Overview
The Liberia Macroeconomic Policy and Analysis Center (LIMPAC) is a specialized
Department with the Ministry of Finance and Development Planning (MFDP) providing
technical support and capacity building across government ministries and agencies. The
Center conducted the first Policy Forum on the state of the Liberian Economy focusing
on “identifying short, medium, and long terms strategies for economic diversification,
growth, and stability in Liberia. The forum builds on the recommendations from
the study, which assessed the impact of the drawdown of the United Nations Military
Mission (UNMIL) on the Liberian Economy. The report emphasizes the need for
economic diversification to address existing structural problems facing the country,
which has partly exacerbated the impact of UNMIL drawdown on the macro-economy.
The maiden edition of the forum was held on Friday, October 19, 2018 at a local hotel
(Bella Casa) in Sinkor, Monrovia, Liberia. The forum brought together panelists
from different professional backgrounds across different sectors of the Liberian
economy, with huge experience in research and development, business and economic
management, agricultural policy, oil and gas management, governance and rule of
law, educational advancement, among others. At the policy symposium, participants
and panelists shared knowledge on key strategies for diversification and provided
recommendations and policy options to structurally transform the economy.
In his opening remarks, the Executive Director of LIMPAC, Mr. Del-Francis Wreh thanked
the participants for honoring the forum and praised the African Capacity Building
Foundation (ACBF) for their financial and technical support to LIMPAC, out which the
research study and forum have been achieved. He also thanked the Minister of Finance
and Development Planning, Minister Samuel D. Tweah, Jr. and his senior management
team for their support and guidance to the management and staff of LIMPAC.

During official launched of the forum program, the Minister of Finance and Development
Planning, & Chairman of the Board of Management of LIMPAC, Hon. Samuel D. Tweah,

Jr., acknowledged the existence of structural vulnerability to shocks, and the country’s
natural resource endowment. This situation, in the context of Liberia, reinforces
the need to diversify the economy through return-generating public investments,
ensuring value addition via a resilient private sector, and developing productive work
force. He further emphasized the urgent need to shift from too much dependence on
raw material exports to an economy that is more productive and resilient to shocks.
Minister Tweah also used the forum to thank the African Capacity Building Foundation
(ACBF) for their support to LIMPAC and Pro-Poor Initiative of His Excellency George
Manneh Weah, President of Republic of Liberia. He praised the LIMPAC team and
passionately call on other donor partners to emulate the role of the ACBF and provide
support to LIMPAC. Key points from Minister Tweah deliberations include the followings:
•

The Liberian economy experience different shocks compare to other countries in the
region-such as the Ebola outbreak and prolonged commodity price decline. So, it is
important that we understand diversification in the context of Liberia;

•

The ratio of foreign currency to local currency deposits is declining and this is raising
serious concern;

•

There is a need to help Liberian businesses in key sectors to be more competitive
through industrial deepening and export expansions;

•

But there are still challenges that we need to look at keenly:
•

We have excess land with limited qualities;

•

We need to understand that issues like land dispute is not a natural disaster
unlike the Ebola outbreak;

•

We have control over land dispute to better our economy, but not natural
phenomenon or exogenous shocks; and

•

It is therefore important for us to maximize control over forces we can control
such as land disputes, which continue to undermine investment in the oil-palm
industry.

•

Investment is critical for Liberia’s transformation;

•

Human capital development especially in sciences is crucial¬, academic institution
should take the lead;

•

There is still capacity problem in Liberia. Majority of our medical doctors lack
confidence in their field;

•

Return generating investment is key on national development agenda, but there is
no easy way to do this;

•

Moving towards a cashless economy (digital economy) such as local currency bond
development using Liberian Dollars (LRD) as financial instrument is more important
than ever;

•

We need to begin to materialize our investment in infrastructures by creating
investment corridors along the way. Borrowing to build roads makes sense but more

so if we are able to generate returns that would service the debt at maturity; and
•

Diversification requires a strong private sector. This means that we should build
not just a private sector but one that is more resilient since shocks are naturally
unavoidable.

Consultant Presentation - Impact of the drawdown of the United Nations Military Mission
(UNMIL) on the Liberian Economy
The presence of UNMIL moderately impacted economic growth in the initial years of
UNMIL deployment beginning from 2003. However, this impact declines as you move
forward to 2017/2018. The major finding from the Consultant’s report is that UNMIL’s
major contribution to Liberia was the “restoration of peace and security.” On the
absence of UNMIL, the report gathered that services particularly in the sub-sector of
residence (hotels) and entertainment are expected to be hit. From this finding, the report
recommended “Economic Diversification”- value addition to our exports - and “PublicPrivate-Partnership.”
To drastically reduce poverty, the report recommends the use of short-term gestation
crops with emphasis on palm oil. Palm oil is used in the production of several commodities
and is very cheap, less costly, and has a strong regional and international demand for its
varieties. By consequence, it has the capacity to generate more revenue. Additionally,
the Palm oil industry has the potential of creating 150,000 jobs. By adding value to our
produces for export, we will increase income of farmers and help stabilized the exchange
rate and price of commodities. This makes crops (palm oil, rice, cassava cocoa and
coffee) with short-term gestation periods the ideal candidates to turn to in the short and
medium terms.
Take away from the study and the consultant’s presentation:
•
•

Main research methodology employed in the study: Desk reviews
The restoration of peace and security was seen as the greatest economic impact of

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

UNMIL drawdown since it increased investors’ confidence in the post crisis economy;
From 2003 to 2018, UNMIL expenditure amounted to 7.5 Billion and mostly spent
offshore (about 90% spent outside of Liberia);
Annual local impact on GDP is US$827.7 million using 1.5 multiplier (Average US$55.2
million)
Greater impact was felt around 2004 to 2007;
Mission spending allowance (MSA) in Liberia has been declining;
Local procurement by UNMIL was relatively limited due to the structure of the
economy;
The report highlights both negative and positive impacts of UNMIL drawdown, but
the pass-through effect to inflation and exchange rate has been minimum than has
been pronounced;
Job losses (about 752 UNMIL staff and government-provided personnel in related
service industry); and
Real estate market suffers and there were revenue losses.

The report reemphasized the existence of fragility and vulnerability in the Liberian
economy and the importance of prudent debt management
•
•

Huge trade deficits and Liberia’s export earnings from rubber and iron ore can only
cover 20% of our import needs; and
Higher balance of payment issues that UNMIL absence has limited impact on, and
this shows the existence of structural vulnerability that is less resilient to external
shocks.

Recommendations to offset existing vulnerability and structural weakness of the Liberian
economy
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

Prudent debt management that is sustainable;
Structural and institutional reforms;
Public-private partnership to support infrastructural development;
Diversification of the economy from individual firm’s perspective and the aggregate
macro-economy;
Liberia can gain so much by harnessing opportunities within the Agriculture sector,
the palm-oil industry in particular;
Diversification could support Liberia’s growing work force which is currently made up
of majority unskilled laborers. The absence of need-based capacity development as
the economy moves toward full diversification could create gap in the labor market;
Land dispute is creating barrier for the expansion of the oil sector, particularly the
oil-palm industry. So inclusive citizen programs that resolve this issue are needed,
during land-use negotiations with concessionaires; and
Two policy failures in the oil-palm industry (such as land right and environmental
issue) has undermined the output potential of the sector.

The reports identified that the oil-palm industry alone can contribute or generate more
than US$2 billion annually if these policy failures are addressed. In short, Liberia’s
current GDP number of roughly around US$2 billion can be grossly maximized if we
make use of competitive advantage in the agricultural sector, particularly the oil-palm
industry. Why is this possible?
•

•

Lessons from Indonesia and Malaysia is clear. Due to the success stories from the oilpalm industry in Indonesia, the country was able to reduce rural poverty from about
70% to around 15%. These countries generate about US$20 billion from oil industry
and its derivatives. This raises the need for diversification and agricultural deepening
programs in Liberia, improving on existing methodology in the sector; and
The report observed that if concession issues and land tenure problems are resolved
in the oil sector such that land hectares are increased to around 200,000 hectares
from its current level (40 hectares in Liberia), then oil-palm industry will dominate
the proceeds generated from iron-ore exports.

Conclusion and recommendation
The report, in general, highlights the overall impact of UNMIL drawdown on the economy.
The impact is found to be minimum although there were some specific negative impacts
such as job loss, low occupancy rate for real estate, loss of revenue in the service
industry, etc. Therefore, the findings point more to existing structural problems that
have exacerbated the impact of UNMIL drawdown on the macro-economy. This calls for
the need to diversify the economy with the right policies and actions.
Specific recommendations from the presentation
•
•
•
•
•

•

Equitable land reform that is more comprehensive;
Focus on smart agriculture products and value addition;
There is a need to engage the soil with quality production and expansion to reduce
over reliance on imported rice;
Liberia’s BOP position can be improved by focusing on value addition and smart
agricultural production;
Value addition in the agricultural sector can benefit a lot from short-cycle crops
production in Liberia such as cassava, rice, cocoa, etc. These products can be harvested
more than once annually; and
In the midst of this, there is a need to create farm to market roads in key investment
corridors.

Participants’ interaction with Consultant (Questions &Answers)

Question 1: What prevents Liberia from increasing oil-palm production from 25%?
Answer 1: Lack of support from the Government is the main issue. There are so many
degraded forest that Liberia can focus on to increase oil-palm production. Oil-palm
production are environmentally sustainable and carbon potential can be improved by
planting in degraded forest.
Question 2: The report has recognized that the impact of UNMIL drawdown is minimum,
but since UNMIL forex inflow during the study was more than US$30 million, and that
CBL has been using around US$40 million to stabilize the economy through forex
intervention, and this amount has been partly successful. Don’t you think that the
absence of UNMIL has huge impact on the economy given that the forex receipt from
UNMIL has dropped drastically since the drawdown?
Answer 2: The problem in Liberia is more of a structural and balance of payment issue.
Comment on the quality of the study:
Dr. Lester Tenny, Vice President for Technical Services (NOCAL) argued that the research
is more qualitative and the researcher should have employed quantitative models such
as the autoregressive model to observe the transmission shocks. He further emphasized
that most problems in Liberia are transmission issues, and so policymakers and
practitioners need a bit of innovation. The absence of innovation, according to Dr. Tenny,
is one of the main problems facing Liberia.
Panel Discussions:
After the consultants presentation including interactions with the participants, a panel
discussion was commissioned to fertilize expert opinions and recommendations on
strategies for diversification. The panelists include:
Mr. Francis A. Dennis, Former President, Liberia Bank for
Development & Investment (LBDi), Liberia Banker Association, &
Liberia Chambers of Commerce

Atty. Kou Dorliae, Deputy Minister for Economic Policy, Ministry of
Justice, Liberia

Mr. Stanley Kamara, Economic Specialist, United Nations Development
Program (UNDP) Liberia

Dr. Lester Tenny, Vice President for Technical Services, National Oil
Company of Liberia (NOCAL),

Hon. Augustus J. Flomo, Deputy Minister for Economic Policy, Ministry
of Finance and Development Planning, Liberia

Dr. James F. Davis, Coordinator, Project Implementation Unit (PIU),
Ministry of Justice, Liberia

The theme of the panel discussion was “Identifying short, medium,
and long terms strategies to promote economic diversification, growth, and stability
in Liberia” and it generated lots of insightful thoughts on economic diversification,
including value addition to Liberia’s raw materials.
UNMIL presence in the country and their mild economic contribution just masked the
structural inefficiencies that was already pronounced in the country since the civil crises.
The presence of UNMIL did nothing substantive to address these issues, and as such,
and consistent with the recommendation coming from the report, there is a need to
address these constraints and diversify the economy. Even though what was presentedthe issue of making use of palm oil production-, a commodity that the country is thought
of having a comparative advantage in, there is a vast pool of other products (such as
pepper, cocoa, livestock products, marine lives, etc.) that can be harnessed to provide
higher economic return. In this regard, it is just a matter of thinking “smartly” and the
government commitment to resolving these age-old challenges. Meanwhile, there are
our traditional export commodities that cannot just be relegated to the periphery in
these discussions. In this respect, we should begin to look at ways to improve on iron
ore, rubber, forestry, etc., to make us more competitive in the world market.

With regards to the government commitment, it has been established that the
government is resolved to taking on these structural challenges heads-on and has shown
this commitment with the aim of supporting value addition mainly in the agriculture
sector, as reflected in its prioritization of agriculture in the current budget year. With
respect to the lack of capital investment, the fiscal authority reassured the discussion
that the government rates public investment in infrastructure highly and has begun
some of the works needed to address these issues. Also, the new administration will
make use of the Special Economic Zone (SEZs) to identify key investment corridors
across the country in order to facilitate economic diversification and make use of the
economies of scale that comes with such planning.
However, it was pointed out that care needs to be taken in the usage of public fund in
addressing these constraints. The donor representative on the panel stressed that the
donor community has witnessed monumental increase in the growth of the public wage
bill to about 70% of the core budget. This provides little scope for capital investment
financed by domestic resources. Given the increasing Debt-to-GDP ratio trend in recent
years, international financial market cannot go on forever making resource available to
the economy unless the government can embark on measures of fiscal discipline and
become operationally efficient. In this time of dire need for public capital investment,
which is expected to compliment private sector investment, the government will have
to come up with a set of fiscal rules that is attractive to the international market and its
partners. This is highly needed!
To partly relax the Debt-to-GDP ratio constraint and expand the scope of the revenue
base, it was suggested that the government can re-base the GDP, broaden the scope
of the formal economy by bringing firms in the informal economy on board, and even
experiment with taxing religious entities. Why these, especially the issue of taxing
religious bodies, remain an option, care needs to be taken in emphasizing the degree
to which economic growth can permeate society. It was emphasized that the social and
traditional fabrics may not allow such audacious policy, and hence may lead to social
and religious tensions – all of which could serve to dissipate the economic logic about
this in the first place.
In a complimenting drive, the government will have to make conducive and vibrant
its governance, legal, and regulatory environments in an attempt to attract capital
formation. The government should endeavor in strengthening property rights and
embark on land reform as even the recommendation stemming out of the report may be
sabotaged as there is a potential stand-off between land ownership and palm production
– the opportunity cost of oil palm production.
Another key recommendation coming out of the discussion was the need to invest
in human capacity to drive the process of diversification and compliment the “hard”

infrastructural investment so craved. It was pointed out that labour productivity
has been low even before the civil war, and in this regard, relegating human capacity
development for infrastructural development may not be the right way to drive the
diversification process and accumulate higher return from development. The human
component of capital is key in other to make accumulate wealth and reduce poverty and
allow us to derive higher returns from concessions activities also. Investment in skills
development in Liberia should also take into consideration efforts to work attitudes.
In Liberia, there is a gap between skills supply and the actual demand from the labour
market. This gap is one of the reasons driving the high level of unemployment in Liberia.
In an attempt to address this problem, it was almost a unanimous consensus coming
out of the discussion and further lamented by the audience that universities in Liberia
have, not up to now, developed or realigned their curriculum with market demands
for the development of employable skills for university graduates. It was argued that
many students almost have zero technical knowledge in STEM and technical skills of
successfully organizing a business. It was recommended that in order to have easier
employment within the labour market in line with demand from employers, universities
in Liberia should realign their curriculum for sustainable employability. With regards to
technical and vocational skills, it was advised that funding be made available
To ensure proper management of peace and security in Liberia in the absence of UNMIL,
representatives from the Ministry of Justice maintained that the Ministry is committed
to working with citizens, community and business leaders. The present transition plan
which was developed prior to UNMIL drawdown will help the Ministry of Justice to
sustain existing peace and create the right legal environment through which businesses
can flourish by strengthening community policing and improving legal proceedings. The
New LNP Act and framework will also look at emerging issues affecting the sector.
Summary comments and recommendations of each individual panelist
Hon. Francis A. Dennis, President Emeritus, Liberia Chambers of Commerce
•
•
•
•
•

It is good that the study/report has further exposed the need for diversification given
protracted underperformance of our BOP, the current account balance in particular;
We need to invest in human capacity to drive the process of diversification;
There is a need to lessen trade barrier in terms of import and export;
Liberia should make use of ECOWAS trade liberalization scheme by exploring regional
opportunities; and
Investment in skills development in Liberia should also take into consideration
efforts to improve work attitudes.

Atty. Kou Dorliae, Deputy Minister for Economic Policy, Ministry of Justice, Liberia

•

•
•

Since the impact of UNMIL drawdown is negligible and that the most important
driver of our economy has traditional been rubber and iron ore, which is vulnerable
to shocks, there is a need for value addition through diversification. We should
begin to look at ways to improve on iron ore, rubber, forestry, etc., to make us more
competitive in the world market;
Justice Ministry is committed to improving land rights. The new land rights consider
the important of negotiation between land owners and investors; and
The right implementation of the rule of law remains a major issue but the Ministry
is committed to improving on this to increase investors’ confidence in our effort to
diversify the economy.

Mr. Stanley Kamara, Economic Specialist, USAID-Liberia
•

•
•
•
•
•

To ensure successful diversification, the Government should try to do the following
things:
• Improve business climate;
• Invest in sector that have higher potential to create job;
• Improve social capital;
• Ensure strong fiscal discipline; and
• Adjust the structure of the budget in terms of allocation by reducing recurrent
expenditure to increase public investment in social programs and projects.
The Government should begin to think outside the box to identify smarter or
innovative way to diversify the economy;
Procurement issues need to be addressed to push this drive;
To support the process of diversification, Liberians need to adjust their consumption
behavior by valuing local production;
Community involvement to discuss land issues are important; and
It is now time for Liberia to jump from fruitless talking to taking sustainable actions
that are more responsive to diversification.

Dr. Lester Tenny, Vice President for Technical Services, NOCAL, Liberia
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

Diversification is a way to go in Liberia, at a macro level. We need to look at local ways
to improve the economy too;
We should not rely on particular commodity to diversify the economy;
We only need good transmissions of policies;
The government should look for easier way by thinking smart to diversify the economy;
To deal with the problem of resource curse, NOCAL will make sure that oil revenue
are used to promote growth and sustainable development. The company needs to
also ensure that oil explorations are taking place at the right areas;
NOCAL is committed to strengthening public-private partnership (PPP), and
developing sound business plan that will improve revenue intake;
One can safely say that NOCAL has been spending oil revenue in the wrong direction

•
•
•

over the past years in terms of huge salary disbursements and mismatched capacity
development programs;
Going forward, the company will ensure that budgetary resources are spent in the
right direction;
Rebase the economy to solve the issue relating to our inability to borrow more (Debt
to GDP ratio); and
Technical and vocational sciences can help poor countries to grow, but there has
been a mismatched of career path in Liberia. So the government needs to invest in
the right human capacity needs by working closely with higher learning institutions.

Hon. Augustus J. Flomo, Deputy Minister for Economic Policy, Ministry of Finance and
Development Planning, Liberia
•
•
•

•
•
•

The government can only handle shocks by diversifying the economy;
The issue of diversification is not an option, we must embark on it by investing in key
policy areas;
The goals set out in PAPD maybe ambitious but the new national development agenda
clearly captures the need for diversification by investing in key infrastructures,
creating jobs, expanding production in the agricultural sector, and strong fiscal
discipline;
The new administration will make use of the Special Economic Zone to identify key
investment corridors across the country;
Human capacity development and physical capital accumulation are key to driving a
successful diversification policy; and
The idea of value addition requires actual need assessment which is part of capacity
development process.

•
Dr. James F. Davis, Coordinator, Project Implementation Unit (PIU), Ministry of Justice,
Liberia
•
•
•
•
•
•

There are fiscal and monetary policy issues associated with diversification drive. So
we need to first of all set the page for successful diversification of the economy;
Without an improved domestic market and sound financial system, the drive toward
successful diversification is vulnerable to shocks;
Monetary and fiscal authorities should work to create demand for local currency to
deal with higher exchange rate volatility;
Governance, judicial and legal systems need to be strengthened to improve Liberia’s
Doing Business Report that attracts foreign and local investors;
To drive the process of diversification, there is a need to invest in human capacity
development programs;
In the absence of UNMIL, the existing transition plan which was developed prior to
UNMIL drawdown will help the Justice Ministry to sustain existing peace and create
the right legal environment for businesses to flourish; and

•

The New LNP Act and framework has been developed to look at basic issues in the
security sector.

Key Comments and suggestions from the audience
•

•

•
•
•
•
•

Comparative land use analysis should be done during concessions negotiations. It
is possible that concessions are in places where there are high mineral deposits. So,
efforts to diversify the economy and to resolve land issues in agricultural related
concession agreements should also focus on the mining sector;
Youth unemployment is not just skill mismatch but there is also an experience gap
in the labor market in Liberia. To we need to invest in career development programs
to fill this experience gap;
Agricultural diversification is an old age issue, so we need to “act now” to diversify
the aggregate macro-economy;
Agricultural banks should be resuscitated;
Diversification programs should first begin with the national budget every year,
reflected in sectoral allocations;
The government should increase tax base to support the process of diversification by
improving compliance level; and
A new bill will ensure that large companies save their export revenues generated
from production in Liberia to reduce offshore savings by creating the opportunity for
local banks to invest more in the country.

Summary of Participants’ feedbacks to the Panel Discussion
• Comparative land use analysis should be done during concessions negotiations. It
is possible that concessions are in places with high mineral deposits. So efforts to
diversify the economy and to resolve land issues in agricultural related concession
agreements should also focus on the mining sector;
• Youth unemployment is not just skill mismatch but there is also an experience gap in
the labor market in Liberia;
• Agricultural diversification is an old age issue, so we need to “act now” to diversify
the aggregate macro-economy;
• Agricultural banks should be resuscitated;
• Diversification programs should first begin with the national budget every year,
reflected in sectoral allocation;
• The government should increase tax base to support the process of diversification by
improving compliance level; and
• A new bill will ensure that large companies save their export revenues generated
from
• production in Liberia to reduce offshore savings by creating the opportunity for local
banks to invest more in the country.

Conclusion

The maiden policy forum created the opportunity to identify important policy actions
to promote economic diversification in Liberia. Although the study highlights negligible
impact of UNMIL drawdown on the economy, it however stresses the urgent need for
economic diversification in Liberia, through effective structural reforms and innovative
public investments. Such actions require strong political and economic wills that
ensure private sector development to promote sustainable value creation and industrial
growth. Like this study, a good number of studies support the importance of economic
diversification. For instance, Pedrana and Bardea (2012), in their scientific economic
report, observes that diversification has positive effects on the growth of individual firms
and the aggregate macro-economy. Another study by Gorvea and Vora (2015), in their
paper: “Reassessing export diversification strategies: A cross-country comparison”, also
observed interesting result on the importance of economic diversification. The authors
employed data from 44 countries as sample to assess export performance using the
single-index model of modern portfolio theory. From risk-return perspective, they found
that export portfolios comprise of manufactured products have a superior performance
than export portfolios from non-manufactured products, mainly natural resource export
portfolio. These findings reaffirm the significance of industrial deepening in a resourcerich country like Liberia, through effective diversification policies and programs.
However, key areas of successful implementation of good diversification policies
requires:
•

Higher financial resource mobilization such as increasing domestic tax compliance
levels across various economic sectors to expand the government fiscal space and
public investment potentials;

•

Strong involvement stakeholders and local actors from the public and private sectors,
the academia, youth and student community; and

•

Strong public leadership and good governance that involve multi-sectoral approach
and inclusive engagements to increase awareness and policy ownerships at all levels.

It is now time to act rather than to just compile a list of actionable points! All these
can be achieved under this government given its popular support and its expressed
commitment to embarking on inclusive growth and the emancipation of at least one
million (1 million) Liberians out of poverty.
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