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Introduction  
 
This is a booklet of stories, very real and poignant 
stories from Sierra Leonean youth, the kinds of 
people that GTZ’s Employment Promotion 
Programme (EPP) aims to support in their struggle 
for better lives and improved livelihoods, as part of 
its overall aim to contribute to social and economic 
development in the country.  
 
The purpose here is to highlight a very few of the 
young people involved in the EPP’s Voluntary Youth 
Resettlement and Reintegration Project to reveal 
not just the immense need for support but also the 
incredible desire and potential they have to improve 
their own lives and livelihoods. Some are still 
anxiously awaiting the day they can return to the 
villages and farmlands they fled during the 11-year 
conflict in the country that ended in 2002. Others 
have already been able to fulfil their dream and 
return to their homes in the eastern districts of 
Kailahun and Kono. These are stories of almost 
unimaginable hardship. But they are also stories of 
hard work and of hope, as these internally displaced 
youth in Sierra Leone struggled to survive doing any 
task or chore they could to earn enough to feed 
themselves – if only once day.  
 
Often they survived because of the generosity and 
kindness of fellow citizens. And this was not just 
during the war, but in the years that followed when 
— displaced in their own country — they used their 
ingenuity and creativity to struggle for their own 
livelihood and that of their families, unable to 
return to their rich farmlands back in their native 
communities because they simply had no means to 
get there, and no knowledge of the situation back 
home, no one to mediate the homecoming they 
dreamed of.  
 
This booklet highlights only a handful of the people 
(four families awaiting resettlement and two 
already resettled), but it is certain that all who lived 
through the war have equally powerful and 
compelling stories to tell. The purpose is to offer a 
rare glimpse into the lives of people involved in this 

EPP – an overview 
 
The Employment Promotion Programme 
(EPP) in Sierra Leone is funded by the 
German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Development Cooperation (BMZ), and 
implemented by German Technical 
Cooperation (GTZ).  By focusing on the 
private sector — both formal and informal 
— it works to develop and promote 
sustainable employment opportunities 
and help relieve massive youth 
unemployment, which is one of the 
priorities of the Government of Sierra 
Leone (GoSL) and key to social and 
economic development in the country, as 
well as consolidation of peace.  
 
To accomplish this, EPP undertakes a 
variety of activities with its partners in 
Sierra Leone to promote:  

 agricultural value chains and 
out‐grower schemes 

 small and medium‐sized enterprises 

 skills development & non-formal 
education 

 voluntary resettlement and 
reintegration of displaced youths 

 regional development and 
mainstreaming 

 knowledge of cross-cutting issues 
such as HIV/AIDS, reproductive 
health, gender and peace issues 

 
EPP started in 2006 with a first phase of 
four years, working in partnership with 
the Ministry of Employment, Social 
Security and Industrial Relations, the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Food 
Security, the Ministry of Trade and 
Industry and the Ministry of Education, 
Youth and Sports. Its five intervention 
districts are: Western Rural Area; Kono; 
Kailahun; Koinadugu and Pujehun. The 
Voluntary Youth Resettlement and 
Reintegration Project is involved in the 
first three of these districts, and involves 
all of the above activities. 
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unique development programme, to show the enormous capacity of the human spirit to 
endure hardship and to emerge on the other side with hope, to harness it and reshape their 
own lives, communities and country. And , in doing so, to also illustrate how well-targeted 
development efforts and partnerships driven by local needs and priorities can transform 
lives and improve livelihoods. 
 
These are stories right from the mouths of the Sierra Leonean youth seeking to escape the 
unemployment trap (translated from Krio and other local languages). They reflect their own 
experiences and their own views, and those may occasionally contradict official histories 
simply because the war was a time of mass confusion and many of those who found 
themselves dragged into the horrors, have only their memories to draw on. The stories here 
do not reflect any official views of GTZ. 
 

The GTZ Voluntary Resettlement & Reintegration Project  
— where it started and where it’s headed1 
 

One of the tragic legacies of the 
civil war in Sierra Leone is that up 
to two million people were 
internally displaced, about a third 
of the population. Many were 
youth who fled to urban areas and 
to artisanal diamond mines, living 
lives of abject poverty, hunger, 
unemployment and under-
employment. And that was before 
the global crisis sent food prices 
sky-rocketing and diamond prices 
plummeting.  

These concentrations of 
disenfranchised youth in urban centres such as Freetown and in the diamond centre of 
Koidu create pressure points — breeding grounds for crime, disease, political, social 
volatility — causing untold hardship and suffering.  

In 2006, a few displaced youth approached GTZ’s Food Security, Reconciliation and 
Consolidation of Peace (FSR) project, saying they wished to return to their native 
communities in the east of the country. GTZ then conducted preliminary research in 
Freetown and around Koidu to determine whether, indeed, there were many youth who 
shared this burning desire to go home. They learned quickly that there were many 
thousands of them — an overwhelming number — who were anxious to return to the rural 
communities they fled during the war. But, the youth said, they felt trapped. They were 
penniless, unable to afford even transport back to their villages, and they could not go home 
empty-handed. Rifts with elders in their communities caused by — and causes of — the 
conflict, had yet to be healed. 



5 

 

At the same time and unbeknownst to the youth themselves, their surviving parents and 
elders in the rural communities in the east of the country — the country’s former bread 
basket and rich in agricultural potential — were greatly missing their youth. Many did not 
know the fate of their children during the war, did not know whether they were alive or 
dead. 

GTZ’s FSR project had been working in Kono, Kenema and Kailahun Districts since 2003, and 
its rural development efforts revealed that many communities suffered enormously from a 
lack of able-bodied young men and women for farming, cultivation of rice swamps, 
maintenance of tree crops such as coffee, cocoa and palm oil, and for community works on 
roads and bridges that would open up the area to markets for their agricultural produce. 

It was a problem awaiting a solution: on the hand there was a multitude of displaced youth 
languishing in Freetown and Koidu who wanted to return to their villages, while at home in 
those villages, elders and parents were missing and in need of their youth.  

All that was needed to resolve this was a catalyst — in the form of the GTZ pilot youth 
resettlement and reintegration project. In 2006 and 2007, GTZ helped 300 young families 
(671 men, women and children) resettle from Freetown and Koidu in their native villages in 
Kono and Kailahun Districts. GTZ offered the 
basic support the young families needed to 
head home,  providing them with transport, 
basic foodstuffs, utensils, tarpaulins, farming 
tools and quality local seeds,  and brick moulds 
for house-building. Household heads led the 
way; when they were well settled their young 
families followed. To prepare the groundwork in 
the villages, GTZ negotiated with elders and 
local authorities, offering them similar start-up 
kits of food, utensils and tools, ensuring also 
that their youth would be provided land to farm 
and build, that they would be welcomed back 
home with open arms in their native 
communities.  

When the convoys of youth arrived in the 
villages, they were met not just with open arms 
but with song, dance, jubilation and tears of joy 
as parents threw themselves into the arms of 
their long-lost children.  

Not a single person has returned to Freetown or Koidu. These youth are now growing their 
own food, contributing to food security and development in their communities. The villages 
are rejuvenated and the elders and youth have reconciled old differences. GTZ follows up 
the resettlement with training programs and activities in the communities where its 
specialists in peace-building, income-generation, agriculture and agroforestry, health and 
nutrition and construction provide communities with technical know-how to improve 
conditions in their communities and on their farms.2 
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The resettlement is driven by an intense and overwhelming demand by the youth 
themselves to get back to their homes, their farms, and resume their lives after many years 
of suffering, first in the bush and in refugee camps on the run from rebels and other fighting 
forces, and then as involuntarily internally displaced people in their own country. Not only 

do the youth want to go home to their 
family farmlands, but they yearn to do so.  

The success of this pilot project and an 
evaluation/ feasibility study led to a new 
five-year GTZ project called Voluntary 
Youth Resettlement and Integration, which 
began in 2009.3 By 2014, GTZ hopes to help 
many thousands — 15,000 or more —
youth and their families resettle and 
reintegrate themselves in their native 
communities. 

Of course, at the national level GTZ works 
closely with the Government of Sierra Leone (GoSL) and line ministries:  Employment and 
Social Security; Agriculture, Food Security and Forestry;  Education, Youth and Sports; 
Internal Affairs, Local Government and Rural Development. It works with the GoSL agency, 
the National Commission for Social Action (NaCSA). And it works with partners at the 
regional, district and local levels, including the District Councils and Ward Development 
Committees, as well as security authorities and traditional leaders.  
  
To strengthen the project and to provide the rural communities with the support, training 
and means they need to improve their lives and spawn rural development — from the farm 
up —GTZ has also linked up with fellow development partners. The UN World Food 
Programme (WFP) will be offering support in the form of foodstuffs for the program. Health 
(including reproductive health education and voluntary, confidential HIV testing with pre- 
and post-test counselling offered by District Medical Health personnel) training is provided 
in the communities by NGOs, using drama and cinematic productions in the “host 
communities” where youth are resettling.  

Together with NaCSA and the Ministries of Agriculture, of Youth and Sports, and of Labour, 
GTZ helps groups of villages to form “clusters” — hubs to increase agricultural production, 
add value to local produce to generate income, and promote sustainable, commercial 
agriculture for markets. Feeder roads will be rehabilitated for the hubs to increase their 
access to markets in the country. Schools will be improved and each hub should have a 
health centre. All these activities will be coordinated with District Councils and local 
authorities to bring sustainable rural development to communities, districts and Sierra 
Leone as a whole. 

This, then, is the backdrop for the EPP’s Voluntary Youth Resettlement and Reintegration 
Project, and the following are the stories of some of the people whose lives it is helping to 
transform. 
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Awaiting resettlement day . . . in Freetown 
 

Jinnan Sama is 36 years old and the mother of 
three children, Mohamed Musa who is eight, 
Amara Sama who is nine and Aminata Sama who 
is just one year old. Sitting on the front step of a 
tiny house in the crowded and chaotic 
neighbourhood of Calaba Town on the eastern 
outskirts of Freetown, she hugs Mohamed, and 
says he is not well but she cannot afford to send 
him to a doctor. Such trials are nothing new to her 
and haven’t been since the RUF rebels marched 
into Giema, her native village near Kailahun in 

eastern Sierra Leone, back in 1991. 
 “Before the war,” she says, “we were farmers. We lived happily from farming and we 
lived well. We had a cocoa and coffee farm, a cola nut farm, we grew rice, plantains, 
pineapples, all kinds of crops. Life was fine, very, very fine.” 
 She recalls how the peace was shattered. “They [the rebels] came through the 
Liberia border. We don’t know who they were. Those guys chased after us. They raped the 
women. They even raped a pregnant woman in my village.” She says this matter-of-factly, as 
if it all happened to someone else.  
 “After the raping, they started killing. Massively. They killed men and women, old 
and young, everyone. They were capturing young men, giving them guns to fight. When 
they raided the village, they needed young men to carry their loads. If you ran or refused, 
they just killed you.” 
 At this point, Mrs. Sama pauses and swallows. “We escaped, my husband and I, at 
night, to go into the bush. We made a place to stay there, but they came and raided us even 
in the bush. That is when they killed my husband.”  
 Here, she stops and wipes tears from her eyes before continuing. “I escaped. I was 
crying and people heard my voice and came to my aid and together we all crossed to 
Liberia.” 
 Then followed years on the run for Mrs. Sama. In Liberia, they moved from one 
refugee camp and forest refuge to another, trying to escape the conflict in that country, 
until the UN told them that they should return to Sierra Leone. They were brought to a 
camp in Freetown. “Then one day they drove us from the camp and broke everything down. 
Military people with guns did this and we were frightened, as we were of anyone with guns 
at that time.” 
 After that, Mrs. Sama slept under market stalls for a time, where she says she was 
often attacked by thieves at night. “Then I met an elderly woman who went to another 
elderly woman to ask her to rescue us. I told her I was a refugee and the elderly woman 
gave me this place to stay,” she says, indicating the one-room hut where she lives with her 
three children.  
 “I was fortunate, really,” she adds, without a hint of irony. 
 She points out that she has a place to sleep, a small market garden she’s been able 
to carve out of the rocky slope beside the hut. “Life is not really easy,” she says. “The elderly 
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lady owns the house, but she lets me cultivate okra, potato leaves, beans, cocoyams and 
papaya here to sell and to feed my children.” 
 Since the conflict ended in 2002, Mrs. Sama has dreamed of going back home to 
Giema, but has not had the means to do so. “I heard from here that my father and mother 
died, but I have not been able to go back to my village since we all fled.” 
 So when the GTZ scouts, who census and register displaced and unemployed (or 
under-employed) youth who wish to return to their villages, came by saying that she could 
register for the voluntary resettlement project, she leapt at the chance. 

 “I really want to go home because things are so rough, my son is sick, I can’t pay for 
medicine. In the village it is better. It is getting worse here all the time. The price of food is 
too high.” 

Her two older children are going to school, she says, but sometimes they are driven 
from school because she can’t pay the school fees. “In the village, life will be better for us,” 
she says. “My elder brother will host me and I will farm. These are my people, these are my 
family and there is land there for me. I am a farmer. I have to farm. And the children can 
then attend school.” 

As we pack up to leave, Mrs. Sama asks, for the third time, when the resettlement to 
Giema will happen as this is her dream — just to go home.  
 
 

Jusu Kamara is 35 years old, originally from Sengema in 
Kailahun District, with a wife and one five-year-old daughter, 
Miatha Jusu. He puts down his hammer and pauses from his 
work — crushing rocks into gravel-sized stones — to tell us 
how he wound up in Calaba Town in Freetown, so far from 
his home village. 
 He says that before the war, his life was “normal”. 
“We farmed and lived well. My father had three wives and 
eight children. He had a big farm, producing coffee, cocoa 
and rice. I was small then, but I worked around the farm, 
fetching water and things like that. I went to school in the 
village.” 
 Then, in 1991, the war put an end to all of that. “We 
heard that rebels had come in through Bumaru, then that 

they were in Koindu and then even Kailahun. Then we saw strangers coming to our village. 
They said they were our brothers and they had come to free people from the problems in 
the country. They said they were not there to kill, but to free people.  They were giving this 
message to everyone, that they were freedom fighters. They were not speaking Krio or 
Mende, they weren’t Sierra Leoneans.” 
 But then, suddenly, the message changed. Mr. Kamara recalls that the “freedom 
fighters” had started to kill people, and then the looting began and they recruited youth to 
carry their loads back to Liberia.  
 “We fled to the bush,” he says. “We went to Vahun in Liberia, and met our brothers 
who had also fled. We were all running for our lives.” Then Mr. Kamara found himself and 
his fellow Sierra Leonean refugees on the run again, to safer camps out of the line of fire of 
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the Liberian conflict. But their camp was raided and the UN and refugees alike scattered. He 
recalls what it was like in the bush with his fellow Sierra Leonean refugees.  
 “We walked, living on cassava, struggling to survive.” Again, they were saved by the 
UN that developed a small refugee camp for them, before deciding it too was not safe and 
moving them again. 
 “We suffered so much,” he says. Finally, he and his wife set out for Freetown, hoping 
that his brother could help them. But on their arrival, they learned he was dead.  
  “So I came here to this place,” he says, 
indicating a small house of recycled metal sheeting 
that he shares with a dozen other people. “They 
gave me this small land to make this structure. And 
I collect big stones to break them and make my 
living. But people are not buying them now. This 
pile you see is one week of work and I sell a pan for 
3,000 Leones [about US 75 cents]. I sent my wife 
and child to live with my uncle because I cannot 
feed them. Only when I sell a pan, I go with the 
money to my wife and child.” 
 He demonstrates the back-breaking work of breaking the stones, which he does with 
nothing to protect his eyes or hands from flying chips.  
 “Nowadays maybe I eat once a day, sometimes I go all day with nothing and I eat 
something small in the evening. You see how the war destroyed our lives. The war 
destroyed everything. Every day I do this work. I don’t even go to pray, I have no money and 
no food.” 
 But Mr. Kamara has now registered with GTZ for resettlement to his village and is 
anxious to go home. “I’m fed up and I really want to go home. Since I came to Freetown, I 
never could leave. I have nothing here.  My wife is unhappy staying with my uncle and she 
wants to go home too.  I heard that my mother and father died. Some of my uncles and 
brothers died too. I want to go and see for myself.”  
 “In the village, I will be farming. Food is now very expensive,” he says, lifting his arms 
and looking down at his very thin frame. “This is not my structure! Look at my body! Here in 
Freetown you can’t even buy one banana! In the village I will farm and eat three times a 
day. Lots of good foods, not just rice, but cocoyams and potatoes, plantains and bananas!”   
 

Awaiting resettlement day – in the artisanal diamond mining area of Koidu 
 

Yatta John is 35 years old and mother of four. Her 
son Sahr, 17, says he would like to study medicine 
and be a doctor. Tamba, 15, says he dreams of 
becoming a bank manager. Her two daughters, 
Aiah (12) and Sia (10) are in school when we visit, 
but their mother says they are both good 
students, eager to complete their schooling. Mrs. 
John welcomes us to the house she now occupies 
on the outskirts of Koidu town in Kono District — 
a small mud house where she had her four 
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children share one tiny room. Her husband is no longer with her. “He abandoned me and 
the children two years ago,” she says. “He went to dig diamonds. I don’t know if he’s dead 
or alive.”  
 Mrs. John does not come from Koidu, this desolate town in eastern Sierra Leone that 
has, incredibly, produced billions of dollars worth of diamonds over the years, despite its 
crushing poverty and the lack of running water, power, roads and infrastructure. She comes 
from the village of Koidubuma in the Kono District, and is desperate to get back there.   
 “Before the war, we were in the village. It was fine. We did farm work, we had a rice 
swamp, a garden with vegetables, cassava, potato, coffee. My husband and I were together. 
We had food and were never hungry.” 

Then came the war. Those who could not 
run, like her elderly parents, died. “It was a time of 
shooting, shooting,” she says. “I had two children 
at the time and we ran to Guinea. We stayed there 
for three years and I was pregnant with my third 
child when the rebels also crossed into Guinea and 
attacked.” 

They fled back across the border and went 
back to their village. But the entire village and its 
school had been burned, and life, she says, was 
not possible there. So they came to Koidu. When 
her husband left, she and her children found any occupation they could to feed themselves 
and pay school fees.  They found a room in this house, which belongs to a friend of hers. To 
survive, she grows a few crops in the area around the house — sugarcane, eggplant, okra, 
bananas — and buys fish to sell in the market. When not in school, her two sons spend their 
time collecting firewood and breaking stones to sell.  

“To break the stones, we hire a pick-axe and hammer,” she says. “It took two days to 
break this pile of smaller stones, and we sell it for 4,000 (about 1 USD). But she says with the 
economic crisis making itself felt in the area, and diamond prices low, they are having 
trouble selling the stones.  

“My four children go to school, but my oldest son just wrote his exam and was failed 
because I cannot pay his fees.”  

Mrs. John is excited by the prospect of going home to the village, where she says she 
will farm and garden.  “I’ve heard how happy others are who have already been resettled in 
their villages. My two sons will stay here and finish school and the younger ones will come 
with me to attend school in the village. With my farming, gardening and small business, I will 
be able to pay school fees.”  

She says her sister is in the village and eagerly awaiting their arrival; she will be given 
a piece of family land for her farming. Asked if farming is not too arduous for a single 
mother, she smiles and replies, “Farming is not so hard, and others will help. I assist others 
in their gardens here.  Food is very expensive to buy these days, life is so expensive in Koidu 
and in the village I can farm and feed and take care of my children.” 

“Life is better there than here, because here I am struggling, I have no land and no 
dwelling of my own. I have to buy rice every day, but in the village we will have rice to feed 
the children. If I could go this very day, I am ready to go. Look how I am living. In the village, 
life is much better.”  
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To survive, Tamba Kamara does what tens of 
thousands of young men in Sierra Leone do when 
they can find absolutely no other income or work 
— he spends his days standing in polluted water, 
digging bucket after bucket of dirt and then 
washing it in a large sieve — looking for diamonds.  
For this work, his Gambian “supporter” who holds 
the mining lease pays him 2,000 Leones [about 
USD 50 cents] a day and two cups of rice to eat. If 
he and his co-diggers find a small diamond, the 
supporter decides the price. Kamara says the most 
he’s received for a gem in the eight years he’s 
been toiling in the diamond pits was 50,000 
Leones [USD 10.25].  
 “But what else can I do?” asks Mr. Kamara, 
looking up from the large sieve he uses to wash 
the dirt. “I never went to school and there is 
nothing else I can do to survive here in Koidu.” 

 Mr. Kamara, originally from the village of Senehun in Kono District, is 30 years old, 
married to Bondu Kamara and he has two children — 10-year-old Sia Kamara who is in class 
two and six-year-old Aisata Kamara, in class one.  Since 2003, they’ve been living in the 
neighbourhood of Yendemie on the outskirts of Koidu Town, unable to escape the diamond 
trap.  
 It wasn’t always like this. Before the war, he says, he worked on the farm with his 
father, planting rice, growing other crops in gardens, and tree crops such as coffee, palm oil 
and bananas.  “My father had planted cocoa but we had not yet harvested it before the war 
came.”  

When the war spread to their area in 1998, he says the whole village all ran to 
Guinea and while they were there, he met and married his wife. There they spent two years 
in a UN refugee camp, before they were advised they could return home.  
 “We went back to see the village,” he says. “Everything had been burned down. So 
we built huts and took shelter in those. My father fell ill and died. Then the rebels entered 
the village and fought with the Kamajors [traditional hunter groups who fought as the Civil 
Defence Force against the RUF rebels]. So we ran again. This time to Koidu.” 
 “At first we stayed in Yado Village here in Koidu, in a pan-body house we put 
together with old zinc sheets.  We found potato leaves in a certain swamp, and we 
harvested and sold those. The rebels were still there, the disarmament had not been 
completed. After it was, I went to do diamond mining, and my supporter paid me 1,000 
Leones [per day, US 25 cents] with no food at all.  
 “Everybody was mining to find their survival,” he says. “We all wanted to go back to 
our villages, but our condition didn’t permit it. I am exhausted with this mining. We struggle 
for a diamond and today, our lives are very, very difficult. I am tired, I don’t believe I can 
succeed in this diamond business. My body is hurting me.” 
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 Kamara says he registered for the 
GTZ resettlement because he wants 
desperately to go home.  “My father taught 
me to farm,” he says. “My children will go to 
school there. My wife is also tired here. She 
goes to the road with some food she 
prepares to sell it. She wants to go to the 
village.”  
Asked if farming is not terribly hard work, 
Mr. Kamara laughs, and says nothing can be 
harder than diamond digging. He points to a 
field close to the small house where he and 
his family pay 10,000 Leones (USD 2.25) a month for a single room. “I do the clearing of this 
garden site here and my wife weeds and plants. But in the village I will get my father’s land 
and tree crop plantations. My family is all scattered now and there is only my grandmother 
in the village. I will put up my garden and farming business.”  

Mr. Kamara, who says he has no idea what diamonds are for or why people value 
them so, says, “I will never come back here to diamonds. There is nothing in diamonds.” 
 As he swirls the sieve around, to rinse a new load of mud, he looks up and smiles, 
“Even if it’s today, right now, we are ready to go back to the village.” 
 
 

¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƭƛƪŜ ƘƻƳŜ . . . life after resettlement 
 
Gbematambadu, Kono District, eastern Sierra Leone 
 

Martin S. Kamara and his wife, Sia Gborie, both 35 
years old, welcome us at the family home in which 
they have been staying since resettling a half a year 
ago in their native community of Gbematambadu, 
Fiama Chiefdom, in Kono District.   

As the household head, Mr. Kamara joined a 
GTZ convoy out of Koidu on 18 March 2009, and 
Mrs. Gborie followed him a month later. The eldest, 
Susan, is 15 and she stayed behind in Koidu to 
continue her secondary school education, as did 
their son Amos, 12 years old. Their lastborn, Isaac, 
is just two years old. He sits on Mrs. Gborie’s lap as 
they recall the long and winding and deeply 
troubled road that led them out of this village, 
through the war years and displacement, and then 
— finally — back home.  
 “Before the war, life was no problem and we 

lived fine,” says Mr. Kamara. “We were farming; my father was a farmer. He’s dead now. He 
was killed during the war. My mother is alive but she has stayed in Koidu.” 
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 The farming that Mr. Kamara remembers was as productive as it was rich in 
diversity. They had a big farm and cultivated rice, groundnuts, corn and potatoes. They also 
had tree crop plantations of coffee, cocoa and cola nuts. His father had planted oil palm 
before the war, but it didn’t survive. They had plenty of goats, sheep and fowl.  
 He and his wife were attending school together in the nearby town of Jagbwema. 
Then, on 30 March 1992, the rebels attacked all the villages along the mud road that runs 
through Gbematambadu, and they fled.  

“We went to the bush and there we built makeshift structures, hidden ones that we 
call ‘mansions’,” recalls Mr. Kamara. “We were all there, the whole village, and the rebels 
controlled the whole road.” After three months, they heard that government soldiers had 
retaken the main village of Jagbwema, about 15 kilometres towards Koidu, and the people 
of Gbematambadu returned to their village, only to find that all their houses had been 
burned down. Mr. Kamara says they tried to put some temporary roofing on the houses to 
afford themselves shelter.  

“Then in 1993, the rebels came back and we fled again. This time to Taibondey.” 
There, Sia Gborie says she did some gardening. “We begged and we got seeds to 

grow some food. We had to live from bush yams [wild tubers that grow in the woodlands] 
and people also gave us food when we weeded and brushed [cleared underbrush] from 
their farms. The rice we planted grew well and it was about to flower when we heard the 
rebels were coming again. I felt so bad. And we heard that the rebels were killing people 
again. It was panic, and we had to flee just when we were about to harvest our rice.” 

Mr. Kamara recalls this 1998 rebel attack. “Some of our brothers had become rebels 
and they knew where we were hiding so they helped the rebels come to that place. We 
were on the farm when the rebels took the town [Taibondey]. My father was not able to run 
away and was captured with my uncle. We never saw them again. One of my brothers was 
also captured, but he was able to escape at night when the rebels were drunk.” 

The Kamaras then fled across the border into Guinea, and stayed there for the next 
three years, going from one UN refugee camp to another, on the run from rebels coming in 
from Sierra Leone. In 2002, when the war was over, the United Nations High Commission for 
Refugees (UNHCR) repatriated them to Sierra Leone. Koidu was in ruins, so they moved into 
a burned-out house there and used tarpaulins they had been given by the UN to cover two 
rooms; ten of them lived in those two rooms.  

To survive and feed his wife and two children, Mr. Kamara began pulling an 
omorlanky (push cart), being paid by load and making usually about 3,000 Leones [US 75 
cents] a day. “I had to be very, very lucky to get more than that. The highest I ever got was 
5,000 [USD 1.25] a day.” Mrs. Gborie, meanwhile, went into charcoal selling in Koidu. But 
even that was not enough to make ends meet, she says, “Food wasn’t there, money wasn’t 
there. I had two children to feed.”  

As a last resort, Mr. Kamara decided to take up artisanal diamond digging. He says he 
worked for a Malian “supporter” [leaseholder], who paid him 1,000 Leones [US 25 cents] 
per day as well as two cups of rice. But he points out that in the household they needed six 
cups of rice a day to survive, so Mrs. Kamara was “subsidizing” him with her own petty 
trading in charcoal. When they occasionally found a diamond, Mr. Kamara says, they would 
be paid 25,000 [USD 6] Leones for it; they had no idea what the true value was or any right 
to negotiate with their supporter on the price. 
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Mrs. Gborie says that one day her husband gave her 4,000 Leones [USD 1] and she 
used that to “go into food business”. She bought cassava and pepper and prepared food, 
and made 6,000 Leones. The 2,000 Leone [US 50 cents] profit she then put back into more 
food to sell, but her profits were always very small — just 1,000 or 2,000 Leones. So they 
lived in hope that the diamond digging would one day pay off.  

Then one day, Mr. Kamara believed his prayers had been answered.  He and his six 
partners found a 10-carat diamond and took it to their supporter.  

“I thought I was in heaven!” he says with a grin. “I forgot all about death because I 
was already in heaven. It was a white crystal, the best kind, 10 carats. There were seven of 
us in the team and our supporter paid us 700,000 Leones, or 100,000 [USD 25] each! I 
surrendered the money to my dear wife,” he says. 

“I was so happy,” she says. “I told my husband we should go to the Fachima 
Entertainment Complex [a popular local night club in Koidu] to celebrate and buy a house. It 
seemed like millions to me.” 

Mrs. Gborie says they celebrated that day, eating ten cups of rice and even buying 
some fish for the soup. Then she purchased stock for her own business, and paid the 
overdue school fees for the children. Within two weeks, she says, the money was gone.  

“We suffered, life was not easy at all. And the suffering grew every day,” he says. 
This is the state they were in the day the GTZ scouts came round to see if anyone 

was interested in joining the Voluntary Resettlement and Reintegration Project.  
“That had always been my wish,” says Mr. Kamara. “I always wanted to come home. 

But without money, without anything, that wasn’t possible. I always thought every day 
about coming back but I had no money, no nothing, no house. We had not been back since 
the war, when we fled.” 
 When he told her that they would soon be going home, Mrs. Gborie recalls her 
reaction. “I said, thank you God.” The project provided her husband with food items — rice, 
beans, palm oil — to give to her, to tide over his dependents while the household heads 
were resettled and got established in the village. She shared that with her aunty, who takes 
care of her two children who stayed on in Koidu to attend school, and she was delighted by 
the support in the form of seeds they received on their arrival in the community, to get their 
farms going.  

 And what was the homecoming 
like? “When I saw the village I was angry to 
see how many houses had been burned 
down,” says Mr. Kamara. “But I was so 
happy to come back! We were received by 
dance, and we danced for two days. There 
was jubilation! They hadn’t seen us since 
1998!” 

Six months after their resettlement, 
Martin Kamara and Sia Gborie have already 
brushed his father’s cocoa and coffee 
plantation, developed a large rice swamp in 

which they intend to plant groundnuts during the dry season.  
The resettlers have already contributed 2,000 Leones [US 50 cents] each and 10,000 

[USD 2.50] from their communal farm income to open a bank account for their 60-member 
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Gbematamadu Farmers’ Association. From this, they want to generate funds for community 
activities. They would like to transform their farms into more commercial enterprises, and 
increase their production of cola nuts, coffee and cocoa. But they are still greatly hampered 
by the horrendous roads, which are impassable for vehicles during the rains and barely 
passable even during the dry season.  

They have prepared a site for a commercial, group-run 
cassava farm and they would like to have a rice mill 
and processing equipment to transform their cassava 
into gari. They are delighted to be back in the village 
where they can benefit from the “by-products” of their 
tree crop plantations, including herbal medicines and 
vegetables. GTZ’s sister project, run by 
Welthungerhilfe to improve cocoa production, farmer 
cooperatives and organic certification, has shown that 
the by-products women harvest from the cocoa stands 

account for 60 % of their economic value, an indication of the great potential in rural 
communities for revenue from their diverse farming systems. 
 Sia Gborie says that they produce enough on their farm to be able to send food to 
their two children in Koidu once a week, and as soon as the rice harvest is in, they will send 
the money for their school fees. She adds that she would like access to micro-credit to 
improve her market gardening. She also notes that the village school — an open structure 
that can hardly handle even the primary school pupils — needs upgrading and perhaps 
expanded to handle older children.  

T.S. Biango, who works as a volunteer teacher in 
the local school, says the arrival of the youth has 
rejuvenated the school that before had only 70 pupils, but 
also highlighted the need for a better structure to 
accommodate the 101 children who attend the school 
without walls.  

Town chief, Sahr Sheriff, town chief, who guesses 
his age to be somewhere over 90 or even 100 years, smiles 
and recalls how empty the town was before the youth returned. “I am very happy to see 
them back. Now we have the manpower here. I was sorry for the children’s suffering in 
Koidu and I’m happy now because the whole village is happy.”  

 He says that there is no chance of any 
hard feelings between the elders and the 
youth in the community. The Chair of the 
Resettlement Committee echoes this, saying 
that the youth now meet with the elders and 
have their own chief, giving them equal say in 
decision-making in the village. 

Says Mr. Kamara, “I thank God because 
the life we were living in Koidu and the one we 

live here are two different things. In Koidu we had to buy everything and here we don’t have 
to buy anything, not firewood, not anything. Here when we’re hungry, we go and pluck a 
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banana and eat it, From God 
to Man! We are enjoying life 
now, we don’t have the same 
worries we had in Koidu.” 

Mrs. Gborie  says that 
when she looks back on all 
the hardship — especially the 
time on the run in Guinea 
that she describes as the 
worst time of her life and 
then the years of suffering in 
Koidu — their lives are now 
better.  
 “Now,” she says with 
a smile, “I have hope.” 

When she says this, her husband throws his arm around her and declares, “I have 
the best woman in the world.”  

 
 
SANDEYAH, Kailahun District, eastern Sierra Leone 

 

Philip Amadu  and his wife, Aminata Amadu, both 35 
years of age, are now back home in their native 
community of Sandeyah, Luawa Chiefdom, just a 
stone’s throw from the place that the RUF had their 
main camp during the war. Theirs is a story of love lost, 
love found, of struggle, suffering, and survival. As they 
tell their story, their one child, three-year-old 
Ansumana, plays quietly beside them on the porch of 
the Mr. Amadu’s family house, where they are now 
staying following their resettlement half a year ago.  
 Both recall fondly their lives before the war, 
when they were childhood sweethearts, attending the 
village school and hoping to marry.  
 “We did farming,” says Mr. Amadu. “I was 
living with my parents. We had cocoa, coffee, oil palm 
for selling and we had a large farm, a big rice swamp. 
We lived peacefully and fine then.” 
 “I lived across the street,” says Mrs. Amadu, 
pointing at a mud house where she grew up. “We were farming and we had cocoa too, so 
we ate well. My mother fed us before we went to school and when we got back in the 
afternoon, there was always food waiting for us.”  
 “I was about 15 years old when we first heard rumours of this rebel business, that 
they were coming in through Bumaru, from Liberia,” says Mr. Amadu. “I didn’t know 
anything about rebels, what they were. But then they came here to Sandeyah. They were 



17 

 

not Sierra Leoneans and their commander was called Superman. He was a Liberian. At first 
they did not kill anybody. They said that the war was to bring a new government.” 
 But then, says Mr. Amadu, things deteriorated overnight. “The next day the rebels 
captured all the authorities in this town, the chiefs and the elders. They told them to go to 
Kailahun and carry back all their loads, the things the rebels had looted there, rice, oil and 
palm wine. All of us, young and old, went to carry the loads for them and we took them to 
the rebel base in Giema.” 
 “Then the rebels came back and took all our livestock,” he continues. “First they told 
us to gather all the chickens, and said they didn’t want the goats and sheep. After they ate 
all the fowl, then they wanted the goats and sheep. They took and ate all of them.” 

At this point, Mrs. Amadu picks up the story. “They also captured all the dogs; our 
village was having so many dogs and they ate those too.” She pauses before continuing, her 
hand resting on her husband’s knee. He has his arm around her shoulder, protectively. 

“A rebel with the name of Killer came to our house to have his way with me. I told 
him I was too young for that business, that I was a virgin. He said ‘that is the kind of woman 
we like, sweet’. My father [Musah Konteh] attempted to intervene to save me and they 
pushed him to the ground and cut his throat right in front of me. So I said, ‘You have killed 
my father, why don’t you kill me too?’ And Killer said, ‘No, I want to take you by force as my 
wife.’ He raped me. He raped me in front of everyone. My mother was hiding in the kitchen 
watching as they forced me down and pointed guns at me right in front of my father’s 
corpse, and she shouted, ‘Agree! Agree, so they don’t kill you too!’ Then the rebels went 
back to Giema. My mother said we should go to the bush, and we were able to bury my 
father that night, in a shallow grave. I knew my boyfriend [Philip Amadu] was in the bush, 
but we were scattered in different places.” 
 “We had moved to the bush and were in hiding,” says Mr. Amadu. “The rebels had 
taken over our houses in town, men and women rebels. They took bananas and plantains 
from our plantations. Then they started going to our farms to take our rice and other crops. 
We villagers came to spy on them and then went back into the bush to sleep. The rebels 
were drinking heavily and they had many weapons. They complained that there was no 
meat, so they said we should go and hunt for them. They said if we didn’t come back with a 
certain number of animals — grass cutters, fretambo [small antelope], bush pigs, porcupines 
— they would kill one of us and eat us.” 
 Again, Aminata Amadu picks up the painful tale. “One time,” she recalls, “they said 
get five animals and the youth came back with only three. The rebel commander Superman 
said, ‘I am going to complete this number with two people’. And he slaughtered two of the 
hunters on the spot and butchered them. Then he put the body parts in a pan and let the 
blood run into another pan and the rebels drank it like that. They took the bodies to Giema 
and ate them and came back with a cooked liver to show us they had eaten the bodies and 
they were boasting about it. Everyone was terrified. My mother said we needed to leave the 
place and go to the bush, to construct a joe-bush [a hut].” 
 After that, they all scattered into the bush. Mr. Amadu says they stayed a week, 
suffering with nothing to eat, before the rebels captured them and took them to their base 
in Burkina [the nickname given to the rebel base in Giema]. He says the last time he saw his 
mother and father was when they were living in the bush in 1992; he heard that they 
perished during the war, probably of illness caused by the hardship of life in hiding. He had 
seven brothers and sister; five of them were killed by rebels during the war.  
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“They made us carry their loads when they attacked Giehun,” says Mr. Amadu. They 
killed many people there. I had never seen death like that before. When we were coming 
back towards Burkina, the NPRC [forces of Valentine Strasser that overthrew the APC 
government of Momoh in 1992] soldiers were attacking the rebels back.” 
 Mr. Amadu says that the soldiers captured eight of them, killing six they accused of 
being rebels. “They were not rebels,” he says. “They were my brothers, right from this 
village here.” The soldiers then took him and the other survivor to the military barracks in 
Daru, where a soldier befriended him and said he would be safer in Daru than in the village.  
 Aminata Amadu, meanwhile, had long since lost track of her boyfriend. She too had 
been captured by the rebels and sent on foot to Manowa River to find food for them. She 
said goodbye to her mother before that trek; that was the last time she saw her mother. “I 
don’t know today if she’s alive or dead,” she says. 
 They had crossed the river and found bananas, plantains and cocoyam for the rebels 
and were on their way back towards the village with the five rebels who had escorted them, 
when they too were confronted by NPRC soldiers, who immediately killed the five rebels. 
She says that the soldiers held them, because they were carrying food for the rebels. So 
Mrs. Amadu also wound up in the hands of the soldiers, who took her to the barracks in 
Daru. She had no idea her boyfriend was also there, and she was eventually taken in by a 
“kind soldier”, Michael Mustafa, who fed her, looked after her and eventually took her as 
his wife. 
 That respite from the horrors of the war was short-lived. Mr. Mustafa had taken her 
to Kenema for her own safety and was on his way back to Daru when he was killed in an 
ambush. So she found herself in Kenema, staying with Musu Moses, the sister of a soldier 
who had survived the ambush, but who then was sent to Tongo Field and also disappeared. 
She thinks it was in 1995 or 1996 that she and Musu Moses decided to go to Freetown, 
because Ms. Moses had relatives there. They headed off in a convoy together, and Ms. 
Moses’ relatives kindly agreed to offer her a place to sleep in their small house in eastern 
Freetown. “Musu was my sister by then,” she adds.  
 Meanwhile, Philip Amadu was also on the move. In 1994, the rebels attacked the 
town of Daru and after a fierce battle, the soldiers managed to prevent them from 
overtaking the military barracks. He and his soldier friend also decided to head to Kenema, 
but they were ambushed. “It was a very bad ambush,” says Mr. Amadu. “They hit the 
vehicle with an RPG and the vehicle rolled over. I was lucky to survive along with one other 
man and together we walked to Kenema.” There he found help from Bindu Samuel, who 
took him in to work on her farm, growing corn and vegetables and cocoyams, because, he 
says, “I knew farming very well.” When the rebels attacked Kenema, he told his benefactor 
that he had seen such disaster before and he didn’t want to live it a second time. So he left 
and joined a vehicle as an apprentice, and headed also to Freetown.  
 Mr. Amadu worked for the vehicle owner, washing his vehicles and cleaning his 
compound until his new employer died in a road accident. He then moved to the Kissy area 
of eastern Freetown, where he found a place to stay with a friend. They found some income 
by off-loading vehicles, and when that ended, they moved again and searched for other 
jobs, this time washing cars for “big men” who worked in offices. Eventually, he and a group 
of displaced youth started cutting firewood in the hills around Freetown to supplement their 
income. But this didn’t last either and he moved again, to a place where the gutters were 
full of rubbish. He and a friend decided to clean the gutters, hoping people would 
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appreciate their efforts and pay them. “People would pass by and give us something small, 
200 Leones (US 5 cents) or 500 (USD 1.25). This was hard labour but we had created jobs for 
ourselves and things were a tiny bit better.”  
 But then Mr. Amadu’s friend fell ill and was hospitalized, and couldn’t work 
anymore. So he decided to study the work of the fishermen who worked off Government 
Wharf in Freetown. From there he went to the west side of the city, to Goderich, where he 
went to work drying fish. When the authorities stopped them from doing that, he then 
turned to burning charcoal to sell.  
 Meanwhile, unbeknownst to him, Aminata was living on the other side of town. She 
had heard from an aunt that her childhood sweetheart and former fiancé was in Freetown, 
but didn’t know how to find him.  
 She had been living with her friend’s relatives, and doing hairdressing on the small 
veranda of the house, earning between 500 and 3,500 Leones from each client, just barely 
surviving. 

“Then one day I saw Amadu,” she says. “It was near Waterloo [eastern Freetown] on 
the roadside and I cried, ‘Amadu, Amadu!’ and I wept. I was happy and sad, because my hair 
was so rough and my clothes just rags and I was thin. My body was so down. He came and 
held me, and I introduced him to my sister [her friend Musu]. He brought me a plastic bag 
with some used clothes and I was so happy.” 

“I was surprised she was so thin,” recalls Mr. Amadu. “My place was so small; I told 
her she should stay with her friend. But I gave her something small every time I got money. 
If I got 3,000 for a day, I would give her 2,000.” 

Mr. Amadu was still making charcoal, but then his friend and partner fell into the pit 
where they burned the charcoal and burned his leg and half of his body, and when he finally 
healed, decided to try his hand at something safer, training as a mechanic.  

Philip and Aminata Amadu saw each other on weekends, whenever they could 
scrape together the transport fare from one side of the city to the other. But then, again, 
the war intervened. On 6 January 1999, the rebels invaded Freetown from the east and 
people living there fled, many of them to the National Stadium downtown. Mr. Amadu 
remembers spending an entire day inside searching for Aminata.  “I was so happy to find 
her,” he says. “Then I took her as my wife to Goderich but again the accommodation 
problem was there, so she went back to the stadium and when the rebels had been chased 
out, she went back to her sister’s relatives’ house where I continued to visit her on 
weekends.” Despite their precautions and Mrs. Amadu’s visits to planned parenthood, at 
that point she realized she was pregnant. She miscarried at six months, and Mr. Amadu also 
lost his livelihood when the authorities stopped him from cutting wood and making 
charcoal.  

“So my wife was now supporting me from her hairdressing!” he says. In 2006, they 
had their first child, Ansumana. “Things were not easy,” says Mr. Amadu. “We ate gari. We 
could not afford to eat rice.”  

When he heard about a GTZ program to help displaced youth get back to their 
villages, he immediately registered.  

“I didn’t believe it,” says Mrs. Amadu. “I asked him how we can go with nothing. It 
was never even possible of dreaming of going home with no money, with nothing. But he 
explained the project to me. I still didn’t believe it. I asked him if he knew where were those 
men who wrote down the names and he said ‘no’, so I didn’t believe it at all.” 
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After the GTZ scouts photographed Mr. Amadu, confirming him on the list of 
candidates for resettlement, she was still sceptical. “You believe that?” she asked him, over 
and over. She was worried that he would go, but that she and Ansumana would be left 
behind. Then they were called to the GTZ office in Freetown to collect the dependants’ kits 
(rice, beans, palm oil) to tide over the families while the household heads went ahead to 
their communities to get settled and prepare for their families. “Then I believed,” she says, 
with a smile. “I was happy and for the first time in a long time, we had food to eat.” 

But after Mr. Amadu left, she was afraid that something would happen, that her own 
resettlement wouldn’t happen, even when the GTZ scouts came to take their photos and 
gave them a date to come to the GTZ office for their own transport to Sandeyah.  

“When I saw the vehicle,” she says, “I planned to close my eyes until I reached home. 
When we had a transit stop in Bo, they gave us such a big plate of rich food, I ate every grain 
of rice. We started to sing as we entered the village.” 

 
“I was waiting for her,” says Mr. Amadu. “The day I got into that vehicle to come 

home myself my heart was beating with joy. I had not seen my home since the rebels took 
us from the village.” But they were also apprehensive, wondering how they would re-launch 
their lives and their farms after all those years. There were 52 heads of households in the 
resettlement group and when they arrived, they were supplied with food, and they were 
able to brush [prune and clean] their gardens and plant the groundnuts and rice from seed 
GTZ had provided. He worked on his father’s plantations and on others’ as well.  

On the day the dependants arrived, he recalls the mood in Sandeyah. “Some people 
were crying, they were so happy. We danced and we cried.” 

And what is life like half a year after the homecoming?  
Sandeyah Town Chief, Saffa Braima Konumwah, says the whole village was happy 

when the youth returned. “These are not strangers to us,” he says. “Some of their fathers 
are dead but their land is there for them. There is some problem with accommodation, but 
we are happy to see our numbers rise. The guys who came are hard-working and they have 
increased the labour force here. The land is for all of us, so we just give them the swamps 
they need [for rice] and for gardens the women plant.” Chief Braima Konumwah says that 
the youth now have a voice. “Some of them are with the chiefs and they help make 
decisions. They are seen as local authorities. This is different from before the war. Before, it 
was just elders who made decisions.” 
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The community itself has ambitions to 
increase its agricultural output as there is fertile 
land close to the river, and they would like to 
produce more to sell. The chief also says they would 
like to construct a small market, a community store 
for produce to reduce post-harvest losses, another 
drying floor, and have a rice mill and some micro-
credit for the women to do business. He says the 
community put to good use the football jerseys and 
football that GTZ provided. “We have two teams, 
the Returnees and the Hosts. The Returnees are 
youth, so they thrashed us!” 

As for Mr. and Mrs. Amadu, they aren’t 
content to just talk about the bounty of their farm; 
they want to take us on a tour to show us their rice 
swamp that they prepared themselves, the group 
rice swamp he worked on, their seven-acre cocoa 
and coffee plantation that Mr. Amadu brushed 

himself, their abundant and diverse vegetable garden.  
“Now I can eat rice three times a day if I want to,” says Mr. Amadu. “We also eat 

cassava, plantain, banana, anything we want. There is such a big difference in our health, 
Ansumana’s health.”  

“But the work is difficult?” we ask. 
“No! This is easy with me. Compared with burning charcoal, this is easy.” 
As we walk back past the village school, full of excited children — 350 after the 

resettlement compared with 210 before — someone asks the Amadus if they will ever go 
back to Freetown. 

“No, never!” they 
shout in unison.  

Asked what their 
dreams are for, say, five 
years from now, they 
reply that they want a 
small house with four 
bedrooms, a small shop 
where they can sell soap 
and gari they make 
themselves and perhaps 
some salt and Maggi 
cubes, three children in 
total — one who will be a 
teacher, one a doctor 
and one a farmer, just 
like his parents.  
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ENDNOTES 
                                                           
1 Detailed information on this project is available in “Homeward Bound: the GTZ Voluntary 
Resettlement and Reintegration Project in Sierra Leone — a step-by-step guide and reference 
manual”. Oct 2009. GTZ/EPP Freetown, Sierra Leone. 
2 The smallholder agriculture practised in these communities is highly bio-diverse and agro-
ecological, and the approach to strengthening and improving these systems is reflected in some key 
documents, including: 
 International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development 
(IAASTD). April 2008. http://www.agassessment.org/ The Summary English report can be retrieved 
at: 
http://www.agassessment.org/reports/IAASTD/EN/Agriculture%20at%20a%20Crossroads_Synthesis
%20Report%20(English).pdf. The Assessment was initiated by the World Bank in open partnership 
with a multi-stakeholder group of organizations, including FAO, GEF, UNDP, UNEP, WHO and 
UNESCO and representatives of governments, civil society, private sector and scientific institutions 
from around the world.  
and: Altieiri, Miguel A. July – Aug 2009. Agroecology, small farms and food sovereignty. Monthly 
Review. http://www.monthlyreview.org/090810altieri.php  
33 Schorosch, Franz. 2008. Youth Resettlement from Urban and Mining Areas to their Villages of 
Origin: Evaluation Report of Pilot Phase. Freetown, Sierra Leone: GTZ/Food Security, Reconciliation 
and Consolidation of Peace Project in the Border Chiefdoms of Kono and Kailahun. 
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