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Test for a Court as Prosecutors Face Liberia’s Ex-Ruler 

By MARLISE SIMONS
PARIS — Charles G. Taylor, the former president of Liberia, has appeared as a confident witness at his own war crimes trial through more than 50 days, casting himself as a man striving for peace — not the warlord who brought death and havoc in West Africa, as prosecutors portray him. 

Time and again, he has denied accusations that he enriched himself from the nation’s coffers or ran smuggling operations of weapons and diamonds. He said he had nothing to do with enslaving child soldiers or killing or hacking off the limbs of villagers outside Liberia’s borders. Rather, he claimed, he had settled disputes between warring factions and obtained the release of abducted United Nations peacekeepers.

The charges of war crimes and crimes against humanity brought against him at his trial in The Hague, he said, “are all lies.”
Now that he has told his side of the story, it is the prosecutors’ turn to cross-examine, and they say that Mr. Taylor’s long testimony in the trial will provide even more ammunition for them: they accused him of lying repeatedly under oath. They said they would now also seek to impeach him as a witness, which could seriously weaken his defense. 

Mr. Taylor’s long and direct testimony is unusual for international war crimes trials, where only a few defendants have spent even short periods on the stand. Defense lawyers usually warn talkative clients of the perils of being questioned during cross-examination. Mr. Taylor’s cross-examination, now under way, is expected to last several weeks.

One of the prosecution’s first steps has been to challenge Mr. Taylor’s testimony under oath that he had never funneled government funds into private accounts. On the witness stand, he repeatedly dared his accusers to show any financial wrongdoing. 

In a surprise move this month, prosecutors presented records of a bank account opened in 1999 in Mr. Taylor’s name, with deposits adding up to more than $14 million. 

“This was a covert account,” Mr. Taylor conceded, appearing uncomfortable. The money was the government’s, not his own, he said. Bags of cash were withdrawn from the account and taken to his mansion to pay for arms, ammunition and special operations, he continued. “It was used covertly, and I’m under no obligation to tell you what those covert operations were.” 

A close to $2 million deposit came from a timber company, and a $3.5 million deposit was made by the government of Taiwan, the prosecutor noted. “Why is it covert?” the prosecutor asked. “Because it is going directly into your pocket?” 

No, Mr. Taylor replied. These were secret government funds, he explained. If the money had gone to the central bank, he said, “the I.M.F. and the World Bank would know about it.” And at the time, Liberia was under an international arms embargo, he recalled. 

The exchange was a telling moment in a complex trial that touches on a web of violence and corruption reaching from Liberia into Sierra Leone, Guinea and Ivory Coast. Prosecutors say that Mr. Taylor, in his drive to expand his power in the region, was at the center of it all. 

An international panel of four judges, based in The Hague, is trying Mr. Taylor specifically for arming and controlling a brutal rebel force in Sierra Leone during the country’s 1991-2002 civil war that led to the deaths of some 200,000 people. His indictment holds him accountable for the rebels’ crimes as they pillaged, killed and raped, used children as soldiers and hacked off hands to terrorize civilians. Many others died in his home country, Liberia, but events there are not within the mandate of the court. 

Much is at stake at this first war crimes trial of an African president. It is seen as a new test for trying a former head of state in an international tribunal. The case against Slobodan Milosevic, the former Serbian president, ended inconclusively when he died in his cell in The Hague. 

The court has also come under greater scrutiny from some African governments since another African leader, President Omar al-Bashir of Sudan, has been sought by a different international court on charges similar to those leveled against Mr. Taylor. African leaders so far have said they will not cooperate in detaining Sudan’s president.

Mr. Taylor’s trial, which began in earnest in January 2008 after a halting start and an initial boycott by the defendant, has seemed to go smoothly, not least because of the calm and respectful court manners displayed by Mr. Taylor and his defense team. 

But budget problems continue to haunt the Special Court for Sierra Leone, which is backed by the United Nations but financed through voluntary contributions. Eight other defendants have been tried and sentenced by the court, and Mr. Taylor’s is the last case. 

But in recent days anxious court officials said the Taylor case could come to a standstill for lack of money early next year because so far they had pledges for less than half of the $18 million needed for 2010. 

More than $1 million a year goes to salaries and rent for Mr. Taylor’s defense team. He has claimed penury, even though he is accused of having built a fortune in kickbacks from licenses and sales of the array of natural resources of Liberia and Sierra Leone. Mr. Taylor, when forced out of office in 2003, claimed to own real estate worth $1.5 million. But he said that he had no hidden fortune and that his presidential salary was only $2,000 per month.

British lawyers and investigators on several continents have been hunting for Mr. Taylor’s legendary missing wealth. He has not been charged with stealing in Liberia, but any hidden accounts or assets are considered vital for prosecutors. 

No one knows how much money was stolen during the violence of the 1990s or raised from the diamond fields of Sierra Leone or parts of Guinea. Prosecutors said that timber exports from Liberia were stepped up during the war, and several witnesses, including members of Mr. Taylor’s inner circle, have testified that rebel commanders brought raw diamonds to Mr. Taylor’s mansion and left with weapons. 

Even though prosecutors rested their case earlier this year, after presenting 91 witnesses, they are now permitted to enter new evidence as they cross-examine Mr. Taylor. The defense is also expected to call several dozen witnesses next year.
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