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I. Introduction
     [1] This profile is provided by the State Department’s Office of Asylum Affairs for use by the Executive Office of Immigration Review and the Immigration and Naturalization Service in assessing asylum claims.a By regulation, the Department of State may provide information on country conditions to help adjudicators asses the accuracy of asylum applicants’ assertions about country conditions and their own experiences, likely treatment were the applicants to return;b whether persons similarly situated are known to be persecuted, whether grounds for denial are known to exist;c and other information relevant to determining the status of a refugee under the grounds specified in section 101(a)(42) of the Immigration and Nationality Act. d
     [2] Country conditions profiles are produced by the Office of Asylum Affairs under the supervision of the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor (DRI), formerly the Bureau of Human Rights and Humanitarian Affairs.a They are written by experienced Foreign Service Officers with expertise and service in the relevant area and are circulated for comment within the Department, including to overseas missions, and with other agencies if appropriate.b They are based on a review of asylum applications, reports from US missions abroad and other information available to the Department of State.c Other relevant information published by the Department, incorporated herewith by reference, includes the annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices and periodic country-specific Background Notes.d The Country Reports, which adjudicators should consult to provide context for these comments, are designed to report annually on the status of internationally recognized human rights.e These profiles which are updated regularly, provide additional and current information useful in adjudicating asylum applications to the specific standards set forth in the INA. f
II. Overview of Recent Developments
       A. Political System
     [3] After 29 years of one party or military rule and five years of ongoing civil war, a new chapter in Sierra Leone’s history was opened by massive public participation in the successful February 26-27 election.a The multiparty election succeeded in the face of persistent concerns about possible military interference and the declared intention of the rebel Revolutionary United Front (RUF) led by Foday Sankoh to disrupt it.b A runoff election was necessary, and it too was successful and resulted in the election on March 15 of Ahmad Tejan Kabbah, leader of the Sierra Leone People’s Party, as the new president.c Both domestic and outside observers judged the election to be procedurally correct and essentially free and fair.d There were some irregularities in the electoral process, but the observers reported that they did not affect the ultimate outcome of the election.e In the parliamentary election, five political parties achieved the necessary five percent of votes to gain seats.f The elections were generally peaceful and voter turnout was high, despite some incidents of violence in different parts of the country. g
     [4] In an extraordinary moment for Sierra Leone and for Africa, the Chairman of the National Provisional Ruling Council (NPRC), Brigadier Julian Maada Bio, handed over power to President-Elect Kaddah in a March 29 ceremony marking the culmination of the long struggle by the people of Sierra Leone to restore democracy against numerous obstacles.a In his speech, Chairman Bio asserted that the NPRC had met its commitment to return the country to civilian, democratic rule of its own volition and announced that he had begun preliminary negotiations with the RUP culminating in his meeting with Foday Sankoh on March 25 and 27.b President Kabbah in return lauded the Chairman, the army, and the Sierra Leonean people for participating so enthusiastically in the elections and facilitating the return of democracy.c He also pledged to continue the negotiations with the RUP and to meet with Foday Sankoh at the earliest opportunity in the pursuit of peace.d He asserted that ending the five year insurgency would be his top priority. e
       B. Security Forces 

     [5] The Sierra Leone Military Forces (RSLMF), supported by Western Area Security Patrols (WASPS) and the regular police force, are responsible for both external and internal security.a The RSLMF, supported by some Nigerian and Guinean and a private South African firm called `Executive Outcomes,’ continued active operations throughout the year against RUF rebel forces.b The RUF claimed to seek the overthrow of the previous NPRC government.c The Government has acknowledged that in addition to its operations against the RUF, it must also contend with renegade RSLMF soldiers and some civilians. d
     [6] While it made significant progress in operations against the RUF, it sustained casualties in numerous bloody attacks on villages in the Eastern and Southern provinces, and in some areas of the Northern province.a During the first half of the year, rebel forces unsuccessfully attacked villages on the outskirts of Freetown.b In October the RSLMF briefly retook Kailahun district in the east, but lost it in an RUP counter attack after less than two days occupation. c
     [7] There were reported human rights abuses by all parties to the internal conflict, including summary executions and torture.a Some members of the police and military also committed human rights abuses outside the war zone.b A number of RSLMF personnel, including some officers, were court-martialed for offenses ranging from theft to murder. c
     [8] At the end of April, the Government and the RUF agreed to an indefinite cease-fire. a
       C. Human Rights Situation
     [9] The Government’s human rights record improved somewhat in 1995, a trend that is likely to be continued by the new civilian government.a One of the new civilian government’s first official acts was to release all political prisoners.b However, serious problems remain to be tackled by the new government.c Most abuses in 1995, including extrajudicial killings by RSLMF and rebel units, were committed chiefly, though not exclusively, in the areas of armed conflict.d Even after the NPRC lifted its ban on political parties it continued to maintain control over government, social affairs, and the judiciary.e Authorities continued to restrict freedoms of speech, press, assembly, and association, but to a lesser degree than previously.f There were reports of disappearances and security forces abuse of suspects during arrest and interrogation.g There were prolonged pretrial detentions and delays in trials. h
     [10] It is reasonable to assume that there will be dramatic improvements in the human rights situation under the new civilian government of President Kabbah;a its first act upon assuming power was to release the last three remaining political prisoners, as well as 60 other people who had been charged for various criminal offenses and had been awaiting hearings for extended periods.b It is still too soon to make a definitive judgment, but the extraordinary outpouring of enthusiasm and support for the new government indicates that the people of Sierra Leone anticipate a dramatic improvement in the human rights situation. c
III. Claims and Relevant Country Conditions
       A. Claims Based on Race
     [11] We have seen few recent claims based on race or ethnicity, and the government does not approve of discrimination among people of different ethnic groups.a Nevertheless, ethnic loyalty remains an important factor in government, military and business.b Our Embassy has reported that there appears to have been little ethnically motivated violence in the hostilities to date.c Although the RUF members are largely of the Mende and Kissy ethnic groups, other members of those groups have not been immune from RUF aggression. d
     [12] Residents of non-African decent face institutionalized political restrictions.a Current law restricts citizenship to people of Negro-Afridan decent following a patrilineal pattern, effectively denying citizenship to many persons, notably in the Lebanese community, the largest affected minority. b
       B. Claims Based on Religion 

     [13] A few Sierra Leoneans base their claims on religion – usually Christians claiming mistreatment by the country’s 60% Muslim majority.a However, freedom of religion is guaranteed by the 1991 constitution, and Sierra Leoneans have historically displayed religious tolerance.b Christians, animists, and adherents of other faiths practice their faith freely, and Christian missionaries are numerous.c We have no information that Christians are being harassed or otherwise mistreated in Sierra Leone. d
     [14] Every public event in Sierra Leone begins with the Christian and Islamic prayers.a Unlike some countries with large Muslim populations, intermarriage between Christians and Muslims occurs, and it is not uncommon to find Christian and Muslim members of the same family.b Christian and Muslim families live side by side, bound by traditional West African beliefs which have a dominating influence in peoples’ lives. c
       C. Claims Based on Nationality
     [15] We have seen no claims from Sierra Leoneans based on nationality.a         
       D. Claims Based on Membership in a Social Group
     [16] We have seen a few cases from Sierra Leonean women who claim they are members of a particular social group consisting of women who are subjected to female genital mutilation (FGM).a This practice, which is condemned by international health experts as damaging to both physical and psychological health is widely practiced in Sierra Leone on girls at a young age, especially in traditional ethnic groups and among the less educated.b While one independent expert in the field estimates the percentage of females who have undergone this procedure may be as high as 80 percent, local groups believe that this figure is overstated.c Membership in female secret societies which practice FGM in their initiation rites has been declining. d
       E. Claims Based on Political Opinion
     [17] We have in recent years seen a number of claims based on the applicants’ association with the previous APC party or government, or the possibility that the NPRC government may associate them with the rebels.a Some senior officials of the APC government – most of them charged with corruption – were jailed by the NPRC when it assumed power in 1992.b They were released in April 1993, and as noted above, the last three remaining political prisoners were released by the new civilian government in April, 1996 as its first order of business. c
     [18] We have no information to indicate that those who could be seen merely as supporters of the APC, or who have family relationships to those who had been held, would now be subjected to legal or extra-legal actions on those grounds.a Similarly, because of the recent renewal of the amnesty offered by former Chairman Strasser, and particularly because of the new civilian government now in power, even persons previously suspected of rebel activities or sympathies now appear able to return without difficulty. b  

     [19] Some claims are based on a few of the NPRC government itself and the military officials within it.a Now, however, with the advent of the new, freely-elected civilian government and the willing surrender of power by Christian Bio to the new president, adjudicators may wish to examine such cases with even more care. b
       F. Claims Based on Fear of Violence and Civil Unrest
     [20] Most frequently cited by Sierra Leonean asylum applicants are fears for their safety because of the violence and civil unrest caused by the war.a Going into its fifth year until the recent ceasefire, the war in Sierra Leone had become largely an operation of hit and run attacks on undefined or lightly defined targets.b The attacks were sporadic, random and scattered about the country.c Many applicants for asylum cited their residence in the war zones, but it appears that most displaced persons should be able to find refuge in other, less afflicted areas of the country – especially the urban centers. d
     [21] Freetown does not seem to be directly threatened, and our Embassy notes that the conflict has for the most part been confined to the countryside.a Principal urban areas have been relatively unaffected except for an influx of internally displaced refugees from remote rural villages.b Most Sierra Leoneans who can afford to travel to the U.S. will probably come from Freetown or one of the main provincial towns (Bo, Kenema, Makeni, Kabala or Kambia).c While rebel activity interdicted road travel between Freetown and up-country areas in November and December, 1995 and parts of January 1996, food convoys have been able to travel upcountry without hindrance since mid-January 1996.d As noted above, negotiations between the government and the rebel leader were initiated by former Chairman Bio and are being continued by President Kabbah.e In Short, the war currently poses no significant threat to people residing in any of the main population centers.  f
     [22] The conflict in Sierra Leone, which may be nearing its end, does not appear to be based on ethnic, territorial or political factors.a Attacks against small villages seemed to be for the main purpose of looting.b Thus, no particular group appears to be singled out. In any case, our understanding of the law is that anarchy or civil strife may not, per se, establish grounds for asylum. c
Other Factors Influencing Migration

     [23] As noted above, Sierra Leone is an extremely poor country, despite minerals production. In addition to the civil unrest afflicting the country, the harsh economic conditions and abject poverty of many Sierra Leoneans have caused many of them to flee.a Even well-educated Sierra Leoneans are drawn to the U.S. by the greater professional opportunities here – as well as the fairly large Sierra Leonean community living here. b
     The views expressed in this report are those of the U.S. Department of State, and its authors, not PARDS. A copy of this report is provided as a courtesy to our clients: immigration attorneys, current applicants, and those contemplating filing for political asylum in the United States. Readers are encouraged to obtain a copy of the PARDS critique of the Department of State’s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, International Religious Freedom Report, Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, or Issue Paper series from our web page: http://www.pards.org/profilecrtitique.doc. We welcome your questions, comments and requests. 

NOTE: The text of this report was drawn from the Department of State’s original version, font enlarged for ease of review and the paragraphs numbered for ease of reference. Those Department of State reports for which a comprehensive source and statement-by-statement PARDS Critique and Reliability Assessment have been prepared contain an alphabetic superscript at the end of each sentence. To order a report-specific PARDS Critique and Reliability Assessment, email your request to politicalasylum@gmail.com or call us at 1(609) 497 – 7663. 
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PARDS Report-Specific Source
and Report Reliability Assessment
     To order a comprehensive Report-Specific Source and Reliability Assessment of the D.o.S. Sierra Leone Country Report on Human Rights Practices (1970s – Present), International Religious Freedom Report (2000 – Present), latest Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, benefit from the assistance of an internationally known and respected, country-specific expert, or obtain claim-relevant documentation call PARDS 1 (609) 497 - 7663.
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