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1. Introduction 

The Republic of Sierra Leone is a country 
in West Africa, between Guinea in the 
North and Liberia to the southeast. It 
stands at the coast of the North Atlantic 
Ocean (CIA, 2017). Population estimates 
of 2015 determine that the country has 
6,018,888 citizens (UNDESA, 2015b). The 
country is extremely poor and 
underdeveloped with an Human 
Development Index of 0.420, ranking the 
country at 179 out of 188 countries 
(UNDP, 2016). The country has an 
unemployment rate of 3 per cent, and 70 
per cent of its people live below the 
poverty line (CIA, 2017; World Bank, 
2017). Sierra Leoneans suffer from lack of formal education, as only 3 per cent of women and 5 per 
cent of men have more than secondary education. The economy is heavily reliant on natural 
resources, making it extremely vulnerable to external shocks. Key economic sectors are diamond 
mining as well as iron ore, rutile and bauxite mining among others (ACAPS, 2014). 
 
Sierra Leone faced a brutal civil war that lasted between 1991 and 2002, which devastated the 
country’s socioeconomic structure and ensured massive displacement. The conflict occurred 
between the Revolutionary United Front (RUF), backed by Liberian president Charles Taylor, and the 
government forces. Tactics used during the civil war often targeted civilians and included torture, 
murder, rape, abduction of children, and mutilation. Women and girls were disproportionally 
affected by the conflict, experiencing extremely high levels of violence, with up to 250,000 victims of 
gender based violence during the war period (ACAPS, 2014). Levels of violence were so staggering 
that a study discussing the attempted taking of Freetown in 1999 by RUF demonstrated that 99 per 
cent of respondents reported Post Traumatic Stress Disorder(PTSD)-like symptoms after the attack 
(de Jong, Mulhern, Ford, van der Kam & Kleber, 2000). Since the Lomé Peace Agreement signed in 
2002, the country has come a long way toward stability; since then, it has held several democratic 
elections and conducted a successful security sector reform (Conciliation Resources, n.d. & UNOWAS, 
2017). 

Still, the country faces a series of challenges, such as restructuring the economy in order to attract 
investments and providing livelihood opportunities for its people. One of the more recent challenges 
the country faced was the Ebola crisis between 2014 and 2016, which led to thousands of deaths in 
the country. This crisis not only revealed to be a health risk, but it also negatively affected domestic 
food production and the country’s economic performance. It revealed the shortcomings of the Sierra 
Leone’s capabilities, as the state heavily relied on international support to handle this crisis (BTI, 
2016). Moreover, the country faces other health issues such as a variety of communicable diseases, 
such as malaria and tuberculosis. Child and maternal mortality are one of the highest in the world, 
and noncommunicable diseases are increasing in significance (WHO, 2016a). Most recently, in 2017, 



3 
 

the country faces issues with floods due to heavy rain, which killed over 400 people in Freetown by 
August (Al Jazeera, 2017).   

Table 1: Sierra Leone Key Demographic and Development Indicators 

Indicator Sierra Leone 

Total area, in sq kma 71,740 

Population (2015), in millionb 7.237 

Urban Population (2015), % of totalc 39.9 

Population Growth Rate (2016), annual %c 2.2 

Ethnic Groupsa Temne 35% 
Mende 31% 

Limba 8% 
Kono 5% 
Kriole 2% 

Mandingo 2% 
Loko 2% 

Other 15% 
Human Development Index (2015),  
country rank out of 188d 

0.420 
179 

GDP Based on PPP per Capita (2016), current international dollars per capitac 496.05 

Life Expectancy at Birth (2015), yearsd 51.3 

Unemployment (2015), % of labour forcec 2.97 

Youth Unemployment (2015), % ages 15-24c 4.40 

Multidimensional Poverty Headcount (2013), %d 77.5 

Gini Coefficient (prior to 2015)d 34 

Foreign Direct Investment (net inflows, 2015), current USD millionsd 518.7 

Net Official Development Assistance Received (2015), current USD millionsd 946.390 

Personal Remittances Received (2016), current USD millionsd 58.612 

a CIA, 2017; b UN DESA, 2015b; c World Bank, 2017; d UNDP, 2016 

In terms of migration, Sierra Leone faced massive forced displacement due to its civil war. Moreover, 
the country has a long history of labour emigration, since its lack of economic opportunities led 
people to go abroad in order to find better opportunities. As a destination country, Sierra Leone is 
susceptible to instability of its neighbouring countries and has historically hosted a large number of 
Liberian refugees in particular (UNHCR, 2017b), as will be described in Section 2.1. Figures 1 and 2 
represent the origin countries of immigrants in Sierra Leone and destination countries of Sierra 
Leonean emigrants. According to UN DESA (2015a)1, the top country of origin for immigrants to 
Sierra Leone is Guinea, which captures about 75% of the country’s immigrant stock (see Figure 1). 
Guineans typically migrate to Sierra Leone for reasons of geographical proximity as well as 
instabilities in their country. On the other hand, as shown in Figure 2, the top two destinations for 
Sierra Leonean migrants are actually non-African destinations: the United States and United 
Kingdom. These countries are favourable destinations due to language proximities and existing 

                                                           
1 Note that migration statistics from UN DESA (2015a) illustrate mixed migration stocks and may include some, but not all, of 
refugees in/from a given country. For further information, visit: 
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates15.shtml 



4 
 

communities of Sierra Leoneans in these countries due to long existing diasporas (UN DESA, 2015). 
Figure 2 illustrates that neighbouring African countries, like Guinea, Senegal, Liberia and Mali account 
for about a third of Sierra Leoneans abroad. 

Figure 1: Origins of Immigrants in Sierra 
Leone 

 
Source: UN DESA 2015a 

Figure 2: Destinations of Emigrants from 
Sierra Leone 

 

Source: UN DESA 2015a 

As for the gender and age distribution of the migrants in Sierra Leone, it is useful to compare 
population pyramids of the country and of its migration stock. These are represented in Figures 3 and 
4, respectively. Figure 3 represents a classic pyramid profile for countries with low development 
status, with a large base and small top, representing high fertility and rates but a short life 
expectancy. Figure 4, on the other hand, shows a different perspective as it is centred in groups 
between 30-39 in the male column, whilst having more women in the younger cohorts. Moreover, 
Figure 4 reveals that the migrant stock tends to be more centred among individuals of working age, 
perhaps also for purposes of labour migration (UN DESA, 2015).  
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Figure 3: Total Population in Sierra Leone by 
Age Group, 2015 

 
Source: UN DESA, 2015b 

Figure 4: Migrant Stock in Sierra Leone by 
Age Group, 2015 

 
Source: UN DESA, 2015a 

 

2. Forced Migration/ Displacement 

2.1. Refugees in Sierra Leone  

Sierra Leone has hosted refugees from neighbouring countries for many years. Since the end of its 
civil war, it has received great number of Liberian refugees due to the continued civil war in the 
country (Ward, 2017 & Refugees International, 2002). By 2005, it had received 60,000 Liberian 
refugees (UNHCR, 2005). Over the years after the peace agreement in 2003, Liberia stabilized and 
return programs have been put in place by UNHCR and other agencies; through such programs, 
thousands of people left Sierra Leone and returned to Liberia (IRN, 2007). UNHCR (2017b) population 
statistics show that Sierra Leone only hosted 683 refugees as of mid-2016.  

 
Table 2: Refugees in Sierra Leone, mid-2016 

Country of Origin Refugees 

Liberia 654 

Cote d’Ivoire 21 

Sudan 8 

Total 683 

Source: UNHCR, 2017b 
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2.2. Refugees from Sierra Leone 

Between 1991 and 2002, Sierra Leone faced massive displacement both within and outside of its 
borders due to civil war (Guberek et al., 2006). Estimates from relief organizations show that up to 
two million people were displaced in the country, out of a total population of six million (Pagonis & 
Dobbs, 2008). Of this displaced population, 490,000 Sierra Leoneans sought asylum in Guinea and 
Liberia, whilst the rest tended to seek asylum in developed nations in North America and Europe 
(Ward, 2017). The living conditions for these migrants was challenging, suffering from lack of running 
water and electricity, malnutrition, and disease outbreaks such as malaria in Guinea (Department of 
Immigration and Citizenship, 2007).  

In 2008, UNHCR determined that the country had reached a stable enough condition and that 
refugee status for Sierra Leoneans abroad could end (Pagonis & Dobbs, 2008). This strengthened the 
return process of refugees abroad, as started by the UNHCR voluntary repatriation programmes. 
These programmes benefited an estimated 272,000 Sierra Leoneans between 2000 and 2004. The 
return programmes had three components: logistics and mass information for voluntary repatriation, 
multi-faceted assistance to camps, and sustainability of coordinated reintegration support (UNHCR, 
2005). The return of these refugees was coupled with a series of reintegration challenges, since post-
conflict reconstruction was still under way. Different projects were implemented for this manner, 
such as nearly 2,000 Community Empowerment Projects (CEPs) in sectors such as agriculture, health, 
water, sanitation, and community services (Skran, 2017).  

Returns have continued throughout the years, both through individual initiatives and through 
diaspora engagement networks. This prospect is encouraged by the government to be a part of the 
reconstruction of the country. Sierra Leoneans often travel back to their country to assess the 
situation before making the decision to engage in return migration (Johnson, 2010). By mid-2016, 
UNHCR data estimates that there were still 9,884 Sierra Leoneans abroad in situations of concern, of 
which 4,896 were refugees, 3,509 asylum-seekers, and 1,479 others. The latter group is found in 
Liberia in probable situations of statelessness (UNHCR, 2016). The main destinations, specifically 
Angola, Liberia, Germany, the US, Netherlands, France, Italy, the UK, and others, of this population of 
concern are represented in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5: Total population of concern of Sierra Leoneans Abroad, 2016 

Source: UNHCR, 2017b 

2.3. Internal Displacement in Sierra Leone 

As a consequence of the civil war, Sierra Leone faced massive internal displacement. Reports vary 
reporting between 2 to 4.5 million internally displaced persons (IPDs) throughout the 11-year conflict 
(European Commission, 2007; Skran, 2017). Living conditions of these IDPs were often inadequate, 
with studies demonstrating 20 per cent of all children in IDP camps in situations of severe stunting 
due to chronic food insecurity (Owoaje, Uchendu, Ajayi, & Cadmus, 2016).  

By the end of the conflict in 2001, IDPs faced new challenges returning to their place of residency. 
Until 2004, over 225,000 IDPs had returned to their areas of origin under the government 
resettlement program, whilst a further 245,000 IDPs had returned home spontaneously. The official 
program of resettlement ended in 2002, causing the government to claim that the country no longer 
faced a situation of internal displacement (NRC, 2004). However, many issues arise from this trend. 
For example, IDPs often had to return to areas with no basic infrastructure, creating new 
humanitarian crisis and needs. Reintegration assistance, however, was limited to registered IDPs, 
which discounted many thousands of people in need. The degree of voluntariness has also been a 
contentious issue. International organizations such as Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) have criticized 
the government’s return program for forcing people to return to avoid food aid dependence on 
another agricultural season. IDPs were often ill informed about their return options and had 
inadequate support during the transit and rehabilitation phases (NRC, 2003). As such, many IDPs 
would go on to live in precarious conditions, still away from home. Of special concern is the great 
number of vulnerable children that compose this group (Maconachie, Binns, Tengbe, & Johnson, 
2007). 

Another issue has to do with the IDPs who did not wish to return to their original communities, who 
then became so-called residual IDPs and were not serviced by humanitarian assistance. During this 
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resettlement phase, many IDPs were also resettled to unsafe areas, making MSF describe the return 
program as eviction, rather than resettlement. Finally, if IDPs do not wish to be resettled or return, 
the government in Sierra Leone no longer considers them as IDPs. This leads to the government 
claiming that there is no longer an internal displacement problem in the country. However, these 
IDPs still suffer from a lack of livelihood opportunities and lose the formal status that can grant them 
a series of rights and benefits (McGoldrick, 2003).  

Most recently, in 2009 Sierra Leone has faced internal displacement due to grave flooding which 
affected nearby countries, including Burkina Faso, Ghana, Niger, and Senegal (Ferris & Stark, 2012). 
UNOCHA estimates show that Sierra Leone had 1,455 people affected by this crisis (UNOCHA, 2009). 
Latest estimates of IDMC (2016) demonstrate that Sierra Leone faced 8,400 new displacements in 
2013, but reasons for this displacement are not clearly stated. 

3. Regular/ Labour Migration 

3.1. Immigration 

There is little to no information on labour immigration to Sierra Leone. The country is still struggling 
with development issues and a general lack of economic development, thus prospects to labour 
immigration are not incredibly attractive in the region. The difficulty in assessing the extent of labour 
immigration in Sierra Leone also stems from the fact that the country does not have a 
comprehensive labour migration policy that regulates and governs this trend. There is also a lack of 
public disclosure on the information of work permits for foreign nationals, which can act as a proxy 
to understand trends of labour migration in the country (ICPMD & IOM, 2015).   

3.2. Emigration 

The civil war in Sierra Leone from 1991 to 2002 had a widespread impact on the country’s civil 
structure, destroying education facilities and hospitals and thus encouraging professionals and skilled 
workers to migrate. Post-conflict, the country still lacks economic development opportunities and is 
plagued by poor socioeconomic conditions, unemployment, and low wages. These factors encourage 
labour emigration from the country, in particular to destinations such the US and countries in Europe 
(European Commission, 2007).  

Throughout these years of emigration, Sierra Leone has developed a sizeable diaspora, comprised of 
historic and recent migrants and their families. These emigrants are primarily located in Guinea, 
Liberia, Nigeria, UK, Germany, Netherlands, Canada and United States. This diaspora group contains a 
great number of highly-skilled migrants. In fact, 53 percent of tertiary-educated Sierra Leoneans, 
physicians and nurses in particular, live abroad. As a result, the country faces significant brain drain 
(World Bank, 2016). Apart from brain drain, an outcome of this migratory trend surrounds 
remittances sent to the country. Data from UNICEF (2013) demonstrate that the country receives $79 
million in remittances from abroad each year, whereas only $21 million flow out on an annual basis 
(UNICEF, 2013). Further considering diaspora engagement of Sierra Leoneans abroad, the World 
Bank (2016) commissioned a study discussing the main factors influencing diaspora investment and 
engagement. The main findings suggest that feelings of pride and frustration are prevalent in the 
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mobilized diaspora community, which also has diverse human capital. Still, there remain substantial 
gaps in current levels of diaspora engagement, which are made worse by numerous perceived 
obstacles to investment, such as difficulties in obtaining energy, lack of telecommunications 
infrastructure, and a general lack of infrastructure (World Bank, 2016).  

4. Internal Migration 

Internal migration, both between and within urban and rural environments, makes up a significant 
trend in Sierra Leone. Rural-urban flows are marked by searches for employment, especially in 
Freetown, the capital of Sierra Leone. Rural-rural migration is common in Kambia and Bonthe, due to 
the swamp rice agriculture and diamond mining in the south and east of the country. Diamond 
mining leads to important temporary migration in these regions, with around 10,000 seasonal 
workers (Maconachie, Binns, Tengbe & Johnson, 2007).   

5. Irregular Migration 

Irregular migration is common in Sierra Leone, hardened by the difficulty of border patrol as the 
country is only able to control one fifth of all its crossing points on its south-eastern border. Guinea, 
on the other hand, secures only 37 points on its more than 1,400 km-long border with Liberia and 
Sierra Leone (European Commission, 2007).  

5.1. Human Smuggling 

According to UNODC (2017), migrant smuggling is defined as "a crime involving the procurement for 
financial or other material benefit of illegal entry of a person into a State of which the person is not a 
national or a resident." Smuggling differs from human trafficking in three main ways having to do 
with consent, exploitation, and transnationality. More specifically, this means that migrants engage 
with their smugglers in a consensual manner; smuggling also occurs transnationally and ends upon 
arrival at the destination. Victims of trafficking, however, are typically trafficked against their will or 
have been coerced into giving consent and must endure ongoing exploitation. Moreover, trafficking 
can occur both internally and internationally across borders (UNODC, 2017). 

Human smuggling has been identified in Sierra Leone as being due to mostly economic reasons, in 
particular due to the high costs of regular means of travel. By 2007, the main smuggling routes were 
through land routes around the Sahara Desert and through the sea. The Sahara route has a series of 
people specialised in providing food, accommodation, false documents, and transport smuggling. The 
maritime route, on the other hand, relies on wrecked fishing and commercial ships, easily bought in 
West African ports. The lack of regulated maritime routes in Sierra Leone and neighbouring Guinea 
facilities the existence and use of ghost vessels (European Commission, 2007).  

5.2. Trafficking in Human Beings 

Human trafficking is common in Sierra Leone, and men, women, and children are subjected to forced 
labour and sex trafficking. Sierra Leone is ranked Tier 2 by the US Department of State’s (2017) 
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Trafficking in Persons Report because, although the state exhibits efforts in fighting trafficking, it 
does not meet the minimum standards. In particular, the country was active in investigating cases of 
trafficking, enabling victims of trafficking (VoTs) abroad to return home, and referred other VoTs to 
support services. However, the country has not convicted a trafficker in more than six years. 
Moreover, investigations into cases of trafficking and timely support for victims have decreased in 
recent years. In this regard, the country’s government is also reliant on NGOs for providing assistance 
and support to VoTs.  

In Sierra Leone, VoTs often come from rural areas and are recruited to urban and mining centres. In 
these centres, VoTs are subjected to sex exploitation and forced labour in domestic service, artisanal 
diamond and granite mining, petty trading, ceramics production, rock breaking, street crime and 
begging. Other sectors of activities are sex trafficking and exploitation in the fishing and agriculture 
sectors (US Department of State, 2017). In recruiting children for purposes of trafficking, traffickers 
convince parents that they will be taken for education purposes, though they are then later 
trafficked. Boys and girls are used as “cultural dancers” in Gambia. As for the recruitment of adults, 
victims often migrate voluntarily to West Africa, the Middle East, and Europe and are then subjected 
to forced labour and forced prostitution. 

On the other hand, Sierra Leone is also a stage for VoTs of other countries. In particular, Kenyan, 
Chinese, and Sri Lankan men forced into forced labour conditions (US Department of State, 2017). 
During the war, both the RUF and pro-government forces engaged in the trafficking and abduction of 
children. These victims were later used as child soldiers in combat (NRC, 2003). Human Rights Watch 
reported on the practice, demonstrating how the RUF would approach children in demobilization 
camps; these practices included threats such as murders in the camp if child soldiers would not 
return to fighting ranks. Women and girls, on their hand, were constantly raped by soldiers of the 
RUF, facing mutilation and murder if they attempted to resist (HRW, 2000).     

6. Migrant’s Vulnerabilities and Protection Issues 

Migrant vulnerabilities are tied to the large scale forced displacement the country saw due to its civil 
war. After the war ended, young people return to border communities, with few opportunities for 
skills development and employment. Moreover, weak border management leads to possibilities of 
trade in illicit drugs, human trafficking, and criminal insecurity. Border communities in Sierra Leone 
are, therefore, left insecure and susceptible to crime (Conciliation Resources, n.d.). In this regard, 
children are especially vulnerable in Sierra Lone to child labour practices, often tied to further human 
trafficking. Save the Children estimates that by 2017, 37 per cent of children aged 5 to 14 in Sierra 
Leone face child labour (SCF, 2017).  

Another main vulnerability faced by people in Sierra Leone are health hazards around epidemics such 
as Ebola. In 2015, the WHO had great efforts in the country to reduce Ebola-related mortality 
through prompt identification and effective management of cases (WHO, 2015). The Ebola threat has 
been neutralized and is no longer a current threat, as WHO declared the end of active transmission in 
March 2016 (WHO, 2016b). Still, this crisis demonstrates how ill-prepared the country is to deal with 
such epidemic outbreaks, thus demonstrating to be a main vulnerability of migrants in the country.  
Moreover, the country faces other health issues such as a variety of communicable diseases, such as 
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malaria and tuberculosis. Child and maternal mortality are one of the highest in the world, and 
noncommunicable diseases are increasing in significance (WHO, 2016a). 

7. Relevant National Policies and Stakeholders 

Sierra Leone lacks a comprehensive migration policy. There are a number of recent initiative in the 
field of migration and development and the risks of trafficking, however existing legislation on 
immigration is obsolete and lacks enforcement (ICMPD & IOM, 2015). Table 3 demonstrates key 
policies and laws that govern migration in Sierra Leone.  

   
Table 3: Sierra Leone’s Key Migration Policy Response 

Policy Content 

The National Registration 
Act, 2008 

“Being an Act to provide for the compulsory registration of 
citizens and non citizens resident in Sierra Leone and the issue 
of Identity Cards to such persons and for the use of public 
bodies; and to provide for other related matters.2”  

The Non-Citizens 
(Registration, Immigration 
and Expulsion) Act, 1965 

“Determines registration of non-citizens, disembarkation and 
examination, conditions of entry, prohibited immigrants, 
expulsion and deportation, Seamen regulation, jurisdiction over 
it.3”  

General Law (Business 
Start-up) Amendment Act, 
2007 

“Art. 34 institutes a Work Permit Committee, consisting of 
representatives from the Ministries of Labour and Social 
Security, Internal Affairs, and Finance and Economic 
Development4” 

The Refugees Protection 
Act, 2007 (No. 6 of 2007) 

“Provides for the recognition and protection of refugees. Gives 
effect to the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, done 
at Geneva on the 28th July, 1951, to the Protocol Relating to the 
Status of Refugees of the 31st January, 1967 and to the OAU 
Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems 
in Africa, done at Addis Ababa on the 10th September, 1969.” 

The Anti-Human Trafficking 
Act, 2005 [No. 7 of 2005] 

“Being an Act to suppress the trafficking in persons and to 
provide for other related matter. Measures to combat human 
trafficking, financial provisions and prosecution of trafficking 
offences.5 ” 

The Child Rights Act, 2007 
(No. 7 of 2007) 

“Being an Act to provide for the promotion of the rights of the 
child compatible with the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 20th 
November, 1989, and its Optional Protocols of 8th September, 
2000; and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the 
Child, and for other related matters. - Protection from 
exploitative labour, protection from torture and degrading 
treatment, minimum age of marriage and right to refuse 
betrothal or marriage and determines employment of children.6”   

                                                           
2 Full text at: http://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/87739/100132/F623390103/SLE87739.pdf 
3 Full text at: http://www.sierra-leone.org/Laws/1965-21.pdf 
4 Full text at: http://www.sierra-leone.org/Laws/2007-6p.pdf 
5 Full text at: http://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/78345/83713/F456980786/SLE78345.pdf 
6 Full text at:  http://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/78338/83704/F1971620091/SLE78338.pdf 
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Sierra Leone Citizenship 
Act, 1973 

Citizenship by birth in and outside of Sierra Leone, no dual 
citizenship, Deprivation of citizenship of persons acquiring 
foreign citizenship/residence7  

The Sierra Leone 
Citizenship (Amendment) 
Act, 2006 

“Being an Act to amend the Sierra Leone Citizenship Act, 1973 
so as to grant the right of dual citizenship and citizenship by 
birth directly through the mother.8” 

ECOWAS Protocol on Free 
Movement of Persons, 
Residence and 
Establishment 

Allows for entry in ECOWAS states without a visa. Residency in 
ECOWAS state up to 90 days without a visa. After 90 days, being 
allowed to apply for permanent residence permit in the country 
of destination 

Sierra Leone:  Resettlement 
Strategy 2001 

“To support the resettlement and reintegration of internally 
displaced, refugees and ex-combatants with their dependents 
back into their communities, strengthen their livelihood security 
and promote reconciliation.9” 

Sources: European Commission, 2007; ILO, 2017; ICPMD & IOM, 2015. 

In the past few years a labour migration policy has been drafted and sustained several reviews, 
hoping to strengthen legal framework and enhance stakeholder capacity to promote orderly regular 
migration (Milton, 2016). The document addresses issues such as treatment of migrants and 
contribution to national development. This project comes in line with funds of the EU through the 
Valetta Summit in 2015, which hopes to address challenges in the area of migration between Europe 
and Africa (Sesay, 2016).  

Stakeholders on migration governance are the Ministry of Internal Affairs; the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Security; the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; the Presidency; the Ministry of Social Welfare, 
Gender, and Children's Affairs; as well as the Ministry of Finance and Economic Development.  Under 
the Presidency stands the Office of Diaspora Affairs which attempts to strengthen diaspora 
engagement, especially in the United Kingdom and United States. Through migration legislation, 
there are three main inter-ministerial institutions in the country: the Work Permit Committee, the 
Inter-Ministerial Committee on Human Trafficking, and the National Task-Force on Human Trafficking 
(ICPMD & IOM, 2015).  

In terms of bilateral agreements, Sierra Leone has understandings with Cuba, China, and India, 
allowing labour market access without a work permit. Readmission agreements have been drafted 
with the United Kingdom and Netherlands, whist it hold several agreements with private companies 
in the Middle East. For multilateral agreements, Sierra Leone has strong ties to ECOWAS providing 
special treatment to its migrants, such as reduced work permit fees. Moreover, it is a part of the 
Multipartite Agreement for the Local Integration of Liberian and Sierra Leonean Refugees in Nigeria 
in 2007 (ICPMD & IOM, 2015). Sierra Leone is also party to a number of international conventions 
and instruments that govern migration in the country. These are the 1949 ILO Migration for 
Employment Convention, the 1951 Refugee Convention, the 1967 Refugee Protocol, the 1975 ILO 
Migrant Workers Convention, the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child, the 1990 UN Migrant 
Workers Convention, the 2000 Human Trafficking Protocol, and the 2000 Migrant Smuggling Protocol 
(UNICEF, 2013).   

                                                           
7  Full text at: http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b50610.html  
8  Full text at: http://www.refworld.org/publisher,NATLEGBOD,,SLE,481596b42,0.html  
9  Full text at: https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/SierraLeone_ResettlementStrategy_2001.pdf 
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A key issue Sierra Leone faces in terms of migration governance is the risk of statelessness and the 
negative outcomes that spur out of this situation. Statelessness can occur om many ways, 
particularly if nationality laws do not grant men and women equality in conferring nationality to their 
children. This gender inequality in nationality laws leads to thousands of children being stateless 
(UNHCR, 2017a). Sierra Leone has had this issue for many decades, although a 2006 review attempts 
at remedying this situation by determining that a child born in Sierra Leone after 1971 may acquire 
Sierra Leonean citizenship by birth if their father, mother, or grandparent is born in Sierra Leone and 
is of “negro African descent” (UNHCR, 2016). Still, a loophole arises as children born abroad can only 
be granted Sierra Leonean citizenship through their father, although Sierra Leonean law has a 
safeguard for these children if they are not granted any other nationality. Work continues to be done 
in Sierra Leone since, as of 2017, a Constitutional Review Committee is reviewing the 1991 
Constitution and proposes a gender-neutral provision of acquisition of nationality (UNHCR, 2017a). 
Sierra Leone also acceded to the 1954 Convention relating to the Status of Stateless Persons and to 
the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness in May 2016 (UNHCR, 2016). The risk of 
statelessness is still prevalent today, and UNICEF denounces that there are over 40 million children 
who are unregistered in West Africa. The consequences of this lack of registration and statelessness 
leads to children being invisible in the eyes of the law, deprived of fundamental rights, and 
vulnerable to violations such as child labour and child marriage (UNICEF, 2017).  

On another note, in light of the large-scale displacement the country witnessed through its civil war, 
Sierra Leone developed a Resettlement Strategy in 2001. It designed and implemented a plan for 
voluntary repatriation and reintegration of refugees and IDPs, which was crucial for the return of 
these migrants. A second key policy was the Recovery Strategy for Newly Accessible Areas in 2002, 
which hoped to consolidate peace and lay development foundations (Ferris & Stark, 2012; Ferris & 
Winthrop, 2010). Moreover, Sierra Leone has a tolerant approach to irregular migration, at least in 
practice. ECOWAS nationals tend to be tolerated and possibilities to regularise their stay are 
generalised. Border management is a constant struggle, as the country only controls a handful of its 
hundreds of crossing points. Even though policies such as the Anti-Human Trafficking Act of 2005 and 
the Child Rights Act of 2007 are in place, capacity to enact these policies is limited. There is a lack of 
specialised training and of public information campaigns in Sierra Leone, and NGOs and international 
organizations tend to pull the weight for victim protections (ICPMD & IOM, 2015). 

Gaps 

There is limited data especially with regards to labour immigration in Sierra Leone; these data gaps 
limit evidence-based policy making in this regard. Sierra Leone also has several policy gaps as it lacks 
certain laws to regulate forms of migration and, when it has these laws, lacks the capacity to 
implement them. First, a comprehensive labour migration policy needs to be developed to provide 
proper treatment of its migrants whilst channelling the development potential it has (Sesay, 2016). 
Second, the country needs to develop its capacity to govern irregular migration and minimize cases 
of human trafficking. In particular, border management needs to be strengthened, as reports show 
that Sierra Leone can only control a small portion of its crossing points (European Commission, 2007; 
US Department of State, 2017). Third, Sierra Leone has a continuous issue of internally displaced 
people who have been invisible to the state since the end of the voluntary repatriation program. 
These migrants have particular vulnerabilities and remain in the blind spot of the management of 
forcibly displaced migrants (Maconachie, Binns, Tengbe & Johnson, 2007).  



14 
 

References 

Assessment Capacities Project (ACAPS) (2014). ACAPS – Country Profile Sierra Leone. Retrieved 
August 2017 from https://www.acaps.org/country/sierra-leone/country-profile  

Al Jazeera (2017). Death toll climbs to over 400 in Sierra Leone floods. Aljazeera.com. Retrieved 1 
September 2017, from http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/08/400-killed-sierra-leone-
floods-170818103301675.html 

Bertelsmann Stiftung (BTI) (2016) BTI 2016 — Sierra Leone Country Report. Gütersloh: Bertelsmann 
Stiftung, 2016. Retrieved August 2017 from: https://www.bti-
project.org/fileadmin/files/BTI/Downloads/Reports/2016/pdf/BTI_2016_Sierra_Leone.pdf 

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) (2017). The World Factbook: Sierra Leone. Retrieved August 2017 
from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sl.html 

Conciliation Resources (n.d.). History: conflict in Sierra Leone, Guinea, Liberia and Côte 
d’Ivoire. Conciliation Resources. Retrieved 1 September 2017, from http://www.c-
r.org/where-we-work/west-africa/history-conflict-sierra-leone-guinea-liberia-and-c-te-d-
ivoire 

De Jong, K., Mulhern, M., Ford, N., Van Der Kam, S., & Kleber, R. (2000). The trauma of war in Sierra 
Leone. Lancet. 

Department of Immigration and Citizenship (2007). Sierra Leonean Community Profile. Canberra 
(Commonwealth of Australia). Retrieved August 2017 from 
https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/11_2013/community-profile-sierra-
leone.pdf  

European Commission (2007). Sierra Leone- European Community Country Strategy Paper and 
National Indicative Programme for the period 2008 – 2013. Retrieved August 2017 from 
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/country-strategy-paper-and-national-indicative-programme-
period-2008-2013-sierra-leone_en  

Ferris, E., & Stark, C. (2012). Internal Displacement in West Africa: A Snapshot. Washinton, DC: The 
Brookings Institute). Disponible à l’adresse: http://www. brookings. 
edu/research/papers/2012/01/ecowas-ferris-stark, consulté le, 18(05), 2014. 

Ferris, E., & Winthrop, R. (2010). Education and displacement: Assessing conditions for refugees and 
internally displaced persons affected by conflict. Background paper for the EFA Global 
Monitoring Report 2011. The hidden crisis: Armed conflict and education. Retrieved August 
2017 from 
http://www.operationspaix.net/DATA/DOCUMENT/4772~v~Education_and_Displacement__A
ssessing_Conditions_for_Refugees_and_Internally_Displaced_Persons_Affected_by_Conflict.p
df  

Guberek, T., Guzmán, D., Silva, R., Cibelli, K., Asher, J., Weikart, S., ... & Grossman, W. M. (2006). 
Truth and Myth in Sierra Leone: An Empirical Analysis of the Conflict, 1991-2000. A Report by 
the Benetech Human Rights Data Analysis Group and the American Bar Association. Palo Alto, 
CA: Benetech. 



15 
 

Human Rights Watch (HRW) (2000). Sierra Leone Rebels Forcefully Recruit Child Soldiers. Retrieved 
August 2017 from https://www.hrw.org/news/2000/05/31/sierra-leone-rebels-forcefully-
recruit-child-soldiers 

International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD) & International Organization for 
Migration (IOM) (2015). A Survey on Migration Policies in West Africa. Retrieved August 2017 
from https://www.icmpd.org/fileadmin/ICMPD-
Website/ICMPD_General/Publications/2015/A_Survey_on_Migration_Policies_in_West_Afric
a_EN_SOFT.pdf  

Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) (2017). Country Profile: Sierra Leone. Retrieved 
August 2017 from http://www.internal-displacement.org/countries/sierra-leone/  

International Labour Organization (ILO) (2017). Natlex - Database of national labour, social security 
and related human rights legislation. Retrieved June 2017 from 
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/natlex4.home?p_lang=en 

IRIN (2007). Refugees reluctant to return home. IRIN. Retrieved 1 September 2017, from 
http://www.irinnews.org/news/2007/02/21/refugees-reluctant-return-home 

Johnson, K. (2010). Returnees aim to revitalize Sierra Leone. Public Radio International. Retrieved 1 
September 2017, from https://www.pri.org/stories/2010-02-20/returnees-aim-revitalize-
sierra-leone 

Maconachie, R., Binns, T., Tengbe, P., & Johnson, R. (2007). Temporary labour migration and 
sustainable post-conflict return in Sierra Leone. GeoJournal, 67(3), 223-240. 

Milton, B. (2016). Sierra Leone News: SaLone reviews draft migration Policy « Awoko 
Newspaper. Awoko.org. Retrieved 1 September 2017, from 
http://awoko.org/2016/04/26/sierra-leone-news-salone-reviews-draft-migration-policy/ 

McGoldrick, C. (2003). Sierra Leone: Resettlement Doesn't Always End Displacement. Forced 
Migration Review, (17), 31-32. 

Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) (2003). Profile of Internal Displacement: Sierra Leone. Compilation 
of the information available in the Global IDP Database of the Norwegian Refugee Council (as 
of 3 April, 2003), Genf: Norwegian Refugee Council/Global IDP Project.   

Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) (2004). Sierra Leone Exit Paper. The Global IDP project. Retrieved 
August 2017 from http://www.internal-displacement.org/assets/library/Africa/Sierra-
Leone/pdf/Sierra-Leone-Exit-paper.pdf  

Pagonis, J., & Dobbs, L. (2008). Refugee status for Sierra Leoneans to end. UNHCR. Retrieved 1 
September 2017, from http://www.unhcr.org/news/latest/2008/6/48494b402/refugee-
status-sierra-leoneans-end.html 

Owoaje, E. T., Uchendu, O. C., Ajayi, T. O., & Cadmus, E. O. (2016). A review of the health problems of 
the internally displaced persons in Africa. Nigerian postgraduate medical journal, 23(4), 161. 

Refugees International (2002). The plight of Liberian refugees in Sierra Leone requires urgent 
response. ReliefWeb. Retrieved 1 September 2017, from http://reliefweb.int/report/sierra-
leone/plight-liberian-refugees-sierra-leone-requires-urgent-response 



16 
 

Save the Children Fund (SCF) (2017). Stolen Childhoods – End of Childhood Report 2017 Retrieved 
August 2017 from http://www.savethechildren.org/atf/cf/%7B9def2ebe-10ae-432c-9bd0-
df91d2eba74a%7D/SAVETHECHILDREN_ENDOFCHILDHOOD_INDEX_2017_EASTAFRICA%20ED
ITION_LOWRES.PDF 

Sesay, M. (2016). New labor policy to address illegal migration in Sierra Leone. Politico SL. Retrieved 1 
September 2017, from http://politicosl.com/articles/new-labor-policy-address-illegal-
migration-sierra-leone-0 

Skran, C. (2015). UNHCR’s Gender Policy for Refugees and Returnees in Sierra Leone. African and 
Asian Studies, 14(1-2), 108-133. 

Skran, C. (2017). Returnees in Sierra Leone. FMR - GP 10. Retrieved 1 September 2017, from 
http://www.fmreview.org/sites/fmr/files/FMRdownloads/en/GuidingPrinciples10/skran.pdf 

United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (UN DESA) (2015a). 
International migrant stock 2015. Retrieved June 2017 from 
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates
15.shtml 

United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (UN DESA) (2015b). 
World Population Prospects: The 2015 Revision. Retrieved June 2017 from 
http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/Download/Standard/Population/ 

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) (2016). Human Development Report 2016 – Human 
Development for Everyone. New York: UNDP. Retrieved June 2017 from 
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/2016_human_development_report.pdf 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (2005). Sierra Leone – UNHCR Global 
Report 2005. Retrieved August 2017 from http://www.unhcr.org/449267860.html  

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (2016). Update on UNHCR’s operations in 
Africa.  Retrieved August 2017 from http://www.refworld.org/pdfid/57f254d14.pdf 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (2017a). Background Note on Gender 
Equality, Nationality Laws and Statelessness 2017. Retrieved August 2017 from 
http://www.refworld.org/docid/58aff4d94.html  

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (2017b). UNHCR Population Statistics. 
Retrieved June 2017 from http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/overview 

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) (2013). Migration profiles – Sierra Leone. Retrieved August 
2017 from https://esa.un.org/miggmgprofiles/indicators/files/SierraLeone.pdf 

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) (2017). Statelessness: Over 40m children are unregistered in 
West Africa —UNICEF. Retrieved August 2017 from https://data2.unhcr.org/fr/news/16098  

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) (2009). West Africa 
Flood Affected Population – June to September 2009. Retrieved August 2017 from 
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/14D93E78C3482C2F852576420066631
0-map.pdf 



17 
 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) (2017). Trafficking in Persons and Migrant 
Smuggling. Retrieved September 2017 from https://www.unodc.org/lpo-brazil/en/trafico-de-
pessoas/index.html  

United Nations Office for West Africa and Sahel (UNOWAS) (2017) Quarterly E-Magazine of the 
United Nations Office for West Africa and the Sahel July 2017. Retrieved August 2017 from 
https://unowas.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/unowas_magazine_n4_-_eng_online.pdf  

US Department of State (2017). 2017 Trafficking in Persons Report. Washington, DC: US Department 
of State. Retrieved June 2017 from https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2017/ 

Ward, J. (2017). 10 Important Facts to Know About Sierra Leone Refugees. The Borgen Project. 
Retrieved 1 September 2017, from https://borgenproject.org/sierra-leone-refugees/ 

World Health Organization (WHO) (2015). Sierra Leone Accelerated Ebola Outbreak Response Plan 
Retrieved August 2017 from http://www.who.int/csr/disease/ebola/evd-outbreak-response-
plan-west-africa-2014-annex4.pdf?ua=1  

World Health Organization (WHO) (2016a) – 2016 ANNUAL REPORT WHO Health Emergencies 
Programme in the African Region - Retrieved August 2017 from 
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/258535/2/9789290233657-eng.pdf  

World Health Organization (WHO) (2016b). Ebola Situation Report - 3 February 2016. Retrieved 
August 2017 from 
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/204285/1/ebolasitrep_3Feb2016_eng.pdf?ua=1 

World Bank (2016). Sierra Leone Diaspora Investment & Trade Study. Washington D.C. (World Bank). 
Retrieved August 2017 from 
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/pt/833001468189871473/pdf/99768-BRI-PUBLIC-
Box393209B-9392-Executive-Summary.pdf 

 


