Taylor Calls War Crimes Charges ‘Lies’
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PARIS — Charles Taylor appeared on Tuesday as the first defense witness in his war crimes trial, and, taking his seat at the center of the court, introduced himself as the 21st president of the Republic of Liberia.

Impeccably dressed in a dark suit, looking fit despite three years of imprisonment, Mr. Taylor, a former warlord long feared in West Africa, dominated the five-hour hearing with confidence, even gusto.

A panel of four international judges, based in The Hague, is trying Mr. Taylor on charges including murder, conscripting child soldiers, terrorizing and mutilating civilians, and other systematic crimes by rebels under his control in neighboring Sierra Leone during that country’s civil war.

Mr. Taylor, 61, quickly denied all charges and portrayed himself as a family man, a democrat and a peacemaker. Speaking in English, generally politely and calmly, he raised his voice theatrically when, in a clearly staged question-and-answer session, his lawyer raised the subjects that had made him notorious.

Did he ever order the amputations of hands and feet of people in Sierra Leone? Never, he said; he would never encourage such things. Yes, he had heard people were being killed, women were being raped, but he said he had found it “a little strange” and would “never, never, ever” have permitted it.

Did he ever deal in diamonds, trading them for weapons, his lawyer continued. Did he receive mayonnaise jars full of diamonds from the rebels, as claimed by witnesses? “Never, ever,” Mr. Taylor said, “whether it’s a mayonnaise or coffee or whatever jar” with diamonds.

“It’s a diabolical lie,” he said. “Never.”

Mr. Taylor’s long-awaited testimony, witnessed by a packed gallery in the courtroom, was shown on the court’s Web site and followed in Sierra Leone and in Liberia, where court officials had set up television screens at various locations in both countries so people could follow the proceedings.

“Taylor only gave excuses,” said Jabaty Mambu, who said pro-Taylor rebels severed his right hand with an ax and injured his left hand in 1999. Mr. Mambu was reached by telephone in Liberia. He said that people watching the testimony with him “burst out laughing when Taylor said he loved humanity.”

Mr. Taylor, the first African head of state to be tried on war crime charges, used the start of his defense as an opportunity to chide African leaders for breaking what he said was their promise that he would be granted exile and immunity from prosecution.

Mr. Taylor was indicted in 2003 while serving as president, and he told the court that African leaders had assured him that the indictment would be annulled if he left office.

The presiding judge asked if there had been an agreement setting out the terms of his resignation. “There was nothing written,” Mr. Taylor said, but, he said, leaders from West Africa and the African Union had told him “everything would be done to quash the indictment.”

“I stepped down as promised,” he said. In August 2003, he was offered exile by President Olusegun Obasanjo of Nigeria. But Mr. Taylor was arrested there in 2006 and “treated like a common criminal,” he said.

“I’m damned angry at what Obasanjo did to me,” he told the court, suggesting that others had also betrayed him. “As I sit here, I’m still perplexed. I can’t understand all the intrigues that happened to me.”

In giving his version of events, Mr. Taylor surprised some of the court’s investigators. He said he had not been fleeing when he was arrested at the Nigerian border, but had merely been on his way to visit a friend, the president of Chad, Idriss Déby.

“I was not trying to escape,” he said. “I was escorted by four vehicles of armed Nigerian secret servicemen and Nigerian police.” But when the border police stopped him, they said they were acting on orders of the president, Mr. Taylor said.

“They were extremely rude; I was handcuffed,” he said.

Mr. Taylor’s testimony comes as another tribunal, the International Criminal Court in The Hague, has been frustrated by its efforts to arrest President Omar Hassan al-Bashir of Sudan on charges similar to those leveled against Mr. Taylor, including war crimes and crimes against humanity. African leaders have so far stood behind Sudan’s president and have said they will not arrest him.

The Taylor defense team, which is led by Courtney Griffiths, an experienced London lawyer who was born in Jamaica, said that more than 200 witnesses would be called. The trial, held at the International Criminal Court, has been slow in starting.

While eight other defendants were tried and convicted by the court at its seat in Freetown, Sierra Leone, Mr. Taylor’s trial was moved to The Hague because, officials argued, it could cause unrest in West Africa, where Mr. Taylor still has followers.

The prosecutors rested their case in February, after calling 91 witnesses, among them former child soldiers who were forced to fight in the rebel forces in Sierra Leone. Former aides of Mr. Taylor testified that weapons were shipped from Liberia to the rebels in Sierra Leone, and that orders were sent to the rebels by radio from a special communications room in Mr. Taylor’s executive mansion.

Mr. Taylor apparently will have much more to tell the court. His lawyers have said that his testimony may last four weeks or more.

“The indictment covers five years, but he has to deal with about 15 years of events,” said Terry Munyard, a British lawyer on the Taylor defense team. “Nobody is in as good a position as he is to explain and refute allegations.”
Copyright 2009 The New York Times
