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The United States must end its long-standing policy of ambivalence toward Liberia. It has a moral obligation to lead a multinational peace enforcement operation in the country to end the scourge of conflict and grand human suffering. 

The Bush administration has three major policy options: 1) Do nothing and continue the United States' policy of ambivalence toward Liberia; 2) robustly support an African Union-endorsed peace enforcement operation; 3) lead a UN-and African Union-sanctioned multinational force composed of contingents from the United States and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). 

It is imperative that the Bush administration choose option three. If President Bush's request that Liberian President Charles Taylor immediately resign is intended to be more than Texas puffery, he will have to commit to enforcing the peace in concert with the June 17 peace agreement and support post-conflict peace-building measures. 

If the United States does not act, the ongoing and multifaceted crises in the Mano River region inclusive of Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau and Ivory Coast is likely to spiral out of control. More important, Africa's collapsed states (Somalia and the Sudan) will continue to serve as fertile training grounds and economic laundering havens for terrorist networks. Liberia, through Taylor, has already been linked to such states as Libya and networks such as al-Qaida. 

If the United States only "supported" an African-led mission (option 2), it would not be able to exert control over major policy considerations; hence, there would be no guarantee that any terrorist threats would be eliminated. 

A force of no less than 1,000 U.S. troops supported by 3,000 African peacekeepers will be necessary. America's major role would be to provide resources, equipment and logistics support to an operation that would be primarily manned by ECOWAS member states, namely Nigeria. 

Britain co-deployed and eventually replaced ECOWAS peacekeepers in Sierra Leone in 2000; hence, the United States has a tried-and- tested model to follow in Liberia. The Bush administration must have a clear entry and exit strategy that considers among other things, command and control issues with Nigeria; challenges related to demobilization and disarmament of government and rebel forces; how to deal with Taylor in the wake of his indictment for crimes against humanity by the UN-backed war crimes tribunal in Sierra Leone; the installation of a new government; and post-conflict justice and reconstruction issues. 

There is by no means a quick fix. The commitment will indeed be significant. Will America for the first time rescue its bastard child or allow it and the region to deteriorate into a hopeless abyss of human suffering? 

Liberia was not founded by freed slaves but rather populated by them. It was founded in 1822 by the U.S. government, which under the "Act of 1819" provided $100,000 for the scheme, and the American Colonization Society, an organization of Southern slavocrats established for the purpose of providing a humanitarian front for the removal of free blacks. Together, the United States and ACS returned thousands of American-born free blacks to Liberia. 

The ACS drafted the country's first constitution and laws, and governed its political affairs until the black settlers declared independence in 1847. It was during this period that Liberia's autocratic body politic was fashioned and the culture of conflict between settler and indigenous Liberians became ingrained into the socio-political fabric of the country. 

America's policy toward Liberia can be characterized as both schizophrenic and ambivalent. It refused to recognize the black republic until 1862, whereas Britain did so in 1848, and most other European countries did by 1855. In the late 19th century America's main interest in Liberia was commercial and geopolitical, as the small country provided a dumping ground for Africans rescued from slave vessels by the U.S. Navy; a wealth of sea labor; and palm oil, camwood, coffee, sugar, spices, grains, ivory, hides, rice, cotton and other food stuffs. 

Yet during this period, the U.S. government refused to assist the Liberian government to thwart massive rebellions from indigenous village-states that abhorred the evolving settler hegemony. But in 1980, it was America that supported and propped up Samuel K. Doe, one of Liberia's most violent and notorious leaders, under some false notion that he represented new indigenous leadership in the face of 100 years of Americo-Liberian hegemony. 

When the Doe regime collapsed in 1990, the United States refused to provide peacekeepers even after 250,000 Liberians died. To make matters worse, it also initially refused to support the Nigerian-led ECOWAS peacekeeping mission in the country, which footed the bill for what became an eight-year operation. Since then, the United States has further bastardized Liberia by adopting a policy of relative disengagement. The Clinton administration did virtually nothing to end the civil war in the country or rebuild it afterwards. 

America is partly responsible for Liberia's present condition. It now has a moral duty to assist its historical ally and orphan.
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