 “We Overthrew Thomas Sankara”, Says Witness

[image: image1.jpg]



A key player in the Liberian civil war has added on to the many disturbing accounts unfolding at the thematic hearings of the country’s Truth and Recondition commission in the capital Monrovia.

The man whose forces captured and killed former Liberian leader Samuel Doe, Prince Johnson (photo), says they toppled the regime of Thomas Sankara in 1987. “We overthrew Thomas Sankara because he was not in support of our plan to bring war into Liberia”, the leader of the defunct Independent National Patriotic Front of Liberia-INPFL, to the Truth commission on Tuesday.

Prince Johnson, now a senior Senator of Nimba County, northern Liberia, led the break away faction of the Charles Taylor led National Patriotic Front Liberia-NPFL,  as they match on the capital in the name of liberating the country. He said the formative stage of their struggle to remove Samuel Doe from power was difficult to mature in the sub region. Senator Johnson said a lot had to be done including the destabilization of the regime of the former president of the West African state of Burkina Faso, Sankara.

The former rebel commander said the deal to topple Sankara in favor of their mission was masterminded by some top officials in the Burkinabe Government and some leaders of the sub region. He said following the ousting of Sankara and the coming into power of the current president, Blaise Compaore, they got a leeway to Libya for military training.

The late Burkinabe leader took a nonalignment posture after seizing power in a military coup in 1983. Thomas Sankara went on to change the country’s name from

Upper Volta to the present, which is translates as the “land of honest men”.

Until now, the toppling of Sankara has been hugely shifted on the current president Compaore who was then Minister of State to the presidency. In fact, Senator Johnson’s open confession could be seen as a confirmation to a previous witness account. A few days ago, Joe Wyllie a former executive of the defunct rebel group LURD, testifying before the TRC  said Charles Taylor and his men (including Johnson) carried out the ousting of the Burkinabe president in 1987 as part of a deal to receive aid from the Government of Burkina Faso.

Senator Johnson said their leader Charles Taylor, now on trial in The Hague on war crimes and crimes against humanity, led them through to Libya where they took gorilla training having cemented strong ties with first the Ivory Coast and then Burkina Faso. He said “we stay almost two years in Libya due to problems in finding a route to invade Liberia”. A case in point, Johnson said, Taylor was arrested and jailed by former Sierra Leonean leader Joseph Saidu Momoh when he attempted using the borders of the neighboring state for their insurrection. He revealed “it was while Taylor was in prison in Sierra Leone that he met the late Sierra Leonean rebel leader corporal Foday Sankoh, (also in the prison) who later took over from the abandoned Sierra Leonean dissidents in Libya”. This was arguably the birth of the RUF. 

The TRC hearings are continuing in the Liberian capital with the appearance of prime players in the country’s long civil crisis. The Commission was mandated through its 2005 Act of the National Legislature to investigate and document happenings from 1979 to 2003. The TRC which parades eight Commissioners, four women and four men, is to promote National peace, security, unity and reconciliation following the Liberian conflict. It is required to adopt appropriate mechanisms and procedures to document the experiences of Liberians and address varying issues that imparted the conflict. 

Tuesday’s hearing was marred by exchanges between the police and a large crowds fighting to catch a glimpse of the witness but were denied entry to the Centennial Memorial Pavilion which was jam-packed to capacity. The appearance of Senator Johnson pulled the largest crowd since the start of the process. Giving the former rebel leader’s prime role in the Liberian war including the killing of Samuel Doe, thousands had kept track of the date of his appearance, making sure they were on time while the rest had to be turned away by officers of the Liberia National police.

Meanwhile, a debate has ruptured over the appearance of President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf before the Truth Commission. A school of thought is of the view that the President appears behind camera, while others feel Madam Sirleaf should be treated as other witnesses by appearing live to give her knowledge of the flawed era in the country’s history. An unknown group recently announced a planned match against any attempt to have the President appear before the TRC, terming it as demeaning to the country’s highest seat of power. The demonstration which should have taken effect last weekend seems to have died naturally. On the other hand, calls keep coming in favor of the President’s appearance with the latest emanating from the Secretary General of the Press Union of Liberia-PUL. 

The President some weeks back said she would appear,” there will be no smoking gun”, she told a conference of journalists in Monrovia. The Commission remains distanced from the argument but it recently reported Madam Sirleaf’s appearance was inconclusive, needing to confirm an appointment with her office on the matter.
