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introduction

At the end of December 2015, a parliamentary by-election was held in one
of the eight constituencies in the eastern district of Kono in Sierra Leone. Two
candidates from the dominant political parties in the country - the incumbent
All People’s Congress (APC) and the opposition Sierra Leone People’s Party
(SLPP) - campaigned for the seat. During the final campaign days, both parties
sent well-known national political figures from the capital Freetown to the
constituency to demonstrate support for their local party candidate. In both
cases, their convoys were accompanied by a large number of supporters. The
process soon turned violent, with clashes between stone-throwing youth. The
ensuing riot ~ in which a vehicle belonging to a deputy minister was burnt out
and several people sent to hospital - prompted President Ernest Bai Koroma
to issue a decree for the deployment of the national army to assist the police
in quelling the violence (Sierra Leone Telegraph 2015; Patriotic Vanguard 2015).

The incident is not unusual. Since the beginning of party politics in Sierra
Leone in the early 1950s, elections in Kono have seen higher levels of elec-
toral violence than most other districts in the country.! Such violence has
ranged from attacks on both political candidates and voters to the destruction
of property including houses, vehicles and offices of rival parties arid their
representatives, and the disruption of campaign rallies and-meetings. Why is
it that a local parliamentary by-election of seemingly limited political value
far away from the capital would warrant the presence of national politicians
and mmbmnm.ﬂn such tension, violence and destruction? The purpose of this
chapter is to address this puzzle. More precisely, we ask the following research
question: why are elections in Kono District more likely to be accompanied
by election-related violence compared with other areas in the country?

We argue that the answer is to be found in the district’s unique role as an
electoral swing district. In a country strongly governed by an overlapping ethnic
and regional divide that splits the country into two almost equally sized voting
strongholds, Kono is both ethnically diversified and cosmopolitan in character,
Its electorate may swing in either direction, thereby potentially determining

“the area, including local by-elections in between the general elections, and
‘tenders Kono a highly courted district by all political parties. In their efforts
‘o gain the upper hand in electoral contests, both national and local politicians
esort to a wide range of violent or coercive strategies for the purpose of both
‘mobilising voters and preventing potential supporters of other parties from
\casting: their votes in favour of the competition. However, in order to carry
jout and implement such strategies on the ground, the political elite need to
nter into precarious relationships with local actors — notably local chiefs and
cal youth gangs - who in turn are dependent on political connections to
1 access to resources and maintain their own power platforms. In m&m.éﬁw
ational and local interests collide in the establishment of mutually dependent
lationships that together contribute to the specific character of violence
around elections in Kono.
~ This chapter primarily draws on findings from interviews and focus group
discussions carried out in Kono and Freetown between December 2015 and
ovember 2016. We begin with a short discussion of the theoretical literature
rtaining to swing states and electoral violence, particularly in the African
ontext. This is followed by an overview of political dynamics in Siefra Leone,
ith focus on trends of electoral violence at the national level. Against this
background, Kono as a swing district is analysed from a historical perspec-
live, and the various and plentiful manifestations of electoral violence at
e local level are described in greater detail. We consider violent dynamics
ound the general elections, but also violence in between elections and intra-
ty electoral violence. In order to better understand the linkages between
national-level competition and violent dynamics at the local level, we dicuss
the mutually dependent relations between political elites, traditional chiefs and
uth, particularly organised youth gangs. Lastly, some concluding remarks
are presented. -

Political competition, swing areas and electoral violence

. We argue that the key explanation for why we see electoral violence in
ono District ~ particularly during close electoral races - is the perception
Kono stands out among the fourteen districts of Sierra Leone as one of
e most important potential swing districts when it comes to election results.
ile the notion of ‘swing areas’ or ‘swing voters’ is relatively new to the
rature on African politics, it is frequently referred to, albeit rarely defined, in
dia reporting from more established democratic settings. Due to the firmly
entrenched two-party system, a winner-takes-all electoral  system, and often
ighly competitive elections, swing voters and so-called battleground states are
commonly perceived to play a key role in determining the outcome of national
‘elections. In spite of this, the concept of ‘swing voters’ remains relatively
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undeveloped in the scholarly literature, with many different understandings
and empirical operationalisations (Weghorst and Lindberg 2013). According
to Mayer (2007: 359), a swing voter is ‘a voter who could go either way, a
voter who is not solidly committed to one candidate or the other’ Their final
allegiance is undecided right up until the day of the election..The concept of
battleground states, while related, is conceptually different, in that it refers
to states that ‘cannot be firmly counted on to support one candidate or the
other, those states that are potentially winnable by both major-party candidates’
(ibid. 361). Individual voters in such states may not be potential or actual
swing voters, but the outcome of the final vote in the state is contested and
relatively few votes in one direction or the other could swing the entire state,
following the logic of the majoritarian electoral system. But it could also be
that the .m_onﬁoﬁ.&{o_ma:{ (Lindberg and Morrison 2005) of such states are
high, with significant changes in voting patterns across time.

In the scholarly debate on African elections, the notion of ‘core’ versus
‘swing’ voters has been largely missing. Instead, the debate has been dominated
by 36 narratives: one that suggests that voting patterns are largely driven by
.Emumq markers, notably ethnicity (e.g. Bates 1983; Posner 2005); and one that
highlights the importance of clientelism and the distribution of private goods
in nx,,_nwwumo for votes (e.g. Bratton and van de Walle 1997; Gyimah-Boadi 2007;
Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007). However, with the strengthening of competi-
tive multiparty elections on the African continent, additional narratives are
emerging that suggest a more complex picture of voting patterns that are not
readily understood from the perspective of one prism alone. Lindberg and
Morrison (2008) suggest that analytical concepts traditionally used to analyse
politics in. more established democracies may increasingly gain importance
in explaining the nuances of politics in Africas new democracies, alongside
other, more well-established notions of ethnic policies-and clientelism. For
example, they argue that the two-party alignment in Ghana builds on the
existence of a core voting population, defined as those who consistently vote
for the same party in each election on the basis of party loyalty determined
by regional or ethnic ties and swing voters whose allegiance switches between
elections depending on government performance and political issues (Lindberg
and Morrison 2005). This is echoed in the work of Whitfield (2009), who
argues that in close electoral races in Ghana, the outcome of elections is likely
to be determined by voting in critical swing regions. Importantly, however,
increasingly competitive party politics does not appear to have undermined
traditional patronage politics. In these hotly contested areas, the practices
of clientelism become even more intensified and widespread. ‘When a small
number of swing voters can shift the EE.&WQ one way or the other, the value
of each potential swing voter increases, thus creating incentives for candidates
to use all available means in their campaigns; Lindberg and Morrison argue

(2008: 120). Collier and Vicente (2011) likewise argue that in situations of close
electoral competition, violence is a particularly effective strategy in-intimidating
swing voters and will be the preferred ‘method for weak political parties,
hether incumbent or challenger. Asunka et al. (2017) suggest that, all other
ings being equal, party incentives to manipulate the election, using either
aud or violence, are greater in competitive areas.

This reasoning is supported by previous works on electoral violence, where
ose races have been identified as an important explanatory factor (Norris,
rank and Martinez i Coma 2015). For example, Wilkinson's (2004) study of
sthnic riots in India shows that in situations of close electoral competition at
* the community level, party.elites have incentives to polarise the population
" along ethnic lines through the instigation of violent incidents for the purpose
of securing electoral support from pivotal swing voters within their own
sthnic community or to intimidate their ethnic opponents. Wilkinson's study
.  particularly important as it can help to explain not only why but also when
and where we are likely to see incidents of electoral violence on the subnational
level. Hence, the risk of electoral violence in perceived swing areas is likely
10 be higher precisely in situations where there is real political competition’
Between parties and genuine possibilities to change existing power relations.
Based on these insights, we propose that in situations of close political
- competition, when much is at stake, politicians in new democracies are more
ikely to resort to the use of violent strategies for the purpose of both mobilising
d intimidating a large number of potential swing voters. Perceived swing
eas are much more likely than other areas to be the target of such strategies,
@ traditional means of mobilisation, notably appealing to ethnic loyalties, in
\combination with the distribution of largesse is unlikely to be regarded as

ions and violence in Sierra Leone

- Since the start of party politics, elections in Sierra Leone have been
minated by the competition between the SLPP and the APC, and the bulk
inter-party violence in the country since then can be traced back to the
wer struggle between them. In situations of parity in particular - that is,
dlose electoral races with significant prospects for a change in_govern-
ent - inter-party violence tends to increase, while at times of one-party
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both elections, the incumbent SLPP was challenged by the APC in opposition,
and eventually had to concede power.

The SLPP was formed in 1951 when party politics was introduced in what
was then still a British colony. At that time, the party had its primary electoral
base outside the capital of Freetown. As such, the SLPP worked in close
cooperation with traditional authorities and chiefs from the outset, and was
dependent on their support and mobilisation of the electorate in rural areas
(Harris 2011: 41-3). While the first elections in the 1950s and early 1060s were
characterised by relative openness and fair electoral play, the first decade of
independence saw increasing levels of violence around elections throughout
the country as the APC gradually emerged as the key national competitor to
the SLPP. The ethno-regional logic was evident from the start, with the SLPP
drawing most of its core supporters from the Mende ethnic group in the
south-east of the country and the APC being the party of choice among the
Temnes and Limbas of the north and the north-west, as well as the Creoles in
the western area including Freetown (ibid. 61-4). Following highly contested
and violent elections in 1967, the APC won the national elections for the first
time, with Siaka Probyn Stevens emerging as prime minister. In 1969, a de
facto one-party state was declared.

State decay and widespread repression under Stevens, combined with a range
of other factors, contributed to the onset of civil war in 1991, and a decade
of violent destruction followed. In 1992, a group of lower-ranking front-line
soldiers, fed up with the incapacity of the APC to manage the war, overthrew
the government and established a military junta, the National Provisional
Ruling Council (NPRC). After three years in power, the NPRC was forced by
growing internal and international pressure to organise elections to re-establish'
civilian rule, and Ahmed Tejan Kabbah of the SLPP was elected president,
The civil war continued, however, and the next few years would see both
another violent coup and several attempts by the armed opposition to enter
the capital with force (see, e.g., Abdullah 2004; Gberie 2005; Keen 2005). It
was not until February 2002 that the war was officially declared ended, with
the first post-war elections scheduled for May the same year. The SLPP and
President Kabbah were able to benefit greatly from the perception of having
brought peace to the country, and won with over 70 per cent of the votes
cast. By then, the APC was still suffering from the negative perceptions of its
days in power during the one-party regime, but still succeeded in securing
23 per cent of the votes, which was a major step forward compared with the
elections of 1996, when the party had gained a mere 5 per cent of the national
votes (Kandeh 2003). The stage was therefore set for a re-emetgence of the
pre-war SLPP-APC competition in the post-war period.

In the general elections in 2007 the APC was again able to challenge the
SLPP in a closely contested race. The SLPP was perceived by many to have

failed to deliver the peace dividends despite significant international support.
‘The selected flag-bearer Solomon Ekuma Berewa held limited support among
arge parts of the SLPP electorate, who expressed concerns that the long-serving

| SLPP leadership was out of touch with realities on the ground.> Meanwhile,
'the APC had carried out a major reorganisation to distance itself from its
'past, and party leader Ernest Bai Koroma was able to convincingly promise
‘an agenda for change. At the national level, the election campaign was highly
contested, with widespread violence not only béetween supporters of the APC
and the SLPP, but also between the SLPP and the People’s Movement for
. Democratic Change (PMDC), a splinter party from the SLPP, led by Charles
_Em&mmr who had bitterly lost the SLPP primaries to Berewa. The split in the
traditional SLPP support base in the south-east of the country was instrumental
in the victory of the APC, as the PMDC threw its support behind the APC
in a very violent run-off, in which Koroma eventually emerged as the winner
(Kandeh 2008).

- The APC spent the subsequent years attempting to take maximum advantage
of its role as incumbent by attempting to consolidate its control over state
\institutions and making inroads into electorally contested areas, including
| ono. The period leading up to the general elections in 2012 saw a number
of violent by-elections in traditional SLPP areas. The third post-war general
lections also saw a close race between the APC and a reinvigorated and
ore militant SLPP led by former NPRC junta leader Julius Maada Bio, with
nsions running high in several parts of the country. However, the elections
re generally less violent than in 2007 This was at least partly due to the
ereased security measures implemented throughout the country. Koroma
eventually secured an APC victory and a second term in power. None of
he other candidates, apart from Bio, were able to secure more than 1.5 per
nt of the votes cast, confirming the polarisation of the political landscape
n post-war Sierra Leone. Bio initially refused to concede electoral defeat,
suggesting that the elections were rigged, and the immediate post-election
\period saw minor incidents of electoral violence, especially in SLPP strongholds
o&.nnvnnm Kovacs 2012). The SLPP contested the result officially, but the
Supreme Court eventually dismissed the petition. After the 2012 elections,
I .(,Hma-wwé political competition temporarily subsided, but contentious internal
wer struggles ensued.

As this brief overview demonstrates, the general pattern of electoral violence
Sierra Leone can be explained by the electoral competition between the
¥0 major contenders for power at the national level. However, we are yet to
nderstand the subnational patterns of the geography of violence, and why
some areas of the country are more likely than others to see outbreaks of
election-related violence,
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The strategic logic of electoral violence in Kono

In a country otherwise strongly driven by a relatively predictable ethno-
regional logic when it comes to <ozrm patterns, Kono is an exception. Located
‘in the east of the country, the district is situated between the northern APC/
Temne voting block and the southern SLPP/Mende voting block. People
belonging to the Kono ethnic group are considered the ‘indigenes’ of the
area, but they are not in a majority; and the district is characterised by its
cosmopolitan nature with many different ethnic groups. Neither of the two
main contenders can safely consider the district to belong to their electoral
stronghold. The outcome of the vote in the district is always uncertain, and,
over time, it has shifted considerably. In the general elections in 2012, the APC
claimed six out of the eight constituencies in Kono, while the SLPP won two.
However, only ten years earlier, in the first post-war elections in 2002, the
pattern was the direct opposite, with the SLPP winning six constituencies and
the APC only two, In the 1996 elections, during the civil war, the SLPP won
all eight constituencies. This has given Kono a reputation for being politically
unstable and unpredictable,+

Due to the strategic importance of the outcome of the vote in Kono, the
district usually attracts a disproportionate amount of attention from national
politicians at the time of elections. This is especially the case in close races,
‘when the chance of a change of government is high. In these instances, Kono's
role as a swing district becomes more important, and both the major parties
use violence to galvanise voters of their own party and to prevent the other
party from campaigning and its supporters from accessing the polls. Both the
1967 and the 2007 general elections are cases in point, and the developments
in Kono around these two elections will be discussed in greater detail below.
However, a closer look at Kono also reveals a strategic pattern of violence
between the general elections, as the political parties attempt to hold ground
and make inroads in preparation for the next general elections. By-elections
in particular have seen outbreaks of election-related violence, Findings from
our case study also point to the strategic role of intra-party violence as various
contenders struggle for power and positions.

Swinging the vote and tipping the balance In 1967, the general élections
were closely contested on the national level between the un:bm SLPP and the
APC. One of the cornerstones of the APC’s strategy was to attempt to tip the
vote in Kono. Grievances against the ruling SLPP had been mounting among
the population in the district since independence due to the party’s involve-
ment in the exploitation of the area’s diamonds in collaborations with some
of the local chiefs. The APC was able to capitalise on this local power divide,
and built up a local network of its own in the district primarily consisting of
wealthy but excluded Lebanese diamond dealers, disenfranchised miners, and

he locally based opposition party Kono Progressive Movement (KPM). All the
KPM leaders came from marginalised chieftaincy households in constituencies
‘that lacked diamond resources. Importantly, the licensed dealers presided over
‘youth gangs originally set up to defend and protect illicit mining operations. The
alson with these gangs became instrumental for the APC, which undertook a
olent election campaign in the district (Reno 199s; 72~8). At the last minute,
‘Chief Brewah, the paramount chief heading the district, also decided to support
the APC. The Kono vote tipped the national balance in favour of the APC,
~which won the national elections and brought Siaka Stevens to power. In return
(for their electoral support, local Kono politicians were rewarded with cabinet
* positions and high-profile appointments throughout Stevens’ one-party regime.
- In 2007, the country again experienced a very close electoral race with
* significant prospects for regime change as the APC challenged the incumbent
LPP. Early on, it was clear to the APC that the deciding votes would come
irom Kono, something that directly affected their campaign strategy.’ The APC
leadership assessed - rightly, as it turned out - that they could capitalise on the
widespread perception in the district that Kono had not benefited much from
2 post-war Kabbah regime. Some of the most vocal critics were found in the
;ombatant community, where many were unhappy with the disarmament,

support of the government. They turned a blind eye to APC activities

on their land. There were also critical turncoats, important people who
went from SLPP to APC. Sia Koroma, the wife of the APC presidential
candidate Ernest Bai Koroma, also came from Kono, Kono was critical
for us and we focused hard on winning there. We went there to say to
everyone, ‘Look, APC is the party of the people. We are your party. Have
you benefited anything from the SLPP since the end of the war?’ Ex--
combatants were recruited. We called them ‘Security Task Forces, and the
leaders ‘Marshalls. We gave them black uniforms and bandanas to look
‘more fearful. We attacked the SLPP, they attacked us back and a cycle of
~ retaliation began.’

As the quote demonstrates, the APC leadership consciously used Kono
lindigenes to convince the local population to vote for their party.? The fact that
" the APC flag-bearer Koroma was married to a woman from Kono certainly
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“helped. But perhaps even more importantly, Koroma strategically selected a
running mate from the district, Chief Samuel Sam Sumana, a well-known local
strongman. These local alliances also enabled the party to recruit youth as foot
soldiers of violence through Sam Sumana’s patronage network. Consequently,
the entourage of Berewa was attacked when he went to campaign in Kono and
many SLPP candidates in the district were assaulted and harassed by youth
loyal to Sam Sumana. This caused several local SLPP candidates to drop out
of the race and traditional SLPP voters were scared away from the polling
stations.® But several sources also testify to violent acts carried out by SLPP
supporters who were neither prepared nor willing to face the reality of defeat.
For example, there were alleged assassination attempts on both Koroma and
Margai as they campaigned in the district (Kandeh 2008: 618).

The patterns and trends of electoral violence in Kono clearly speak to the
strategic logic at work. The key purpose of every election campaign is to ensure
access 1o territory: to hold speeches, distribute resources and promises, and
build new alliances and patronage relations. This is why local election rallies
are seen as an instrumental component of the national election campaigns.
In the words of a local businessman in Kono:

The common villager is easily persuaded, easily moved, as they have

little other information at hand to compare with, Many are illiterate, and
only a few have radios. The rallies and campaigns are therefore of critical
importance to the politicians. This is when you have the chance to appeal to
people’s loyalties, to send messages and make promises,”

'For the same reason, it is perceived as crucial to prevent the other party
from gaining territorial access to your claimed areas. Most politicians believe
that, if their opponents have access, there is a risk that they will be able
to convince the people with their promises and the distribution of largesse.
Party loyalty cannot be counted on, especially in Kono. In the words of a
high-ranking APC member in Kono:

Money is very important here. You have to show strength. That is very
important in delivering people. You can sway them if you are strong
enough, if you have money. They will be on your side. The economy in the
area is going down. The diamond mining is no longer as lucrative for the
average person. Before you could just go out and take your sieve with you.
Now the youth are much more dependent on politics. But you cannot trust
these people. They are not stable. They will fool you.”

In order to prevent the other party from gaining access to potential swing
voters, violence is often used to obstruct or interrupt the rival party’s rallies.
Youth gangs are used to make sure that roads become inaccessible and bridges
cannot be crossed, or to directly attack campaign vehicles, in order to prevent

4

' the other party from gaining entry.? But electoral violence does not always
w. ‘target members and supporters of the other party and competing candidates. In
_.. ‘contested areas or in areas that are the stronghold of the competitor, violence
. by the challenger is sometimes directly aimed at the electorate to scare away
_”vo_ﬁnsmm_ voters for the other side. By making sure that the rival party gets as
' few votes as possible, the challenger hopes to increase the parity of the election
 results. In such circumstances, youth supporters are deliberately imported from
"outside the local district to orchestrate the violence. Rumours of violence,
- especially by unknown perpetrators, tend to make people stay at home and
avoid travelling long distances.

Holding ground and making inroads But a closer look at electoral dynamics
in Kono reveals that the district’s role as a swing district also helps explain
occurrences of violence and coercive intimidation in less competitive national
' elections and in between general elections. Even in situations of relative power
‘asymmetry, both political parties have used violence in the district as a long-term
w,_. ._w.nmsmmn tool to ‘hold ground’ and make strategic ‘inroads. The 2002 general
. elections in Kono are a case in point. After the end of the civil war, the SLPP
. emerged with the political upper hand and was strongly favoured to win the
- first post-war elections. In war-ravaged Kono in particular, the APC stood little
~ chance of winning in any of the district’s constituencies. In spite of this, the SLPP
' used all means possible to protect its influence in the district, including violence
~ and widespread intimidation of APC candidates and potential supporters. For
. example, local SLPP members mobilised the Poro secret society to come into
.~ Koidu town the day before voting day, to make sure that ‘outsiders’ ran away.
) anon&sm to local traditions, non-initiates are not allowed to see the so-called
. devil' (the masked spirit of a secret society) and doing so is. associated with
~ punitive measures, or even death. APC politicians also testify to great difficulty
m._.nwn%&mﬁnm in the area. At the time, the APC did not have a local party office
~in Kono and few people dared to host the APC in their houses, as they feared
k ‘retaliation and attacks by local SLPP strongmen, Consequently, all APC party
w...“.Boonnmm in the district were held at night and in secrecy.® In addition, both
' parties recruited ex-combatants for protection and intimidation. According to a
' high-ranking national APC official;

We called on the leaders of our ex-combatants. We told [them] we needed
their help. Some were on contract and payroll. Others were paid in kind
with alcohol and small money. It was all very organised. We were attacked.
We attacked back. Fire for fire. The ‘security task forces’ went to several
places. Killed and maimed. Ex-combatants were recruited both locally and
from other areas of the country. 'The local combatants could not bnn,mmmmn:w
be trusted, so we needed spies as a security measure.
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In the eyes of the APC, their strategy paid off although they predictably lost
the national elections. In Kono, the APC did not win a single constituency,
but the voting patterns showed that they had been able to make significant
inroads in the district, which they believed would be instrumental in future
elections. According to a senior member of the APC, this was due to the fact
that they ‘put up a good show’ in the district.’ As the quote above shows,
they were also able to build local alliances and patronage relationships that
could be activated in the next general election.

In addition, because of Kono’s role as a potential swing district, by-elections
there are seen as important opportunities for strategic manoeuvring in between
general elections, and have often been marred by violence. According to the
APC district chairperson in Kono:

By-elections are very critical as it is very important not to lose any seat.
They will be important in determining the outcome of the next general
election. In between elections, it is vital to have a strategy in place. The
opponents are hoping to gain ground, and you have to hold the ground.*

As demonstrated by the quote, the parties generally believe that by
increasing their political inflience in a constituency, however small and
remote, they will improve their chances of running a successful electoral
campaign in the area in the next elections. But the purpose is also symbolic.
The intention is to send a signal of strength, in order to convince potential
turncoat politicians and swing voters who may be convinced to cross the

floor in the rin-up to the next elections. In the words of a high-ranking
APC member:

We spend about four times as much on some of these by-elections as we
spend on the general elections. All resources are concentrated in one area,
instead of being divided and spread across. Here all efforts are concentrated
[in] one place. Either you coerce them or you convince them. In reality, the
importance of by-elections is mostly symbolical; It does not guarantee you
support in the general elections. So it makes no sense, But it is perceived as
an important signal.”

The by-election in Constituency 25 in Kono in December 2015, described
in the introduction to this chapter, illustrates this point. In the 2012 general
elections, the APC was able to win six of the eight parliamentary seats in
the district. Constituency 25, however, was relatively evenly split between
the two parties, and the APC was able to secure only a very narrow victory.
The unexpected death of the elected APC parliamentarian in 2015 was thus a
major source of concern for the APC, which was keen to hold the seat. The
SLPP, meanwhile, considered the by-election as an important opportunity to
retake an area lost with a very small margin.®

._ According to a local councillor in Kono, it is sometimes worth spending
| resources in by-elections even in perceived strongholds of the other party.
ven if you get a very small percentage, you are still seen as making important
- inroads in an area you may later claim. This phenomenon is referred to in
~ Sierra Leone’s politics as a ‘top-up’ strategy. For example, after the APC came

. areas generally believed to be firm traditional SLPP strongholds, including
" Kailahun, Bo and Kenema.”

~ and one that has significant importance for understanding political dynamics in
- Kono in the last few years - has been intra-party violence within the two main

ht connections that will ensure they can remain on or move up the party
ladder. This struggle normally intensifies during transition periods, which are

d alliances are shaped’® In this process, violence is frequently employed as a
rategy to intimidate or frighten competitors and display ‘strength and power.
For example, in the period following the general elections in 2012, violent

PP animosity in the country as a whole, but perhaps particularly in Kono.®
‘Maada Bio lost the presidential race in 2012, and many in the party believed
that it was time for him to step down. Other contenders - such as Alpha
Timbo and Kandeh Kolleh Yumkella - emerged and agitated for change in
he party’s leadership. Maada Bio, however, strongly opposed this critique and
~ did not hesitate to use his loyal network of youth, including ex-militias from
1 mgo days of the NPRC regime, to forcefully resist any such attempts through

B,

violent intimidation.” The most contentious intra-party fighting in the post-
2012 period, however, was associated with the ruling party. The re-election of
. President Koroma for a second and last term in office signalled the beginning of
an intense struggle in the party, with a large number of contenders competing
" 0 succeed him. In this process, several individuals were forced to the sidelines.
" One of the most controversial cases was the dismissal from office of the vice

rch 2015.% The event effectively split APC members and supporters isto two
mps, with fierce and far-reaching consequences, including several incidents
“of violence.

- In Kono, the Sam Sumana .8:2963% had particularly damaging effects.
" Because he was a local Big Man, his patronage networks ran deep through-the

resident ~ Kono strongman Samuel Sam Sumana - by President Koroma in
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district. Some APC party members and supporters decided to remain loyal after
his dismissal, hoping that they would be rewarded on his return. This group
of people found themselves barred from the local party office, and many had
to leave the district altogether. Other perceived loyalists were reshuffled out of
power. For example, the mayor of Koidu Town was suspended in July 2016,
together with a group of other colleagues within the local district administra-
tion. The formal allegations concerned corruption, but many speculate that
it was rather the mayor’s close ties to the former vice president that was the
reason behind his political downfall.* The suspension. of the mayor brought
the local district council to a virtual standstill for months, and the councillors
were deeply divided over the issue. Other APC party members and supporters
were quick to shift camp and throw their support behind other Big Men
who remained in the good books of the president and his closest allies. Due
to the almost complete politicisation of the socio-economic space in Sierra
Leone, there is little room for impartiality. Consequently, all individuals in
Sam Sumanas patronage networks were forced to take sides, including the
paramount chiefs and the local youth gangs, which split into two camps.? These
divisions were strongly played out in social media, houses were vandalised and
there were several cases of violent interruptions of party meetings.*® According
to the Office of National Security (ONS) and the Political Party Registration
Commission (PPRC), the Sam Sumana controversy was the number one cause
of election-related violence in Kono in the 2015-16 time period.”

Forceful intermediaries: local chiefs and traditional authorities

In order to understand the specific character of electoral violence in Kono,
we also need to better understand the precarious relationships that national
politicians enter into with local actors in order to implement violent strategies
for mobilisation and intimidation. Traditional authorities are one of the most
important political intermediaries between the political elites and people at
large in areas outside city centres in Sierra Leone. In Kono, in particular,
many local chiefs are considered to hold great influence and legitimacy in
their chiefdoms. As such, they play an instrumental role as both instigators
and victims of electoral violence.

According to the Constitution of Sierra Leone, chiefs are the ‘custodians of
the land’ in all the rural areas of Sierra Leone, where they are responsible for
law and order and serve as agents of administration for the government, with
the right to collect local tax. According to the Chieftaincy Act of 2009, they are
also expected to contribute to development in their chiefdoms (Conteh 2016:
34~5). Although chiefs are not expected to ‘take active part in partisan politics,
they often end up being one of the most important political intermediaries for
politicians seeking to influence elections at the grassroots level (ibid. 35). This
Is a practice with historical roots in Sierra Leone. The British were dependent

~on local chiefs to carry out tasks that the colonial state was unable to perform
from the distant capital. The chiefs, in return, were rewarded with money and
00ds that gave them authority at the local level. This allowed them to grow
ich and powerful locally, while serving the government of the day. This practice
was later formalised through the establishment of geographical chiefdoms, each
“headed by an assigned paramount chief (Reno 1995: 32~3).
- In Kono, the role of the chiefs as informal power brokers grew increasingly
portant after the discovery of diamond and gold in the 1930s, as both
e local state administrators and the international mining companies found
themselves dependent on the chiefs to control illegal diamond mining (Reno
11995: 45-6). With the introduction of party politics, the chiefs were E:da&m»m:\
awn into the competition between parties as ‘vote-catching agents’ (Conteh
016: 12-13), For the incumbent party in particular, the chiefs became the most
portant local intermediaries. Financial rewards were distributed for chiefs to
ctively mobilise electoral support for the party in government and violently
arass and intimidate the opposition. In exchange for their loyal support, local
frongmen gained cabinet posts in the capital (Reno 1995).
After the end of the civil war in Sierra Leone, the chiefdom system was
2:&5& with only limited reform. This allowed the chiefs to retain much of
‘their traditional influence at the local level (Harris 2011: 121; see &mo Jackson
06). In Kono in particular, decision making over land leases and surface
rent in diamond-rich chiefdoms has allowed some chiefs to grow both wealthy
d influential (Acemoglu, Reed and Robinson 2014: 333; Murphy 1990: 30).
8 such, the political elite has a strategic interest in entering into alliances
twith chiefs at election time.”® In the 2012 election campaign in Kono, for
example, the incumbent APC was seen using both carrots and sticks to get
e support of the local chiefs.* Most chiefs also have a vested interest in
ustaining favourable connections with the government in power. In order
fulfil their duties and secure contracts for mmﬁmowgmun projects in their
“chiefdoms, they are dependent on political connections.*® Chiefs are therefore
‘the ultimate swing actors, known as always ‘favouring the government of the
‘day’* Their political leverage, however, is dependent on their ability to deliver
oters; hence, they participate actively in election campaigns and put pressure
section chiefs to follow their lead. Sometimes they go around n&_Em for
._ eople to vote or provide transport to the polling stations. In traditional
strongholds of the other party or in contested areas, this has often put the
efs in direct opposition to the political preferences of people in theit own
hiefdoms, and their attempts to mobilise voters often involve the use of
‘threats and intimidation, and occasionally violence.” They may also. attempt
prevent supporters of the other party from participating in party rallies or
“voting, sometimes through threats of violence or force. According to a civil
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'society activist in Kono:
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Chiefs are controlled by politicians and they simply do what they want. If the
interest of the politician is to see violence, the business of the chiefs will be
to mobilise-the youth and get them ready to act out the politician’s wish.>

Occasionally chiefs also punish voters after the election results have been

announced. For example, in one of the two chiefdoms in Constituency, 25,
after the by-elections in December 2015, the local chief put up the election
results showing the APC victory on the office wall for everyone to see, with
the idea of publicly shaming the minority who had voted for the SLPP. In
addition, the chief used his local influence to make sure schools were closed
and roads were blocked, and motorcyclists in Koidu Town, so<called ‘okada

riders, were prevented from picking up passengers in villages with suspected
SLPP voters.s

Local gangs and foot soldiers of violence

Although mainly orchestrated from the top, electoral violence in Kono - like
elsewhere in the country - is primarily carried out by people who are generally
referred to as ‘thugs’ in Sierra Leone: youths who are recruited by politicians
to orchestrate violence.’*® While the national and local elites are dependent on
these individuals and groups to do their dirty work on the ground, the youth
are equally dependent on their Big Men networks for survival and possibilities
for social advancement. The character of this mutually destructive dependency
explains the specific shape and form of electoral violence in Kono.

A number of context-specific factors make Kono stand otit as a particularly
fertile area for recruiting such youth as foot soldiers for viclence. Since the
discovery of gold and diamonds in the 1930s, Kono has generated significant
wealth for the political elites yet remains one of the poorest districts in the
country. This discrepancy is a common source of grievance among people
in the district. In the post-war period, this frustration has increased due to
the decline of alluvial diamond mining, which is no longer as productive as
it used to be. Kono was also heavily affected by the civil war and was one
of the last areas to be held by the rebel forces. After the war, many former
fighters stayed in the area to work in artisanal mining and the district is
commonly thought to hold the largest concentration of ex-combatants in the
country.”” Fifteen years after the end of the war, however, it is often hard to
separate ex-combatants from urban youth in general, and the dividing lines
are often blurred. _

In Kono, many young people are pessimistic about their prospects and
see compliance with the wishes of the elites as their only way out. A type of
patronage system referred to locally as godfatherism has thus emerged, where
youth-turn to the elites and those with perceived economic resources and ask
‘Bra u borbor dae?’ (‘Boss, is there anything for your boy?’). This dependence

- has played into the hands of the politicians, particularly around election time.

\ In the words of Kallay, a diamond miner:
|

There is nothing to fight against in the system. At the end you fail, you can
never beat them. You can only survive with the help of a patron. When they
say jump, you ask how high. When they say throw stones at the other party,
you do so. Don't question them, just do it and when they trust you, they
give you some money and even help you to get minor jobs. Our youth have
learned this survival strategy and they are effectively using it.*

~ The dependency goes both ways, and engaging in electoral violence on
. behalf of a political party is often seen as an opportunity to access ready cash
~ or a ticket to a more promising future. Most of the violence is organised by
~ youth mmbmm_ - or ‘cliques, mmvm,_.nvﬂ are known in Kono. Much like the chiefs,
* gang leaders are dependent on and follow orders from the top, while they also
" have an interest in offering their services to the highest bidders on the market,
" In 2016, it was estimated that there were about twenty such gangs in Kono,
g m.mﬁroc.mr two major gangs dominated the district: one led by Adamou, a former
" Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC) mid-level commander and the
' chairperson of the APC 'security task force’ in Kono, and one led by Alj, alias
" “Gun Point, a former Revolutionary United Front (RUF) commander. Following
_._.,_mﬁ Sam Sumana controversy, Adamou’s crew changed their name to ‘Friends

w@m Sam Sumana, while a breakaway faction declared its political allegiance to
- Diana Konomanyi.»» When elections draw near, politicians approach the gangs
o offer money; alcohol and cigarettes ~ so-called ‘moral boosters’ - in exchange
: m_ for violent assignments. These rewards are deliberately short term, which serves
" a5 a guarantee of long-term dependence. As noted by Christensen and Utas
'~ {2016: 29), building on Sahlins (1963), this is a typical feature of these Big
_ NZ»: networks: the tendency to postpone (sometimes ‘indefinitely) expected
) ,._ ﬁanmwnonﬁnm and thereby create extended and far-reaching mechanisms of debt.
: w? other times, the gangs engage in activities that demonstrate their loyalty
- and support, hoping that such acts will be recognised and rewarded.® Or, in
~ the words of Christensen and Utas (2016), they invest in the future through
. the creation of perceived debt. When the stakes of elections are particularly
._”_._”Emr in a specific locality, however, national politicians usually bring in loyal
memzmwﬂonm of violence from outside the local district. This serves to increase
" the level of violence, as the perpetrators are unlikely to be familiar with the
._ﬁ_o, ctims and hence show less restraint, but it also increases fear, as local people
~are unable to recognise them,*

" The incumbent always has an advantage in these situations, as they both have
\the capacity to mobilise greater resources and can make use of the institutions
_H.Om the state, including the police, to protect their foot soldiers of violence.

This contributes to establishing a culture of impunity for violence committed.
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Although some individuals have been arrested and rearrested several times,
they are often seen on the streets again the following day. At times, election
officials have also been intimidated and sometimes attacked, with few repercus-
sions.* Many therefore suspect that the local police protect these gangs, and
that the police are under political influence from the capital.®

Concluding remarks

We began this chapter by asking why elections in the district of Kono have
seen such high levels of electoral violence, We argued that the key explanation
is the district’s unique role as a national swing district. Since the outset of
party politics, the voting pattern in Sierra Leone has been strongly driven by
an ethno-regional logic, which at times of close electoral races divides the
country in two almost equally sized strongholds, the north/north-west and the
south/south-east. Kono is a key exception to this trend, with important implica-
tions for its potential to swing the national vote and determine the outcome
of general elections, which has happened in a couple of critical instances.
Consequently, the district is heavily courted both in the run-up to-the general
elections and in between elections, for example during by-elections, with the
two major party contenders trying to hold ground in perceived strongholds
and making strategic inroads into perceived opposition areas or in contested
constituencies. The findings from Kono clearly speak to the instrumentality of
electoral violence in this context. Geographical control is the key mechanism
at work. In order to win elections, the political elite not only need to display
strength in numbers in local rallies and distribute resources and political
promises; they also need to make sure that competitors are kept from doing the
same. To this end, roads and bridges are blocked, campaign vehicles attacked,
and the rallies and campaign meetings of the opposition are disrupted and
disturbed. On the day of the election, violence serves an additional purpose: to
frighiten opposition supporters and keep them away from the voting stations.
By affecting the turnout in contested areas, parties can swing the outcome in
a small single-member constituency. Even when a party stands little chance
of winning a constituency, a local presence can ensure that they are able to
‘top up’ their numbers, and hence gain a foothold in the area - and this
may pave the way for future electoral benefits, Another commeon source of
electoral violence in Kono is intra-party violence relating to the struggle for
control within political parties. In Kono, this type of violence has at times far
exceeded inter-party violence in both frequency and intensity.

A number of additional factors tied to the socio-economic context of
Kono and the Big Men networks between political elites, local chiefs and
youth gangs serve-to explain the more specific character and pattern of this
violent dynamic. Traditional chiefs are known to largely favour the govern-
ment of the day, as they are dependent on political connections and strategic

alliances for maintaining their local authority, wealth and power. As such,
¥ they frequently engage in party politics and try to mobilise villagers in their
" constituencies to vote for their party or candidate of choice. In constituencies
~ that are traditional strongholds of the opposition or in contested areas, such
mobilisation often comes in the form of threats of violence and coercive
" harassment and mm::ﬁmmmno? and the outcome of the ballot may be followed
3 by collective punishments. The district’s youth - consisting of large numbers
" of marginalised urban youth and ex-combatants organised in local gangs
or cliques ~ are also central to the occurrence of violence in the district,
| Despite the wealth that the resources of the district has generated for the
1 country and its elites for many decades, the great majority of the population
.~ in Kono have been left at the margins, struggling for their everyday survival.
- The alluvial diamond mining industry is less productive than before, the
economy has stagnated and prices have gone up dramatically in the last few
. years. These developments have produced a readymade army dependent on
and vulnerable to political godfathers. Such youth are used as instruments
~ of coercion and intimidation of rivals in exchange for short-term benefits
and long-term promises.

The findings from this case study point to the relevance of studying: elec-
toral violence as a strategic instrument used by the political elite in new and
* emerging democracies to influence the electoral contest and outcome. In this
" context, the notion of swing areas and swing voters proves a useful analytical
" tool. However, the case study also shows that more established theoretical
" views of the dynamic of elections in Africa - notably that of ethnic identity
,__ - politics and clientelism - are equally relevant concepts in understanding the
i ﬁ._ more intricate mechanisms at work, The strengthening of democracy in Sierra
* Leone in the post-war period and the (re-)establishment of elections as the
" most important mechanism for the distribution of political power have not
+ led to the gradual undermining of either patronage politics or the traditional
‘._., - overlapping ethnic and regional divide in the country. In fact, our case study
J suggests the opposite: competitive multiparty politics in the post-war period has
. strengthened and reinforced the politicisation of ethnicity as an important tool
for mobilising votes and has provided new resources, channels and rationales
for Big Man politics.

-.
N

~ Notes

1 Author interviews with intelligence
officer at the Office of National Security
- (ONS), Freetown, January 2011; election
' officers at the National Electoral
Commission (NEC) in Kono, Koidu
Town, 22 November 2016,

2 Weghorst and Lindberg (2013) point
to the existence of at least three different
approaches to empirically measuring swing
voters in previous literature, including
self-reported ambivalence, Jack of party
affiliation and past voting behaviour.
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3 Author interviews with SLPP
members and supporters, Bo, Pujehun
and Kenema, January 2011,

4 Author interviews with civil society
activist, Koidu Town, 14 December 2015;
staff of a local NGO, Koidu Town, 12’
December 2015.

5 Author interview with high-ranking
APC member, Frectown, 14 January 2016.

6 Ibid.

7 Ibid.

8 Ibid.

9 Author interview with high-ranking
SLPP member, Freetown, 15 April 2016,

10 Author interview with
businessman from Kono, Freetown, 15
January 2016.

11 Author interview with the APC
District Chairperson in Kono, Koidu
Town, 24 November 2016,

12 Ibid,

13 Author interview with high-
ranking APC member, Freetown, January
2016. .

14 Ibid.

15 Ibid.

16 Author interview with the APC
District Chairperson in Kono, Koidu
Town, 24 November 2016.

17 Ibid.

18 Author interview with election
officers at the NEC office in Kono, Koidu
Town, 22 November 2016.

19 Author interview with Kono
District Council member, Koidu Town,
24 November 2016.

20 Author interview with high-
ranking APC member, Freetown, 14
January 2016.

21 Based on author interviews with
election officers at the NEC office in
Kono, 22 November 2016; officers at the
ONS office in Kono, 25 November 2016;
representative of the West Africa Network
for Peacebuilding (WANEP) in Kono, 22
November; Political Parties Registration
Commission (PPRC) official in Kono, 22
November 2016, all Koidu Town.

22 Author interview with the SLPP
District Secretary in Kono, Koidu Town,
24 November 2016.

23 Sam Sumana was first expelled
from the APC and later removed as vice
president. The decision was ruled as legal
by the Supreme Court of Sierra Leone,
but was later referred to the sub-regional
court of the Economic Community of
West African States (ECOWAS) in Abuja,
Nigeria.

24 Author interview with
representative of WANEP in Kono, Koidu
Town, 22 November 2016.

25 Ibid. -

26 Author interviews with officers
at the ONS in Kono, Koidu Town,

25 November 2016; representative of
WANEP in Kono, Koidu Town, 22
November 2016.

27 Author interviews with officers
at the ONS in Kono, Koidu Town, 25
November 2016; PPRC official, Koidy
Town, 22 November 2016.

28 Author interview with the APC
District Chairperson in Kono, Koidu -
Town, 24 November 2016.

29 Author interview with civil society
activist, Koidu Town, 15 April 2016.

30 Author interview with PPRG
official, Koidu Town, 22 November 2016.

31 Author interview with Deputy
Chief Administrator, Koidu New
Sembehun City Council, Koidu Town, 24
November 2016.

32 Author interview with officers
at the ONS in Kono, Koidu Town, 25
November 2016.

33 Author interview with Mandingo
tribal head, Koidu Town, 25 November
2016.

34 Author interview with civil society
activist, Koidu Town, 14 December 2015.

35 Author interview with PPRC
official in Kono, Koidu Town, 22
November 2016.

36 As noted by Utas, ‘youth’ in the
context of contemporary urban West
Africa is not primarily a reference to
an age group, but rather to a particular
social status; ‘a social category of people
living in volatile and. dire life conditions
... who have yet to become social adults,
people who have been marginalized

. into what they see as a chronic state

- of youthhood (Utas 2012: 1, italics in
original),

37 Author interview with
representative of WANEP in Kono, Koidu
Town, 22 November 2016.

38 Author interview with diamond
miner, Koidu Town, 20 December 2015s.

39 Author interviews with former
- member of the Gunpoint gang, Koidu

~  Town, 23 November 2016; wawummosﬂmcﬁ
- of WANEP in Kono, Koidu Town, 22 and
. 25 November 2016.

40 Author interview with former
member of theGunpoint gang, Keidu
Town, 23 November 2016.

41 Author interview with officers

g at the ONS in Kono, Koidu Town, 25

‘November 2016.
42 Author interview with election
officers at the NEC in Kono, ﬂo&z Town,
22 November 2016.
. 43 Author interview with former
‘member of the Gunpoint gang, Koidu
- Town, 23 November 2016,
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. 6 | Ex-militants and electoral violence
" In Nigeria’s Niger Delta

. TarilaMarclint Ebiede

~ Introduction

Electoral violence has shaped the outcomes of elections since’ Nigeria
eturned to democratic rule in 1999. The overarching narrative that has
merged from research on this subject is that electoral violence in Nigeria is
driven by unbridled neopatrimonialism (Omotola 2010; Albert 2005; Adetula
12014). As a theoretical lens, neopatrimonialism tends to view elections as a
- process dominated by elites competing for political power. Other actors in
. the field of play are often conceptualised as ‘clients’ of the moupmbwﬁ political
actors. However, electoral competition is not limited to political elites alone. It
| involves a broad range of actors belonging to different socio-economic groups
society. In most cases, these actors are youths. There is a tendency to view
these youths as ‘clients’ who express their agency in the interests of a political
_ ._».%w:ou.. This view does not provide a complete picture of the agency of youths

in the electoral process, especially as it relates to electoral violence. In this
* chapter, I argue that these youths, just like the elites, are similarly competing

for power and influence as they engage in the electoral process. There is a
- need to explain the agency of these youths in the study of electoral violence
Nigeria’s prevailing democratic order.
~ To explain the agency of youths in electoral violence in Nigeria, this chapter
.~ focuses on ex-militants in the Niger Delta region. Ex-militants are an important
- youth group in conflict-affected societies. Ex-militants are often categorised as
marginalised youths (Maclay and Ozerdem 2010), whose agency is predeter-
'mined by the actions and interests of their political patrons (Themnér 201s;
‘Themnér and Utas 2016). However, Iwilade (2017) argues that ex-militants
act in their own self-interest. According to him, ex-militants use their past
' history and profile as violent actors to negotiate for opportunities with political
n__".w»ﬂ.oum. In this chapter; I argue that ex-militants engage in the political process
i individuals in a struggle to maintain their place of power in their local
ommunities and the political processes within the state. While not. denying
e important place of perverse competition for political power among elites
- in Nigerias electoral process, the perspective that emphasises the agency of

_w,ﬂ-EESEm provides a nuanced explanation of the factors that shape the




