
 

In 2012, the 25th anniversary of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, a trip to Liberia was 

put together by the Women of the ELCA. The goal of the trip was to visit and learn from the bold women 

of Liberia, as the mission of the Women's Synod is to "be bold women." Seventeen women from across the 

country, ranging in age from 22 to 83, went on the trip - one of whom was born in Liberia at Phebe 

Hospital and another was in the country during the civil war. 

Phebe Hospital was founded by the Lutheran church in 1921, in partnership with the Methodist and 

Episcopalian churches. Phebe serves a population of approximately 450,000 people; it is the foremost 

hospital in Bong County and the hospital where the first confirmed case of Ebola appeared in Liberia. 

Phebe Hospital is powered solely by diesel generators, consuming in excess of 90,000 gallons of fuel 

annually at $4.50 a gallon. During the rainy season, the road to the hospital often washes out, making 

delivery of fuel impossible. Phebe often must shut down its power system for periods of time to 

conserve fuel. Vaccines are jeopardized and operations become more risky with intermittent or no 

power. Without consistent and reliable power, Phebe faces an uphill battle in preventing another 

Ebola outbreak, as well as managing the very real health challenges faced by the Liberian people. 

Generally, Liberia is burdened with several infectious diseases that hamper development. Child health 

in Liberia still faces daunting challenges - most notably chronic under-nutrition. Stunting prevalence 

has steadily risen over the last decade to its current rate of 42%. Moreover, when surveyed, 20% of 

children were reported to have diarrhea during the preceding two weeks. The USAID reports "systemic 

inequalities" for women and girls in the health sector in Liberia. The rate at which women utilize health 

care services is far lower than the rate at which men access services. Only 26% of deliveries take place 

in a health facility in rural areas of the country and maternal mortality ratio is measured at 994 deaths 

per 100,000 live births. Adolescent pregnancy has increased to 32%. Modern contraceptive 

prevalence rate is just 7% for rural areas. USAID candidly admits that, "without significant improvement 

in the health of the majority of Liberians, the country cannot achieve its goal of sustained ... economic 

growth." 

Recognizing these very real challenges, the women from the trip approached the Rural Renewable 

Energy Alliance (RREAL) to propose the construction of a photovoltaic solar array to serve the hospital's 

energy needs. A photovoltaic microgrid represents a sustainable, long-term solution that would 

free up capital for direct health care initiatives, as well as mitigate numerous untold environmental, 

social, and health costs. RREAL's proposal aims to realize cash payoff of the installation costs within 

five years, with further savings expected up to and through the system's 30-year lifespan. By 

investing funds in a photovoltaic microgrid, Phebe Hospital and its staff will not only be empowered 

to achieve self-reliance through solar power, but serve as a powerful model for rebuilding critical 

infrastructure in a resilient manner. At one time, Lutheran congregations were providing $250,000 

in support annually; that support has dwindled to $50,000 annually - less than two months of fuel to 

power the hospital. The Women of the ELCA have pledged to raise $200,000 to support the Phebe 

project that will, both literally and figuratively, light the way to improved health outcomes for the 

Liberian people for a generation and the generation to come.

 
 



History of Liberia 
 

The Republic of Liberia was formed in 1847 by a group of 

African-American settlers, who had begun re-settling into the 

area starting in 1822 with the aid of the American Colonization 

Society as a part of the Back-to-Africa movement in the 1800's 

that sought to repatriate freed slaves from the African continent. 

Located in West Africa, Liberia was led by the settlers and their 

descendants - the Americo-Liberians - for over 130 years until a 

coup in 1980 by Samuel Doe. 

The Doe regime began over two decades of civil unrest, 

paranoia, and violence in the country. Full-fledged civil war 

broke out in 1989 when Charles Taylor, at the head of the 

National Patriotic Front of Liberia, began a violent insurrection 

against Doe's government. The following year Doe was captured 

and brutally executed. For the next five years, over a half-dozen 

warring factions tore the country apart, struggling for control. 

Children were widely used as soldiers or to carry ammunition by 

all involved in the conflict. 

Walter T. Gwenigale, then the director of Phebe Hospital and 

former Minister of Health and Social Welfare recalls: "At the 

beginning of the war, many of the health-care facilities in 

remote areas were abandoned. Only a few remained open... 

When the war came, my wife and three children were with me 

in Liberia and I was worried about what might happen to them. 

I decided to stay with my patients but I sent my family abroad. 

The fact that I decided to stay with my patients encouraged 

other employees to stay too." 

In September 1994, Phebe Hospital was attacked and looted. At 

least 100 hospital staff, patients, and civilians who had 

sought refuge in the hospital were attacked and killed. 

After several failed attempts at peace talks, a ceasefire was 

declared in 1995 and Charles Taylor was elected President of 

Liberia in 1997. The violence continued and the country again 

plunged into civil war in 1999, with the Liberians United for 

Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) laying siege to the capital 

of Monrovia in 2003, forcing Charles Taylor to resign. 

Largely due to the extraordinary efforts of the bold women of 

Liberia, led by Leymah Gbowee in coordination with Ellen 

Johnson Sirleaf, a peace deal brokered after the women 

encircled the Presidential Palace and staged a silent protest. In 

2005, Sirleaf was elected president (the first elected female head 

of state in Africa), and then reelected in 2011. Both women 

shared the Nobel Peace Prize in 2011. 

Liberia has made major strides towards peace and economic 

prosperity under President Sirleaf’s administration, but much 

work is yet to be done. As US Ambassador to Liberia Deborah R. 

Malac states: ''This is a critical period in the history of Liberia, a 

country of unique cultural and political importance to the United 

States. The immediate future of the country rests with the ability 

of [President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf's] administration to address 

the precarious balance of formidable challenges and real 

opportunities facing the country.'' 



 
 

Because:  

• Halfway around the world, power 
outages at Phebe Hospital occur 
daily - even during critical surgeries.  

• It costs $35,000 per month to 
provide part-time power to the 
hospital compound 

• In 2013, the NE MN Women of the 
ELCA passed a resolution to partner 
with RREAL to bring a solar 
photovoltaic “PV” installation to 
Phebe which will provide the 
hospital with consistent and reliable 
energy. 

• In 2014 the Churchwide Women of 
the ELCA passed a resolution to 
affirm the extraordinary efforts of 
the Northeastern Minnesota 
Synodical Women’s Organization to 
work with RREAL and the National 
Lutheran Church Women Fellowship 
of Liberia to provide solar power to  
Phebe hospital in Liberia 

 

Throughout this effort, ELCA churches, synods and women’s groups 
across the country have been standing behind the call - to install PV for 
Phebe. 

 

                  PEOPLE THAT INSPIRE: LEYMAH GBOWEE 

Think you can’t make a difference? Leymah Gbowee led a movement that brought 

about the end of a brutal civil war – at the age of 31.  

Born in central Liberia, Leymah was 17 and living with her parents when civil war 

erupted and tore her country apart. After fleeing to Ghana and living essentially 

homeless with her three children, Leymah returned to Liberia and in 1998 became a 

volunteer at St. Peter’s Lutheran Church in Monrovia. 

After four years working to heal trauma, Leymah began a movement for peace as the 

unpaid leader of the Women in Peacebuilding Network. In 2003, wearing white t-

shirts to symbolize peace, the bold women of WIPNET interlocked arms, occupying 

the building where peace was being negotiated and forcing an agreement. 

The civil war ended just weeks thereafter.  

See Leymah’s TED Talk here – http://bit.ly/1xxmKZd 


