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The sprawling mining business here includes about 2,500 small operations. Unlike oil, iron
ove and even gold, diamonds are 5o easy to transport that if regulations are too onerous
and taxes teo high, miners and exporters will simply turn to smuggling. In 2008, Sierra
Leone officially exported $141 million worth of diamonds, government records show. That
is a vast improvement over the $24 million officially exported in 2001, before stringent
new rules known as the Kimberley Process required diamond deals to be certified by the
authorities. Before that, most dismonds were smuggled out of the country through Liberia
and Guinea and sold for weapons.

But even now, the gavernment’s share of the revenue is modest, just 3 percent. In 2006,
the government’s take was only $3.7 million. Licensing fees add to that total, but it is
hardly enough to rebuild a nation of six million people, still broken by war.

Usman Boie Kamara, the deputy director of the government's mining office, noted that
new laws requiring permits for dealers, mine owners and exporters have forced out
shadowy operators, smugglers and money launderers. Laws also set minimum standards
for the pay and benefits of diggers — though they are scarcely enforced, miners and
experts say.

“These issues are being addressed, but it takes time,” Mr. Kamara said.

At the Bondobush mine here, the grim routine of mining is on daily display — hundreds of
diggers sifting through tons of gravel. The mine is divided into areas of 210 square yards,
with each controlled by a license holder. By law that person must be Sierra Leonean, but
in practice the licensees are often fronts for foreign backers or migrants from the Middle
East or other West African countries.

Some are paid a small sum per day, usually about 75 cents, and given tools, food and
shelter in exchange for about 30 percent of whatever their backers claim to be the value of
the diamonds they find. And the financiers first deduct thelr expenses,

A few workers have no stake in their finds but are paid a wage, usually $2 a day. Still
others work solely for a shace of the gravel they extract from the vast, watery pits. In most
arrangements, a great deal of the risk is shouldered by the laborer.

The industry has long been dominated by outsiders, feeding a nationalism that was
exploited by koday Sankoh. leader of the Revolutionary United Front, the brutal rebel
force that claimed to be liberating the mines but instead enriched itself and terrorized the
populace.

Yet even with the laws requiring local control, working conditions have not improved
much. The mine where Mr. Kabia works is operated by a chief who functions as a kind of
local government executive, The chief, Paul N. Saquee, 46, is a former truck driver who
spent the past two decades in the United States, most recently around Atlanta. Mr.
Saquee’s brother Prince is the chairman of the local diamond dealers association, the first
Sierra Lecnean to hold that position.

Paul Saquee employs two kinds of diggers. Some are paid about a dollar a day and 30
percent of the value of their stones, which they must hand over to Mr. Saquee’s
representative, another of the chief's brothers named Tamba. He watches with hawklike
vigilance as the miners dig.

Others, like Mr. Kabia, work for a percentage of the gravel they extract and own any
stones they find. In theory, this means they should get a fair sale price, but dealers often
exploit their ignorance.

Prince Saquee, the chiefs diamond-dealing brother, bankrolls several mines and scoffs at
the notion of selling his stones to only one buyer.

“1f you are working for an exporter, he will dictate the price,” he said. “To me that is
indirect slavery.”

But he has no quaims about demanding precisely that arrangement from those below him
on the diamond food chain. The mine owners and workers he bankrolls must sell only to
him,

“For the miners, it is different,” he argued. A digger, "he depends on you. He doesn't know
the value so you as the dealer have to tell him.”

Paul Saquee, the chief, said that despite the low pay and hard working conditions, he was
providing at least some form of employment to desperate people with no alternative.

“I wish that the miners would all go back to the farm, but they are here and need work,”
he said.

Part of Mr. Saquee’s role is to administer a fund that sends a quarter of the government’s
diamond revenues back to the community the stones came from. Kono, home to more
than half of all mining license holders, received $377,900 in 2005 for a district of 475,000
people.

“I don't believe that diamonds are the future of this country,” Mr. Saquee said. “We need
to find something else to get ourselves moving.”

Indeed, the poverty rates are highest in the mining districts — Kono's poverty rate is 20 |
percent higher than that in nearby Pujehun district, which is largely agricultural. ,

In the central bank building in Freetown, Mustapha B. Turay sorted gleaming stones into
small mounds to determine their value for taxation. On a recent afternoon the country's
largest exporter, Hisham Mackie, a longtime Lebanese kingpin, brought in $2 million
worth of stones bound for Antwerp, Belgium, that night.

Most had been dug by hand by workers in places like Koidu. But the paper trail does not
reach all the way back to the miner, so there is no way to know how much a miner was
paid. It isa gap, said Mr. Kanu, the diamond policy adviser, that can lead to the illusion
that the problems brought to light by the civil war have been solved.
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