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Message from the Movie Producers

‘Voices from the Mine’ is based on the work conducted during a two-year research project
supported by US-based philanthropic organization Humanity United. The film reveals the
significant disparities in wealth that exist between those at the top of the artisanal diamond value
chain and those toiling the ground to extract diamonds at the bottom in Kono District, Sierra
Leone. One of the main aims of the film has been to raise awareness of how the perpetuation of
the informal nature of the sector maintains these inequalities, by telling the personal stories of
those involved.

We were very pleased to learn that Voices from the Mine has been so well received in Japan, and
we enjoyed reading some of the essays that were inspired by the key themes raised in our film.
We were also impressed by the level of passion and the concerns raised by many of the authors.
We very much hope that this energy can play a role in positive change, particularly by shaping
consumer awareness of the ethical issues that concern the extraction of diamonds in West Africa.
With support from organizations such as Diamonds for Peace, we hope that our film will help to
sensitize Japanese people on some critical issues that concern artisanal diamonds and encourage
them to think carefully about their role and responsibility as consumers.

Roy Maconachie and Simon Wharf, University of Bath, UK
Producers of Voices from the Mine
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KIEEM REFE John Lee Candelaria
English Category Winner

“The Curse of Sierra Leone’s Diamonds”

A man’s hardened hands gently sift through a wooden sieve filled with soil and water. He
is looking for an elusive piece of rock that could assuage several days of backbreaking work.
While his supporter provides food and tools, he is only paid when a diamond is found. While
these diamonds end up in the hands of the moneyed few, the irony of it all is that it is not the
miner who gets to reap the rewards.

This is the reality that Roy Maconachie and Simon Wharf explored in the documentary
“Voices from the Mine”—an account of the journey a diamond takes from mine to market, from
pit to finger—and the exploitation and human rights violations that miners experience in what has
been described as “a system of debt bondage and a contemporary form of slavery”.

The documentary features the mystery of Kono District, the largest diamond-producing
area in Sierra Leone. The district is blessed with diamonds scattered in its riverbeds but is cursed
with institutional inefficiencies, corruption, and revenue mismanagement that has hindered the
community’s development. The miners see diamond-mining as their only hope for escaping
poverty, and yet, they are also aware that they are being exploited by a grim business that not only
have failed to bring revenue to the country but have also resulted into devastating conflict in the
country in the past.

The miners are victimized by the semi-feudal relationships resulting from the mining
business. The documentary traces this relationship from the chieftaincy system, where paramount
chiefs are considered as custodians of the land, which gives them power in the artisanal diamond
mining sector. It seems that in every stage of the industry, there are difficulties that put the miners
at a direct disadvantage, and neither the local chieftaincy system nor the government can provide
relief to the workers who experience the brunt of injustices.

To begin with, government oversight and regulation of the industry is stifled by
bureaucracy. Many supporters operate outside government control to maximize profits, since
licensing, certification, and surface rent are expensive. Some may even choose to pass the buck
to the workers. While it is true that the government undertakes monitoring, there is a question on
its extent, competency, internal politics, and vested interests.

From supporters, the dealers and brokers also complicate the system further. They exist
beyond the regulation of the state, and Sierra Leone’s porous borders have enabled an informal
economy of diamond trading to thrive, to the disadvantage, once again, of those in the bottom
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rung as well as the government, since neither receive benefits from diamond smuggling.

The diamond mining sector has also negatively affected the environment. While it is a
policy that mined areas must be rehabilitated afterward, the lack of monitoring and enforcement
have not safeguarded the environmental integrity of the land. The continuous practice could lead
to disasters, such as what happened in Angola, where the severe impacts of diamond mining led
to the forced relocation of local populations.

It is apparent that at the end of the day, the losers are the local communities—those who
do the manual, backbreaking work; those who are exploited for cheap labor; those who will be
affected by the environmental impacts due to poor and unsustainable mining practices.

Sierra Leone is also being robbed of the opportunity to develop, especially since it is still
rebuilding after experiencing a difficult period of war. Its take in the diamond industry is hardly
enough to impact its progress.

A dialogue between the bottom and the top—the local communities and the
government—must be the centerpiece of the reforms that the industry needs. The government and
its policymakers must listen and understand the stark realities of the industry at the ground level

since it is evident that artisanal mining will remain as one of the country’s leading industries.

The world must also take notice of how the world’s diamond industry has remained
informal and unsustainable since the very beginning. The market for diamonds has enabled the
persistence of the highly informal and unregulated industries in Sierra Leone and in the rest of
Africa, yet the market seemed unperturbed by the exploitation that miners and laborers experience
before the valued piece of rock reaches the glitzy racks of jewelry shops in the United States,
Europe, and the rest of the developed countries.

It would be rather tricky and time-consuming to change the way consumers value
diamonds. The more proactive step would be to continue to shine the spotlight to the problems of
diamond mining, especially in Africa. Responses, both global, local, and national in nature, could
safeguard the interests of the miners and laborers.

Science has proven that diamonds are not forever. Hopefully, collective global and local

action can ensure that the exploitation of miners in Sierra Leone and the rest of the world will not
last an eternity.
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EEZEHM ®FE  Harsh Vemuri
English Category Second Place Winner

“A sign of wealth, a sign of strife”

Diamonds, seemingly for the longest of times they have been both a representation and a source
of wealth. For millennia the most powerful kings and queens have adorned themselves with these
stones to pronounce their status and power over others.

After watching the documentary,”Voices from the mine: Artisanal diamonds and resource
governance in Sierra Leone”, I felt that there are two main issues in the mines of Sierra Leone.

By far the largest problem is the lack of wide spread governance and enforcement of law.

Currently, diamonds are a large industry in many African countries, however the diamond
industry was first started during the European colonization of Africa in the late 17th and 18th
century. Many Europeans nations scrambled to Africa to extract large sums of wealth in the form
of metals such as gold, silver and minerals like diamonds. The actions of these European nations
caused the destruction of local legal and social institution, intern putting the local people in salve
like conditions. I believe that the actions of the European powers in colonial times is what has
caused the current situation. In addition to this the spread of diamonds as a consumer good in the
recent decades has caused western corporations to scoop up diamonds indiscriminately from
shady market places.

| believe that the main cause for the situation in Sierra Leone is multi-generational poverty.
Looking at the situation, where governments and citizens are both aiding in creating suffering, it
may be easy to think that they have no inclination to resolve the issues confronting them. However,
if the population lacks basic education due to crushing poverty, it will be difficult for them to form
labor unions or effective police forces. In addition to this poverty creates a sense of desperation.
When desperation sets in, it becomes difficult for people to make long term plans and makes
communities scramble for small amounts of income.

I believe that there are three main ways in which this situation can be resolved.

The first is a universal tracing system to be implemented in the diamond industry. If the large-
scale diamond vendors like DeBeers commit to a single system where both the supply and demand
can have a single, efficiently regulated market place, it will make it much easier for consumers to
find out how and where diamonds, which they are buying, are being produced.

The second is the implementation of macroeconomic policies to reduce poverty. If the regulation
for diamonds suddenly becomes more stringent, it will cut off whatever source of income the
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mining communities currently have. To help in the large-scale advancement of these communities,
there must be opportunities for employment and education for people to be able to move up the
social ladder. In addition to social development, good economic policies will help the mining
industries too. Artisanal mining is and extremely inefficient and labor intensive. If there is wealth
in the society, the miners could buy equipment to make their mining operations more efficient and
profitable.

The third is a digitization of government operations in diamond producing nations. The cold
hard fact is that most of the governments in diamond producing nations are extremely corrupt.
Much of the wealth that is generated through the production of diamonds ends up, not in the hands
of the workers working the mines, but lacing the pockets of local politicians and land owners.
Just intruding more policies will not bring real change to these institutions because the local
governments themselves do not have any will to clean up their act. The implementation of digital
governance system will help alleviate the system of any human hands.

I think that these policies will help pull many people out of poverty and clean up the diamond
trade. Businesses cannot be in charge of regulating themselves, the private sector needs proper
regulation and oversight.

Many of the problems that mire the diamond trade stem from the colonial ages. The hard issue
to confront is that many of the problems from those days still persist relatively unchanged. The
rich world still buys diamonds with little to no care for the people who produce them. Adding to
this the growth of nations like China and India has made demand for diamonds soar higher than
it has ever done before, putting even more strain on the producers. There must be more zeal in the
market to reform the actions of the diamond market. The diamond trade is a completely demand
centered market. If there is enough demand for conflict-free, fairly priced diamonds the supply
will follow. Consumers must try their best to source diamonds from known suppliers.
Governments in diamond producing nations must do a better job at enforcing laws and implement
better governance.

There also is a need for a moratorium on the whole concept of diamonds as a product. The only
reason that diamonds have such great value is because companies like DeBeers marketed as a
once in a lifetime jewel. Essentially diamonds have no value, even more, diamonds can now be
created in factories. We must rethink how we the consumers value the product and if that value is
greater than the destruction the industry brings upon people who produce them.
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KEEEM BFE Afzal Muhammad Tauseef
English Category Third Place Winner
“A Sad Story of African Diamonds”

Diamonds are a symbol of commitment and strong affiliation. They also represent a goodsocial
status and often regarded as asymbol of wealth, but not for the ones who actually extract them from
themines.Poordiamondminersof SierraLeone, whoareworkinginadverseconditions,getting paid
with one of the lowest wages if compared to the rest of the world, are not aware of any of the
symbolic significance which diamonds carry. They are only interested to earn their livelihood and
make their families and their own future secure. The mining industry in the country is full of
corruption, nepotism and lack of facilities. The miners are not aware of actual price of the
diamonds they extract, and due to the presence of middle-men in the process of extractingand
selling the diamonds in international market, their earnings further decline. Government has not
established a fair trade system, and has failed to provide the facilities to the mining communities.
For mining diamonds, the miners are totally dependent on the “Supporters” who are individuals
providing the investment and wages for miners. Extracted diamond by miners go to goto
supporter, which then hands it over to the broker. The broker takes that diamond to the local
dealers, who are connected to the international buyers. The price negotiation process is weak
because of the lack of awareness and education right from the starttill the end, hence the real value
of the diamond is not known by the miners. As a result, average daily wage of a miner is 2$ a day,
which is one of the lowest in the world. Miners also get affected by the changes in supply and
demand of the diamonds in international markets, as a slump in demand during past few years
caused thousands of miners lose their jobs. Most of them started to adopt to the occupation of
agriculture, but the pay rate is almost same for them.

Kono districtin eastern part of Sierra Leone is the first and biggest region where the
diamonds were discovered during the 1930s. This region is the mining hub and big number
of mining communities are living here. Government made a commitment to spend a ratio of
revenue generated through diamonds on these mining communities, but the poor living
conditions of the miners and their families are a proof that Government didn’t fulfill its
commitment. Government collects 3% of the value of diamond as its revenue from miners
and it made an agreement to spend 0.75% of that back on the mining communities for their
development, education and health, but due to the long standing corruption and bad
governance, there is no any development took place in the mining communities. Another
important matter of concern for the miners is the issuance of mining license in the country.
Huge investment is required to obtain the license, and poor miners cannot do it on their own.
The government is responsible to issue the mining license on the basis of fair deal, but
corruption and nepotism often kicks in, giving favors and advantage to the people who have
vested interests. The exploitation deepens with the presence of big international players who
are capable of bribing the government and officials heavily. This also affects the process of
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scrutiny and inspection during the mining operation. The government and officials put a blind
eye on the influential people whereas they take strong actions against the weak mining groups
in case of violations of law. Another biggest challenge faced by Sierra Leone is the
environmental destruction caused by Artisanal Diamond Mining as the rehabilitation of the land
is often committed by the mining groups and government has incorporated various laws for that,
but everything seems to be present in papers only. The lands destroyed due to the mining process
are not reclaimed, and as a result, the forests and green land is decreasing in the country. The
abandoned pits which were left unfilled after mining, start collecting the human and animal
waste along with water, causing the ground water contamination, leading to the spread of health
hazards in the country. There are even independent reports available which suggest that not a
single piece of land is ever rehabilitated by government or anyone else.

Sierra Leone faced a worst 10 year long civil war in which thousands of people died and millions
were displaced. The country is at peace from past many years now, and International community
has helped and provided the heavy monetary aid to the country for rehabilitation and recovery, but
due to the lack of will and corruption in higher ranks, the government has failed to invest in
development and recovery of its people. It is about time that international communityplay its role
to make the government accountable for its expenditure and make sure that thecommon people
are benefitted. The mining industry will also flourish if the miners and their families will feel more
secure. It is also the responsibility of the international players and companies involved in the
diamond trade to provide fair price to the miners for the diamonds they purchase, and take corporate
social responsibility initiatives to develop the mining communities in Sierra Leone so that the
country will not go down to the path of conflict again.
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