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Muralist Caesar Perez uses spray paint to create his art on the side of a building as the Wynwood neighborhood prepares for the annual Art Basel art fair in Miami, Florida. Artists and art lovers from around the world flock to the Miami area from Dec 6 to the
9th to visit Art Basel as well as the satellite galleries that pop up throughout the city during the week. — AFP

They were promised a “peace diamond” dividend in the
Sierra Leone village of Koryardu after the stone they
handed over for auction fetched $6.5 million (5.7 million

euros) a year ago. But they are still waiting to see the benefits.
“Absolutely nothing happened,” said Pastor Emmanuel
Momoh, who manages the team of diggers that found the
709-carat diamond in March 2017, in eastern Kono province.
The idea of handing the diamond over to the government to
sell was that it would generate money to be ploughed back
into developing the local community.

But at the village school, Peter Baimoi, who helps teach its
about 190 pupils, said there was no sign of the promised gov-
ernment funding. With no qualified teachers in the village, par-
ents rely on their children being taught by some of the better-
educated local people who can read and write, like Bamoi
who finished high school. They do it voluntarily, the pastor
said. The government had promised that 15 percent of the
total sale price-nearly one million dollars-would go into a fund
for Koryardu to develop water, electricity, health and educa-
tion. A year on, Koryardu still has no electricity and no clinic-
and the nearest state school is in Koidu, about 14 kilometers
(nine miles) away. The hamlet lies 10 kilometers from the main
highway-and the road into the village is still impassable for six
months of the year, during the rainy season.

‘Blood’ and ‘peace’ diamonds 
Sierra Leone, like some other African countries, is strug-

gling to overcome the legacy of so-called “blood diamonds”,
sold by warlords to finance conflicts. The west African country
suffered a devastating civil war between 1991 and 2002. The
international community set up the Kimberley certification
system in 2003 to eliminate the problem, regulating the sale
and export of diamonds. Experts said Koryardu’s diamond
was the largest found in Sierra Leone in almost half a century.

Momoh entrusted it to the administration of the country’s

then president, Ernest Bai Koroma, who dubbed it the “peace
diamond”. The auction was originally scheduled to be held at
the Central Bank in Freetown, but as the government thought
the best offer made there-more than $7 million-was not high
enough, they took the sale abroad. The subsequent auction in
New York netted $6.5 million.

The legal option  
Under the sale agreement, 60 percent of the proceeds

went straight to the government, out of which the village was
to get its share, and 40 percent to Momoh, he said. After shar-
ing his proceeds with the five miners who found the stone, the
village chief and the land owner, as well as donating 30 per-
cent to charity and helping villagers, Momoh had about $1
million net, he added.

Declaring the find to the government was the only legal
option. The only other alternative would have been to sell to
smugglers on the black market. Momoh also wanted the com-
munity to benefit from the proceeds. But there is still no sign
of the money promised to the village. People need to see tan-
gible benefits, said Victor Topoi, a teacher from Kono
province, “not only on paper or in the news, but physically on
the ground”.

‘Maintain trust’ 
The Koroma administration did sign a million-dollar con-

tract with a Chinese company to build a new school and a
clinic in the village. But that deal was frozen when the new
president, Julius Maada Bio, took office in April. Ibrahim Satti
Kamara, spokesman for the National Minerals Agency, said
there had been some design issues that had now been sorted
out. 

Work on the project should begin before the end of the
year, he said. “The good news is that the money is still avail-
able and ready to use for that project,” he said. The authorities
understand the community’s frustration, he added.  “We
expect that by the time we continue with the work, that will
change. “We are aware of the responsibility to maintain that
trust, that’s why we’ve been very careful on how the money is
spent on the project,” he added.

In the meantime, the Rapaport Group, the auction house
that handled the New York sale, has stepped in to help,
installing 50 solar panels in the village in November.  It also
has plans to bring in water filtration systems. “We want to
make sure that (the villagers) see something tangible as the
government gets its act together,” the group’s owner Martin
Rapaport told AFP during a visit to Koryardu. But the money
from the diamond sale also needs to materialise, said Momoh.
“If the government doesn’t fulfill its promises, I think that it will
break the trust and people will not take their diamonds to the
government any longer,” he said. “Not only the people in
Koryardu, but all over Kono.” — AFP

US director James Gray, chairman of
this year’s Marrakech film festival, on
Monday lambasted his country’s

President Donald Trump as an “imbecile”
and source of embarrassment for Americans
abroad. “It’s been very hard for me to be
here because the president of the United
States is a moron and a very dangerous
moron,” he told a news conference in the
Moroccan city. “It’s embarrassing, I feel
very awkward and I feel I have to apologize
every two minutes, because... I’m trying to
represent the better part of my country not
that one that is represented by an imbecile.”

US actor Robert De Niro, an outspoken
critic of Trump, received a tribute award at

the festival on Saturday. He used the occa-
sion to launch a fresh tirade against the
president and his “America First” mantra.
“Sadly, in my country we are going through
a grotesque version of nationalism... marked
by greed, xenophobia and selfishness under
the banner of ‘America First’,” De Niro said
to loud applause from the audience. Gray,
whose films include “Little Odessa” and
“The Immigrants”, with sci-fi thriller “Ad
Astra” starring Brad Pitt, to be released next
year, said De Niro’s latest outburst against
Trump was “for me... the moment” of the
festival, which opened Friday. — AFP

Chanel sheds crocodile
and snake skin

Chanel said yesterday would no longer use exotic
animal pelts, making it the first luxury fashion
house to turn its back on crocodile and lizard skin,

a move hailed by animal rights groups. Its head of fashion
Bruno Pavlovsky said that it “would no longer use exotic
skins in our future creations”, saying it was becoming
more difficult to source high-quality pelts ethically.
Handbags, coats and shoes made from snake, crocodile
and stingray skin command premium prices, with Chanel
handbags made from them reportedly selling for up to
9,000 euros ($10,300). 

Python skin bags were removed from Chanel’s website

yesterday, although secondhand bags were still on sale
from more than 5,500 euros from online resale sites.
Chanel’s veteran designer Karl Lagerfeld told the indus-
try bible Women’s Wear Daily that the French brand had
chosen itself to drop exotic skins rather than it “being
imposed on us. We did it because it’s in the air. “It’s a free
choice,” he added, insisting that he used fur so rarely at
Chanel that he couldn’t remember when it last featured
on the catwalk.

Animal rights groups welcomed the move, with People
for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) hailing
Chanel as giving a lead to other luxury brands. “There’s
nothing trendy about using stolen skins from tormented
animals for clothing or accessories,” it said. “It’s clear that
the time is now for all companies, like Louis Vuitton, to
follow Chanel’s lead and move to innovative materials that
spare countless animals a miserable life and a violent,
painful death,” PETA added.—AFP

Sierra Leone’s ‘peace 
diamond’ dividend slow in coming

In this file photo the Peace Diamond is on display at the
Rapaport Group in midtown New York. — AFP

James Gray, US director
and president of the jury,
arrives at the Marrakech
International Film festival.

(File photo shows jury members From left) Ileana D’Cruz, Laurent cantet, Dakota Johnson, Talal Hadid, James Gray,
Joana Hadjithomas, Daniel Bruhl, and Lynne Ramsay arrive at the Marrakech International Film festival, in the city of
Marrakesh. — AFP

Director Gray lambasts ‘imbecile’ 
Trump at Marrakech film fest


