Mandela Aide Quits Over Diamonds
by Marlise Simons and Alan Cowell, The New York Times
19 August 2010

PARIS — The tangled saga involving the supermodel Naomi Campbell, Nelson Mandela and the former Liberian dictator Charles G. Taylor claimed a victim on Thursday when a trustee of the Nelson Mandela Children’s Fund resigned over his decision to remain silent about receiving uncut diamonds from Ms. Campbell 13 years ago. 

In a statement, the fund said the trustee, Jeremy Ractliffe, regretted his decision and apologized for “possible reputational risk” to the fund as a result of his actions. He kept the stones until this month, when he handed them to the police in South Africa, where the unlicensed possession of rough diamonds is a criminal offense. 

The statement said that Mr. Ractliffe believed he had acted in the best interest of the children’s fund and that he realized he had left himself open to possible prosecution. Musa Zondi, a spokesman for the elite Hawks unit of the South African police, which has opened an investigation, said Mr. Ractliffe had not been charged with an offense. 

This month Ms. Campbell testified as a prosecution witness at Mr. Taylor’s trial that she received two or three “dirty-looking stones” from two unidentified men after a dinner hosted by Mr. Mandela and attended by Mr. Taylor, among others. The following day, she said, she handed a pouch containing diamonds to Mr. Ractliffe. 

Diamonds remained at center stage in the trial in The Hague on Wednesday during the cross-examination of Issa Hassan Sesay, a convicted former rebel leader from Sierra Leone, who had earlier told investigators that he delivered parcels of rough diamonds at least “11 or 12 times” to Mr. Taylor personally. In exchange, Mr. Sesay said, Mr. Taylor provided the rebels with bombs, rifles and other weapons. 

Also on Wednesday, a prosecutor, Nicholas Koumjian, said Mr. Sesay and another rebel leader seized more than 1,800 rough diamonds from a rival commander in 1998 and took them to Mr. Taylor. In response, Mr. Sesay said that he knew only of 14 diamonds that he was meant to take to Burkina Faso but that he misplaced them in transit in Liberia. 

Mr. Taylor, who denies charges of unlawful killings, abductions, rape and the enslavement of children to fight as soldiers, has also rejected accusations that he traded weapons for so-called conflict diamonds to sustain the bloodletting that claimed some 200,000 lives in Sierra Leone, which abuts Liberia to the north. 

Prosecutors had called Ms. Campbell, her former agent Carole White and the actress Mia Farrow, who all attended the dinner, because they hoped to show that Mr. Taylor traveled with diamonds on an arms-buying trip to South Africa and elsewhere. Mr. Taylor had told the court under oath that he never owned, carried or traded in diamonds. 

While stories of diamonds keep surfacing at the trial, the number of gemstones keeps changing, including in the case of the gift to Ms. Campbell. She told the court two weeks ago that she had received “two or three” diamonds in a pouch, while Ms. White, her former agent, said she was present when Ms. Campbell received “five or six” diamonds in a crumpled piece of paper. Mr. Ractliffe, who was chief executive of the fund from 1995 to 1999, said he received three stones from the model. 

In its statement, the fund said that Mr. Ractliffe had agreed to resign and that he “regrets his omission to inform the chairperson and the rest of the board of trustees of the Nelson Mandela Children’s Fund of his receipt of the uncut diamonds until now and acknowledges that had he done so, he and the board would have found a better and lawful way to manage the situation.” 
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