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TESTIMONIALS


Global Witness is part of a global Machiavellian plot.


MPLA government, Angola


Global Witness is just a bunch of well-intentioned hooligans.


Diamond-industry official quoted in Poisoned Wells, by Nick Shaxson


Global Witness is an enemy of the state.


General Salim Saleh, brother of Uganda’s President Yoweri Museveni


Global Witness are worse than the Khmer Rouge.


Prime Minister Hun Sen of Cambodia


I will hit them until their heads are broken.


Hun Neng, former governor of Cambodia’s Kampong Cham Province and brother of Prime Minister Hun Sen


British Espionage Teams on Mission to Discredit Zimbabwe.


Story about Global Witness investigation, the Herald, 14 May 2001


Global Witness? I call them blind witness.


President Paul Kagame of Rwanda


Is Global Witness above the law?


Spokesman for Beny Steinmetz Group Resources, shortly before losing a legal case they had brought against Global Witness


It was very naughty of them…using their big power to blacken my name. They’re trying to frame people like me.


Taib Mahmud, chief minister of Sarawak


Global Witness, Global Deceitful, Global Lies.


Catholic priest Miguel Piovesan, after Global Witness uncovered his links to illegal logging in Peru’s last reserve for uncontactable tribes


Global Witness are amateurish to the point of bogus.


Mining billionaire Dan Gertler’s Fleurette Group


‘Should I decide who are my friends because of the threat of investigation, pressure from Global Witness or public relations?’ Gertler said, rising from his chair to stride the room. ‘Never!’


Dan Gertler, shortly before being sanctioned by the US for corruption in DRC


[Global Witness] are a group of economic vandals who do not care about the lives they destroy.


Ivan Lu, executive director of Malaysian logging company Rimbunan Hijau (PNG) Ltd
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This book is dedicated to those people around the world who daily risk their freedom, and sometimes their lives, standing up to the Very Bad People this book is about – I am humbled by what you do. I hope this book contributes something to the cause, even if that’s only giving people some idea of what you’re up against.





AUTHOR’S NOTE


Every story in this book is true. Global Witness’s work can be dangerous and I have changed some names and anonymized the identities of many of our sources for their security, or because their jobs meant they shouldn’t have talked to us in the first place. Some events I describe have been conflated to make the vast amounts of information we have, and their complexity, more manageable.
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The Prince of Darkness is a gentleman.
William Shakespeare, King Lear, Act 3, Scene 4





FOREWORD


By George Soros






My foundation has long been involved in promoting transparency and fighting corruption. Global Witness is one of the most effective and innovative groups working in this area. Global Witness first came to my attention in the early 2000s. More or less uniquely at the time, Global Witness focused on the nexus between human-rights abuses and environmental destruction, paying particular attention to the links between natural-resource exploitation, conflict and corruption.


I first met Global Witness’s three young founders at my home in London. We were introduced by the then president of the Open Society Foundations, Aryeh Neier. The trio presented a business plan in the hope of receiving funding from OSF. They set out ambitious plans for an anti-corruption movement, based on some early successes in Cambodia and Angola. The business plan, like most such documents, was long and didn’t say that much of interest. But one idea leaped off the page.


Frustrated by the theft of Angolan oil revenues by the country’s own government, Global Witness developed a concept for a campaign that was eventually to be known as ‘Publish What You Pay’ (PWYP). The idea was to get oil and mining companies to disclose the payments they make to various governments. The amounts could then be added up and the governments could be held accountable by their people for the monies they received.


Global Witness as an organization was somewhat anarchic and had very little money, but I greatly admired the passion, ambition, leanness and anger of the founders. I wanted to see them develop their concept and challenge the status quo that allows such abuses in our system. I decided supporting them was a risk worth taking; my instinct was that Global Witness would find further success. It was a good instinct.


I used my influence and convening power to socialize the Publish What You Pay campaign idea with senior policymakers around the world, and I provided extra funding for Global Witness’s work. In 2002, the campaign was formally launched. The British government soon took up the cause and formed the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI), which has become the most important anti-corruption mechanism for the extractives sector. This was a significant step forward in the battle against corruption.


Global Witness’s investigations around the world have gone on to unearth and expose many corrupt deals. Deals that deprived some of the world’s poorest but resource-rich countries of billions of dollars that could otherwise have been spent on the health, education and other needs of their populations. Deals such as the US$1.1 billion paid by oil companies Shell and Eni to obtain one of Nigeria’s richest oil blocks; the bribery behind an Israeli billionaire’s initially successful attempt to take control of the world’s richest untapped deposit of iron ore in Guinea for a pittance; and the timber-for-arms trade that propped up Liberian dictator Charles Taylor’s brutal regime.


The purpose of Global Witness’s exposés is always to use the evidence to create or reform governmental and intergovernmental policies and legislation, and to shift the norms of the way companies do business. I have always been very happy to apply whatever influence I have to help amplify Global Witness’s advocacy efforts.


Twenty years have passed since our first meeting, numerous new laws have been passed to tackle corruption and my Open Society Foundations have been supporting Global Witness ever since.


I was delighted when Patrick told me he was writing a book about Global Witness’s work. It is a story that needs to be heard. Patrick exposes an alarming shadow world of corrupt businesspeople and politicians, and the network of enablers and organized criminals behind them. Stories such as those you will read here are more usually found in the pages of thrillers, but these stories are frighteningly and unfortunately true. Corruption is one of the greatest enemies of democracy; to win the fight we need champions like Global Witness.





INTRODUCTION


HOTEL EUROPA, CINISELLO BALSAMO, MILAN, 4 AUGUST 2000


Leonid Minin opened a bleary eye as one of the prostitutes got up from the bed, grabbed her handbag and made her way to the bathroom, locking the door behind her. Her hands shaking, she fumbled around in her bag, found her phone and dialled her friend who was working the streets nearby. Unaware of this call and the danger it posed to him, Minin let his gaze move on around the room, taking in the evidence of what had been a pretty good party. Bottles of booze scattered everywhere, the floor littered with hurriedly discarded clothing, and one of the girls kneeling by the coffee table, busy preparing some of the best-quality cocaine you could buy. Leonid Minin liked sex and cocaine. Then he lay back and closed his eyes as the other two girls got back to work. And then suddenly the room was full of police.


What had started as a routine response to a call from a prostitute scared of an increasingly violent client had become a drugs bust. Minin was arrested, told to get dressed and carted away to the police station at nearby Monza. Then the detectives arrived and began to turn over the room. It turned out that the cocaine was one of the least interesting things they found.


The eyes of the preliminary judge assigned to the case widened as she examined the US$150,000 worth of cash in various currencies and the half a million dollars’ worth of Russian diamonds the police had seized. Then she turned her attention to Minin’s bulging briefcase, which was sitting on her desk, and began leafing through the fifteen hundred documents it contained. And her eyes widened some more.


The documents told the story of Minin’s oil and diamond deals and his burgeoning trade in tropical timber. But what really caught her eye were the brochures extolling the virtues of missile systems and various other deadly weapons. And there were the emails between Minin and some of his customers. One of these was Charles ‘Chucky’ Taylor, namesake son of the warlord president of Liberia. And she scanned what looked like shopping lists for enough small arms to fight a war, which is exactly what they were.


Multilingual and with passports from as many countries as the languages he spoke, Leonid Minin was a senior figure in the Ukrainian Mafia until he had to flee a turf war and expanded his horizons. The routine police raid just north of Milan had opened a rare window into an organized-crime and arms-trafficking network intimately involved in the resource-fuelled conflicts that were then ripping numerous West African countries apart.


As she realized the significance of the contents of room 341, the preliminary judge knew that this was going to be no ordinary Saturday. She picked up the phone and dialled a colleague of hers. ‘Walter, you’d better get over here.’


When, bored out of my mind, I quit my job in the construction industry in 1989, not in a million years did I think I’d end up tracking criminals like Leonid Minin. It all started with a rather crazy idea born over numerous lagers in north London pubs.


In the early 1990s, a shared interest in the decades-long civil war in faraway Cambodia led me and two friends to ponder how to bring it to an end. The achievement of peace had defied countless people and numerous governments, so I assume it was the beer that led us to think we had something else to bring to the table. Wars need money, we thought. If we could find out how the war was being paid for, then maybe we could cut off the money supply? This turned out to be one of the founding principles of Global Witness, the investigative campaigning organization we created. You can sort out most things if you follow the money. The other founding principle was anger. We didn’t like seeing bad guys get away with it. ‘Fuck ’em,’ we said as we clinked our glasses. It has been our motto ever since.


We were not the most obvious candidates for the job. We knew little about Cambodia and we were not trained investigators or peacemakers; in fact, we weren’t trained in anything at all. It didn’t look too promising.


My brief career as a middle manager in the construction industry hadn’t prepared me for going undercover and probing the finances of a ruthless guerrilla army in a war zone, so there was no option but to learn fast. Our first undercover investigation, in early 1995, took us into the wild no-man’s land of the Thai–Cambodian border and began to open our eyes onto a world we thought existed only in fiction.


We had stumbled upon a network. We called it the ‘shadow network’, because every time we investigated a case, there it was again, lurking in the dark corners. For us, this shadow network was a world within a world that commits or enables some of the greatest crimes ever perpetrated. Like a spider’s web, this network is intricately constructed, alive to the faintest tremors of opportunity or risk, alerting the predators at its centre. The network is virtually invisible, but if it is stirred by the breeze – and if you know what you’re looking for – the gossamer shimmers; an anomaly against the clear sky. If you can spot these anomalies, then you can find your way into the network and, if you are lucky, discover the dark secrets it hides. But it is not a job for the faint-hearted.


Almost 30 years have passed since our first foray into the workings of this toxic shadow network and the initial discoveries we made. We had inadvertently discovered a niche. This world contains its fair share of ‘conventional’ crime bosses like Leonid Minin, but its most senior crime lords are often hiding in plain sight. They include heads of state and captains of industry – the very pillars of society. Very Bad People. Their rank and privilege allow them to act with impunity and obtain unimaginable power. And all power corrupts.


We began to specialize in uncovering the looting of valuable natural resources like timber, diamonds, oil and minerals from some of the poorest countries on Earth. This plunder was carried out not only by arch crooks like Minin but also by corporations that are household names, whose operations far from the public eye were, as we discovered, often no less criminal than those of the Mafia.


From our first investigation, we realized we had walked into the intersection between human rights and environmental abuse, a nexus that no other organization worked on. This was the world of grand corruption – a concept known but little understood when we started out. Corruption is often dismissed as something that happens only ‘over there’, in some poor, hot and dusty country overseas. It is also often depicted as a victimless crime. It is far from either of these things.


Corruption kills millions of people ‘over there’ every year, as they die in resource-funded wars, or from lack of food or basic healthcare because their political leaders have looted their nations’ coffers. But the corruptors – the criminals and corporations that pay the bribes, and the enablers who help park the proceeds in luxury real estate in London, New York, Paris and beyond, or in offshore bank accounts where their spoils are safe from prying eyes – are very much ‘over here’. The perpetrators might well live next door to you.


Corruption is a cancer that eats away at societies. It chews the innards out of the rule of law; it favours the rich and powerful at the expense of the world’s most vulnerable people; it undermines international efforts to protect the environment and it gnaws away at the foundations of democracy itself. In fact, to a greater or lesser extent, we are all victims of corruption. The trouble is that most of us don’t know it.


To nail Very Bad People like these, you need to ask how someone like Minin gets away with their crimes. How did he end up owning a hotel in one of Europe’s top cities instead of skulking away in some hideout in fear of the law knocking on his door? How did he manage to ship the countless millions of dollars he stole in Ukraine or earned from his arms sales to Spain and then Italy?


To make and then hide the billions of dollars of countries’ wealth stolen every year, you need a whole service industry behind you. Happily for the criminals, it already exists. Most of us use parts of it ourselves, comfortably unaware that some of our fellow customers are crooks who use the same lawyers, banks and accountancy firms we do. Most of us have heard of those tax havens based on palm-fringed islands in the Caribbean or the Pacific, but we are perhaps less aware that most of them are also ‘secrecy jurisdictions’ whose business is to register companies that mask the real owner’s identity. And we are probably less aware again that the US and the UK and its dependent territories are the biggest secrecy jurisdictions of them all. The multinational corporations and super-rich who use the brass-plate companies these countries provide share the facilities with organized-crime gangs, terrorist organizations, narco-smuggling rings, sex traffickers and buccaneer entrepreneurs who need a safe and secret place to base their operations. Organized crime is just like any other business, except that its entrepreneurs exploit opportunities on the other side of what society determines is an acceptable line of legality, and it’s a very thin and wobbly line. The shadow network services them all.


Global Witness’s ambition is to change the heart of the system that allows this to happen. My colleagues and friends over the years have been made up of campaigners, journalists, lawyers, academics frustrated by academia, fundraisers, activists, accountants, students and bored refugees from commerce who, together with our allies and partners across the world, have achieved some unlikely successes against seemingly hopeless and sometimes dangerous odds. We have also missed tricks and made terrible mistakes.


On the one hand, this book tells the story of how we came together and the crimes that we started to suspect and take on. But on the other it also charts the growth of our understanding and often our confusion about the economic system that we used to accept at face value.


Each chapter documents a case from our casebook. You can learn, as we did, about the existence of the shadow network, and you can witness us occasionally give it a black eye. What we came up against was a breathtaking catalogue of super-crimes. We will take you into some of the most dangerous places in the world and introduce you to warlords, arms traffickers and Mafia bosses. You’ll sit in the boardrooms of multinational companies where top executives make criminal decisions that impact entire nations. You’ll travel with our sometimes quirky, sometimes maverick investigators as they try to unravel the labyrinthine complexity of crooked deals, and you’ll see what it’s like to tread the corridors of power – feeling rather like trespassers, amazed that anyone let a bunch of hooligans like us through the door. You may even get an inside view of how we helped topple a president and thus brought the odd war to an end.


The nineties were good to the diamond cartel De Beers. Its famous slogan, ‘A Diamond is Forever’, seemed to be borne out as hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of gems flooded into Europe, Israel and elsewhere despite the uncomfortable fact that they came from the diamond fields of war-torn countries in West Africa. No questions were asked as De Beers’ vaults in London’s Charterhouse Street filled up with these stones. Not until we came along anyway, and the term ‘blood diamonds’ was born.


When Israeli billionaire Beny Steinmetz laid his hands on the world’s biggest untapped deposit of iron ore, for nothing, he was lauded in the press for landing ‘The Deal of the Century’. But how exactly did he get that deal, and what was the cost to the owners of that deposit, an impoverished West African nation struggling to rebuild after years of dictatorship?


The owners of some of London’s most valuable real estate didn’t blink an eye as they sold a £150 million property empire to a series of companies whose real owners were masked by layer upon layer of secretly owned companies, put together as skilfully as a Russian doll. No one else seemed to care who ultimately owned those companies or where the money had come from. But we did.


We probe the inner workings of two of the world’s top oil companies, following their proud announcement that they’d snapped up Nigeria’s richest offshore oil block. But was the deal above board, as they claimed, or was it as dirty as the billions of barrels of oil they hoped to extract?


Perhaps the family members of the president of Kazakhstan or the son of the brutal dictator of an oil-rich African nation really are successful businesspeople in their own right, as some UK High Court judges seem to believe. How else to explain their vast wealth, their mansions, superyachts and private jets?


And how was it that cargo ships stuffed to the gunwales with tropical logs from an African war zone arrived every month in European and Chinese ports as humanitarian aid flowed the other way? Quick to dump their camouflage fatigues, victorious warlords donned suits crafted in Paris or London, bought the obligatory gold Rolex and became respectable. The unfortunate citizens they inherited, traumatized by years of war, remained mired in indescribable poverty, suffocating under the malevolent smog of dictatorship.


These are just some of the stories I cover in this book. Except they’re not stories. These are real-life cases documenting some of the biggest crimes ever pulled off. Forget the $10 million in gold that some conventional thugs nicked in a heist on a security van that makes the national headlines; that’s small fry. Some of the crimes we’re talking about here were almost limitless in scale. For example, where did the son of a dictator find the US$600–800 million he spent on his luxury lifestyle in just four years?


As for me and my colleagues at Global Witness, after an amateurish start we became more adept at probing into the darkest, most rotten corners of the global economy, where crime and legitimate business meet, merge and become so indistinguishable from each other that even the key players don’t know what side they’re on. We discovered how a whole service industry – a pinstripe army of accountants, lawyers, PR companies, company formation agents and real estate agents among others – helps to keep the lid on some of the greatest and most secretive crimes ever committed.


Well, we took a different point of view, and I hope to show you that, as we went along, we felt increasingly sure about what we were doing, and began to really understand our mission: to frustrate and even close down the bad guys – the Very Bad People of this book’s title.


And, more than anything, I hope what you will glean is that the only limits to achieving change are self-imposed. Our friend and mentor Anita Roddick, the co-founder of the Body Shop, said, ‘If you think you’re too small to have an impact, try going to bed with a mosquito in the room.’ As one of our earliest and most important supporters, she recognized the mosquito in us.





PROLOGUE


In the 1940s Saloth Sar, the son of a well-to-do farmer from northern Cambodia, was sent to Paris to finish his education. Uninspired by his studies in electrical engineering, this mild-mannered student became fired up by radical left-wing politics and joined the French Communist party. He returned to Cambodia in the 1950s, changed his name to Pol Pot and went on to found the Communist Party of Kampuchea. It would evolve into one of the most infamous movements of all time, responsible for committing the greatest genocide since Nazi Germany.


It became better known as the Khmer Rouge.


THAI–CAMBODIAN BORDER, JANUARY 1995


At the hamlet of Nuan Sung, we turned right off the main road onto a red dirt track, heading west through the scrub towards the border that lay just on the other side of the hills ahead. This is the kind of territory that scares me most. Remote and silent. No habitation of any kind. No people. Just the road, scattered trees and undergrowth. We wanted to probe as close to the border as we could get, and borders can be dangerous places. You never know what you’ll find: you might meet border guards who think you’re a spy, or stumble on a smuggling route, or maybe mistakenly cross the unmarked border into Khmer Rouge territory – and then it’s curtains for sure. Over all of this hung the fact that the Thai timber Mafia and their allies in the army held sway over the whole border area. If something happened to us here, no one would talk. We would simply disappear.


What on earth had brought us to do a stupid thing like this?


*


Just six years earlier, I’d been approaching the end of an eight-year skirmish with the world of commerce. Slowly but steadily rising through the ranks in a large company that supplied construction equipment, I was sent on an expensive course at Ashridge Management College together with a group of other aspiring young executives. There in the Hertfordshire countryside we learned how to motivate our staff, inspired by real-life examples of how to increase sales of Trebor mints, the fascinating world of archival storage and the birth of the Post-it Note. My main takeaway from the experience was that I was bored shitless. But then fate took a hand.


My long-term relationship broke up and, beating the 1989 property crash by a whisker, my girlfriend and I divided the spoils from selling our house and went our separate ways. With some half-baked idea about wanting to discover myself, I bought a rucksack, bade farewell to my friends and, aged 31, set off on the backpacker trail to Asia and Australia. I had enough money to fund an itinerant lifestyle for a couple of years.


The first of those years went by amazingly fast. I came back to the UK for a few weeks to see family and friends and, having so far failed to discover myself, planned to disappear once more. But on a blisteringly hot summer’s day in 1990, I climbed a narrow staircase that took me to the first floor of a small and shabby office overlooking Upper Street in Islington, north London. It was a day that changed my life.


Over the weekend I had read a long article in The Sunday Times Magazine describing the exploits of a small group of environmental detectives who had gone undercover to infiltrate the ivory trade – a branch of organized crime that threatened the African elephant with extinction. The article described how these freelance investigators located a secret ivory factory in Dubai. Blagging their way into the adjoining warehouse, they’d got inside a large cardboard box with a small hole cut in the side, had themselves raised above the partition wall by a forklift truck and from this vantage point filmed the factory next door, where a Hong Kong Chinese smuggling gang was in action. I was hooked.


The Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA), co-founded by Allan Thornton, Jennifer Lonsdale and Dave Currey, had just seven staff, an equal number of volunteers and virtually no money at all, with campaigns and investigations funded by credit-card debt. One of my first jobs was to open the hundreds of letters of support from fellow readers of that Sunday Times article. Sitting on the floor – there were no spare desks – I read offers to raise funds through street collections and sponsored walks. I had found a niche and helped start to build a fundraising team.


A couple of weeks later, two campaigners returned from an investigation into the killing of pilot whales in the Faroe Islands. One of them was a slim woman whose delicate looks belied an amazing inner strength, exemplified by the way she warded off the unwelcome attentions of a leering man off the Holloway Road, after which she became known as ‘Back Off Buster’. Charmian Gooch had been brought up to question authority.


Already captivated by the headline-hitting campaigns of Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth and Amnesty International, she’d heard about EIA via a BBC documentary and volunteered but found herself hired instead.


Some months later we were joined by another volunteer. Simon Taylor had always been a rebel, an unwilling product of the English public-school system. Emblematic of his overall attitude to authority was his cheerful admission that he would be completely unemployable in any conventional job. And now we were three.


We played hard and spent long hours in the pubs of Islington celebrating our friendship, talking about the work we did and railing at the whalers, ivory smugglers and all the others who were screwing up the world. And during the course of these conversations, on a sunny afternoon in 1992, we found that each of us was fascinated with events unfolding on the other side of the world: in Cambodia.


Supported by China and North Vietnam, Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge guerrillas launched a civil war to overthrow Cambodia’s dictator, Lon Nol. This domestic conflict had been subsumed into the maelstrom of the Vietnam War that was raging along Cambodia’s eastern borders in the 1960s and 1970s, and the country was torn apart. The Vietcong had invaded northeast Cambodia in 1970, both to support the Khmer Rouge and to protect their secret supply line – the Ho Chi Minh Trail. In response, wave after wave of US B-52 bombers had illegally carpet-bombed this neutral country and Cambodia descended into further chaos. But the worst was yet to come.


Well supplied with weapons by China, the Khmer Rouge swept to power in 1975. Year Zero had begun.


Pol Pot’s agrarian revolution demanded the torture and extermination of the country’s intellectuals, which included anyone who wore glasses. Great swathes of the population were marched across the country to vast labour camps, where they were forced into slavery, digging dykes for irrigation systems that would never work. Paintings by one of the few survivors of the notorious Tuol Sleng prison, where 18,000 people died, captured the almost unimaginable tortures inflicted to force prisoners to confess to outrageous and imaginary crimes against the state. These pictures rival the gory medieval depictions of Dante’s Inferno. No one really knows how many died, but between 1975 and 1979, when the Khmer Rouge were overthrown by neighbouring Vietnam, between one and three million people were killed or died of malnutrition or disease; somewhere over a third of the population of this small country. To this day it remains the biggest genocide since the Nazi Holocaust.


These terrible events, carried out in almost total secrecy behind Cambodia’s closed borders, were made famous by the 1984 Hollywood movie The Killing Fields, while public concern was stoked up by the evocative books of John Pilger and the films he made with British film director David Munro. We had all seen Year Zero.


Following the Vietnamese invasion in 1979, the Khmer Rouge had fled into Thailand and invisibly integrated into the vast refugee camps that had sprung up along the Thai–Cambodian border. From there, they made incursions into Cambodia to strike at the new regime; but with the end of the Cold War, their support from China had dried up and they needed to develop a new strategy. From the camps in Thailand, they began to build networks with Thai businesses and the military.


By the early 1990s, Cambodia was in the news again, but for more positive reasons. In the United Nations’ biggest-ever peacekeeping intervention until that time, 20,000 UN troops were deployed across Cambodia to implement the Paris Peace Agreements, which had been signed in 1991. Elections took place in 1992 and were narrowly won by the Royalist Funcinpec Party led by Prince Ranariddh, the vain and, as we shall see, corrupt son of the much-loved and wily King Sihanouk. The incumbent Hun Sen’s communist Cambodian People’s Party, which had ruled since the Vietnamese invasion in 1979, came a close second, but this former Khmer Rouge cadre refused to step down. Bowing to Hun Sen’s demands, the UN caved and – even now you can hardly believe this – Cambodia ended up with two prime ministers: the Royalist Prime Minister No. 1 and the Communist Prime Minister No. 2. But this wasn’t the only problem.


Initially a party to the peace negotiations, the Khmer Rouge did an about-face, boycotted the elections and, from the dense rainforests of northern and western Cambodia, they re-embarked on an unceasing war of attrition against the government. What was odd was how they could afford to fight on such a scale. The money had to be coming from somewhere.


Meeting, in our own time, in the light-filled flat Simon shared with his partner, Lara, in a run-down cavernous old house in Lancaster Gate that had been split into bedsits and small offices, we scoured news articles covering events in Cambodia and we began to notice a sideshow. We read in the press that from their remote logging camps dotted along Thailand’s border with Cambodia, Thai companies were importing timber, presumably felled in Cambodia’s dense western rainforests – the same forests that sheltered the die-hard cadres of the Khmer Rouge. Was this how the Khmer Rouge were funding their war?


What was certain was that Cambodia’s newfound and fragile peace and the multibillion-dollar international effort that led to it were being put at risk, perhaps even fatally undermined.


Tough, brutal and entirely ruthless, the Khmer Rouge were seasoned jungle fighters. The wars in Vietnam and Afghanistan are testament to the fact that even the well-resourced and highly mechanized military forces of superpowers can’t win a guerrilla war. This seemed self-evident, and yet no one in the world seemed to be doing anything about it. But if that timber trade was indeed the guerrillas’ economic lifeline, might cutting it bring an end to the war?


The signatory governments of the Paris Peace Agreements, including Thailand itself, were doing little or nothing to close down the Khmer Rouge timber trade. Perhaps some of these governments had taken their eye off the ball, but others – we thought – had more sinister intent. There is always money to be made in a war zone. Was it possible that the Thai government was actually complicit?


And if governments weren’t acting, who could? Was this an environmental problem because they were cutting down the rain-forest? Or was it a human-rights problem because the timber trade was funding the war? The answer was, of course, both. But back then – and this is still largely true now – there were environmental groups like Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth, and there were human-rights groups like Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, but none of them strayed outside their areas of focus. While Cambodia’s continuing civil war was an international concern, shutting off the finance to it did not seem to be on anyone’s agenda.


Nursing our lagers in the bars of the Betsey Trotwood and the Horseshoe, two pubs just around the corner from EIA’s offices in Clerkenwell, we pondered this conundrum. The strategy could be staggeringly simple. If we surmised correctly, then closing the Thai– Cambodian border to the timber trade would cut off the Khmer Rouge’s funding. Without that, they couldn’t fight. We were no experts in international peacebuilding, but it seemed obvious to us. ‘Why doesn’t someone do something about this?’ we asked ourselves. We mused for a while longer and then someone said, ‘Why don’t we?’


We sketched out a plan. Mimicking EIA’s methodology, we would create a false identity as European timber buyers. Then, armed with secret-camera equipment, we would travel along the Thai–Cambodian border visiting the timber companies that we had read were based there, and ask them how much timber they were importing, who they were importing it from, how much they paid for it and who they were selling it to. With solid evidence, if we could get it, then maybe, just maybe, we could convince the governments who had signed the Paris Peace Agreements to put pressure on Thailand to close down this bloody trade.


And that was it. The three of us – Simon aged 30, Charmian at 29 and me a venerable 35 – would take down the Khmer Rouge. Naïve beyond belief. Unrealistic, idealistic and very likely impossible. The craziest idea we could have had. But it was utterly compelling, and we couldn’t get it out of our heads. We ordered another round of lagers in order to ponder the next question, which was...


‘How the fuck…?’


*


The number-one challenge was that we didn’t have any money. Challenges two to ten included that beyond what was said in a few press articles we had read we knew very little about what was actually happening in Cambodia and Thailand. None of us had ever been to these countries, other than me during my short sojourn to Thailand as a backpacker. We didn’t know anything about the timber industry or forests. We had no contacts who could give us the vital insights we needed. Charmian and Simon had some campaign experience at EIA, while I was still a fledgling fundraiser with some commercial management experience. There weren’t many parallels with that and what we wanted to achieve. Charmian and I both had low-paying day jobs, me with EIA while she had left to join Media Natura, a PR company working to publicize worthy ventures such as Fairtrade coffee. Simon had just finished a short consultancy with Greenpeace and was now being supported by his partner Lara’s Ph.D grant.


To round all this off, we had no organization and barely any network from which to mobilize support. We needed an entity we could raise funds for, and a bank account to put the money in. And we needed a name. A name that would stick, that would give some idea of what we did, one that would last the test of time.


With an early-afternoon appointment looming with a lawyer that Charmian knew, who had agreed to set up the company for us, we sat in the café at the Africa Centre in Covent Garden to grab a quick lunch and settle on a name. We arrived at Global Witness. It sounded good. It rolled off the tongue. We were worried that we might get confused with Jehovah’s Witnesses, but once you had met us that thought would probably be dashed. We went from the café into the grey cold of a wet autumn day and made for Peter Hooper’s nearby office. On 15 November 1993, Global Witness was born. It had no office, no money and no logo. But it had life.


Through her work, Charmian knew a leading graphic designer called Pierre Vermeir. He had designed a new logo for the medical charity Médecins Sans Frontières and he offered us the choice of one of the rejects, for free. We opted for a series of white arrows depicting a dynamic running figure set inside a deep-red circle, somehow it seemed to fit. But the next challenge was the major one. Money.


We started out by shaking charity collection tins outside London Tube stations. Joined by several of my volunteers from EIA, we would get up at 5am and stand in the grey chilly dawn to tap the rush-hour passengers streaming out of Bank and other Tube stations in the City of London, but Global Witness was totally unknown and hadn’t done anything. Why would anyone give us money?


We put together amateurish placards with photos of tigers, forests and the Khmer Rouge to try to convey our complex message about the nexus of natural-resource exploitation, conflict and environmental and human-rights abuses. I think that the tigers were probably the only things that a bleary-eyed City worker noticed and by the time we packed up to go to our day jobs, the maximum take was less than ten pounds between us. But we persisted because it was all that we had.


Then a few of our friends clubbed together to pool some money. This and the loose change from our Underground collections came to a grand total of around £1,000. It was something, but we knew that we weren’t going to save the world this way.


In parallel, we had begun to do the research we needed to do. Being unemployed, Simon was the only one of us who could devote his weekdays to this. Reading avidly and using our meagre funds to make calls to contacts in the US and elsewhere, he began to build new relationships. We met with the then head of Friends of the Earth and asked for £6,000 to carry out our first investigation, but they turned us down. We wrote to Oxfam and were invited to meet a senior official there. Ushered into his office and waiting nervously for him to join us, we saw our proposal on his desk. Scrawled across it were the words ‘Will they survive?’ They obviously didn’t think so and turned us down too.


The months were passing and it was becoming clear that if we didn’t get some serious money, this thing was not going to get off the ground. I talked with my wife, Breda. I had met her within a week of volunteering at EIA in 1990 and we had always encouraged each other in our nascent careers. She led the fundraising team at a London success story, the Almeida Theatre, a regular job with a modest salary. Should I give up my job at EIA and launch into an uncertain future with Global Witness? She was unequivocal. ‘You must do it,’ she said. ‘I’ll do all I can to support you.’


Charmian suggested that we talk to Allan Thornton, EIA’s founder and my boss, and tell him about our plans. For me this was a high-risk strategy. Allan, a tall, softly spoken Canadian, was an iconic figure in the environmental movement. He had founded Greenpeace in the UK and had purchased and sailed in the first Rainbow Warrior ship. But he could also be an irascible boss. I got on well with him, but it wasn’t uncommon for one of my colleagues to step over some unseen line and find themselves instantly sacked. So, with some trepidation, Charmian, Simon and I met him for a drink on a warm summer evening in our old haunt, the Betsey Trotwood, and told him of our plans. He listened intently, put down his glass, reached into his pocket and took out his wallet. He extracted all the notes that were in there and handed them across the table. ‘I think it’s a brilliant idea,’ he said. ‘I’ll do all I can to help you.’ He had given us £100, a lot of money in those days. More than that, it was an incredibly meaningful vote of confidence.


Allan offered me redundancy from EIA, which meant three months’ salary tax free. Even more generously, I could still use the office, the phones and the fax machine. On top of that, he commissioned us to write a report outlining the situation in Cambodia – a report we knew he didn’t really need – for which he would pay us £200.


When I had been seeking escape routes from my construction job, I’d been given one piece of advice that I have never forgotten. In life you’ll probably get three or four potentially life-changing opportunities. The first trick is to recognize them when they come along, and the second is to make the right choice. Leaving my old career had been the first such opportunity that I remembered. Marrying Breda had been the second. This was the third. I was in.


Charmian’s financial commitments meant that she couldn’t change course immediately, but with her moral and intellectual support Simon and I took the plunge. We could pay Simon £60 a week.


For another £60 per week, we rented a tiny one-room office above Frank Lord’s junk shop on the corner of St John Street in Clerkenwell, most of which was taken up by a huge and immoveable Victorian safe. On one rainy Sunday in September 1994, assisted by Breda and Lara, we moved in our meagre possessions: a melamine trestle table liberated from EIA, two chairs, a telephone we had salvaged from somewhere, a battered blue filing cabinet that had been dumped in one of the corridors of the building Simon and Lara lived in, and Simon’s ancient Amstrad computer. As we stood there toasting the future with a bottle of champagne, looking out of the two large sash windows that opened onto a grey, rainswept St John Street, we watched as workmen clearing out an office across the road dumped two shiny black filing cabinets into a skip. Without a word we rushed down and humped them up the two flights of narrow stairs. Inside one of them, hidden among a number of hanging files, was a laptop computer. This was sophistication beyond our dreams, and although we toyed for a while with the idea of trying to locate the company and returning it, in the end we felt it would be insulting providence and so we kept it.


The next day Simon and I went to our office. We had enough money to pay the rent for a month, but fate took a hand just a few weeks after we’d moved in when a letter arrived at our PO Box. We were trepidatious as we broke the seal, because we could see it was from Novib, the Dutch arm of Oxfam, to whom Simon had sent a proposal some weeks before. Our hearts leaped as we read the letter: it said that they would grant us £18,000 to investigate the Thai–Khmer Rouge timber trade. ‘Fuck me, we’re on,’ I said.


The downside was that now we had to do what we said we’d do.


We hadn’t wasted the 18 months since we had first dreamed up the idea of Global Witness. We had been contacting people who could help us and we now had a network of names in the US, Thailand and Cambodia. Our first job was to meet some of these people in person. Allan had advised us that to make any serious changes in the world, you needed to go to Washington, DC. Like it or not, the US was the most powerful country on the planet and the tentacles of its influence spread far, and so in November 1994 Simon and I landed at Dulles Airport to meet the political influencers, diplomats, spies, schemers and other experts on almost any subject under the sun who might be able to help us. We stayed with an old friend from EIA days. Pete Knight, known affectionately as ‘Pet Shop Pete’ for his work trying to stop the illegal trade in exotic birds, was our first guide to Washington and how it worked, and it was great to put faces to what up to now had just been distant names.


Burma activist Faith Doherty, a party-loving, highly knowledgeable force of nature, gave us invaluable insights into the inner workings of the Thai government and military, learned from her time spent with the rebels on the Burma border. Likewise Katie Redford, a young American environmental lawyer who had recently founded a small NGO called EarthRights International, gave us valuable insights into the region. We also talked to staff at Human Rights Watch, who represented the grown-ups in this movement we were now part of, and who gave us sound advice. In the dimly lit smoky basement bar of the Childe Harold near Dupont Circle, we listened avidly to the experiences of a bona fide spy, who had been stationed on the Thai–Cambodian border with the UN in the early 1990s. And Craig Etcheson, an eccentric academic expert on the Khmer Rouge, proved an enthusiastic ally whose skill on The Hill – the home of the US Congress and its hundreds of congressional offices packed with staffers beavering away on every topic under the sun – would later be crucial to our campaign.


We had just returned to London when, in a surprise move, the Thai government announced that their border with Cambodia would be closed immediately to the timber trade. They were quickly followed by the Cambodians, who announced that the border would be closed from their side on 1 January 1995, with an ‘amnesty’ allowing the export of ‘abandoned’ logs until 30 April. Had our job been done for us before we’d even begun?


Noticeable by its absence was any recent information as to what was actually going on along the Thai–Cambodian border. If it was closed, then great. But would the Cambodian amnesty really be limited to ‘abandoned’ logs, or was this a euphemism that would allow continued logging? Cynical about both governments’ sudden changes of heart, we still needed to check it out for ourselves.


One of our first conundrums was how we were going to get the information we needed, beyond the historical background information we were already getting, and the conjecture and rumour that seemed to surround everything to do with Cambodia. We couldn’t enter Khmer Rouge territory; it was a war zone and as far as we were concerned it was stuffed full of Westerner-hating fanatic guerrilla fighters, the IS of its day. This left Thailand and the logging companies based along the border – but even if we could find them, what incentive did they have to tell us anything? Doing the right thing didn’t seem to be their obvious motivation, but making money was. They had to think there was something in it for them.


If we were going to infiltrate the Thai timber industry, we could hardly do it as Global Witness, so we decided to create false identities and pose as European timber buyers, something we had never done before. We had a lot to learn and no teachers. In his James Bond books, Ian Fleming gave MI6 the cover name of Universal Export. This had a nice ring to it, we thought, and if it was good enough for James Bond it was good enough for us.


So we printed up four sets of Universal Export business cards with a logo of the globe on them. Two of them bore Simon’s and my real names, to match our passports: we needed these if we were talking to the authorities, because lying about your name could lead to an espionage charge. Two bore false names: mine was Chris Manners (the surname borrowed from old friends of the family) and Simon’s was Richard Sutton.


If anyone phoned the number on the card, their call would be answered ‘Universal Export’ by Charmian in London. If they faxed us, nothing would happen because we didn’t have a fax machine. The cover was pretty thin, but it would serve. In those pre-internet days, there was no easy way for anyone to check our bona fides.


We visited one of the only two spy shops we knew of in London – the cheaper one, which slumbered gently in seedy squalor in Kilburn, behind those blacked-out windows that you’d more likely associate with a massage parlour.


The owner, a pallid and perspiring man with large, black-framed spectacles, guided us through various ingenious items of equipment beloved of private detectives whose main business was catching out unfaithful husbands and wives. Although the spy gear was good, the experience lacked the romanticism of James Bond’s ‘Q’ branch. But it was the right place to come: mobile-phone scanners, mobile-phone bugs, ‘ordinary’ bugs, secret cameras, telephone-recording devices and, of course, bug detectors that would tell you if one of his other customers was spying on you.


To us, the cameras were state-of-the-art cool. A lens the size of a pinhead set into a black plastic disc about the size of a penny. The black disc was, in turn, mounted on a green rectangular printed circuit board measuring around 10 x 5cm. The snag was that this was just a lens; it could not record film or sound and needed an external power source. So in addition to the lens, which cost a hefty £400, we needed a battery pack that took eight AA batteries; this would power the lens for about an hour. For sound we needed an amplifier. This came in a black plastic casing the size of a cigarette packet, with a tiny external microphone like the ones you see people on TV wearing on their lapels.


To record the film taken through the lens we bought a Sony Hi8 camcorder from a cluttered electronics emporium on Tottenham Court Road, and a black Lowe camera bag to put it in. These were the last preparations for an undercover investigation that would take us to one of the most exciting – and arguably one of the most dangerous – places in the world.


We planned this first investigation to last around five weeks. The main objective was to locate and infiltrate the Thai timber companies we had monitored in the press, to find out for ourselves how strong their links were with the Khmer Rouge, and to see if our working theory was correct – that the trade in Cambodian timber was funding the Khmer Rouge’s war effort.


We weren’t naïve enough not to be scared because we knew we were going to bandit country. The area was remote – way off the tourist track – and we were not pleased to learn that the rebel group had just issued a US$5,000 reward, a huge sum for the average Cambodian or Thai, for the capture of any Westerner. Around the time we had moved into our office, three Western tourists who had been kidnapped during a Khmer Rouge raid on a train in southern Cambodia in July were found buried in a shallow grave. They had been shot. We thought back to the question scrawled on our proposal by the man from Oxfam. ‘Will they survive?’


With this knowledge hovering on the periphery of our thoughts, the time finally came to go. On 11 January 1995, Breda and I crammed ourselves into Simon and Lara’s ancient blue 2CV and we drove together through the cold quiet streets of north London and the bleak suburbs along the Westway to Heathrow Airport for the start of Global Witness’s first-ever investigation. In the cold light of that January dawn, this didn’t seem like such a terribly good idea after all.


Simon and I were paranoid. Would we be spied on at every turn? Would our phone calls be monitored and our plans intercepted? Would undercover agents be dogging our footsteps? We didn’t know, but we would have to watch what we said and who we said it to. Our hearts were in our mouths as we hugged Breda and Lara goodbye.


Simon and I arrived at dawn the next day at Bangkok’s Don Mueang Airport to catch our connecting flight to Phnom Penh. As we walked along long yellow-hued corridors that smelled faintly of wet dog, the odour that air-conditioning units exude in the tropics, we imagined that the immigration officials, customs officers and the police, squeezed into their skin-tight chocolate-brown uniforms, were expecting us and about to pounce. Weighed down by our seven pieces of hand luggage each, including the secret camera and fake business cards, we elicited no attention from anyone.


Then, safely aboard, we strained our necks for our first view of Cambodia, and watched as the flat agricultural plains of Thailand suddenly ended in a clean line as they met the dense rainforests on the other side of Cambodia’s western border. It looked like Thailand had been shaved. We watched the deep-green jungle unfurl beneath us, a solid canopy for mile after mile. And under that canopy, underneath our plane, perhaps looking up at us, were the Khmer Rouge. Then the plane went into a steep descent to Phnom Penh’s Pochentong Airport to avoid potential rocket attack.


All our hopes and fears had geared up towards this moment; we were on our own and I was scared shitless.
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THE BORDER


Phnom Penh was a revelation from the moment the plane door opened and the tropical heat flooded in. As we stood at the top of the steps, we looked out over the runway quivering under the heat haze, towards the sugar palms that soared to immense heights over the fields that surrounded the airport. The air was filled with unidentifiable tropical smells and the ring of the flat-sounding bells of distant Buddhist monasteries.


Cambodia had an electric atmosphere that seeped into every crevice, corner and pothole of this beautiful, seedy and decaying French colonial city. An atmosphere you only get to experience in a country coming out of a war, a country trying to leave the years of horror behind but shocked by the sudden influx of the 20,000 UN peacekeeping troops. Shocked, too, by the deluge of foreigners from all over the world who had ended its 20 years of isolation. Many of these could populate some of the stranger works of fiction. Some came to help rebuild the country – development organizations like Oxfam, Médecins Sans Frontières and Save the Children. Many more came to report on it, this almost mythical land and the momentous peace treaty that promised to bring an end to years of civil war. They were followed by the wheeler-dealers who came in to profit from the massive contracts on offer to rebuild an entire country, and those who would run the hotels and clubs to entertain these interlopers. Some came to exploit opportunities for crime, to make corrupt deals, run brothels, traffic children and smuggle drugs. And some came just for adventure. All of these people and institutions were dumped unannounced on a population reeling from decades of chaos and trauma.


After the UN left, the big news was over and the international journalistic elite had gone off in search of more fertile pastures. They left behind them an enthusiastic and passionate press pack of mainly young reporters who could make their career in the febrile atmosphere of what was otherwise regarded as a news backwater. Now they covered the difficult birth of democracy in Cambodia, which was already afflicted with a congenital and potentially fatal disease: corruption.


It was into this melee that we landed on 12 January 1995.


This was a nation at war. The dense rainforests of the north and west of the country still contained the jungle strongholds of the Khmer Rouge, like Samlot, Pailin and Anlong Veng. But the rebels’ influence was not confined to these bases. Government control was limited to the big towns; the rest of the country depended on a scattering of poorly armed and ill-disciplined flip-flop-wearing soldiers. At dusk this control evaporated, replaced by the Khmer Rouge across much of the west and north. For foreigners, travel outside of the main towns after 4pm was highly dangerous and only the foolhardy risked it.


There was no fighting in Phnom Penh but there was no mistaking that a war was going on. We couldn’t hear it, we couldn’t see it, but the sheer fact of it – the presence of it – pervaded everything; it governed the whole atmosphere of the place.


We booked into the overwhelmingly bleak China Nanjing Hotel, with its view over a large crossroads filled with a seething mass of pushbikes, ‘motos’ (mopeds) and rickshaws; it was like looking down into a termite nest. And then we made our first call.


‘Is that Johnny Miller?’ Simon asked.


‘Yeah, who’s that?’ a curious voice answered.


‘Er, we can’t tell you right now, but we’d like to meet you.’ We were even more paranoid now that we were in Phnom Penh. Johnny, a foreign correspondent for the BBC, probably thought we were simple.


‘Okay, well, what do you do?’ he asked.


‘Hmm, we can’t tell you that either. But we’re happy to explain everything when we meet,’ Simon answered. There was a pause.


‘Okay. Let’s meet at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club.’ Johnny probably thought it would be wise to meet in a crowded space where he could call for help if we turned out to be as mad as we seemed.


But before we went to meet him, we had another task. We had delayed assembling the secret-camera gear until now, to minimize any unwanted interest at airport security. We laid the constituent parts on the bed. I unpicked the stitching at one end of the camera bag with a scalpel and then cut a hole in the padding and inserted the circuit board and lens. I glued this to the inside of the outer skin of the bag with just the pin head of the lens visible through a tiny hole we’d cut for the purpose. Simon ran the two wires from the circuit board into the main body of the bag, where they were connected to the camcorder and the battery pack. The amplifier fitted snugly into a little equipment pocket on the inside lid of the bag, with one wire connecting it to the camcorder. The microphone cable ran from the amplifier through the lining of the bag and the mic itself was sown into the top seam, protruding a tiny bit below the lid. Simon finished the job by making all the connections safe with a hot-glue gun.


It was an afternoon’s work and we were pleased with it. Slung over the shoulder, the bag rested at waist height. Unless you knew the lens was there, it was as good as invisible. Of course, the camera bag itself was very visible but we decided to employ reverse psychology. Most people we were likely to meet would not know of the existence of secret cameras, so a bag with a camera in it didn’t pose a threat because the camera was safely and obviously stowed away. Or so we hoped anyway. The psychology was all.


Around 8pm, we took a couple of the ubiquitous moto taxis from outside the hotel, asked for the FCC and disappeared into the warm tropical night. The heaving bicycle traffic around the hotel soon gave way to quiet side streets.


‘Where you from?’ my driver asked in broken English.


‘Ireland,’ I replied.


‘Ah, póg mo thóin,’ he laughed. One of the few pieces of Gaelic I understood, ‘Kiss my arse.’ The Irish UN peacekeepers had a lot to answer for.


We climbed the wide stone stairs of the FCC and discovered the best bar in the world, occupying the top floor of a faded ochre French Colonial-era house on the banks of the Tonle Sap River. Sheltering under a high, red-tiled roof supported by tall stone pillars, its balconies looked across the road to the wide, silt-filled Tonle Sap carrying clumps of tropical vegetation on its way to the Mekong; the bar’s rear windows gazed over the vast pagoda’d roof of the National Museum. The fairy-tale Royal Palace, home to the arch survivor and father of the Cambodia people, the wily King Sihanouk, was just a few yards down the road.


Ceiling fans cut through the heavy tropical air as hordes of geckos, motionless and seemingly glued to the walls and rafters, looked down on nests of armchairs and tables containing small groups of people hatching plots, fomenting or dispelling rumours, trying to find romance in what was a pretty incestuous environment and, above all, getting drunk. It was bliss.


Johnny was everything we imagined a foreign correspondent to be. Eloquent and handsome, he drove around the dusty potholed streets in a Vietnam War-era American Army jeep. He had a host of great stories and a wicked sense of humour, and was an integral part of Phnom Penh’s vibrant journalist community. Fearless in his work, he took great personal risks to get the best stories. The story of the moment was an army offensive against the Khmer Rouge unit that had kidnapped and executed the three Western backpackers the year before.


Sitting on a high wooden bar stool drinking ice-cold cans of Tiger Beer, we explained why we were there. He was enthusiastic, which was like an adrenalin shot for us. Brought up by missionary parents in Sarawak, Malaysia, he loved forests and was passionately concerned about their destruction. We learned that although many journalists were aware that something bad was happening in Cambodia’s jungles, no one really knew exactly what.


‘I’ve heard rumours that the wife of General Chavalit, the Thai defence minister, controls a lot of the cross-border trade,’ he told us, which would be big news if we could prove it. His information added some snippets to what we already knew, but his grasp of context was invaluable. He also opened his address book to us, introducing us to most of the local press pack. They in turn put us in touch with others and we began to piece together the political context and the reality of working in Cambodia.


We worked hard in Phnom Penh. We needed to glean as much information as we could, and we found that in this reborn country there was almost no one that you couldn’t meet.


From other journalists we picked up snippets of information, including some hard facts and observations combined with large doses of rumour and conjecture with some second-hand titbits thrown in. There were, apparently, many sawmills north of Aranyaprathet in Thailand, opposite Thma Puok in Cambodia’s Banteay Meanchey Province, which was solid Khmer Rouge territory. Sitting at a small round table in the garden of the English-language Phnom Penh Post, Matthew Grainger, a bespectacled and earnest Kiwi who was passionate about the subject, told us about the handfuls of Khmer Rouge scattered throughout the mountains to the south and offered all he could to help.


We also found it surprisingly easy to meet senior government ministers and other officials; they were new to their roles in a new government and perhaps hadn’t yet learned to be aloof. We met with the Royalist Funcinpec Party’s minister of national defence, Tea Chamrath, and the ministers of environment and tourism. In another meeting, General Toan Chay enlightened us with information on the Thai–Khmer Rouge timber trade between 1993 and 1994, and told us that the Thais had closed the border to the north but added, ‘In the south, we don’t know…’ Indeed, we had heard that in the south 300 timber trucks a day were crossing into Thailand from Koh Kong and Battambang provinces.


At the end of each day, we’d return exhausted to our hotel room to write up our notes and discuss the next steps. The end result was an emerging picture of chaos but with few hard facts to go on. Every evening was spent at the FCC. It was fun for sure, but we were listening. Always listening.


One of the revelations for us was discovering the invidious impacts of corruption – not something we had ever considered working on when we began Global Witness. When we arrived in Cambodia, we had thought the issue was pretty simple: the bad-guy Khmer Rouge were threatening to undo the work of the new good-guy democratically elected government. Instead what we found was a political leadership seizing as much money and power as it could, regardless of ideology or the impacts on the people. An almost lone political voice warning against the corruption and political rot was the former finance minister and sitting MP Sam Rainsy. One morning we turned up outside his house on the back of our motos and asked for a meeting. It took a few tries – he was a busy man – but after a few days he eventually agreed. He was a diminutive, smartly dressed man with outsize spectacles, and he and his elegant wife, Saumura, were part of Cambodia’s social and political elite. Exiled to France during the Khmer Rouge years, they had returned to help rebuild their country. She was deputy governor of the Cambodian Central Bank, and he a banker, and they had much to offer a country where the intelligentsia had been exterminated as a matter of Khmer Rouge policy.


Like Johnny and our reporter friends, they were enthusiastic and offered their support. While in government, Rainsy had tried to curb corruption in the forest sector but had failed; but he evidently thought that we might be able to contribute something. He invited us to join him on a visit to his constituency, Siem Reap, best known as the iconic site of Cambodia’s glorious past, the ancient temples of Angkor Wat. His invitation was not to see the temples, however, but to talk to villagers in his constituency, to hear what life was like for a typical Cambodian. It was an offer we couldn’t refuse.


Two days later we took the short flight to Siem Reap – travelling by river was far too dangerous for a foreigner then – and touched down to be met by Rainsy’s official car complete with two bodyguards, one armed with the de rigueur AK47, the other with a B40 rocket launcher.


We learned a little of what it is to be a VIP as we travelled out into the Cambodian countryside. Large stickers on the windscreen advertised the fact that the car belonged to an MP, with the result that the barriers at the numerous military checkpoints were raised as we approached and something between a wave and a salute was thrown in our direction, no questions asked. It was a small exercise in experiencing power and it was dangerously addictive.


The myriad problems this war-scarred country faced were belied by its beauty: seemingly endless emerald-green rice paddies – vast expanses of flat, low-level land – pierced by lines of the ubiquitous sugar palms, which rose slender and very, very tall, their fronds swaying gently in silhouette against the big Cambodian sky. Occasionally we passed red signboards emblazoned with a white skull and crossbones bearing a stark message in English and Khmer – ‘Danger! Mines!’


We finally arrived at Sad Dai commune. The village comprised around 60 families living in weathered wooden huts raised from the ground on precarious-looking stilts, roughly congregated around a dusty centre. A few scrawny chickens pecked about through a litter of scraps. It was achingly poor.


Everyone turned out to see Rainsy and Saumura. The fact that he had turned up with a couple of white guys was an added bonus. We were objects of fascination – especially to the kids, who reached out nervously to touch our skin to see if white people felt different to them, and then backed off laughing with pleasure at having got away with it.


But we were here to work, to hear the story the villagers had to tell; and it was a story of famine. We were no aid workers, we had never been to a village like this in our lives, but what we saw shocked us. Despite the vast and costly international intervention in Cambodia, villages like this had been marooned in a sea of neglect, invisible to a government that was far more interested in personal enrichment and power than the wellbeing of their people. Without exception the kids had reddish hair, a symptom of protein malnutrition; some had the distended stomachs infamous from every famine story you see on TV; and, although not yet the bags of bone in those same images, they were alarmingly thin. They were on the verge of famine.


Their parents and grandparents told us what they thought was the cause of their plight – the gradual destruction of the forests on which they had depended for food and medicine for generations, and in which lived the spirits they worshipped. They told us about the resulting changing climate: the dry season, which used to last only six months, was getting longer and their crops were being strangled by drought. They had to travel further to get water for everyday use. It is one thing to read about poverty and malnutrition, or to see it on TV, but when you meet people who struggle every day just to eat while their leaders routinely rob the country blind, you get angry. The villagers pleaded for help, for some kind of assistance, believing or maybe just hoping that we could do something to alleviate their suffering. But Simon and I were no saviours. We were starting out on the long road to try to tackle some of the root causes of their plight, but there was nothing we could do that would change their lives one jot in the short term, and this was a depressing and humbling realization. But the anger drove us on.


We returned to Siem Reap that evening in reflective mood. In contrast to the experiences of the day, we had a simple dinner with Rainsy and Saumara, sitting under the sloping roof of a wide veranda in a wooden restaurant on the banks of the Mekong. Then Rainsy had a bright idea: ‘Let’s go and see Angkor Wat by moonlight!’ This was an amazing opportunity. Angkor Wat, the world’s largest religious building, is the main temple of a vast complex covering an area of over 400km2.


There were no tourists in Cambodia in 1995. Although Angkor was just a few kilometres north of Siem Reap, it was considered unsafe at night due to Khmer Rouge presence, while some of the outlying temples were lethal at any time. Our enthusiasm to see the place coupled with our reluctance to appear nervous in front of Rainsy and Saumura overrode our common sense and most of the security protocols we had agreed with Charmian before we left.


We piled into Rainsy’s Toyota Corolla together with the two bodyguards and drove into the ink-black night. We soon left the town behind, and the car was cocooned in darkness. We could dimly see that the deserted road was flanked by high trees, but little else was visible. After around half an hour we arrived at the majestic flagged causeway that leads across the moat to the main temple itself. Or it would have been majestic if we had been able to see it. The flaw in Rainsy’s plan was that there was no moon.


Undeterred, we picked our way over the causeway’s rough flagstones and nosed forward towards the temple, which we couldn’t actually see until we virtually bumped into it. The atmosphere was amazing; at least to begin with, the night sounds of the surrounding forest were all we could hear. But then, as our ears became accustomed, we began to sense unexplained sounds emanating from the darkness. The guards became nervous, staring into the blackness at the crack of a twig or the rustling of grass or at what could have been a distant whisper. Our nerves began to be on edge. One of the guards cocked his AK47 while the other raised his RPG and their eyes tried to pierce the night. They were nervous and told us that we should leave.
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