January 8, 2008

War Crimes Trial Resumes for Former Leader of Liberia 

By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

THE HAGUE (AP) — The war crimes trial of Charles Taylor, the former president of Liberia, resumed Monday as prosecutors opened their case, with testimony from an expert on “blood diamonds” and video of a miner from Sierra Leone whose hands had been hacked off.

Mr. Taylor, 59, the first former African head of state to appear before an international tribunal, has pleaded not guilty to the 11 charges against him, which include murder, rape, enslavement and conscripting child soldiers.

He is accused of terrorizing the people of neighboring Sierra Leone by orchestrating atrocities by militias known for slicing off their victims’ limbs during the country’s 10-year civil war, which ended in 2003. His purpose, prosecutors contend, was to gain possession of some of Sierra Leone’s diamonds. Diamonds traded from such areas of conflict are known as blood diamonds.

Mr. Taylor’s trial started in June but was immediately adjourned when he boycotted the hearing and fired his lawyer, claiming that he would not get a fair trial.

Ian Smillie, a Canadian expert on the international trade in blood diamonds, testified Monday that the militias, using captives for labor, took over Sierra Leone’s diamond fields, producing gems that were among the world’s most valuable per carat.

The prosecution suggested that the illicit diamond trade was probably a source of funds for smuggled arms shipments by traders suspected of being weapons dealers, including Leonid Minin and Viktor Bout.

Mr. Smillie showed the three-judge panel photos of a jet that smuggled 68 tons of Ukrainian weapons and ammunition — strapped into leather seats — into Liberia through Burkina Faso in March 1999. 

A prosecutor, Nick Koumjian, showed a documentary about blood diamonds to give judges background on the trade and the history of Sierra Leone.

One part of the documentary showed a miner from Sierra Leone whose hands were hacked off and whose wife and children were burned to death in 1998 by militias that Mr. Taylor is accused of supporting. Another clip showed a boy who said he had been kidnapped by the militia, the Revolutionary United Front, and forced to work as a slave in diamond mines.

Mr. Smillie was not allowed to testify about the atrocities depicted in the video after defense lawyers objected, saying he had no expertise about the matter. 

Mr. Smillie said Mr. Taylor had denied involvement in diamond smuggling when Mr. Smillie interviewed him in October 2000 as part of a United Nations investigation. “He said it was possible — highly probable — that there were R.U.F. diamonds coming through Liberia, but he didn’t know anything about it,” Mr. Smillie said.
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