amy, Finn and Ruby, Tim, Jude and Ian, 

Rosie, Nan and Granny. I couldnôt possibly list all the different ways in which each 

of you have supported me, but can think of two virtues common to you all ï 

loveéand food! 

Finally, I must thank my Mum and Dad. Ma, your passing 10 years ago was 

the catalyst for quitting my job and giving university a crack, and your memory has 

pushed me to be better every step of the way. Your selfless and compassionate nature, 

ability to always see the good in people, and willingness to take on othersô problems, 

regardless of your own, are qualities that I greatly admired, and ones that I have 

attempted to embody in undertaking research such as this. And Dad, while you didnôt 

quite make it to see me cross the finish line, you were with me most of the way, 

sometimes with a beer, other times a cheque, and always with your direct brand of 

common sense, and unique sense of humour. Your death in the final months of my 
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1.1 Introduction 

óDevelopmentô is a complex concept that is constantly being contested and 

renegotiated, and therefore can be understood in a number of different ways. Rostow 

(1960), for example, equated development with economic growth, whereas Seers 

(1969), suggested that development occurs when poverty, inequality and 

unemployment is reduced or eliminated within a growing economy. Building on this, 

the World Bankôs (1991: 4) World Development Report (WDR) stated that: 

The challenge of development is to improve the quality of life. Especially in 

the worldôs poor countries, a better quality of life generally calls for higher 

incomes ï but it involves much more. It encompasses, as ends in themselves, 

better education, higher standards of health and nutrition, less poverty, a 

cleaner environment, more equality of opportunity, greater individual 

freedom, and a richer cultural life. 

More recently, Potter et al. (2008: 4), have synthesised this, suggesting that 

development represents change that leads ñto the betterment of people and places 

around the globeò.  

While the definitions of development outlined above represent only a small 

sample of the magnitude and diversity that exist, central to them all is the concept of 

óchangeô. Thus, development in the broadest sense, can be understood as óchangeô, 
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or what Robert Chambers (1997) describes as ógood changeô. Numerous other words 

have been promoted as the fundament of development, such as Senôs (1999) 

conceptualisation of development as ófreedomô, and Hillôs (2003) notion of 

development as óempowermentô. While it is certainly not the intention of this thesis 

to challenge their ideas, it could be argued that each is contingent on change. Neither 

freedom, nor empowerment, for example, constitute development without there being 

a transition from a prior state of oppression or suppression. Thus, change is the very 

essence of development. Change, however, cannot occur in space alone, which 

implies an inherent temporal dimension. In assessing development, for example, we 

should be measuring change over time by comparing the status quo with a previous 

iteration, while in seeking the attainment of development, we are aiming to promote 

change in the future. Thus, development can be broadly defined as ópositive change 

over timeô.  

Within the broader conceptualisation of development as ópositive change over 

timeô outlined above, there has been a significant shift from top-down approaches in 

the 1950s and 1960s, which focused on understanding and promoting economic 

change at the national scale, through to bottom-up approaches in more recent times, 

which have sought to assess and generate change using multifaceted indicators at the 

local scale (Lakwo, 2006). Within the shift to the latter,  livelihoods approaches, 

which recognise the multiple activities in which households engage to ensure survival 

and improve well-being, rose to prominence in the 1990s (Rakodi, 2002), and became 

widely applied in development research and practice by the early 2000s (Nunan, 

2015). Livelihoods approaches respond to the intricacies of how resources can be 

accessed and benefited from, the diversity of relationships and the range of 

perspectives that people have about their own lives and ambitions (Nunan, 2015). In 

this sense people, and the priorities they define, are central to analysis and objective-

setting within a livelihoods approach (Ashley and Carney, 1999). Other key concepts 

incorporated within livelihoods approaches include sustainability, capability, equity, 

vulnerability, resilience and adaptability.  

 Livelihoods approaches encompass a breadth of thinking that centres on the 

objectives, scope and priorities for development from the perspective of poor people, 

rather than being a single unified analytical tool (Carney, 2003), and thus form the 

basis of many different methodologies and frameworks (Ashley and Carney, 1999). 

Of those, however, the UK Department for International Developmentôs (DFID) 
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óSustainable Livelihood Frameworkô (SLF), has been the most prevalent and 

enduring application of livelihoods approaches in development research and practice 

(Nunan, 2015). The SLF, which will be discussed in much greater depth in Chapter 

2, is an analytical tool which seeks to diagrammatically represent the core principles 

of livelihoods approaches to development. The SLF does not attempt to represent 

complex realities directly, but rather to capture them in a necessarily abstract and 

simplified way, in order to identify the main factors affecting peopleôs livelihoods, 

and the typical relationships between them (Potter et al., 2008). These factors include 

the assets or capitals upon which peopleôs livelihoods are built; the transforming 

structures and processes which influence access to those assets; the vulnerability 

context in which peopleôs livelihoods exist; the strategies people employ in order to 

achieve their livelihood goals; and the outcomes of those strategies. In doing so, the 

SLF provides a mechanism to identify appropriate entry points for intervention, and 

allows better sequencing of interventions to support the poor (Binns et al., 2012).  

One of the main critiques levelled at livelihoods approaches, and the SLF 

more specifically, however, has been their lack of temporal dynamism which, as 

argued above, is a key dimension of ódevelopmentô (Bryceson, 1999; OôLaughlan, 

2002; Scoones, 2009; Reed et al., 2013). This is largely because livelihoods 

approaches tend to be policy-based and reliant on donor funding, both of which are 

contingent on producing tangible results in a timely manner (Eyben, 2005). 

Consequently, the prevailing approach to livelihoods research has been 

circumspective, concentrating on the empirical investigation of livelihood systems in 

the present context, which is typically construed as embracing six months to one year 

prior to the moment of investigation (Murray, 2002).  

Even within the broader development literature, longitudinal studies of any 

sort are rare, and within a rural African context, even more so. Among the few that 

have attempted to assess long-term change in specific rural communities in Africa, 

only Audrey Richardsô (1939) long association with the Bemba tribe in Zambia; 

Margaret Haswellôs (1977) exploration of social and economic decline in a Gambian 

village; Michael Mortimoreôs (1989) exploration of adaptive behaviour among rural 

communities in northern Nigeria during the 1970s and 1980s; Chris De Wet and 

Michael Whissonôs (1997) study of socio-economic change in the Keiskammahoek 

District of Ciskei in South Africa; Ann Whiteheadôs (2002) tracking of livelihood 

change in Ghana; and Michael Mortimore and Mary Tiffenôs (2004) study of long-
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term change in livelihood strategies in Kenya, Senegal, Niger and Northern Nigeria, 

stand out. Further, only Paul Richards (1986; 1992), and Tony Binns, more recently 

in conjunction with Roy Maconachie (Binns and Maconachie, 2005; Maconachie and 

Binns, 2007a, 2007b, Maconachie et al., 2007; Maconachie 2008a), have taken a 

long-term approach to understanding livelihoods in Sierra Leone.  

The conceptualisation of development as óchange over timeô outlined at the 

beginning of this chapter is, in essence, the crux of this research, while the SLF, 

discussed above, is the lens through which such change is examined. This thesis seeks 

to assess change in Panguma and Kayima, two small rural towns in the Eastern 

Province of Sierra Leone, over a 40 year time period and, in turn, use this form of 

longitudinal analysis as the basis for identifying the key priorities and challenges 

involved in promoting ógoodô change, which is sustainable in the long-term, within 

these communities in the future. In order to achieve this, the study draws on two 

distinct, yet inter-related, periods of field research undertaken in Panguma and 

Kayima in the 1970s and 2014. The former, undertaken by Tony Binns, explored 

food production systems in the rural economy of Sierra Leone using Panguma and 

Kayima as case studies (Binns, 1980), and the latter, undertaken by myself, used the 

SLF to assess livelihoods more broadly in the same two communities. While the 

methods used to reconcile results from two different studies, undertaken by two 

different researchers, is covered in depth in Chapter 3, in a general sense, it was 

achieved through the retrospective application of the SLF to data collected by Binns 

in the 1970s. The significance of this research, therefore, is that it simultaneously 

helps to fill the deficiency in the literature outlined in the previous paragraph, and in 

doing so, attempts to address the perceived lack of temporal dynamism in the SLF 

without, it is hoped, losing its ability to inform understandings of the nuances of 

development and how to promote it. 

This chapter will introduce Sierra Leone as the focus of this study, first 

drawing on the United Nations Development Programmeôs (UNDP) Human 

Development Index (HDI) to outline the general extent of underdevelopment in 

Sierra Leone, then the context of the study  area will be outlined through a brief 

discussion of the countryôs historical, geographical, climatic, demographic and 

economic characteristics. It will then introduce Panguma and Kayima, the two small 

towns used as case-studies for this research, outlining their general characteristics, 

before describing the prevailing food production system which constitutes the 
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primary source of livelihood for the majority of the population in each community. 

Finally, it will provide an overview of the aims and objectives of this research, and 

outline the structure for the remainder of the thesis.  

 

1.2 An introduction to Sierra Leone  

Sierra Leone is an interesting case study for exploring long-term continuity and 

change for two main reasons. First, it has long been one of the worldôs least developed 

countries, as highlighted in Table 1.1, which summarises Sierra Leoneôs performance 

in terms of a number of key indicators from the UNDPôs HDI, in comparison to 

regional and global averages. Secondly, it went through a brutal civil war from 1991 

until 2002, in which more than 50,000 people were killed, countless others subjected 

to amputation, rape and assault, and more than half of the population displaced 

(Bellows and Miguel, 2009). As a consequence, economic and subsistence activities 

were severely disrupted, much of the countryôs infrastructure was destroyed or badly 

damaged, and poverty became widespread and deeply engrained (Binns and 

Maconachie, 2005). Thus, a retrospective longitudinal assessment of livelihoods in 

Panguma and Kayima not only has the potential to explore the extent to which the 

conflict has contributed to underdevelopment in rural communities, adding to our 

knowledge of post-conflict societies in the process, but can also help identify other 

potential contributing factors to such underdevelopment. This section will begin with 

an overview of development indicators in Sierra Leone, before outlining the 

historical, geographical, climatic, demographic and economic characteristics of the 

country. 

1.2.1 Overview of development indicators in Sierra Leone 

The HDI is a multidimensional tool for measuring average achievement in three key 

dimensions of human development: a long and healthy life, being knowledgeable, 

and having a decent standard of living. The HDI is the geometric mean of normalised 

indices for each of these dimensions, and incorporates indicators such as life 

expectancy, expected and mean years of schooling and Gross National Income (GNI) 

(UNDP, 2016a). As Table 1.1 illustrates, Sierra Leone had an HDI of 0.413 in 2016, 

which ranks it a lowly 181 of the 188 countries for which data exists. In terms of 

health indicators, life expectancy at birth in Sierra Leone is just 50.9 years, while 

infant mortality is 107.2 per 1000 live births. In terms of education, a child of school 
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entrance age can be expected to receive 8.6 years of schooling, but those aged 25 and 

older have, on average, only received a paltry 3.1 years of schooling, and as a 

consequence, less than half of the population above the age of 15 is literate. 

Economically, Sierra Leone has a GNI per capita of US$1,780, which is only just 

over half of the average for countries categorised by UNDP as having óLow Human 

Developmentô, while only 65.2% of the population aged over 15 are employed. 

 

(Source: UNDP, 2016a) 

 

 While the HDI simplifies and captures part of what human development 

entails, it does not incorporate other elements, such as inequality, poverty or human 

security, for example. Consequently, the Human Development Report Office 

(HDRO) offers a number of other composite indices which aim to capture some of 

the key issues of human development, inequality, gender disparity and human 

poverty (UNDP, 2016a), some of which are also included in Table 1.1. The 

inequality-adjusted HDI (IHDI), for example, adjusts the HDI for inequalities within 

the three dimensions of human development outlined in the previous paragraph. In 

the case of Sierra Leone, the IHDI value of 0.241 is nearly half of its HDI value, 

indicating significant inequality. Further illustrating this point is the Gender 

Development Index of 0.814, which indicates a significant disparity in the ratio of 

female to male HDI values. Finally, the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) of 

Table 1.1: Selected development indicators from the UNDPôs HDI comparing Sierra 

Leone with regional and global averages  

Country/Region 

 

Indicator  

Sierra 

Leone 

Sub-

Saharan 

Africa 

World Low Human 

Development 

HDI (2014) 0.413 0.518 0.711 0.505 

Life Expectancy at Birth (years) (2014) 50.9 58.5 71.5 60.6 

Infant Mortality Rate (per 1000 live births)  107.2 60.8 33.6 61.5 

Expected years of schooling (2014) 8.6 9.6 12.2 9.0 

Mean years of schooling (2014) 3.1 5.2 7.9 4.5 

Adult Literacy Rate (% aged 15+) (2013) 44.5 58.4 81.2 57.1 

GNI per capita PPP$ (2014) 1780 3363 14,301 3085 

Employment to Population Ratio (% aged 

15+) (2013) 

65.2 65.7 59.7 63.9 

Inequality-adjusted HDI (IHDI) (2014) 0.241 0.345 0.548 0.343 

Gender Development Index (GDI) (2014) 0.814 0.872 0.924 0.830 

Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) 

(2013) 

0.411 NA NA NA 
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0.411, measures the proportion of the population that is multidimensionally poor, 

indicating that nearly half of Sierra Leoneôs population is living in poverty.  

 In line with the conceptualisation of development as ópositive change over 

timeô intimated above, these indicators mean little unless contextualised within a 

temporal dimension. As such, where data exist, change in the indicators over time is 

summarised in Figure 1.11. Sierra Leoneôs HDI has exhibited steady growth since it 

was first measured in 1990, nearly doubling from 0.262 to its current value of 0.413. 

In totality, all other indicators represented in Figure 1.1 have also improved over time, 

albeit from a very low base. Life expectancy has increased from 40.6 in 1980, to 50.9 

in 2014; infant mortality has dropped from 158.1 per 1000 live births in 1990, to 

107.2 in 2013; expected years of schooling for a child of school entrance age has 

nearly doubled from 4.7 years in 1980, to 8.6 years in 2014, while mean years of 

schooling received by those older than 25 has more than tripled from 1 year in 1980, 

to 3.1 years in 2014; the employment to population ratio has marginally increased 

from 62% in 1995, to 65.2% in 2013; and finally the GNI per capita has increased 

from US$1153 in 1980, to US$1780 in 2014. Thus it could be argued that positive 

change, and therefore ódevelopmentô, has occurred over time, although it is important 

to acknowledge that these statistics are nationwide and obscure serious regional and 

local inequalities. The other noticeable trend evident in Figure 1.1, is the dip in some 

of the indicators during the 1990s. Life expectancy at birth, GNI per capita, and 

expected years of schooling all significantly declined during this period, highlighting 

the impact that the brutal civil war (1991-2002) had on development. 

 

                                                           
1 The majority of indicators have been scaled to a range of 0-1, to enable them to all be 
represented on the same axis. See key at the bottom of Figure 1.2 for more detail on how each has 
been scaled. 
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Figure 1.1: Trends of selected development indicators from the UNDPôs HDI 

over time in Sierra Leone (Source: UNDP, 2016a) 

 

1.2.2 History 

Sierra Leone is thought to have been populated continuously for at least 2,500 years, 

and the region was organised into trade networks that connected different parts of the 

coast and rivers of upper Guinea with long distance trade routes in the northeast long 

before European contact in the 15th Century (Brooks, 1993). The name Sierra Leone 

is derived from óSerra Lyoaô, Portuguese for óLion Mountainô, which was purportedly 

the name that Portuguese explorer Pedro da Cintra gave to the hills surrounding what 

is now known as Freetown Harbour, as he surreptitiously mapped the West African 

coastline in 1462  (Kup, 1962). Following this expedition, Portuguese traders arrived, 
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and were followed by the Dutch and the French, with each nation using Sierra Leone 

as trading point for slaves brought by African traders from interior areas (Sibthorpe, 

1970). In 1562, the transatlantic slave trade was initiated, consisting of a triangular 

route in which European merchant ships exported goods to West Africa, including 

Sierra Leone, in return for enslaved Africans, gold, ivory and spices. These ships then 

travelled across the Atlantic to American colonies, where they sold the Africans as 

slaves for sugar, tobacco and other produce, which was then transported back to 

Europe (Shaw, 2002).  

 In 1787, following American independence and the founding of an anti-

slavery movement in Britain, a settlement was established on the coast at Freetown 

to settle freed slaves under the auspices of the British-based Sierra Leone Company 

(Pham, 2005). In 1808, with the abolition of slavery, the company handed over the 

settlement to the British Government, and it became the Crown Colony of Sierra 

Leone (Clapham, 1976). During the 19th Century, traders moved inland and the 

boundaries of the country were fully demarcated, culminating in the declaration of a 

British Protectorate over the interior in 1896 (Binns, 1980). At this time, the British 

introduced a hierarchical system of local chieftaincies by empowering a set of 

Paramount Chiefs as the sole authority of local government. Under this system, chiefs 

are elected for life by a Tribal Authority made up of local notables, but only 

individuals from the designated ruling families of a chieftaincy are eligible to become 

Paramount Chief. This system is still in place today, and until the World Bank 

Sponsored formation of local councils in 2004, effectively remained the only 

institution of local government (Reed and Robinson, 2012). From 1886 until 

independence in 1961, the country was known as the Colony and Protectorate of 

Sierra Leone (Binns, 1980). 

 Post-independence, Sierra Leone quickly moved from a fledgling democracy 

(1961-1967) under the leadership of Sir Milton Margai and his half-brother Albert, 

to a one-party state (1968-1991), initially under Siaka Stevens, and then Joseph 

Momoh. This period was characterised by corrupt governance, economic 

mismanagement, and a series of military coups, and culminated in the brutal Sierra 

Leone Civil War which stretched from 1991 until 2002. Since the end of the war, 

democracy has been restored, with three peaceful, free and fair parliamentary and 

presidential elections held in 2002, 2007, and 2012. This post-independence period 

is discussed in much greater depth in Chapter 4 of this thesis, with particular emphasis 
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placed on the political economy before, during and after the civil war, the war itself 

and the impact it had on peopleôs livelihoods, and the ongoing reconstruction efforts 

since the culmination of the war. 

1.2.3 Geography   

Sierra Leone is a small country located on the coast of West Africa. It has an area of 

72,335Ὧά, and is bordered by Guinea in the north and northeast, and Liberia to the 

southeast (Figure 1.2). Administratively, Sierra Leone is divided into four regions: 

the Northern Province, the Eastern Province, the Southern Province and the Western 

Area. Each region is divided into districts, and each district is divided into chiefdoms. 

Overall, there are 14 districts and 149 chiefdoms (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2006). The 

topography of Sierra Leone is also divided into four main regions: the interior plateau 

and hill region, which has a general altitude of between 400-600m above sea level, 

but reaches to 1948m at its highest peak (Mount Bintumani), and covers most of the 

north-eastern part of the country; the interior plains, which lie to the west of the 

escarpment demarcating the interior plateau and hill region, and has a general altitude 

range of 30-220m above sea level; the narrow, low-lying and often swampy coastal 

plain which extends approximately 40km inland from the coast, and runs south-

westward from the Freetown Peninsula; and the Freetown Peninsula itself, which 

consists of three roughly parallel mountain ranges rising to over 600m, and a raised 

beach at the northern base of these mountains, upon which Freetown is built (Binns, 

1980; Larbi, 2012).  

Five main rivers, Sewa (340km), Little Scarcies (260km), Rokel (260km), 

Jong (230km), and Moa (190km), flow from northeast to southwest, discharging into 

the Atlantic Ocean (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2014). The rivers are all rocky and 

torrential in their upper courses, but open into wide estuaries which penetrate far 

inland and are bordered by mangrove swamps and floodplains (Vanden Bossche and 

Bernacsek, 1990). In addition, six smaller basins and drainage areas, namely Great 

Scarcies, Lokko, Rokel Estuary, Western, Robbi/Thauka and Sherbro Water 

Resource Areas, complete Sierra Leoneôs hydrological system (Lapworth et al., 

2015).  

In terms of vegetation cover, Sierra Leone can be broadly classified into three 

zones: forest, which outside of protected forest reserves is predominantly secondary 

woodland, or farm bush, as a result of clearing for shifting cultivation; savanna 
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grassland, which predominates in the north of the country, but can also be found along 

the coast in the south; and swampy marshland, which is mostly found along the coast 

in the Southern Province, but also in inland river valleys, and generally consists of 

mangroves, as well as scattered patches of bushes and savannah woodland (Larbi, 

2012). Soils range from strongly weathered Ferrasols with low nutrient levels on the 

interior and coastal plains; to Pisoplinthic Plinthosols, with accumulations of iron that 

hardens irreversibly when exposed to air and sunlight, and Lithic Leptosols, which 

are shallow soils over hard rock with a bedrock close to the surface, on the interior 

plateau and Freetown Peninsula (Lapworth et al., 2015). In a general sense, soils are 

light, lateritic, and naturally infertile, with the most fertile soils located along certain 

river valleys, and in some inland swamps, due to a thick deposit of alluvium (Binns, 

1980).  

 

 

Figure 1.2: Map of Sierra Leone, indicating the study sites, and its position on 

the African continent (Source: Maconachie and Binns, 2007a) 
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1.2.4 Climate 

Sierra Leone has a tropical climate with an average annual temperature of 26.15°C, 

and an average annual rainfall of 2673mm, which is amongst the highest in West 

Africa (World Bank, 2016). As depicted in Figure 1.3, however, there are strong 

seasonal variations in the climate, with a distinct rainy season from April to 

November, and a dry season from November to April. The dry season is characterised 

by dry, hot weather with high humidity, although there is also a short period of dry 

weather with low humidity when the Harmattan, a cool, dry wind, blows from the 

Sahara Desert, and night-time temperatures can drop as low as 16°C (Larbi, 2012). 

March is the hottest month, with an average temperature of 27.6°C, but temperatures 

can reach as high as 40°C at any time during the dry season, and the average monthly 

rainfall ranges from just 5.5mm in January, to 105.2mm in April. In contrast, the 

rainy season is marginally cooler, with an average temperature of 24.5°C in August, 

but significantly wetter, with the average monthly rainfall ranging from 224.1mm in 

May, to 536.3mm at its height in August. There are also geographical variations in 

precipitation, with average annual rainfall highest on the Freetown Peninsula, and 

generally decreasing inland and eastwards (Merkel, 2016). 

 

Figure 1.3: Average monthly temperature and rainfall for Sierra Leone from 

1900-2012 (Source: World Bank, 2016). 
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1.2.5 Demography 

The population of Sierra Leone at the time of the 2015 census was provisionally 

listed as 7,075,641, with an annual growth rate of 2.22%, and a sex ratio of 96.5 

males for every 100 females (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2016). Sierra Leoneôs growing 

and relatively youthful (see Figure 1.4) population is largely driven by its high total 

fertility rate of approximately 5 live births per woman, which in turn is sustained by 

a continued desire for large families, limited access to, and therefore use of, 

contraceptives, and the early start to child bearing (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2014). 

Notwithstanding the high total fertility rate, population growth in Sierra Leone is 

kept in check by extremely high infant, child and maternal mortality rates which 

result from widespread poverty, limited access to quality healthcare services, poor 

nutrition, limited access to potable water and sanitation, and the high prevalence of 

female genital cutting (UNICEF, 2008).  

As noted above, the population of Sierra Leone is relatively youthful. Brown 

et al. (2005) state that Sierra Leoneôs social and demographic landscape is changing, 

arguing that its population has never before been younger, more urban and more 

mobile. Yet governance at the state, district and local levels largely remains the 

domain of older men. This has generated the ócrisis of youthô thesis, which laments 

the inability of young people to attain social adulthood because of continuing 

gerontocratic and patrimonial control of resources (Peters, 2011a). While considered 

by many to have been a key factor in the outbreak of the civil war (Richards, 1995), 

it is now suggested that this intergenerational divide is experienced much more 

widely among youths, and continues to have a significant impact on lives and 

livelihoods in Sierra Leone, particularly in rural areas (Peters, 2011b).  
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Figure 1.4: Age structure of the population in Sierra Leone 2016 (Source: 

IndexMundi, 2016) 

 

The household module of the 20042 population census identifies eighteen 

major ethnic groups (See Table 1.2), with the largest being the Mende, who make up 

approximately 32.2% of the population, and are primarily located in the Southern and 

Eastern Provinces, and the Temne, who make up approximately 31.8% of the 

population, and are predominantly located in the Northern Province (Statistics Sierra 

Leone, 2006). Creoles, the decendents of freed slaves who settled in Freetown from 

the late 18th Century, are also of particular importance despite only contributing 1.4% 

of the population, as they are among the most highly educated, tend to live around 

Freetown, and dominate administrative posts throughout the country (Glennerster et 

al., 2010). Among those listed as óotherô include a significant Lebanese community, 

pockets of Liberians and Guineans, as well as some Indians and Europeans, all of 

whom predominantly live in the greater Freetown area (Statistics Sierra Leone, 

2006). 

 

                                                           
2 Ethnic composition statistics from the 2015 population census were unavailable at the time of 
writing. Glennerster et al. (2010), however, state that the national ethnic composition has 
remained relatively stable over a long period of time.  
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Table 1.2: Ethnic composition of Sierra Leone in 2004  

Ethnic 

Group 

% of Population Predominant Location 

Mende 32.2 Southern and Eastern Provinces 

Temne 31.8 Northern Province 

Limba 8.3 Northern Province 

Kono 4.4 Eastern Province 

Kuranko 4.1 Northern Province 

Sherbro 2.3 Southern Province 

Fullah 3.7 Northeast and Western Area 

Susu 2.9 Northern Province 

Loko 2.6 Northern Province 

Kissi 2.5 Eastern and Southern Province 

Madingo 2.4 Northern and Eastern Provinces 

Krio 1.4 Freetown and Western Area 

Yalunka 0.7 Northern Province 

Krim 0.2 Southern Province 

Kru 0.2 Eastern Province and Freetown 

Vai 0.1 Eastern Province 

Other 0.6 NA 

(Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2006) 

 

Sierra Leone is a multilingual country with upwards of 20 languages. While 

English is the official language, its use is largely restricted to government 

administration, schools and the media. Rather, Sierra Leonean Krio, a contact 

language developed among different groups of resettled emancipated slaves and other 

indigenous inhabitants of the Freetown area, has become the lingua franca, spoken 

by up to 95% of the population, despite the relatively small size and limited 

geographic spread of the Creole people (Oyetade and Fashole-Luke, 2008). In 

addition, each of the different ethnic groups mentioned above speaks a different 

language belonging to the Niger-Congo family of African Languages. In line with 

the ethnic composition of Sierra Leone discussed above, the Mende and Temne 

languages are each spoken by approximately 30% of the population, while Limba, 

Kono, Susu, Sherbro, Fullah, Yalunka, Krim, Vai, Kissi, Kru, Koranko, Loko and 

Madingo are all still spoken to some extent (Oyetade and Fashole-Luke, 2005). 

 Statistical information on religion in Sierra Leone is highly variable. The 

World Food Programme (WFP) (2011), for example, states that 60% of the 

population are Muslim, 30% Christian, with the remaining 10% belonging to 

indigenous religions. In contrast, The Sierra Leone Demographic and Health Survey 
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2013, published by Statistics Sierra Leone (2014), states that Muslims make up 

78.2% of the total population, Christians 21.2%, with the remaining 0.6% categorised 

as other, none or missing data. Despite this variability, it is clear that Islam is the 

predominant religion, but that a significant Christian minority also exists. A strong 

sense of religious harmony between Muslims and Christians is evident in Sierra 

Leone, with inter-faith marriages common, and a growing proportion of the 

population identifying as both Muslim and Christian (The Economist, 2014).   

1.2.6 Economy 

The economy of Sierra Leone is primarily based on agriculture, which accounted for 

approximately 41% of the countryôs gross domestic product (GDP) in 2013 (Statistics 

Sierra Leone, 2014). This, however, represents a sharp decline in the share of GDP 

attributable to agriculture, which was as high as 58% as recently as 2007, largely due 

to an upturn in mining activities during this period (ADB and OECD, 2009; Statistics 

Sierra Leone, 2014). This shift notwithstanding, a disproportionate 80% of the 

working population were employed within the agricultural sector in 2007 (ABD and 

OECD, 2009), and more than two thirds of the population are directly involved in 

subsistence agriculture (Konig, 2008). Within the agricultural sector, rice is the most 

important crop, and is grown by virtually all farmers. In 2007, an estimated 637,983 

tons were produced, which equates to more than 100kg per capita (Coalition for 

African Rice Development, 2009). Other important domestic food crops include 

cassava, maize, millet, sorghum, sweet potato and groundnut (Larbi, 2012). In 

addition to these staple food crops, coffee, cocoa, kola nut, palm oil and fish 

constitute the major agricultural exports of Sierra Leone (Statistics Sierra Leone, 

2014).   

 Beyond agriculture, services, which include wholesale and retail trade, 

tourism, transport, and government; financial, professional and personal services 

such as education, healthcare, and real estate, are the next biggest contributors to 

GDP in Sierra Leone at approximately 34% in 2013 (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2014). 

The mining sector, upon which Sierra Leoneôs economy has historically relied, 

declined significantly over the latter quarter of the 20th century, accounting for less 

than 6% of GDP between 2001 and 2011 (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2014). As noted 

above, however, there has been an upturn in mining activities in recent years, 

primarily as a result of the discovery, and subsequent mining, of iron ore in the 
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Northern Province in 2011, while mining of Sierra Leoneôs other primary mineral 

resources including diamonds, rutile, bauxite and gold has remained relatively steady 

(Statistics Sierra Leone, 2014). Consequently, the proportion of GDP attributable to 

the mining industry doubled to 12% in 2012 (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2014). In 

contrast, the manufacturing sector, which mainly consists of import-substituting 

industries such as furniture making, wood and metal working, tailoring and footwear 

production, and the manufacturing of concrete blocks for construction, accounted for 

only 2% of the GDP in 2013 (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2014; Sesay, 2014). 

 

1.3 Field sites 

This section provides a short description of Panguma and Kayima, the two small 

towns selected for this research. The information presented is intended to 

contextualise each place and its people, whereas the rationale for their selection will 

be elaborated upon in Chapter 3, and a detailed analysis of livelihoods and 

development within each will constitute Chapters 4, 5 and 6. In a general sense, both 

Panguma and Kayima are located in the Eastern Province, and both lie on the interior 

plateau. Otherwise numerous differences exist between the two, and thus the 

geographical, climatic and demographic characteristics of each will now be discussed 

in turn.  

1.3.1 Panguma 

Panguma is situated on the eastern foot slopes of the Kambui Hills at a height of 

approximately 305m, and is approximately 42km, some two hours travel time, north 

of Kenema, the provincial capital (see Figure 1.2 and Figure 1.5). The topography of 

the area is characterised by steep-sided hills, many of which have bare rock surfaces 

and well forested foot slopes, separated by low lying and often swampy areas. The 

vegetation in the area is predominantly secondary forest, with primary forest 

restricted to small pockets within what is left of the protected forest reserves. In terms 

of climate, Panguma has an annual rainfall of 2720mm, largely falling between April 

and November, and a mean annual temperature of 26.5°C, with minimal seasonal and 

diurnal fluctuations (World Bank, 2016). 

 Panguma is the headquarter town of Lower Bambara Chiefdom, which is 

located in the Kenema District. The population of Panguma at the time of fieldwork 

was estimated at 7,965, though obtaining accurate town-level population statistics 
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was extremely difficult. The majority of people from Panguma and surrounding area 

are from the Mende tribe, who are thought to have emanated from a small group of 

hunters who migrated from Guinea to the southeast of Sierra Leone some 450 years 

ago (Little, 1967). The Mende, along with the Temne, are now the largest ethnic 

group in Sierra Leone (Staistics Sierra Leone, 2006). Mende is the main language 

spoken in Panguma, but a wide array of other tribal languages are also evident, and 

the use of Krio is widespread, and English is relatively common. 

 

 

Figure 1.5: Aerial photograph of Panguma in 2014 (Source: Google Maps, 

2014a) 

 

1.3.2 Kayima 

Kayima is more isolated than Panguma, located 40km, some 3 hours travel time, 

northwest of Koidu, the second largest city in the Eastern Province (see Figure 1.2 
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and Figure 1.6). It is situated at an altitude of 366m on a highly dissected plateau, 

punctuated by large isolated hills (Binns, 1980). The vegetation in the area is 

primarily savanna interspersed with secondary forest. In terms of climate, Kayima 

receives slightly less rainfall over a marginally shorter rainy season than Panguma, 

with a mean average rainfall of 2540mm primarily falling between May and October 

(World Bank, 2016). Mean annual temperatures are similar to those in Panguma, 

though there are greater diurnal and seasonal variations due to the effects of the 

Harmattan wind being more pronounced further north. 

 Kayima is the headquarter town of Sandor Chiefdom, which is the largest 

chiefdom in Kono District. Kayima is significantly smaller than Panguma, with the 

population at the time of fieldwork estimated at 1,881, though as with Panguma, 

accurate town-level population statistics are difficult to obtain. The majority of the 

population in Kayima and the surrounding area are from the Kono tribe, who are 

thought to have migrated to this part of Sierra Leone from what is now Guinea, 

sometime during the 17th Century (Parsons, 1964). Kono is the primary language 

spoken in Kayima, and the use of Krio is also widespread, but English is not as 

commonly used as in Panguma, and is largely restricted to use in the main primary 

school and secondary school.  
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Figure 1.6: Aerial photograph of Kayima in 2014 (Google Maps, 2014b) 

 

1.4 The upland rice farm 

Subsistence agriculture, as stated earlier, is practiced by more than two thirds of the 

entire population in Sierra Leone, but an even higher proportion of the rural 

population is engaged, and thus it constitutes the primary source of livelihood for 

most rural households. The upland rice farm is the most commonly practiced form of 

subsistence agriculture in Panguma and Kayima, though, as will be discussed in 

Chapter 6, the use of swampland for agriculture has become more widespread in 

recent decades. In addition, many rural households complement their subsistence 

needs with cash crops such as coffee, cocoa, palm oil, pineapple, orange, banana and 

kola nut. This section will outline the annual cycle of the upland rice farm so as to 

provide context to the prevailing livelihood for the majority of households in 

Panguma and Kayima. 


