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Overall Crime and Safety Situation

On November 2, 2015, the U.S. Department of State, based on the recommendation from
U.S. Embassy Freetown, lifted the ordered departure of its non-essential staff and family
members from Sierra Leone. The business climate remains vibrant, and many businesses
have returned to operational status. Though many businesses still employ some of the
post-Ebola screening practices, which consist of washing of hands and temperature taking,
many have been stopped. 

Overall Crime and Safety Situation

Post Crime Rating: Critical

Crime Threats
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On December 14, 2014, the UN listed Sierra Leone as 181 of the 188 countries surveyed in
its Human Development Index (HDI); in 2014, Sierra Leone ranked 180 of the 187 countries
surveyed. 

Poverty remains high and considered an epidemic in Sierra Leone. The Gross National Index
(GNI) per capita is less than US$1 per day earned by inhabitants. The inflation rate, high
unemployment rate, and low incomes associated with work in the informal sectors create and
fuel the conditions of gross economic hardship. The poor infrastructure, unreliable
communications/electricity, and the range of tropical health risks (malaria) continue to deter
many foreign investors and entrepreneurs. 

One concern for many businesses that have invested is the continuing high theft and
malfeasance of many employees. Employers should be aware that substantial pilferage and
internal losses can be expected, as many staffers lack the funds to purchase necessities.
Thirteen years after the civil war ended, Sierra Leone lacks semi-skilled workers with basic
skills making it hard to find competent and qualified employees.

Sierra Leone is not immune to robberies, home invasions, assaults, and petty street crimes.
Even with the employment of security personnel, many instances of crime still occur; these
usually involve some type of inside job/conspiracy and are typically non-violent in nature.
Criminals are usually armed with local tools of convenience (machetes). The number of
violent crimes remains consistent with those reported in other West African countries. 
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Freetown is not exempt from rising crime. Multiple crimes occur in Freetown daily, but they
are rarely reported to the police for fear of reprisal and lack of arrest/prosecution. Intimidation
by many criminals remains high.

Expatriates are the primary targets of crime due to their perceived wealth. Crimes against
Americans have involved those of opportunity rather than targeting. These crimes include, but
are not limited to, pickpocketing and thefts from hotel rooms. Americans have reported theft of
money and property from locked hotel rooms. No hotel – even upscale establishments -- is 

immune. In 2015, the RSO received multiple reports from an internationally-branded hotel’s
patrons who reported thefts of items from within the installed hotel room safe. After an
investigation by the hotel management, all combinations were changed, and the hotel
implemented a policy that limits access to the security codes to the manager and director of
security. 

Some incidents of theft have occurred on local roadways. Many of the roadway infrastructure
remains in poor condition, which causes motorists to drive slower, in turn creating traffic
congestion and providing opportunities for robbers. Some reported incidents include the theft
of cellular phones by motorcycle riders. Riders utilize a technique of observing vehicle
occupants on their cell phones with windows rolled down. When the vehicle stops in traffic,
the rider snatches the phone from the occupant’s hand and makes his escape using the traffic
congestion as cover. 

When searching for legal representation in Sierra Leone, clients should utilize extreme
diligence, as some local attorneys are often at the center of criminal activities.
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The U.S. Embassy has received no reports of kidnappings or carjacking involving American
citizens in Sierra Leone. 

Within the last five years, the U.S. Embassy has noticed an increase in deportations from the
U.S. involving convicted Sierra Leoneans. Police sources suspect that the return of these
deportees will only add to the rising crime rate.

There has been a steady increase in the number of gangs and cliques in Freetown over the
past five years. They pose a potential threat to public order with increased criminality and
anti-social behavior. Most often, these groups are comprised of unemployed youth who align
according to geographic or ethnic/tribal similarities or according to pop music preferences
(rival local hip-hop artists). Most gang activity is confined to eastern Freetown and does not
involve visitors or foreigners.

Sierra Leone does not have any major problems with piracy within its territorial waters or
banditry along its highways. There are growing disputes over territorial rights between
Guinean, Liberian, and international fishermen who are caught in Sierra Leonean waters.
Piracy on the high seas is prosecuted as “armed robbery;” lawmakers are working on specific
laws to recognize this crime as piracy. Sierra Leone has also become a “flag of convenience”
in the international shipping industry. The government has certified a shipping agency
headquartered in Singapore to manage Sierra Leone registrations of vessels; however, Sierra
Leone’s registry of sea vessels remains poorly managed.

Members of the Sierra Leone diaspora often return during the Christmas and New Year
holidays. As a result, travelers are advised that hotel rooms and international flights may be in
short supply from November until February. There is also an uptick in criminality (petty theft,
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luggage pilferage, pick pocketing, confidence frauds, etc.) during this period with the influx of
affluent visitors.

Sierra Leone is generally a cash economy. U.S. dollars dated 2006 and earlier are not
accepted. Some ATMs accept international Visa cards. Point of sale credit card terminals
exist in some major shops, hotels, and restaurants. There are no functioning MasterCard cash
points. An anti-money laundering law passed in 2005 prohibits importing more than
US$10,000 in cash except through a financial institution. Travelers' checks are not usually
accepted as payment. 

Other Areas of Concern

Travel within Sierra Leone remains unrestricted, though you may encounter established police
checkpoints. All travelers are advised to comply with requests to check temperatures and
wash hand if required by checkpoint officials.

The areas frequented by many tourists are havens for incidents involving theft, prostitution,
drug sales, and disorderly conduct. The Lumley Beach area is one such location. Walking in
this area at night is strongly discouraged; the area is poorly illuminated and is often
frequented at night by intoxicated persons.

Transportation-Safety Situation



The contents of this (U) presentation in no way represent the policies, views, or attitudes of the United States
Department of State, or the United States Government, except as otherwise noted (e.g., travel advisories, public
statements). The presentation was compiled from various open sources and (U) embassy reporting. Please note

that all OSAC products are for internal U.S. private sector security purposes only. Publishing or otherwise
distributing OSAC-derived information in a manner inconsistent with this policy may result in the discontinuation

of OSAC support.

Road Safety and Road Conditions 

Driving conditions remain a constant problem for motorists. The poorly maintained roadways,
in addition to the lack of roadway lighting, contribute to the hazards of driving. The roadways
lack signage, sidewalks, and guardrails. Local motorists do not adhere to any of roadway laws
or safety rules. 

Motorcycle-type taxis, known as "okadas," are notorious for passing between vehicles or
driving on roadsides, sometimes in the opposite direction. These motorcyclists normally carry
one passenger, but many have been observed to carry up to three passengers at one time.
Some mini-vans, known as “poda-poda,” overload their vehicles with passengers. 

Helmets by motorcyclist and safety belts by vehicle occupant are rarely used. The U.S.
Embassy mandates the usage of seat belts at all times by all occupants of official vehicles
and prohibits the usage of taxicab motorcycles by American staff. 

The lack of a systematic and rigorously enforced vehicle registration and inspection system
contributes to hazardous road conditions. Many large trucks have been involved in serious
and deadly accidents after losing their brakes transiting hills. Some vehicles lack head/break
lights. In December 2015, four people were killed in Freetown when a construction truck lost
its brakes while traveling down a hill, hitting a taxicab, and striking pedestrians walking along
the roadway. Outside of Freetown, accidents occur more frequently due to poorly maintained
and dimly illuminated roadways. The U.S. Embassy strongly discourages its personnel from
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driving at night outside of Freetown. Drinking and driving is strictly prohibited, as it posses a
significant risk to all motorist and pedestrians.

Police and immigration checkpoints can be found nationwide. These checkpoints are official
and require all vehicles to stop so that passengers and materials can be searched or
passports/entry visas can be confirmed. They are staffed with SLP officers in uniform and
normally feature a “Police” sign or SLP logo. Children and road repair crews often establish
impromptu roadblocks using string, rocks, or branches in order to receive money from passing
motorists. These roadblocks are illegal, and drivers should not feel compelled to stop.

The U.S. Embassy has standard guidance that reminds drivers and passengers to ensure that
their windows are not lowered to more than half the window length and to keep their vehicle
doors locked. Keep doors locked and windows rolled up when inside your vehicle. Practice
good operational security if you are transporting valuable items into/around Sierra Leone.
Keep valuable items out of sight. Always park in secure, well-illuminated locations. Do not
hitchhike or pick up hitchhikers. If you are involved in a vehicular accident, be aware that a
large crowd may gather and could become hostile/aggressive. This may happen even if you
are not at fault. If you feel threatened or fear for your safety, leave the scene and go to the
nearest police station.

During the rainy season (May-November), roadway hazards greatly increase. Roadway
flooding and near zero-visibility present added hazards to motorists; travelers should plan for
delays while traveling.

Public Transportation Conditions 
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Use of public transportation, including buses, taxis, and motorcycles, is highly discouraged.
U.S. Embassy personnel are prohibited from using okadas and poda-podas. There is no
railway system available; this is a very limited bus system intra-country. 

The Embassy recommends only using licensed taxis and ferries. Hiring a dedicated car and
driver from a trusted and reliable source is recommended. 

Aviation/Airport Conditions

The Freetown airport is located in Lungi across the Sierra Leone River and is accessible by a
water taxi. Travel to the airport is available by roadway, but the road is dangerous in several
places, and the travel time from Freetown to Lungi can take three or more hours depending
on the road conditions. There is no helicopter service to Freetown from the airport.

Terrorism Threat

Post Terrorism Rating: Low
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Local, Regional, and International Terrorism Threats/Concerns

The government remains sensitive to the threat of terrorism and remains engaged with its
international partners to detect and combat it. 

Visitors should remain vigilant and avoid large public gatherings (concerts, sporting events)
that could become a target for attack.

Political, Economic, Religious, and Ethnic Violence

Post Political Violence Rating: Low

Civil Unrest

There have been no acts of political violence or terrorism directed toward any American in
recent years. Political violence is sporadic and normally increases during election periods.
Political demonstrations and rallies are generally peaceful, but sporadic clashes are instigated
by individuals in the crowds. Participants at political rallies are often intoxicated and may use
weapons of opportunity (sticks, rocks(. The SLP are known to deploy crowd control
techniques (firing of warning shots, use of tear gas). Strong rivalries exist; participants at large
demonstrations can quickly become aggressive toward one another and the police.
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Post-specific Concerns 

Environmental Hazards

Freetown lacks the drainage infrastructure to accommodate storm water runoff, and as a
result, low-lying areas of the city and major vehicle thoroughfares flood during the rainy
season (March-July). Torrential rains also challenge Freetown’s often poorly constructed
hillside structures. Mudslides and building collapses cause deaths every rainy season. Visitors
should familiarize themselves with flood-prone areas and consider traveling in a
high-clearance, 4x4 vehicle.

Critical Infrastructure Concerns 

Traditional landline telephone service is non-existent. Communications are handled using
cellular phones/Internet. Internet service is expensive and slow. Depending on the carrier, the
Internet bandwidth is limited to only 3G or 4G service. In some areas, private companies have
begun to install fiber optics in an effort to improve their Internet service.

Drug-related Crimes
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Drug trafficking and cultivation exist and continues to threaten the stability and safety of the
region. Marijuana is the most popular drug grown in-country. Though consumed by many, the
majority of the marijuana is transported over neighboring borders for sale. The
poorly-maintained border controls greatly contribute to this continuously rising market and
have allowed organized criminal elements to take advantage of the situation. Marijuana usage
remains high and readily available in Freetown, particularly in bars and nightclubs.

The increase in narcotics trafficking, with links to international organized crime syndicates, is a
disturbing trend. The considerable wealth associated with the drug trade, channeled with the
help of complicit officials, could have a destabilizing impact on the country. Transiting drugs
(cocaine, methamphetamines, marijuana) are easily found on the local market.

Police Response

Policing remains a continuing challenge for host-nation forces. The Sierra Leone Police (SLP)
is a national police force administered from Freetown. The SLP continues to seek
improvement to their response toward the rising crime, but they remain hindered by the lack of
limited resources and training. One key resource is the availability of police vehicles to provide
transportation for security forces. The police frequently lack transportation to respond to the
scene of an incident. While vehicles may be available, fuel may not be. You may have to go to
the nearest police station and pick up the police to respond to an incident. Many officials
utilize local transportation to travel to/from assignments. Police response is often slow and
unreliable.
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The police, especially those within the armed Operational Support Division (OSD), have been
described as using of excessive force. The OSDs are commonly called upon by the
government to quash public protests. Public opinion of and confidence in the SLP remains
low. Criminals, some of whom who have been deported from the U.S., take advantage of this
lack of police confidence and ability by specifically targeting affluent neighborhoods with
little/no fear of police reprisal. On many occasions, police follow-up investigation to crime
incidents is non-existent, and criminal arrests/prosecution remain extremely low. One key
element plaguing the SLP is the amount of corruption within the force. Many officials find it
more advantageous to side with criminal elements rather than abide by the laws that they are
sworn to uphold.

By December 2015, Sierra Leone did not have a centralized system whereby citizens could
contact police or fire departments. Sierra Leone lacks a 911-type of emergency system.
Africell, one of the three local cellular carriers, established a system in which callers on their
network can call police by dialing 300 and fire by dialing 400. Though active, the U.S.
Embassy cannot confirm to whom the calls are directed or where they are received in the
country. Many citizens call their local police stations when in need of assistance. However,
local police stations do not have working landline telephones. Most police officers rely on
private cell phones for communication, and these numbers are not publicized. Officers
answering the telephone often do not understand English though it is the official language.
Many nationals speak “Krio,” the lingua franca.

Do not photograph government buildings, embassies, military installations, airports, harbors or
other locations or items of a possible security or intelligence interest. Cameras can be
confiscated. Always ask permission before taking a photograph. Local citizens may request a
small fee for taking a picture (“snap”) of them or their surroundings. For more information,
please review OSAC’s Report “Picture This: Dos and Don’ts for Photography.”
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How to Handle Incidents of Police Detention or Harassment

Some American citizens who have traveled to a police station to report a crime or accident
have reported that police officers requested money in order to purchase paper and pens
before the officer could take a statement or write a report. There is a fee to make a police
report; for foreigners the cost is 300,000 Leones (about US$70) and 50,000 Leones for
citizens. Payment is made at the bank, not at the police station. The payment of bribes, “gifts,”
or on-the-spot fines is not recommended. Instead, obtain the officer’s name, badge number,
and politely ask to speak with a supervisor and/or request to go to police headquarters for
further processing.

By international convention, the government is required to notify the U.S. Embassy when an
American citizen has been arrested; however, it consistently fails to do so. If arrested, be
certain to assert this right and demand to speak with a representative from the U.S. Embassy
by calling (099) 105-000, or if after normal business hours (099) 105-160.

Crime Victim Assistance

Travelers requiring police assistance are advised to contact the police through the Joint
Communications Center (076) 319-978 or Control Room (076) 771-721, which are the
best-equipped offices to assist international travelers.
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Central Police Station: (076) 607-742

Eastern Police Station: (078) 319-984

Lumley Police Station: (076) 561-065

Congo Cross Police Station: (078) 137-348

Goderich Police Station: (088) 208-910

Malima Police Station: (076) 921-765

Police/Security Agencies 

Of the approximately 12,000 members of the SLP, there are about 3,000-armed officers
assigned to the Operational Support Division (OSD). OSD officers are armed with shoulder
weapons and usually staff roadside checkpoints, serve on emergency response patrol teams,
and are assigned to protect foreign missions. Members of the OSD are employed at many
prominent residences as a means to deter criminals.

There are also traffic police, a Criminal Investigation Division, and regular police. 

The employment of private security by diplomatic missions, foreign businesses, expatriates,
and wealthy host country nationals is a common practice within Sierra Leone. 
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Medical Emergencies

Medical facilities fall critically short of U.S. and European standards. There are no
911-equivalent ambulance services. Trauma care is extremely limited, and local hospitals
should only be used in the event of an extreme medical emergency. Blood transfusions can
be life threatening due to inadequate donor screening. Many primary health care workers,
especially in rural areas, lack adequate professional training. Because of inadequate
diagnostic equipment, lack of medical resources, and limited medical specialty personnel,
complex diagnosis, and treatment are unavailable. Medicines are in short supply. Visitors
should bring their own supply of medications, as the availability and quality of medications is
inconsistent; counterfeit drugs remain a problem. For more information, please refer to
OSAC’s Report, “Traveling with Medications.”

Patients are required to pay up front, before being admitted to a hospital or provided
treatment. 

Contact Information for Recommended Hospitals/Clinics

Choithram Memorial Hospital: (076) 623-483

Emergency Hospital Goderich: (076) 611-386

Davidson Nicol Medical Centre: (076) 977-028
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Since the Ebola outbreak, physician availability has been spotty and inconsistent. The
Consular Section keeps an updated list of medical contacts at:
http://freetown.usembassy.gov/list_of_local_doctors_and_hospitals6.html

Recommended Insurance Posture

All travelers are advised to purchase insurance to cover medical evacuation in case of a
serious accident, injury, or illness. Medical evacuation can cost thousands of dollars,
depending on the severity of the situation, so all travelers should ensure their policies provide
sufficient coverage.

Country-specific Vaccination and Health Guidance 

Travelers are reminded that good hygiene remains a good practice in the defense to any
infections/diseases.

On November 7, 2015, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared Sierra Leone
Ebola-free. The previous Crime and Safety Report stated that Ebola infections are limited to
people caring for relatives who are sick or have participated in traditional funeral practices.
During the Ebola outbreak, the utilization of traditional funeral practices was outlawed in
Sierra Leone; however, some of these practices have re-emerged. The infection rate among
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relatives in small villages was once high due to the limited availability of medical treatment
centers. The response infrastructure through coordination with host nation health officials,
CDC personnel, and other NGOs has dramatically improved, and there remain facilities and
systems in place to ensure isolation and treatment remain available. The key to Ebola survival
remains early detection and treatment. No U.S Embassy personnel, American, or local
staffers have been infected with Ebola. For more information, please refer to OSAC’s
Reporting on Ebola.

All visitors should have current vaccinations prior to arrival. These include, but are not limited
to: tetanus, yellow fever, polio, meningitis, typhoid, hepatitis A and B, and rabies. Health
officials at ports of entry do request proof of yellow fever vaccination. Malaria is endemic and
prophylaxis is a necessity. Expatriates died from cerebral malaria in 2015. Lassa fever is
endemic in the eastern provinces, and yearly cholera outbreaks are common throughout the
country. The cholera vaccine is not required. Since sanitary conditions are poor and
refrigeration is unreliable, use caution when eating uncooked vegetables, salads, seafood, or
meats at restaurants and hotels. Only bottled water should be consumed. For more
information, please refer to OSAC’s Report, “I’m Drinking What in My Water?.”

The CDC and WHO maintain very informative websites that travelers are urged to consult.
Information on vaccinations and other health precautions, such as safe food and water
precautions and insect bite protection, may be obtained from the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention’s (CDC) hotline for international travelers at 1-877-FYI-TRIP (1-877-394-8747)
or via the CDC’s website. For information about outbreaks of infectious diseases abroad,
consult the infectious diseases section of the World Health Organization’s (WHO) website.
The WHO website also contains additional health information for travelers, including detailed
country-specific health information. For additional information on vaccines and health
guidance, please visit the CDC at:
http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/destinations/traveler/none/sierra-leone?s_cid=ncezid-dgmq-travel
-double-001.
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OSAC Country Council Information 

Embassy Freetown does not have a formal OSAC Country Council due to the limited number
of American-owned or -operated business interests in Sierra Leone. The nearest OSAC
Country Council is in Dakar, Senegal. The RSO provides country briefings for representatives
of American businesses, non-governmental organizations, academia, and faith-based
organizations as requested. To reach OSAC’s Africa team, please email OSACAF@state.gov.

U.S. Embassy Location and Contact Information 

Embassy Address and Hours of Operation 

The U.S. Embassy is located at Leicester Square, off Regent Road, in the hills above the city.

Embassy hours: Mon-Thurs 8:00am – 5:15pm; Fri 08:00am – 1pm

Embassy Contact Numbers
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All Embassy sections can be reached through the switchboard at: +232 99 105-000 from
overseas or 099-105-000 if dialing locally.

After hours: (099) 105-160

After hours: Embassy Duty Officer: (099) 905-007

Travelers may reach the Consular Section in non-emergency situations via:
consularfreetown@state.gov.

RSO email: RSOFreetown@state.gov

Website: http://freetown.usembassy.gov/

Embassy Guidance

American citizens should register with the Consular Section’s American Citizen Services when
traveling to Sierra Leone. They may do so on-line at https://travelregistration.state.gov prior to
travelling but can also register online or at the Consular Section upon arrival. U.S. citizens
wishing to conduct business in Sierra Leone are advised to consult the Embassy Freetown
Economic Section website for advice and words of caution:
http://freetown.usembassy.gov/business.html. 

Tips on How to Avoid Becoming a Victim
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Scams

Many Americans continue to be victims of schemes involving the purchase of gold dust and
diamonds. Thousands of dollars have been scammed from victims by host country nationals
who claim to work for various gold vendors, the Government Gold and Diamond Office
(GGDO), government ministries, customs, and the police. The U.S. Embassy cautions all
investors/buyers to perform due diligence before entering into any financial agreement. The
GOSL closely regulates and maintains controls of the gold and diamond industries. Investors
should be wary of anyone claiming to be able to provide deals on these items; purchases
should only be made through licensed brokers. 

Foreign investors remain the targets of many land-fraud schemes. Individuals who claim to be
employed by the National Power Authority (NPA) have been known to provide false
documents of land ownership to would-be investors. Any business looking to invest or
purchase land should contact the NPA directly and not utilize a street contact or individual
claiming connections within the NPA to facilitate the sale.

Email scams, such as those utilized in Nigeria, are also prevalent in Sierra Leone. Caution
should be used when receiving any type of non-solicited email in which an advance fee is
requested. These emails usually promise quick financial gains in return for advance fees to
secure claims. Some people fall victim to these scams and report loses of thousands of
dollars. These scams are so sophisticated that the recipient believes it to be from a legitimate
business. Users are asked to provide bank accounts/credit cards to find later that large
amounts have been removed from their accounts or charged to their cards. All unsolicited
business propositions should be properly investigated before any monies or personally
identifiable information is provided.
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Situational Awareness Best Practices 

All U.S. citizen visitors and expatriates are advised to follow common-sense guidelines to
avoid becoming victims of crime. 

Do not carry valuables in excess of immediate needs and keep what you need in a secure
place on your person. Pickpocketing is common, and perpetrators are very adept. Do not walk
on the beach at night. Do not invite strangers into your quarters. Supervise/escort all workers
in your quarters. Some reported robberies committed against expatriates appear to have been
carried out by persons with inside information regarding the victims.

Carefully protect all financial and personal information as incidents of financial fraud and
identity theft crimes are increasing. Some businesses are beginning to accept credit cards,
but only Visa cards can be used locally. When your card is swiped, do not let it out of your
sight. Credit card machines operate over the cell phone system, so the machine should be
brought to you. Credit cards are generally not accepted at most stores, restaurants, and
hotels, so you must pay in cash. Travelers are advised to use credit cards cautiously; there is
a serious risk that the card numbers may be stolen for use in fraudulent transactions.
Currency exchanges should be handled through a bank or established foreign exchange
bureau. Exchanging money with street vendors is ill-advised since criminals may "mark" such
individuals for future attack, and there is a risk of receiving counterfeit currency or being
short-changed in the transaction.
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Be alert to any unusual surveillance or activity near the places you frequently visit. Vary your
routes/times so that others cannot predict your schedule. Maintain control of your personal
items when in public areas and move away from anyone who you believe is acting
suspiciously. Thieves often attempt to distract a victim by asking questions, begging for
money, bumping or jostling the individual, or offering to sell items. While the victim is
distracted, an accomplice may take a piece of luggage or pick the victim’s pocket/purse.
Never carry anything that you are not willing to relinquish in a confrontation with a thief. In the
event that an armed criminal confronts you, immediately hand over the desired property to
avoid escalation or injury. Report any crimes to the police.

All security plans should include multiple layers of protection to ensure the safety of the
occupants and the security of the property.

Do not leave anything of value unsecured in your unoccupied hotel room. The small safes
provided by the hotel are vulnerable and should not be trusted.


