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Natural resource governance 
1. Failures in the sustainable and equitable governance of land, minerals and other natural 

resources in Sierra Leone have played a significant role in past (including the 11-year 

civil war) and ongoing conflicts.  

2. In the previous UPR review of Sierra Leone (3rd cycle in 2021), no explicit, stand-alone 

recommendations were made by UN Member States on land rights or natural 

resource governance1 – no recommendations mentioned ‘land’, ‘mining’, ‘peasant’, 

‘minerals’, ‘natural’, ‘ownership’, ‘inheritance’, or ‘Free, Prior and Informed Consent 

(FPIC)’. This is despite the stakeholder summary2 highlighting the threats faced by land 

and environmental defenders as a key issue. 

3. As organisations working in conflict prevention and peacebuilding in Sierra Leone, we 

are concerned about this significant oversight, given that effective natural 

resource governance is crucial to the country's stability. We urge Member States to 

prioritise this issue in the current review cycle. 

4. Natural resource governance in Sierra Leone is characterised by legal pluralism. While 

most of the land in the capital Freetown is administered using a statutory system 

(common law), the land in other provinces is managed primarily through largely 

unwritten customary (traditional) systems. In these areas, chieftains and other local 

leaders oversee land usage through local customs and traditions which historically have 

disadvantaged women.  

Hawa Sannoh and her family had to leave their home in Malen in Pujehun district after her father was forced to sell his 
land by local authorities to the SOCFIN agricultural company, which planted oil palm there. The loss devastated 
Hawa’s father, who fell ill and later died from the stress. Hawa is one of 300 women impacted by the palm 
plantations who are rebuilding their lives through local savings and loans schemes with the support of local NGOs. 
Photo: Chris Nelson 
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5. The Customary Land Rights Act 2022 and the National Land Commission Act 2022 

represent significant progress in advancing equity and transparency and strengthening 

the informed consent of landowners in natural resource governance. However, social 

audits conducted by civil society organisations3 indicate that there have been delays in 

implementing these laws.4 They also revealed inconsistencies with other legislation, 

including the recent Mines and Minerals Development Act 2022, resulting in confusion 

and disparities in legal interpretation. 

6. In 2022 the government, in partnership with the World Bank,5 began recording, mapping 

and registering customary land titles in four districts (Port Loko, Bombali, Kenema 

and Bo) and creating a national land cadastre system. However, they are facing 

challenges with community buy-in and cooperation. Three years into the six-year 

process, evaluators carrying out a mid-term review (unpublished at the time of writing) 

have identified several challenges impeding progress. These include: 

a) Ongoing land conflicts. The government needs to allocate greater resources to 

conflict mediation and resolution.  

b) Community mistrust of Village Land Committees (VLCs). A significant proportion 

of residents remain sceptical of VLCs, expressing concerns about their legitimacy 

and effectiveness. Many believe that mapping and registration activities may 

undermine their interests, or that committees may not be acting in the best interests 

of the community. 

c) Capacity gaps. In many communities, VLCs and chiefdom authorities lack 

information about the new laws and their roles and responsibilities in implementing 

them. Some VLCs established several years ago have also failed to meet on a 

monthly basis as required. 

7. Increased collaboration by the government and the World Bank with local civil society 

organisations that are trusted by communities is also critical to ensure progress with the 

mapping and registering process.  

Women’s land rights 

8. The Constitution of Sierra Leone (1991), under Article 27(2), prohibits discrimination on the 

basis of sex. However, Article 27(4)(d) provides that the non-discrimination provision does 

not apply to laws relating to marriage, divorce or inheritance of property upon death. This 

exception means that customary laws and/or traditions that discriminate against women’s 

inheritance rights remain enforceable,6 which creates severe challenges for women 

(especially widows or those who are separated from their husbands). 

9. Under customary law, land is typically held through male lineage and chieftaincy 

structures. Women rarely hold positions either as chiefs or family heads and have 

historically been excluded from decision-making around the allocation, transfer or 

inheritance of family or community land.  

10. The Customary Land Rights Act 2022 marked important progress by mandating at 

least 30% female representation on land committees. The Gender Equality and 

Women’s Empowerment (GEWE) Act 2022 (while broader in scope) also reinforces 

principles of gender equality in land governance. However, slow and uneven 
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implementation, as well as limited awareness of these two laws, have hindered their 

impact. 

11. To improve women’s access to and participation in natural resource management, Christian 

Aid, WoNES, the 50/50 Group, NMJD and Green Scenery are working in partnership with the 

UN Peacebuilding Fund (UNPBF) on a two-year-long initiative ‘Uman, Land En Kol At’ 

(Women’s Land for Peace). This programme engages marginalised women, civil society 

organisations and powerholders in Kono, Kailahun, Port Loko and Tonkolili. It addresses the 

systemic barriers that expose women to conflict and promotes inclusive processes to support 

women’s land rights and sustainable peace. The baseline study (2025) found that:7 

a) Women continue to face systemic exclusion due to patriarchal norms and weak 

enforcement of the new laws. Only 34% of women at a community level (of 392 

surveyed respondents across project locations) had participated in local 

decision-making forums on land. This drops to 28% at a chiefdom level and then 

24% at a district level.  

b) Out of 160 locally elected officials, traditional and religious community leaders, and 

heads of families from the four districts, 63% rarely or never support women’s 

land rights, citing cultural norms (98%), lack of resources (94%) and lack of 

awareness (98%) as major barriers.  

c) The gender equality provisions of the Customary Land Rights Act are not yet 

fully operational. While the law mandates the establishment of a National Land 

Commission and land committees with 30% female representation, these have not 

yet been fully established or become functional in certain districts.  

d) Many of the 100 women-led organisations and 10 civil society networks assessed in 

this project faced significant knowledge gaps in financial literacy and legal 

frameworks, which impacted their capacity for transformative land action. Due 

to bureaucratic hurdles and delays, most of the organisations are not yet fully 

registered with the relevant authorities. 

12. The baseline report reveals a clear gap between policy and practice. Women’s 

participation in land management at a local level remains largely tokenistic due to 

entrenched patriarchal norms, weak policy implementation and inconsistent 

engagement by powerholders.  

In Bambakor, women farmers 
are turning the tide through 
their Village Savings and Loan 
Association (VSLA) groups.  

Set up with the support of 
WoNES and Christian Aid, 
VSLAs help women (who make 
up 70% of the agricultural 
force in Sierra Leone but face 
barriers in land ownership and 
formal banking services) to 
gain financial independence 
and invest in climate-resilient 
farming like cassava 
cultivation.  Photo: Dominique 
Fofanah 
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Case study 1: Empowering women in Kailahun district through land rights 
and financial inclusion  

 

 WoNES staff meet with women in Kailahun District in July 2025 to build awareness of their rights under the 
Customary Land Rights Act and the Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment (GEWE) Act. 

13. Through targeted training sessions, women are learning how to secure their land rights 

and resolve disputes peacefully within their communities. As part of this initiative, in 

partnership with the UNPBF and Christian Aid, WoNES has supported the formation 

and official registration of 25 women’s groups throughout Kailahun.  

14. These groups are receiving training in leadership, financial literacy, and policy 

awareness, equipping them to navigate government systems and advocate effectively 

for their rights. Once registered with the District Council, these women’s groups gain 

access to: 

a) Bank loans for small-scale farming or business ventures 

b) Government-distributed agricultural inputs, such as seeds 

c) Grant opportunities from non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and local 

authorities 

d) Collective land ownership, enabling women to secure land as a group 

e) Stronger advocacy platforms, amplifying calls for individual land ownership and 

gender-inclusive development. 

15. Registration not only strengthens their legal standing but also opens doors to 

economic empowerment and community-led development. 
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The Sierra Leone Mines and Minerals Development Act 2022  

16. The Mines and Minerals Development Act 20228 replaced the Mines and Minerals Act 

2009. While there were broad consultations with civil society on the review of the 2009 

Act, several of their recommendations were not incorporated9 and the act is also not 

clear on the need to ensure the Free, Prior and Informed Consent of landowners.  

17. When a large-scale mining licence holder obtains land use rights, they must pay surface 

rent, which is distributed as follows: 70% to landowners, 10% to the Paramount Chief, 

10% to the Constituency Development Fund and 10% to the District Council. 

Landowners are advocating for a greater share of the surface rent.   

18. There have also been challenges in implementing the Act. For instance, the Act explicitly 

states that land licence‑holders must enter into a Community Development Agreement 

(CDA) with their host community. One of the obligatory terms in the CDA is that the 

licence-holder must deposit ‘not less than one percent of its annual gross revenue’ into a 

Community Development Fund (CDF). The Parliamentary Committee on Mines and 

Mineral Resources noted that some companies were failing to comply with their 

obligations to contribute to the CDFs and fulfil other requirements, and relevant 

authorities were not enforcing this sufficiently.10  

19. Resettled landowners, and in particular women, are often excluded from Community 

Development Committees (CDCs), which is concerning since they are directly affected 

by mining activities. This exclusion undermines the very purpose of the committees and 

can lead to internal disputes. Furthermore, the CDCs are not consistently issuing annual 

financial reports. This lack of transparency makes it difficult to track how funds are being 

used and raises concerns about potential mismanagement or corruption. The 

government is planning to undertake an audit,11 which is a positive step, but they need to 

provide training to help CDCs improve their financial management and ensure the CDC 

membership includes landowners and women. 

20. Grievance mechanisms, essential for resolving disputes between communities, 

companies and the government, are often inadequate. This is a critical failure: without 

them, conflicts over land and mining activities can escalate, leading to social unrest and 

hampering development. 

The Sierra Leone Mines and Minerals Development and Management 
Corporation Act 2023 

21. This Act established the Sierra Leone Mines and Minerals Development and 

Management Corporation (SLMMDMC), a government entity for increasing state 

participation in managing the country’s natural resources.12  

22. The corporation’s board is made up of high-level government officials, including several 

ministers, the Governor of the Bank of Sierra Leone, and three other people directly 

appointed by the President of Sierra Leone.13 It is concerning that there is no explicit 

mandatory requirement for the board to include local community members who are 

directly impacted by mining.  

23. In contrast to the Mines and Minerals Development Act 2022, the SLMMDMC Act was 

passed without meaningful consultation with civil society and local communities.  
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24. The case of the Kasafoni mines, which lie in the Tonkolili district of Sierra Leone, 

illustrates the challenges arising since the establishment of the SLMMDMC. Tonkolili is 

one of several mineral-rich regions in Sierra Leone where local communities continue to 

live in poverty and face human rights challenges while mining companies generate 

profits. Heavy mining activity has resulted in the destruction of access roads14 disrupting 

livelihoods, trade and movement. There is an ongoing legal dispute over the ownership 

and control of iron ore deposits in the Tonkolili district. In July 2025, SLMMDMC claimed 

exclusive rights to the Kasafoni deposit. The Gento Group, a private Sierra Leonean 

company, also claimed that they had a valid lease agreement for the area and accused 

the government of attempting to override this. Meanwhile, the Paramount Chief of 

Tonkolili (who is also a Member of Parliament) submitted a formal petition to Parliament 

calling for an investigation into the SLMMDMC’s claims over the mineral deposits. At the 

time of writing, the discussions between the government and the Gento group and 

communities are still ongoing and the Parliamentary investigation has been paused on 

request of the government to allow for an amicable resolution between all parties.   

25. In 2024, the government established a Mineral Wealth Fund (as part of the SLMMDMC 

Act) and entered a management service contract with Mountview Konzem Management 

DMCC (Mountview). The Mineral Wealth Fund does not have any independent oversight 

mechanism. Civil society groups, notably the Natural Resource Governance and 

Economic Justice–Sierra Leone Network (NaRGEJ-SL), issued a press statement calling 

on the government to suspend implementation of the Mountview management contract 

due to a lack of transparency and accountability.15  

26. The civil society groups asked for clarification on whether the recruitment process 

complied with the Public Procurement Act, the Minister of Finance’s role in the initiative, 

and the Mineral Wealth Fund’s policies and objectives, including how investments are 

made, how funds can be accessed, and the oversight mechanisms in place. 

27. They are also calling for a review of the Sierra Leone Mines and Mineral Development 

and Management Corporation Act, for public access to Mountview’s business plan, 

performance indicators and development strategy, and for regular updates on the 

implementation of the service contract.  
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Opaque corporate structures  

28. Opaque corporate structures and inadequate disclosure of beneficial ownership 

are major challenges in natural resource governance in Sierra Leone. In many cases, it 

is difficult to access information about the ultimate owners, and in some cases, they are 

international companies registered outside the country. This lack of transparency 

obstructs communities’ access to justice and ability to hold owners to account when 

environmental damage, land disputes or human rights abuses occur. Case study 2 

(MAPO vs Koidu Ltd) underscores the urgent need to create a publicly accessible 

national registry of beneficial ownership and mining/agro-concession licenses in 

Sierra Leone. 

29. Such a registry would: 

a) Enable affected communities and their legal representatives to identify 

responsible entities 

b) Deter companies from creating complex corporate structures for impunity 

c) Enhance corporate accountability and state transparency 

d) Strengthen the enforcement of environmental, land and human rights laws. 

Case study 2: Marginalised Affected Property Owners (MAPO) vs Koidu 
Limited, Kono district (2019–present) 

 
Sierra Leone High Court. Photo: Bunting Kargbo 
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30. The Marginalised Affected Property Owners (MAPO), a group representing local 

land and property owners in Koidu, Kono district, Eastern Sierra Leone, initiated 

legal action in 2019 against Koidu Limited, a diamond mining company with 

multinational links. 

31. MAPO made allegations against Koidu Limited regarding forced displacement, 

environmental degradation, insufficient compensation, violation of customary land 

rights and non-compliance with environmental statutory provisions. 

32. Lawyers acting on behalf of MAPO faced enormous challenges in accessing 

accurate corporate and ownership information about the company. Koidu Limited 

operated under a complex corporate structure involving offshore trusts and 

nominee entities, which effectively shielded the identities of the real beneficial 

owners. 

33. It took several years of investigative effort, financial resources and external 

assistance to pierce the corporate veil and discover that the company was ultimately 

owned by the Octea Group, part of the BSGR (Beny Steinmetz Group Resources) 

conglomerate, based in offshore tax haven jurisdictions with minimal transparency 

obligations. BSGR is currently the subject of investigations in multiple countries16 and 

Beny Steinmetz, who occupies an advisory role in the BSGR board, has been 

convicted of corruption by courts in Switzerland and Romania.17,18  

34. The complex ownership architecture made it extremely difficult to determine who to 

hold liable and where to serve legal notice, which delayed and frustrated 

communities’ access to justice. 

35. Key dates in the case:  

a) October 2022: Sierra Leone’s High Court dismissed MAPO’s case, citing lack of 

legal standing because the group was not a signatory to the original mining lease 

agreement. MAPO appealed this decision.19  

b) July 2025: the Court of Appeal granted and later extended a freezing injunction 

against Koidu Limited, preventing it from disposing of assets amid fears of 

liquidation.20  

c) August 2025: Koidu Limited threatened to initiate international arbitration against 

the government of Sierra Leone, seeking US$100 million in damages.21  
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Human rights defenders 

36. Human rights defenders in Sierra Leone face frequent threats, violence, surveillance or 

intimidation, especially when challenging powerful corporate or political actors. 

Environmental defenders are particularly at risk, as illustrated by the MALOA case 

study below. 

37. Despite this, Sierra Leone does not have a dedicated law for the recognition and 

protection of human rights defenders. 

38. In the last UPR, Sierra Leone received several recommendations on the situation of 

human rights defenders.22 The government supported recommendations to guarantee 

freedom of expression for journalists and human rights defenders and to end arbitrary 

arrests; however, the government chose not to support the recommendation to adopt 

legislation for the protection of human rights defenders.23 

39. A bill on human rights defenders, drafted with civil society in 2017,24 is still awaiting 

parliamentary approval eight years later.  

40. Authorities continue to use the Public Order Act 1965 to stop peaceful assembly, often 

citing national security as grounds for refusal, without having evidence. Advocates 

highlight that this practice originates from colonial-era legislation and argue that it should 

be re-examined.25 The Sierra Leone Bar Association has called on the government to 

repeal outdated loitering laws following a ruling by the ECOWAS Court of Justice, 

which found them in violation of citizens’ rights to freedom of movement. These laws 

have disproportionately targeted marginalised groups, especially women and informal 

workers.26 

41. Restrictions on public protest have led citizens to turn to online platforms for advocacy 

and campaigning. However, the 2021 Cyber Security and Crimes Act has been 

misused in multiple instances to suppress legitimate and peaceful criticism of political 

leaders27 or private companies.28 Civil society, including legal experts, are calling for the 

Act to be reviewed to align it with international standards including the 2nd Additional 

Protocol of the Budapest Convention to ensure ‘the provisions of the Act adhere to 

principles of proportionality, necessity, and respect for privacy, thereby striking a balance 

between cybersecurity measures and the protection of individual liberties’.29  

42. Further concerns arise from the new Counter Terrorism Act – approved by Parliament 

and awaiting presidential assent. Its vague language, the Sierra Leone Association of 

Journalists indicates, could be used to limit freedom of expression and target journalists 

and human rights defenders.30 
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Case study 3: Attacks and harassment of environmental human rights 
defenders in the SOCFIN MALOA case (2011–present) 

43. In 2011, the SOCFIN Agricultural Company was granted a large-scale land lease in 
the Malen Chiefdom of Pujehun district. The group is a subsidiary of SOCFIN, a 
Luxembourg-registered company, which is majority owned by Belgian and French 
shareholders and has a complex subsidiary structure. The majority of the leased land 
was earmarked for monoculture oil palm plantations. 

44. Landowners and customary land users, especially women, reported that they were 

neither adequately consulted about the lease agreement nor its long-term 

implications and that they were pressured and intimidated into signing contracts.31  

45. The landowners organised themselves into a group called the Malen Land Owners 

and Users Association (MALOA) and began advocating for justice. Over the last 14 

years, MALOA members have faced judicial harassment, arbitrary arrests and 

violence. There have also been two extrajudicial killings of civilians in the group.32  

46. On one occasion, seventeen MALOA members were arrested on false charges, 

including ‘incitement, riotous conduct, conspiracy to commit a felony, and malicious 

damage’. The court cleared them of all charges two years later.33 

47. Aminata Fabba, chairlady and cofounder of MALOA, was among several 

environmental human rights defenders who faced a lawsuit for her work, especially 

due to her work empowering women to understand their rights. She successfully 

appealed the case brought against her.34 

SOCFIN-owned palm oil plantations in Malen, Pujehun district. Credit: Chris Nelson 
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‘Malen is now just a 
sea of palm trees. 
Since leasing their 
land many families 
have been unable to 
feed themselves and 
many had no choice 
but to leave the area 
in order to survive.’ – 
Joseph Rahall, 
Executive Director, 
Green Scenery. 
Photo: Chris Nelson 

 

48. In addition, SOCFIN brought defamation cases against Green Scenery, a Sierra 

Leonean NGO, and its executive director,35 and pursued multiple lawsuits against five 

international NGOs.36  

49. In 2022, 1,475 MALOA members jointly challenged SOCFIN’s RSPO (Roundtable on 

Sustainable Palm Oil) certification. In their petition they drew attention to 

elements of fraud that had led to SOCFIN receiving its certification.37 The human 

rights defenders reported facing criminalisation and harassment following their 

advocacy on the RSPO status.38  

50. For several years, civil society organisations called on the government to launch an 

investigation into SOCFIN to bring about a peaceful resolution to the Malen land 

conflict. The government formed an investigation committee and carried out an inquiry, 

investing significant funds, personnel and time. However, the investigation report has 

not been made public, nor has it been referenced during any of the government's 

discussions with the company. 

51. Senior government representatives were appointed to facilitate dialogue between the 

communities and SOCFIN, and a peace roadmap for Malen was presented to the 

President of Sierra Leone39 in November 2024. 

52. In September 2025, after fourteen years of advocacy, the Malen Development 

Committee and SOCFIN Agricultural Company signed a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) aimed at restoring sustainable peace and development in 

Malen. This is a positive step, but there have been delays in implementing further 

dialogue and other steps agreed in the MOU. Ongoing accountability and 

implementation of the MOU remain vital. 
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Gender justice 

53. Sierra Leone currently ranks 185 out of 193 on the UN’s Gender Inequality Index.40 The 

2023 Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment Act (GEWE)41 marked an 

historic milestone for advancing gender equality and women’s rights in Sierra Leone. 

The Act mandates a 30% quota for women in elected and appointed roles in all 

public and private sector jobs, improvement of women’s access to finance, 

implementation of gender mainstreaming and budgeting, and the establishment of 

gender units in all government departments. 

 

54. However, the implementation of the Act’s provisions has been partial and uneven, 

especially in rural areas.42  

 

 

 

There are also important gaps in the legislation itself. For instance, the scope of the Act 

is mainly limited to the formal sector and the majority of its provisions (such as equal 

pay, extended maternity leave and other non-discrimination clauses) don’t offer 

protections to women working in the informal sector. This is a critical omission as 

approximately 97% of women in Sierra Leone work in the informal sector.43,44 

Moreover, the GEWE Act does not mandate 30% female representation for roles that 

the President directly appoints. It merely suggests that the President ‘may take due 

consideration of the possibility of appointing women to at least 30%’ of cabinet and 

other government positions.  

55. Additionally, macroeconomic policies continue to be gender-blind. For instance, the 

lowering of the registration threshold of the Goods and Services Tax (GST) in 2022 

Dr Aisha Ibrahim and Bintu 
Kamara from the 50/50  group 
advocating for the enactment of 
the GEWE bill at the 2022 
National Women’s Conference.  

Now the law has been passed, 
50/50 and wider civil society are 
calling for the monitoring of its 
implementation and for it to be 
strengthened to protect the rights 
of women working in the informal 
sector. 

Photo: 50/50 group 
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negatively impacted small-scale businesses, a significant proportion of which are 

women-owned. Advocacy by Christian Aid, BAN and the 50/50 Group led to the 

government increasing the threshold in 2024. While this is a positive move, other 

macroeconomic policies still do not account for the differential impacts on women.   

56. In late 2023, the government published a Medium-Term Revenue Strategy (MTRS) 

outlining planned tax policy reforms up to 2027. It was developed without gender 

impact analysis or sufficient input from women’s rights organisations.  

57. BAN and the 50/50 Group are advocating for the implementation of the reforms under 

the MTRS to be guided by comprehensive data and economic modelling that 

integrates gender analysis to ensure its rollout supports, rather than undermines, 

gender equality and women’s rights.  

Female genital mutilation (FGM)  

58. Sierra Leone has one of the highest rates of female genital mutilation (FGM) in the world. 

According to a 2019 national survey,45 83% of women had undergone FGM, with 71% of 

them subjected to the practice before the age of 15.46 It is among few countries in the 

world where the practice is yet to be criminalised. 

59. FGM is deeply embedded in cultural traditions, primarily through initiation into the Bondo 

society (sometimes called Sande or Bondo). This secret women’s society views FGM as 

a rite of passage, marking the transition to becoming a ‘woman’. 

60. In the last UPR, Member States made 42 recommendations to Sierra Leone to 

‘prohibit’, ‘eliminate’ and ‘criminalise’ FGM. Each of these recommendations were 

noted rather than accepted.  

61. International and regional pressure on the government has since intensified. In 2024 the 

UN Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women and Girls called FGM ‘one of the 

most pernicious forms of violence committed’.47 There was public outrage when three 

Sierra Leonean girls under the age of 18 (Adamsay Sesay, Salamatu Jalloh and Kadiatu 

Bangura) died on the same day in 2024 from FGM.48  

62. In a landmark judgment in July 2025, the ECOWAS Court of Justice declared that 

FGM constitutes torture, violating the right to the security of a person. Having failed ‘its 

obligation to take legislative and other measures to prohibit female genital mutilation in 

Sierra Leone pursuant to Articles 2(1)(b), 4 and 5 of the Maputo Protocol, and Article 21 

of the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child’, the Court ruled that the 

government must take immediate legislative measures to prohibit and sanction FGM 

in Sierra Leone.49 This includes adopting the ‘necessary administrative, educational or 

socioeconomic policies or measures to ensure the eradication of FGM’, as well as paying 

reparations to the claimant, Ms Kadijatu Balaima Allieu (a Sierra Leonean national).  

63. The decisions of the ECOWAS Court of Justice are final, immediately enforceable and 

legally binding on its Member States as per Protocol A/P1/7/91.50 However, in practice, 

enforcement of its rulings relies on the political will and institutional capacity of its 

Member States. To date, there has been no formal public response from President Julius 

Maada Bio (who is currently the chair of the ECOWAS) to the Court’s ruling.51  
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64. Despite advocacy from civil society, the Child Rights Act 2025 (passed by Parliament in 

July 2025 and awaiting presidential assent), which prohibits all forms of violence against 

children, doesn’t include any provisions that specifically criminalise FGM. The GEWE Act 

is also silent on FGM.  

Sexual and gender-based violence 

65. In February 2019, President Bio declared a State of Public Emergency in Sierra Leone 

over rape and sexual violence against women, noting that hundreds of rape cases and 

sexual assaults were being reported every month with some victims as young as three 

months old.52  

66. The Sexual Offences (Amendment) Act was passed by Parliament in September 2019. 

The Act increased the penalties for rape convictions, made it a criminal offence for 

individuals (including community and religious leaders) to settle sexual assault cases out 

of the official court system, and launched a Sexual Offences Model Court in Freetown to 

fast-track rape cases in July 2020. Currently, specialised sexual offences courts operate 

in Freetown, Bo and Kailahun, leaving victims in other regions of the country with limited 

access to timely and secure justice. The availability of forensic support services for 

victims is also limited.  



   
 

  18 
 

Recommendations 

Natural resource governance 

67. Undertake a comprehensive review of all legislation governing land, minerals and 
other natural resources to ensure policy coherence and address gaps and laws 
that currently contradict each other. Actively seek input from local communities, 
landowners, and civil society organisations in this review.  

a) Review in particular the Sierra Leone Mines and Minerals Act 2022 and the 

Sierra Leone Mines and Mineral Development and Management Corporation 

Act 2023 to ensure compliance with the UN Guiding Principles on Business and 

Human Rights and other international human rights standards.  

68. Establish a publicly accessible online beneficial ownership registry for all private 
companies operating in Sierra Leone. Improve the navigability of the digital mining 
cadastre53 and expand its scope to provide more comprehensive and publicly 
accessible information. Most of the information is currently secured behind a login and 
is not accessible to the public. 

69. Hold private companies accountable to ensure that preceding any sale or lease of land 
Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) processes with local communities are 
conducted thoroughly and substantively, with evidence of such engagement, rather 
than as a mere formality. 

70. To overcome challenges in the ongoing land mapping initiative, the government and 
the World Bank should: 

a) Further strengthen partnerships with civil society to enhance community 

engagement, awareness and trust in the process 

b) Allocate more resources to legal aid and mediation to resolve land disputes. 

71. Ensure transparency and accountability in the management of Sierra Leone’s mineral 
wealth. Respond to civil society’s request for clarity on how the Mineral Wealth Fund 
will be managed.  

72. Ensure landowners are represented in the Community Development Committees 
(CDCs) so they have a voice in how development funds are used in their communities.  

73. National and local authorities should comply with the latest legislation to ensure 
women’s access to land and invest in initiatives that empower women to understand 
and claim their land rights, while addressing socio-cultural barriers that currently restrict 
their access, particularly in rural areas.  

Human rights defenders 

74. Enact the 2017 Human Rights Defenders Bill in consultation with civil society. 

75. Protect freedoms of expression, assembly and movement by amending and 

preventing misuse of the Public Order Act 1965, loitering laws and the Cyber 

Security and Crimes Act. 

76. Revise the Counter Terrorism Act to eliminate vague provisions that risk 

criminalising legitimate activism and journalism. 

77. Consult civil society and prepare a National Action Plan to protect and empower 

women human rights defenders, especially those who work in rural areas. 
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78. Enhance Human Rights Training for Security Forces and Public Officials – 

beginning in 2026, implement annual human rights training for law enforcement 

officers and magistrates, with a focus on the protection of human rights defenders, 

anti-discrimination measures and gender sensitivity in mineral-rich regions vulnerable 

to conflict. 

Gender justice 

79. Ensure the data used to inform government policy is gender-disaggregated and 

ensure gender impact assessments of policies are systematically carried out and 

published. Integrate gender analysis at every stage of fiscal policymaking, including 

the design and implementation of tax policies. 

80. Improve access to financial literacy and services for women in the informal 

sector. Ensure bureaucratic mechanisms that create barriers for women to access 

low-interest bank loans are removed.  

81. Fast track and ensure monitoring of the implementation of the GEWE Act 2022, 

especially in rural areas.  

82. Expand the remit of the GEWE Act to address the human rights of women 

working in the informal sector, ensuring their inclusion in programmes and 

protections related to employment, social security and economic empowerment. 

83. Ratify the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).  

84. Formally accept the ECOWAS Court’s July 2025 ruling on FGM and comply with its 

judgment, immediately criminalising FGM in all contexts and for all ages.  

85. Set up Sexual Offence Model Courts in all districts to ensure speedy trials and 

easy access to justice.  
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