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Preface: All You Need To Know To Purchase Ethical Jewelry 
 

To purchase a piece of jewelry created by ill-treated laborers or with precious metal and 

other materials that were massively toxic to the environment is immoral.   Instead, with 

every jewelry purchase, you have an opportunity to exert your economic power to change 

the world for the better.    

 

Someone seeking a piece of ethical jewelry can start by asking one simple question to 

their jeweler:  Can you trace all the components of this piece of jewelry from mine, 

through production, to market?   Hereôs how to break down the question further.   

 

Mining :  

 

Ask the jeweler where they source their precious metals. It can take up to twenty tons of 

mining to produce one wedding ring. About 80% of all jewelry comes directly from 

newly mined sources.  Gold mining is one of the most toxic elements in the jewelry 

sectorôs supply chain.  Ask if the jeweler taking any public stance on issues of mining, 

such as signing the No Dirty Gold pledge.  Twenty percent of jewelry comes from 

recycled metal.  Buy jewelry that requires no additional mining.  Finally, look for gold 

from small scale artisan miners adhering to fair trade principles coming into the market.   

 

Eco Practices:  

 

Ask the jeweler about their in house environmental practices at their own location. 

Jewelers can offset the carbon footprint of their production and employees caused by 

travel and commutes. They can recycle extensively, purchase green sourced energy if 

available, and use compact fluorescent lighting. They can choose to use less toxic fluxes 

and chemicals. If a jeweler is taking action on these issues, they deserve support.   

 

Manufacturing :  

 

Some manufacturing still takes place in the US, but most jewelry is made in factories 

internationally.  Determine the labor and environmental practices of manufacturer, 

whether it is national or international.   Ask of any fair trade principles have been applied.     

 

Diamonds:  

 

Do not be conned into believing that there is a perfect choice for the ethical diamond. The 

issue of whether to buy Canadian or African diamonds is a matter of personal values.   

 

Have a serious discussion about the sourcing of the diamond.  Do not buy a diamond that 

you cannot source through a specific supply chain. The object is to trace the stone from 

mine to polishing to market, as much as possible.   
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If you are considering purchasing Canadian, do so with the knowledge of the impact of 

the mines on the Northwest Territories.  If you looking into a diamond from Africa, 

purchase one that supports downstream economy, such as those cut and mined in 

Namibia or Botswana.  

 

Gemstones:   

 

A few gemstone sources are available that can be traced from mining to cutting to 

market.  Some of these sources are working within the guidelines of fair trade.  Support 

those jewelers that are supporting these companies.    

 

Reputation:   

 

Research the reputation of the jeweler. A company with whom you work online should 

have some kind of third party consumer advocacy group, such as the Better Business 

Bureau, that assures you that the company is reputable. Many companies also list 

testimonials from satisfied buyers, but such listings have more credibility when they have 

a last name, physical origin and at least a first initial. A brick and mortar store location 

that has been in business at least ten years gives added credibility.    

 

The most aggressively ñgreenò jewelry companies are also gaining membership to 

organizations such as Green America, or Fair Trade aligned groups.   

 

Soul:   

 

The term ñjewelerò has always had talismanic meaning.  The best jewelry feels good 

because thereôs a synergy between the materials and the maker.  Some pieces of jewelry 

really do feel better than other pieces.  Because jewelry is so personal and has so much 

emotional meaning, the experience from start to finish should feel good.  Trust your 

feelings.  

 

Guarantee:   

 

A reputable manufacturer will guarantee his product against workmanship defect for life.  

Final Considerations:  

Do not expect perfection.  The supply chain for ethical sourcing is still spotty and the 

information you want may not be entirely available, even to the jeweler.   Nevertheless, a 

few jewelers are passionately concerned about the environment and fair trade.  These first 

movers need market support.   

 

By raising these issues, you will be helping to change an industry. If just five percent of 

the market asked jewelers about environmental sourcing, we would see a huge shift.  
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Dedication 
 

 

 

Over the past one hundred fifty years, the lands of indigenous people around the world 

have been exploited by large scale mining companies colluding with governments, 

resulting in dirty gold, blood diamonds and a jewelry industry that even now produces 

and markets product created in misery.   

 

Though tribal cultures, rooted to land and ancestors, have been destroyed in the march of 

commoditization that feeds a resource to cash to trash economy, today, a few of 

Indigenous people around the world are effectively defending their rights.   

 

In that spirit, I dedicate this book to Niels Madsen, Inuit Leader of the 16
th
 August Union 

in Greenland.  Mr. Madsen continues to struggle against colonialism and a large mining 

company in an effort to maintain the rights of the Inuit in Greenland prosper from the 

rubies on common held ancestral land.    

 

Mr. Madsen's courageous efforts are an inspiration to all those who support responsible 

small scale mining.    

 

May jewelry sourcing be based on fair and equitable exchange that nurtures community 

and regenerates ecology.  

 

May the jewelry you purchase support the prosperity of the producers, the artisans and 

small scale miners, rooted in their local communities where they are born, live and die. 
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Preface:  How to Use This Book  
 

This book is a compilation of original articles and interviews from www.fairjewelry.org 

over the past two years.  It is written for the general public.   

 

The issues I write about are complex and nuanced.    My views are continually evolving 

and this writing represents a snapshot as I understand them at this point of time, in June, 

2009.  

 

I publish the internetôs most comprehensive trade and consumer resource on issues of 

ethical jewelry production: www.fairjewelry.org.  It is my second full time job, on top of 

my duties as president of a Reflective Images, a jewelry manufacturing company which is 

a pioneer in ethical sourcing practices.    

 

My research into these topics parallels my own quest to reconcile my work in an industry 

that has many toxic elements with my concern for the environment and human rights.   

 

Each article or section can be read independently to get the information that you need.  At 

the beginning of each section, I write a brief introduction which summarizes key points.   

The articles that follow expand on the issues in that summery. 

 

If you have only time to read one article, read: How To Purchase Ethical Jewelry on page 

16.  It will give you the information you need.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.fairjewelry.org/
http://www.fairjewelry.org/
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Ethical Jewelry Issues: Introduction  
 

Jewelry marketing is nearly always targeted to appeal to your emotions.  But the supply 

chain that produces your piece, from mine to market, is driven by an entirely different set 

of values.  Precious metal, gem stones and manufacturing are highly commoditized, just 

like oil or lumber.  

 

Except for the final stage, where a ring appears behind glass, how a piece of jewelry 

reaches you is often hidden even from the retailer who sells it.  This disconnection 

between sourcing and the finished product is disturbing in context to jewelryôs meaning.   

The purchase of any piece of jewelry is to some degree laden with symbolic significance.  

 

Though some people in the jewelry sector have been concerned about sourcing issues for 

many years, the movement was to a large degree birthed by the blood diamond tragedy.  

Blood diamonds have funded wars that led to approximately four million Africans dying. 

The No Dirty Gold campaign gained ground in the same time period, but it was really the 

film that got attention.  For many retailers, jewelry equals diamonds.      

 

As a co-owner of designer jewelry studio, I was a vendor at the Jeweler Circular 

Keystone (JCK) trade show, the top jewelry trade show, in 2006 when the film, Blood 

Diamond, was released.  Conferences had been organized by leaders in the trade to 

address the issues.   

 

I left my booth to my employee - a Guatemalan immigrant who, during his breaks, would 

bury himself into a biography of Che Guevara - and wandered through the ñPlum Club,ò 

a special section of the show restricted to marquis watch and platinum brands -- a place 

so rarefied that your badge needed a particular logo in order to receive a free Haagen-

Dazs bar from the buyerôs lounge.   

 

The seminars with important industry-insider talking heads discussed the impact of the 

film on the trade and drew hundreds of people.  But at the same time, the Rapaport 

Group, a major player in the diamond sector that advocates fair trade, sponsored the first 

ñfair trade jewelryò meeting.    

 

Martin Rapaport, was advocating for fair trade jewelry and fair trade diamonds. This 

meeting was attended by about fifty people, and it seemed that most of them were trade 

press.    

 

Since the root cause of blood diamonds was the lack of fair trade, why were so few 

jewelers learning more about fair trade issues?  Were not the very jewelers who profited 

from selling blood diamonds walking around this trade show now?  What about the 

whole issue of accountability, and truth and reconciliation, for the customers and the dead 

Africans?   

 

To understand the multiple levels of irony, I came up with a new theory that the brains of 

some businessmen (the diamond industry is almost totally comprised of men focused 
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solely upon making money) seem to be made of individual lead boxes, fused at their 

boundaries to prevent communication around areas of emotional and empathic import. 

 

As it turned out, the film really did not impact diamond sales.  For most in the jewelry 

sector, blood diamonds became mainly a marketing issue, not a morality issue.      

After it was over, many in the trade gloated.  ñThe Industry dodged the bullet.ò Most 

people in the jewelry sector selling diamonds breathed a sigh of relief and moved on.    

  

A few of us, however, did not. I spent the following years at the show, sometimes posting 

signs that screamed: Fair Trade Eco Friendly Jewelry Now.ò   Most attendees looked at 

me as if I were from another planet.   In fact, I live in Santa Fe, New Mexico, where 

everyone is a healer or artist who knows their sun, moon and rising signs.  Seriously, I 

recently got an email from my commercial banker and he signed it, ñNamaste.ò   

 

Fortunately, there has been tremendous forward movement since that first meeting.  On 

the supply side, we now can purchase 100% recycled and fair trade precious metal.  

Some diamond suppliers have created downstream economy through beneficiation 

polishing projects in Botswana and Namibia.  A few gemstone dealers are offering a clear 

chain of custody.  

 

Consumer surveys have shown that the public will change their jewelry buying habits if 

they know that a piece of jewelry causes human or environmental abuses.  To create a 

market, those interested in purchasing ethical jewelry have to be educated.  

.  

If just five percent of people walking into a mainstream jewelry store asked for recycled 

products and fair trade gemstones, then the supply chain would develop.   

 

People have been adorning themselves for at least seventy thousand years.  Jewelry is a 

repository of culture and human adornment and allows us to connect with beauty and the 

natural world.  

 

 I write this information with the hope that some day,  jewelry find its original talismanic 

power where the materials and craftspeople worked to create something worthy of our 

own most cherished humanity.  
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Glossary of Terms 
 

Below is a discussion of terms to which I refer in the writing.   

 

Artisan Miners:   

 

Fifteen to twenty million in the Artisan Mining Sector (ASM) around the world support 

about one hundred million people.  Artisan miners usually use little mechanization to 

extract mineralsðthey work by hand and might move about a ton of rock a day.   

  

Some people, particularly those who favor large scale mining, might consider the term, 

ñartisan minerò a euphemistic description.  Artisan miners are blamed for massive 

ecological contamination, particularly from gold mining where mercury is employed.  

 

Yet the ASM sector has a huge potential upside if it can be done responsibly, and many 

international organizations are looking for ways to make this happen.  For more 

information, see www.communitymining.org. .   

 

Blood Diamonds:   

 

The term, ñblood diamondsò and ñconflict diamondsò are used synonymously.  To the 

public, these diamonds are associated most readily associated by war torn areas in Africa, 

as portrayed in the Blood Diamond film which was released two years ago.  This is in 

accordance with the UNôs definition of conflict diamonds as: "diamonds that originate 

from areas controlled by forces or factions opposed to legitimate and internationally 

recognized governments, and are used to fund military action in opposition to those 

governments.ò 

 

However, any diamond sold outside of the Kimberley Process Certification (KPC) is also 

referred to as a conflict or blood diamond, even if that diamond was smuggled.   

Anecdotal evidence supports my belief that smuggled diamonds from areas that are not in 

conflict constitutes a far larger percentage of diamonds sold outside of Kimberley 

Certification Process than diamonds from war areas.   A diamond area might be one 

hundred square miles and smuggling might reach as high as twenty percent. 

 

The reason why so many diamonds are smuggled outside of legal channels is that the 

small scale miners cannot get paid what their rough diamonds are worth without going on 

the black market, largely due to the structuring of the Kimberley Process.  

 

See the diamonds section for more info.   

 

Conflict Diamonds:  see Blood Diamonds. 

 

Conflict Free Diamonds:    

 

http://www.communitymining.org/
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Diamonds that are sold through the Kimberley Process Certification are considered 

conflict-free.  A diamond can be labeled as ñconflict freeò even if its mining was the 

result of massive human misery and environmental degradation.   

 

Diamonds smuggled from regions not in conflict by artisan miners trying to get a fair 

price for their effects are still considered conflict diamonds.  To the detriment of the 

African diamond sector, Canadian diamonds, more than any other diamonds, have been 

heavily branded as conflict free.   Canadian diamonds create massive environmental 

impact.  

 

The critical issue is mine-to-market transparency, which allows one to know who 

benefits, besides the retailer, from the purchase of the diamond.     

 

 

Diamond Grading 

 

The grading of cut, clarity and color of diamonds is a big and competitive business.  A 

certain amount of judgment is involved in the grading of diamonds.  However, one of the 

big secrets in the diamond business is that some labs are considered ñsofterò than others.  

Soft means that the same diamond gets a slightly higher grade in one lab than another.    

 

For example, the fact that an EGL grading report may not be equivalent to a GIA grading 

report has enormous implications, particularly for online marketing of diamonds where 

customers can make easy comparisons.  Companies may source from a ñsoftò lab as a 

way of gaining a competitive advantage and selling more diamonds.       

 

 

Eco Jewelry: 

 

Eco jewelry can mean a wide variety of products, from beads strung on hemp to an 

earring made of recycled precious metal.  The key is to find out what exactly a company 

means when making this claim.   The more authentic companies will be transparent about 

actual factory conditions as well as the sourcing of the material.   

 

 

Ethical Jewelry 

 

The term ñethical jewelryò is bandied about quite a bit; I frequently use the term myself 

to describe a kind of ethos around production.  The problem is that what is considered 

ethical in the jewelry sector is a totally subjective concept.   

 

For example, for just about all people in the diamond sector, a diamond sourced from a 

De Beers mine is totally ethical.  Their mines are third and sometimes fourth party 

independently rated.  Their supply chain is tight.   For large scale mining, what they are 

doing is considered ñbest practicesò in the diamond sector.   
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For others, particularly consumers who might classify themselves as ñprogressiveò in 

political views, the historical context of that company makes their diamonds an unethical 

choice.   They would never want to support DeBeers. 

 

The same issue is true in regard to the environmental impact of Canadian diamonds, 

which is huge.  Someone who considers the environment a primary factor in decision 

making might say purchasing a diamond from Canada is less ethical than a diamond 

mined in some parts of Africa.  

 

What is safe to say, I believe, is that the most ethical stance a jeweler can take is to 

thoroughly know the sourcing of his product from mine to market.  Then the customer 

will be able to determine what is ethical for him or her self 

 

The difficulty is that it is not always possible for jewelers to know about the sourcing of 

all elements in their supply chain.  Items purchased from secondary sources, such as 

supply houses, are difficult to trace.  The same is true for many gemstones, particularly 

those that are in the lower price range. 

 

 

Fair Trade Gold and Platinum   
 

Through the work of the Association of Responsible Mining 

(www.communitymining.org), a recognized set of criteria for fair trade gold and platinum 

has been developed.  These metals are source from organized communities of small scale 

miners, mainly in Columbia which has a project called, Oro Verde.   Because miners 

receive a premium for their metal, which then has to go through a refining process, fair 

trade precious metal can be as much 15% more expensive.   But this small scale mining 

creates tremendous benefit for the local economies of these communities.   

 

Fair Trade Jewelry 

 

Fair trade jewelry until recently referred to jewelry produced by a small cottage industry 

in the developing countries by companies that worked under broad fair trade principles.  

Jewelry is listed as a category in fair trade organizations, such as IFAT.   The mainstream 

jewelry sector has recently begun to develop principles and standards for fair trade 

jewelry, but it is a very complex issue.  See the fair trade jewelry section for more 

information.. 

 

Fair Trade Diamonds 

 

A fair trade diamond has huge commercial potential, but creating the right conditions is 

difficult, mainly because the small scale diamond mining sector is often very chaotic.  In 

addition, there is the issue of polishing.  We can be certain that fair trade diamonds will 

be available some day.  Projects to organize the small scale diamond mining sector, such 

as the Diamond Development Initiative (DDI), are attempting to create the ground for fair 

http://www.communitymining.org/
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trade diamonds.  Also, Tiffany Foundation funded a feasibility study by TransfairUSA on 

fair trade diamonds which I have read, though I have not seen the study made public.   

 

The pivotal issue is who will the fair trade diamond benefit: the small, medium or large 

scale diamond mine?   If fair trade does not support the small producer communities, then 

its criteria will be suspect.  

 

 

Fair Trade Silver 

 

There is some silver that is a by product of small scale mining and is considered fair 

trade, but it does not exist in commercially available quantities.  

 

 

Kimberley Process Certification (KPC):  

 

KPC is a regulatory process, created to eliminate the flow of blood diamonds, or conflict 

diamonds, into the market.  It does not address labor or environmental issues or 

environmental issues.  

 

KPC  favors large scale producers and governments and frequently works to the 

disadvantage of small diggers, who use black market avenues to skirt governmental 

enforcement of Kimberley.    These diamonds, which may or not come from conflict 

areas, are still labeled as conflict diamonds. 

 

Some argue that KPC should be dropped entirely as it has become ineffective and 

corrupt, and does not address critical issues.  Others view KPC as critical even in its 

flaws.   Regardless of oneôs view, KPC  is used in the marketing of diamonds as a way of 

shielding the general mainstream public from the serious sourcing issues.   

 

The consumer interested in ethical sourcing is advised to go for mine to market custody 

of diamonds, and not rely upon KPC as an ethical platform for diamond purchasing.  

 

Large Scale Mining (LSM) 

 

Mining is one of the largest industries in the world.  The international mining industry 

has always been widely supported by governments and financial institutions.  In the 

developing world, according to the World Bank, LSM employs about 2 million people.   

Costs and benefits for host nations of large scale mining depend upon their context.    

 

In the best case scenario, LSM supports a local economy and generates revenue through 

taxes. In less optimum situations, large scale mining creates what is known as a ñresource 

curse.ò  Raw materials are pulled out of a local area, which is then left in ecological ruin.    

 

 

Recycled Precious Metal: 
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Recycled precious metal is metal that has been turned in for scrap from any number of 

industrial sources.  In the jewelry sector, one company, Hoover and Strong, has created a 

brand around their recycled precious metal programs.  They are a common source now 

for many companies using recycled precious metals.  

 

The alloys that are combined with the recycled precious metal are not recycled.  Recycled 

alloys can have trace impurities. Small amounts of chemical impurities make jewelry 

production very difficult. 

 

 

Small Scale Mining 

 

It is estimated that there are fifteen to twenty million people engaging in small scale 

mining, supporting about one hundred million people. Small scale mining, also known as 

artisan small scale mining (ASM) can range from a person going out with a shovel and 

pick to something far more sophisticated.  Manpower is intensive and technology is 

minimal.   

 

Small scale mining has been a focal point of government and aid organizations, since 

their activities generate local economy and often since often these miners operate in poor 

regions of the world.   A focal point of those in the jewelry sector concerned about fair 

trade is how to directly connect ecologically responsible ASM directly to market.   

 

 

Transparency:   

 

Transparency has become a buzz word.  The general idea is that consumers should be 

able to know how their jewelry is sourced, from mine to market. Companies are reluctant 

to be transparent because supply chain is often a trade secret.  Also, it is common for 

companies to highlight some parts of their productôs manufacturing while not mentioning 

other elements that are not as appealing.  When a company claims transparency, a jewelry 

purchaser should attempt to trace all parts of their supply chain.    
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A New Movement in the Mainstream Jewelry Sector 
 

(A version of this story was first published in Modern Jeweler, January 2008).   

 

Shamsa Dawani, from the Womenôs Minerôs Cooperative of Tanzania, gets up from her 

chair to open a small paper wrapping to show me brilliant red garnets.  They represent a 

profound new hope for those in the jewelry sector, such as myself, who wish to make it 

socially unacceptable for anyone to purchase bling that is not fair trade mined and 

fabricated.  

 

Ethical jewelry?  Many people passionate about the environment and socially 

responsibility would balk at such a concept within a sector known for the blood diamonds 

and dirty gold.  Yet real change is on the horizon. 

 

I met Dawani on October 26
th
, 2007 in Washington DC at the World Bank, during a 

cross-sector Ethical Jewelry Summit.  Only one hundred people were invited to this 

meeting originally organized by Earthworks Action, a small environmental NGO that 

works on mining issues.    

 

Debeers, Tiffany, Cartier, WWF, Oxfam, the US State Dept, miners from across the 

world, and small designer firms, such as my own, met to hash out how to bring fair trade 

practices in diamonds and precious metal extraction.  

 

I examine Dawaliôs garnets, considering that the pieces I have back at my shop were cut 

in India and mined who knows where.  Even though we "hand pick" these inexpensive 

gems, they remain a commodity that I seek to buy at the lowest possible price.   

 

Dawaniôs garnetôs are mined and cut by women in Tanzania.  They alleviate economic 

hardship and support the "sheer entrepreneurial drive" of the businesswomen in her 

association.   They have, in essence, a spiritual sparkle.  

 

When Mining is Small 

 

What usually comes to mind when people consider mining are huge open pits and earth 

movers with ten-foot tall tires. Yet, between 13 and 20 million men, women, and children 

from over 50 developing countries work in small scale mines, often in impoverished 

areas associated with corruption, war, and terrible environmental conditions. 

 

According to the World Bank, over 100 million people, including families and 

communities, depend upon small scale mining for survival. These artisan miners produce 

more raw materials and benefit more people than all the large scale multinational 

operations combined. 

 

But purchasing directly from artisan miners is challenging.  The supply chain often has 

many links and the materials they produce may be mixed with other goods, where they 

become just a commodity offered at the lowest possible price.   
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Even in cases when I have visited my suppliersô operations in Sri Lanka and Jaipur, I 

have not been able to truly know what is taking place in mines and cutting factories.   

 

The chaotic nature of small-scale mining districts can lead to unsafe and unfair working 

conditions and environmental damage. Artisan mining can be a beneficial contributor to 

economic growth in the developing world only when principals of sustainability are 

introduced.    

 

It costs more to mine responsibly.  The goal of those in this movement is to give 

consumers a way to be sure that their purchases support communities like Dawaniôs.   We 

want to bring more of the wealth generated in the jewelry store back to those who depend 

upon small scale mining to live. 

   

Fair Trade  

 

Fair trade exists to cultivate and grow the poor and marginalized producers. It is in 

essence an economic program linked to ecological responsibility and sustainable 

development. A critical component is third party certification and supply chain auditing.  

 

Third party certified fair trade jewelry does not exist.   However the Association of 

Responsible Miners, (ARM) is now producing third party certified gold from indigenous 

communities in Bolivia and Colombia in limited quantities.  With talk of adding 

gemstones, ARM is at the forefront of creating a structure that supports those artisan 

miners who most need help in getting their product to market. 

 

A great amount of money can be made by placing a third party certification label on a 

jewelry product.    

 

Fair Labeling Organization (FLO) International has signed a memo of understanding with 

ARM and appears to be in support of small scale mining.   TransFair USA (the American 

branch of FLO) is doing a pilot study on diamonds, which has been funded by a grant of 

$100,000 by Tiffany Corporation.   

 

One important debate within the movement is what group should be the beneficiaries of 

certification agencies.  Should fair trade be oriented to large scale producers, such as 

DeBeers and Tiffany, and supply companies like Wal-Mart, or should it support the 

efforts of the small, impoverished artisan miners?    

 

FLO is backing the efforts of ARM.  TransfairUSA, with its alliance with Tiffany, seems 

to be leaning toward large scale producers.   A fair labeling organization can make a lot 

more money easily working with a few large mines, rather with poor people scratching in 

the dirt.   

 

These issues are far from settled.  It may be that FLO organizations are bypassed 

altogether.  One main outcome of the conference was the emergence of working groups 
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which will focus on developing principles, standards and third-party assurance systems in 

artisan-based and small-scale metals mining.  Ongoing discussions are currently being 

held in the following areas: colored gemstones, diamond mining, recycled metals, 

precious metal mining, and manufacturing.    

 

I am, in fact, one of the leaders on the Manufacturing Committee attempting to create 

guidelines for fair trade production.   

    

Get Involved 

 

Jewelry, an emotional purchase that often represents the highest human aspirations, is 

greatly enhanced by ethical production.   There is no question that the market demand for 

ethically source jewelry exists, but the supply chain does not.  

 

I have just returned from the Tucson Gem and Mineral Show, one of the largest events of 

its kind in the world.  I raised the issue of ethical sourcing with some vendors. Though 

awareness is far greater now than a year ago, the jewelry sector as whole is still in a 

consensus trance of denial around ethical and environmental issues.   

 

I believe change will be slow until there is a strong perceived market demand. If you are 

interested in these issues and love jewelry, you can support change on the grassroots level 

by asking your jeweler for fair trade products.   
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Purchasing an Ethical Diamond: Introduction  

In 1939, Winston Churchill described the actions of Russia as, ñA riddle, wrapped 

in a mystery, inside an enigma.ò  Such language could also be used when trying to sort 

out issues within the diamond sector.  It is a massive, highly political business that is as 

commodity-driven as other industrial sectors, such as oil or lumber.   

Every diamond has its impact upon the environment and society.  The notion of 

ñconflict-freeò should be taken as a marketing term rather than an accurate portrayal of a 

particular diamond from mine to market.  

Is Your Diamond For Chumps provides an introduction to some of the 

background issues around ethical sourcing, while Sourcing Ethically Mined and Cut 

Diamonds gives specific recommendations.  The article on Kimberley provides historical 

detail and critiques.    

Two interviews with slightly opposing views give insight into the Canadian 

diamond sector.   

If there is to be any kind of redemption in the diamond story, it will come through 

you.  Support diamonds that have a positive impact on people and places. The only 

diamond worth buying today is the redemptive diamond.    
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Is Your Diamond for Chumps? 
 

 

A Diamond Is For Chumps, was a recent headline on Atlantic.com, linking to an article 

http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/198202/diamond/7   by Edward J. Epstein written in 

1982.   Epstein traces how DeBeers successfully manipulated cultural beliefs, linking the 

ritual of engagement and marriage to the diamond.   

 

It also details their attempt to maintain their cartel, and points out, once again, how 

common diamonds really areða point I am reminded over every time I walk into a 

hardware store and see diamond saw blades.  

 

Discounting the poetic connection that some might recognize between saw blades, 

diamonds and the act of getting married, the information provided in the piece is startling 

even today, particularly because many jewelers continue to treat sourcing issues as a 

marketing problem instead of a moral crisis.   

 

Epstein helps one to understand how the diamond trade, like other commodities, 

perpetuates discordance in our humanity.  Too many diamonds worn on engagement 

rings come from misery.  

 

Simply speaking, we live in a fragmented world where our very act of economic 

exchange often undermines the environmental and social communities essential to our 

survival as a species.  The commoditization of resources is at the root of this pervasive 

issue.  We live in a resource-to-cash-to-trash economyðtrash includes not only the 

environment, but the communities and cultures in the way of commodity trains.   In the 

jewelry sector such irony is particularly noticeable because of what jewelry represents!    

 

The diamond sectorôs fragmentation continues to result in massive ironies.  Stating that 

diamonds are for chumps can be expressed in many different ways.  In August, 2008, I 

wrote:   ñStriking Diamond Cutters In India Are Killed By Security Forces For Refusing 

To Cut ñConflict Freeò Diamonds,ò http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/190.   

 

 ñConflict free,ò means Kimberley Process Certified.  Kimberley, does not account for 

human rights, labor or environmental atrocity, a notion that in itself is unimaginable to 

the large scale mining sector whose latest efforts include branding themselves as 

ñsustainableò.  ñConflict freeò is broadly interpreted in the marketing of diamonds to the 

public to mean a safe and ethical diamond.   

 

Any consumer purchasing diamonds who believes that Kimberley in itself assures an 

ethical diamond is to some degree a chump.  

 

Indeed, the diamond business is still supporting a supply chain that comes out of a neo-

colonial paradigm.  Itôs based on businesses exploiting resources to export wealth, often 

enriching corrupt governments that leave only piles vapid mining tailings.    

http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/198202/diamond/7
http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/190
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Individuals continue the tradition of disenfranchise indigenous groups, kicking them off 

their land, or at worst, destroy them.  Some of these diamond dealers are among the 

richest people in the world, and their commerce exudes a kind of sulfuric stench over the 

entire jewelry sector.   

If you do not want to buy a diamond for chumps, the first step is to know where your 

diamond comes from and grapple with making a purchase that is ethical. 

 

For some, purchasing a diamond from Canada, despite the ravaging impact of mining in 

the Northwest Territory, is the best option.   

 

For others, a diamond mined and cut in Botswana or Namibia is the better choice.   These 

diamonds are sourced from DeBeers and sold to other companies that engage in 

exemplary practices which bring downstream economy to economically disadvantaged 

regions.  DeBeers, formerly known as South Africa Inc, has over the past years, worked 

hard to improve a company image which is based on an unsavory history.   

 

At this point, we lack an option that would allow us to support a small scale artisan miner 

directly.   Yet we are in the beginning phases of a major transformation of the jewelry 

sector, analogous to where fair trade coffee was in the seventies.   

 

While some who read this will  say that we should not buy a diamond at all, I believe in 

rewarding those attempting to be responsible with market support.  Perfection should not 

be the enemy of the good.  Business is driven by market demand and by supporting small 

efforts even if they are not perfect.  

 

At least in the American and EU market, the time when the marketing of diamonds 

completely divorced from their economic and social consequences is surely coming to an 

end.  The future demographic, the young people who represent the next decades of 

economy for the jewelry sector, are wired into the truth that the world is a small place and 

that social and environmental issues around the globe matter.   

 

We can begin to connect our personal values to our economic choices.  The redemptive 

diamond supports new relationships that are based on fair and equitable exchange.  It is 

worthy of being worn and reflective of its talismanic beauty.   Wearing such a diamond 

then becomes a symbol of a future we want to live in.    
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Sourcing Ethically Mined and Cut Diamonds 

Everyone involved in profiting from diamonds, from NGOs who raise the blood 

diamond issue to their donors, DeBeers, to the average jeweler, markets to a target 

audience. In the retail sector, issues of quality and price are in the forefront and 

information on the ñ4 Csò is easily available.  

The question of what exactly constitutes an ethically sourced diamonds is more 

difficult.  Once you know the basic facts, the decision comes down to personal values.  

Diamonds are either mined by Artisan Small Scale Miners (ASM) ðperhaps 

moving a ton of gravel over a day, sorting through alluvial deposits; or highly 

mechanized Large Scale Mines (LSM ) moving massive amounts of earth and rock with 

large equipment.  Diamonds from poor ASM miners have fueled regional conflicts in 

Africa, resulting in ñblood diamonds,ò which are also known as ñconflict diamondsò. 

The Kimberley Process, set up as a sector response to the black market diamond 

trade that fueled regional conflicts, attempts to regulate the entire diamond sector. 

Though there is an international body, what takes place within a country around 

enforcement varies tremendously. Kimberley is primarily self-regulated.  Some diamond 

producing countries, such as Venezuela, operate outside of Kimberley.  

Every jewelry company in the world will claim to be Kimberley Process 

Compliant, selling only ñconflict freeò diamonds. The World Diamond Council  recently 

stated that less than one percent of diamonds are ñconflict diamondsò, funding wars on 

the Ivory Coast and now, possibly, the Democratic Republic of the Congo. To say that 

only one percent of diamonds were being mined and sold outside of the Kimberley 

Process, however, would be inaccurate.  

Because diamonds are easily transported and valuable, poor miners bypass 

regulated diamond dealers to get a better price for their rough stones. Once a diamond 

arrives in a polisherôs hand, it will be cut and sold.  

It is likely that the majority of diamonds sold outside of the Kimberley Process, 

known as ñconflict diamonds,ò are simply black market diamonds and do not necessarily 

fund wars.   But this distinction is not made in the marketing of diamonds because it 

cannot be traced.  Any diamond sold outside of the Kimberley process is considered a 

ñconflict diamond.ò   

These complex issues fuel misleading terminology in the marketplace that makes 

it difficult to know what your money is supporting.  The vast majority of people 

purchasing a diamond are interested in getting the best price.  

For those who are also motivated by ethical concerns, it is best not to get too 

caught up in the internet marketing of ñconflict freeò diamonds. Everybody claims to be 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Non-governmental_organization
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blood_diamond
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blood_diamond
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/De_Beers
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diamond_(gemstone)
http://www.artisanalmining.org/index.cfm?page=page_disp&pid=3305
http://www.ippmedia.com/ipp/guardian/2008/08/24/121178.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kimberley_Process
http://www.worlddiamondcouncil.com/
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ñconflict freeò and Kimberley Certified.  For someone who wishes to shop their values, 

the critical issue is this:  exactly where was the diamond mined and cut?  

Ideally, we would be able to source directly from a community of small scale 

diamond miners that would also cut their own gemstones, which would in turn support a 

strong local economy.   At this point, these models have yet to come fully into fruition 

stages where a supply is readily available.  

Therefore, we rely upon large producers that have organized programs which 

maximize benefit for the local economies where they operate.   

Diamonds from Namibia and Botswana 

 

Namibia is a country about half the size of Alaska, in Southern Africa bordering the 

South Atlantic Ocean.  It is mostly desert and its population of just over two million 

depend upon its extractive industries, particularly because it has very little farmland.    

 

In the past, all diamonds from Namibia were cut in other parts of the world.  Now, it is 

possible to purchase a diamond mined and cut in this economically and politically stable 

African country with organized diamond polishing industries.  This ground-breaking 

initiative allows more money and jobs to stay in local economies, which desperately need 

well paying jobs.   

The polishing facility where we source our diamonds supports over 100 local workers.  It 

represents a functional example of skill transfer, job creation and economic 

empowerment.  In general, workers in the diamond industry earn twice the national salary 

average, which is profound in a country with a relatively small population. 

In the past, diamond companies have been reluctant to create these types of projects 

because they require huge new investments in training and infrastructure.  The initiative 

has been developed by a company which purchases unpolished diamonds from a mine 

owned by DeBeers .  The environmental responsibility of the mine is third and forth party 

verified.   

 

Botswana is one of Africaôs most prosperous countries.  It also depends heavily on the 

diamond sector and has major polishing facilities that provide beneficial downstream 

economy.   Botswana diamonds, however, are only distributed through a select group of 

large jewelry chains.    

 

Beneficiation in the diamond sector represents a best practice.  The people involved in 

this project are very forward thinking and dedicated to creating a better situation in 

Africa.  They deserve and need market support.  
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Diamonds From Canada 

Canadaôs four large diamond mines are among the most regulated in the world 

and there is generally little difference among them since they are all highly regulated by 

the Canadian government. Massive environmental studies 

http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/176 are conducted regularly. Native people have 

been compensated.  

Almost all diamonds are gathered in central polishing locations, where they are 

intermingled regardless of their sourcing. Canadian diamonds have a tiny ñCanada 

Markòhttp://www.canadamark.com/ that gives you assurance that the gems were actually 

mined in Canada.  Cutting takes place in third party certified facilities.  The companies 

that run the mines know that their brand image depends upon the assurance of a seamless 

mine-to-market pipeline.     

Canadian diamonds are heavily marketed as ñconflict freeò since they have no ties 

to regional conflict or the tragic history of Africa and the diamond trade.   What those 

who push Canadian diamonds as the perfect choice do not discuss is the infrastructure 

required to transport millions of gallons of fuel. to run the machinery and generators in 

the arctic tundra, creating disruption to the environment.  Canadian diamonds are part of 

a larger trend that is drastically impacting North Americaôs last Serengeti.   

Other Options: Created Diamonds  

If you feel that the talismanic quality of converting coal to diamond under the earth is not 

important, consider industrially grown diamonds, marketed as ñcreated diamondsò.   

Diamonds are a commodity and our work is to use our purchasing power to benefit 

producer communities while minimizing environmental impact. Perfection should not be 

the enemy of the good.   My personal preference lies with purchasing diamonds that 

support African economies directly.   Canadaôs careful mining practices and the efforts in 

Namibia and Botswana represent the best of what the diamond sector offers in terms of 

ethical sourcing.    

 

http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/176
http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/176
http://www.canadamark.com/
http://www.canadamark.com/
http://www.canadamark.com/
http://www.buzzle.com/editorials/9-21-2005-77241.asp
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Kimberly Process Certi fication: The Deal Is Rotten 

ñEverybody knows the deal is rotten, 

Old black Joe still picking cotton 

For your ribbons and bowséò  

(Leonard Cohen, ñEverybody Knowsò) 

 

The name, Kimberley, comes from the Earl of Kimberley, 

a nobleman from England for whom the original diamond mining area of South Africa 

was named. The first diamonds were found in deep ñKimberliteò veins which sink into 

the ground like giant carrots. 

Kimberley was also the location of the first DeBeers mine named after the 

DeBeers Farm. Back in those days, there were hundreds, perhaps thousands of small 

scale artisan minersðall of whom were white and European in ancestry. 

Tribal societies actually occupied the 6000 acre allotments given to Boers where 

diamonds were found. These early miners utilized disenfranchised tribal people as cheap 

labor.  

Big holes were dug. Boom towns rose up. The early Kimberley veins were so 

dense they created markets that were quite unstable.  

Eventually, the boom-and-bust diamond business of the 1870s and 1880s enabled 

Cecil Rhodes, financed by the Rothschildôs, among others, to buy out all the white small 

scale artisan miners and consolidate the diamond market. DeBeers, known as the 

Diamond Trading Company (DTC) controlled the diamond market for over one hundred 

years.  

From the late 1980ôs to 2003, regional wars were funded by the diamond trade. 

The Kimberley Process was created to stop these wars. 

In fact, if there was one positive outcome of the blood diamond tragedy, it could 

be the Kimberley Process Certification (KPCS). Imagine the difficulty of creating a 

comprehensive treaty with over seventy countries that would encompass all diamond 

producers and purchasers, making conflict diamonds illegal. Given the complexity of the 

diamond sector from mine to market, and the number of countries involved, few believed 

it could be done. 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wh9AC0jCGjY
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Earl_of_Kimberley
http://www.associatedcontent.com/article/15362/the_history_behind_the_debeers_diamond.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cecil_Rhodes
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/N_M_Rothschild_%26_Sons
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diamond_Trading_Company
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The Details of The Treaty 

KPCS is a legally binding treaty, signed by seventy-four countries. Its purpose 

was to create a trail of custody in the supply chain of diamonds that eliminated diamonds 

being used for illicit purposes: the funding of regional conflicts. 

In a nutshell, the goal of KPCS is to regulate the diamond trade, tracing diamonds 

from mine to market through a clear and documented chain of custody. Part of the treaty 

reads:  

ñParticipants are encouraged to ensure that all diamond mines are licensed and to 

allow only those mines so licensed to mine diamonds. Participants are encouraged to 

ensure that prospecting and mining companies maintain effective security standards to 

ensure that conflict diamonds do not contaminate legitimate production.ò  

Note the word, ñencouragedò which is used several times. Though, there are 

missions that visit countries, enforcement of Kimberley is very, very weak. No 

government wants to get kicked out of Kimberley. The treaty supports their ability to 

regulate and tax diamonds. Yet within each country, the treaty is still highly self enforced 

and self regulated. 

Just about everyone sees KPCS as an honest and valiant attempt by the 

international diamond industry that works with NGOs and governments to create a better 

platform. The stakes for the treaty are high. The image of diamonds since the blood 

diamond tragedy has fully depended upon KPCS.  

Yet there are no means of insuring that jewelers sell diamonds that have been 

Kimberley certified.  

KPCS absolutely does not address environmental abuses resulting from diamond 

mining. Nor does it assure ethical labor in the diggingof diamonds, unless you consider 

diamonds produced by under compensated small scale miners, or child workers in 

unregulated environmental conditions as ñethical.ò  

Indeed, even when diamonds come completely traced from legitimate sources, 

under the aegis of the KPCS, many diamond miners continue to exist in abhorrent living 

conditions. The activities in Angola by the star of the Israeli diamond industry, Lev 

Leviev, who was the first to break the DeBeers cartel, are well documented. 

The New York Times wrote a very informative article on Sierra Leone: 

ñDiamonds Move From Blood To Sweat And Tears.ò. Though the war is gone, artisan 

miners still live in abhorrent conditions and are paid often well under $100 a month. 

At a Fair Trade Jewelry conference at which I presented in June, 2008, Sue 

Saanario, the US State Departmentsô Special Liaison For Conflict Diamonds, mentioned 

the need for a ñKimberley II.ò  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kimberly_process
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/03/25/world/africa/25diamonds.html?_r=3&n=Top%2FNews%2FWorld%2FCountries%20and%20Territories%2FSierra%20Leone&oref=slogin
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Kimberley And The Artisan Diamond Diggers 

Kimberley was created to stop the flow of revenues that funded regional conflict. 

It was really the small scale diggers that were finding and selling these diamonds, though 

large scale diamond companies were in the game. DeBeers was purchasing diamonds 

from these small producers until 1999. These days, large scale producers source from 

their own mines which are tightly controlled, which is part of their Kimberley assurance.  

Nevertheless, it is certain that if someone brings a pocket full of uncut diamonds 

to the back alleys of Mumbai, Antwerp or New York, they will, with the exception of 

those that are busted, find a way into the supply chain. Guaranteed. They will end up 

Kimberley-washed by diamond dealers.  

Every diamond dealer in the world will claim to be Kimberley compliant. In other 

words, many lie.   My concern is that far too much business is taking place just as it 

always has: under the table. 

At the Istanbul Gem Show in 2007, I spoke extensively to a big diamond dealer 

there who had a large booth about the massive amount of diamonds that are traded 

outside of Kimberley. Upwards of ten or fifteen percent, he told me. Diamonds are very 

easy to smuggle.  

In a Wall Street Journal article, ñDeBeers Polishes Itôs Imageò, the CEO of 

DeBeers, Penny stated: ñIt is estimated that 99.8% of all diamonds in the world flow 

through the Kimberley Process, which is extraordinary.ò I do not know where that 

statistic comes from.  

As Mark Twain said: ñThere are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies and 

statistics.ò A diamond field can be ten square miles. Smuggling can reach upwards of 

fifteen percent, according to an international diamond expert whose specialty is human 

rights issues. 

The only way it can be true, is that so many companies ñKimberley washò 

diamonds, which are massively smuggled through the small scale mining sector where 

many African diamonds are sourced.  

Today, diamonds are funding regional conflicts in Zimbabwe, which recently had 

mass killings in their diamond fields.  

Also listed as blood diamond sources are The Democratic Republic of the Congo 

and the Ivory Coast. All these issues are detailed and widely published from Partnership 

Africa Canada, which has become the ñconscienceò of the diamond sector.  

No one knows what percentage of diamonds are funding wars versus what 

percentage are simply being sold on the black market by small scale diamond diggers 

trying to survive.  

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB121538963806131221.html?mod=googlenews_wsj
http://www.irishtimes.com/newspaper/world/2009/0320/1224243122910.html
http://www.pacweb.org/e/
http://www.pacweb.org/e/
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The critical issue here is smuggling. Not all smuggled diamonds are blood 

diamonds. The Republic of Congo, for example, has no diamond mining, yet the country 

has been exporting large amounts of diamonds which cannot be traced to any origin. 

Venezuela has about ten thousand artisan diggers and has not signed on to Kimberley at 

all.  

Yet KPCS states:  ñAll artisanal and informal diamond miners should be licensed 

and only those persons so licensed should be allowed to mine diamonds.ò  

According to the Diamond Development Initiative (DDI), which is addressing the 

difficulties in the small scale diamond mining sector, there are up to 120,000 diggers in 

Sierra Leone, 800,000 in the Democratic Republic of Congo and many tens of thousands 

in Angola, Liberia, Brazil, Guyana, Venezuela and elsewhere. 

Before Kimberley, diamonds were often traded without state regulation. Now, for 

diamonds to go through proper channels, over a million small scale artisan miners who 

dig for diamonds in alluvial deposits must be ñlicensedò and sell to ñauthorizedò dealers.  

ñAuthorized dealers?ò ñLicenses?ò Consider the countries where these wars took 

place. They lacked social institutions and were massively corrupt. Huge amounts of 

business takes place around the world outside of government control and taxation. Why 

would a small scale digger want to be taxed on his sale?  

It could be argued that at least these diamond diggers do not have a gun to their 

head, though how much this is a result of Kimberley is subject to interpretation.  

Nation building takes many, many years and great resources. Yet, the 

effectiveness of the treaty rests upon the ability of governments to create fair systems. 

This is an impossible prerequisite and is the achillesô heel of KPCS. It essentially made 

Kimberleyôs effectiveness questionable from the start.  

Governments limit the licenses and there is often an intricate web of relationships 

that work against the small scale miner. Officially sanctioned middle men are inevitably 

going to pay as little as they can so they can make more money.  

In fact, the licensing system naturally lends itself to cartels which funnel all the 

diamonds through a few favored suppliers. For the miner, getting a fair price for a 

diamond or going black market may be the difference between having food for a family 

and going hungry. Ironically, the Kimberley Process, which was created to eliminate 

ñblood diamondsò did so by creating conditions perfect for a black market.  

This type of legal structuring is not present in the sale of any other gemstone. If I 

want a Zambian emerald, I can go to a region where stones are mined, and buy directly 

from the source. I could develop a strong relationship with an artisan group and pay them 

absolutely the best price, assuring that they would keep the cream for me.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Republic_of_Congo
http://www.ddiglobal.org/
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Then I could take the ruff to cutters in Namibia, Botswana or Bangkok. If I was 

really ambitious and had the scalability, I could invest in local cutters. Thus, I could bring 

the stone to market assuring mine-to-market custody on a small scale.  

Whether this diamond would be considered fair trade is an issue beyond the scope 

of this article. It would certainly provide mine-to-market custody for the small scale 

miner. But I cannot do this with diamonds without breaking international law. 

This tangled web explains why it has been so difficult to bring anything like an 

ethically sourced diamond from a small scale miner to market. The paper trail and 

government regulation, for all the good it does, also essentially smothers a lot of 

opportunity for the entrepreneurial gem trader.  

A Great Marketing Scheme 

Kimberley has become an excellent marketing scheme that provides great cover 

for jewelers who simply want to continue to do business as usual. It is even used to 

undermine legitimate attempts to raise the standards. An extreme example was in the 

Baselworld International Jewelry Trade Show in spring, 2008. This statement appeared in 

the daily newsletter by a leading official from the Antwerp diamond industry.  

ñDetermining the origin is a direct result of the Kimberley Process and guarantees 

customers that this is a fair trade diamond which has been produced in accordance with 

ethical standards.ò 

Not only is this attempt to brand Kimberley with an ethical code of conduct 

inaccurate, but to link Kimberley with the concept of fair trade is deeply undermining for 

those who are attempting to achieve the illusive goal of a true fair trade diamond.  

On the retail front, an article in the diamond sectorôs Rapaport Magazine (9/07) 

surveyed sales people in Las Vegas, NV exposing the banality of jewelry stores that sell 

diamonds, often misinforming customers in regard to conflict diamond issues while 

selling. The article never made it online because it generated so much controversy. It is 

easy to get the impression that the blood diamonds tragedy is viewed by many in the 

jewelry trade as a public relations issue rather than a moral crisis.  

Whatôs particularly confusing on the consumer end is how terminology is used in 

the marketing of diamonds. The term, ñblood diamondsò and ñconflict diamondsò are 

used synonymously. To the public, these diamonds are most readily associated with war 

torn areas as portrayed in the recent film. This is in accordance with the UNôs definition 

of conflict diamonds as: ñdiamonds that originate from areas controlled by forces or 

factions opposed to legitimate and internationally recognized governments, and are used 

to fund military action in opposition to those governments.ò  

However, Wikipedia, has a slightly different but important emphasis on the notion 

of conflict free: ñA conflict-free diamond is a diamond whose profits arenôt used to fund 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blood_diamonds
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wars and which is produced and mined under ethical conditions. Only diamonds that are 

certified and can be traced from the mine to the consumer are conflict-free diamonds.ò 

(my bold) 

In this definition, since ñconflict freeò diamonds are linked to those, ñproduced 

and mined under ethical conditionsé from mine to the consumerò, it becomes 

understandable why some companies have based their entire marketing on the claim that 

conflict free applies only to diamonds mined in highly controlled western nations, such as 

Australia and Canada.  

The Net Effect of Kimberley 

The real lack of teeth in the Kimberley treaty leads any skeptical and ethical 

person who knows a little about the history of the diamond trade to wonder about the real 

reason so many countries and diamond dealers have supported the treaty.  

The treaty does not address the social and economic relationships which were the 

cause of the blood diamond tragedy. It is a perfect collusion between government and 

large scale mining to control the diamond sector. Let us look at the real outcome, its two 

main results. What it essentially accomplishes is: 

make their attempts to be fairly compensated for the digging much more difficult (which 

accounts for the black market trade.)  

 perfect cover for the marketing of diamonds. Everyone can continue to 

claim Kimberley compliance even though the black market continues to thrive.  

ive large scale mining added advantage, since they easily comply with Kimberley 

without any real burden.  

arge scale mining (the key stakeholder that framed the Kimberley 

Certification Process) to provide the greatest assurance of mine to market custody. 

(LSM=KPCS.)  

As a diamond seller, I get calls all the time offering massively discounted 

diamonds with prices that are not available through official ñsite holdersò who distribute 

the diamonds from large producers like Rio Tinto and DeBeers. I wonder where those 

ñbargainsò are coming from?  

The irony of naming the current legal document Kimberley.  For those who know 

history it is kind of an inside jokeðlike the Native Americans who opened casinos 

around my home in Santa Fe, New Mexico, naming them, ñCities of Gold.ò 

. 
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Everybody Knows 

 In May, 2009, Ian Smillie, perhaps the most respected international diamond 

human rights expert, resigned from his position on Kimberleyôs governing body.   

In an article published by Chaim Even-Zohar in Diamond Intelligence Brief 

online, he stated, ñWe refuse to deal with human rights abuse in alluvial diamond mining, 

surely a fundamental issue for a body that aims to stop ñbloodò diamondsé There is a 

basic truth: when regulators fail to regulate, the systems they were designed to protect 

collapseò 

In another article, Zohar, who is also a member of the World Diamond Council 

(WDC), was quoted in the Johannesburg Times as saying,  

ñThough the very existence of the KPCS has rightfully been heralded as a 

magnificent achievement, it is slowly degenerating into an antidemocratic, non-

accountable and non-transparent mechanism.ò 

ñIts key members spend great efforts fighting the dissemination of relevant 

feedback to their constituencies and stakeholders as a way to mask their inability to act 

responsibly and do what they are supposed to do. As such, the KPCS is evolving in ways 

that will gradually erode its trust and standing within and outside its immediate 

stakeholder communities.ò 

Kimberley was always, in its essence, ñan antidemocratic, non-accountable and 

non-transparent mechanism.ò Small scale mining, the key stakeholder, did not have full 

consultation.  

Though Kimberley was framed in large part by NGOs, such as Global Witness, 

the Jewelry sectorôs use of Kimberley to create a fair and ethical diamond supply chain is 

analogous to believing that the plumbing, electrical, foundation, walls, ceiling, and roof 

of a house will change when you paint from optic white to off white. 

Until we have truth and reconciliation, can we be sure of the real intentions and 

sincerity of the WDC along with their network?  

Perhaps the World Diamond Council could look in the mirror instead of reflecting 

blame to those corrupt states (which provide them their products), the Kimberley Process 

(which they framed) and the Artisan mining sector (from which they purchase). 

But the really big question I want to know is where these upstanding members of 

the diamond trade were ten years ago, when all the wars funded by diamonds were taking 

place. Why did they not do something after 10,000 were killed, or 100,000 or 1,000,000? 

Were two million deaths to fund regional wars enough? NO. They still sold their 

diamonds and lived in a consensus trance in which money was more important than 

humanity.  

http://www.thetimes.co.za/News/Article.aspx?id=963749
http://www.globalwitness.org/index.php?skip_landing=1
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Why did they wait until 4 million? And why didnôt the diamond sector and 

jewelers as a whole really notice these issues until the Blood Diamond movie? Isnôt there 

something wrong here? Or is it that I am really misguided and mistrustful of their 

motives to feel that their voices ring somewhat hollow, without any truth and 

reconciliation?  

The Kimberley Process Certification (KPCS) is part of a historical continuum. 

First the blood diamond tragedy, which wiped out about four million Africans, for which 

no one in the diamond sector has ever been held accountable; and then Kimberley, 

created to marginalize the small scale miner and better control the diamond sector to the 

advantage of large scale mining companies colluding with governments. 

The process continues to be used to mislead the public. If you have a cynical view 

of the diamond sector and their motives, you could conclude that KPCS, for the 

disenfranchised diamond digger, it is a perfect One, Two Blow! 

Conclusion 

Some people will read this article and say that I totally oppose Kimberley, which 

is not true. Many, many people are working very hard to give this treaty more teeth. I do 

not fault the treaty for its shortcomings. It may be displaying its best possible outcome, 

given the ground upon which it is constructed. 

This does not, however, change the way the jewelry sector uses Kimberley in its 

marketing. Obviously, I also have strong concerns about its effect on the small scale 

diamond miner.  

There is one simple, elegant solution which would eliminate most of the black 

market for diamonds. Small scale diggers need real incentives to work within KPCS. For 

this to happen, we would need to create real free markets that would make the black 

markets obsolete. 

Make it beneficial for the small miners to sell in KPCS markets. Let those 

governments implementing the Kimberley process with ñauthorized dealersò just pay the 

small scale minors what the diamonds are really worth. 
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How Canadian Diamonds Impact People and the Wild 

An Interview with Tracey Williams, Trustee for The Canadian National Parks and 

Wilderness Society. 

Tracey Williams has been living in a community near the diamond mines since 1999 and 

has extensive experience within First Nation communities. This interview provides a first 

hand account of the effect of massive strip mining in the tundra, both on Natives and 

wildlife. 

Over the past few years, the Canadian diamond industry has branded itself as a perfect 

ñguilt free choiceò for the progressive consumer, often to the consternation of those 

committed to creating benefit through African diamonds. Though no conflict diamonds 

are coming from Canada, every diamond has an impact, no matter where it comes from. 

Marc: For many months now, Iôve been trying to get a first hand understanding of 

what is taking place in the Canadian diamond sector.  

Tracey: For you as jeweler, this is a question of gradients. You have to have a 

source of gemstones that you can use and that can be consistently supplied, a quality 

product that you can feel good about.  

Marc: I interviewed a wildlife biologist, Kim Poole last May. He told me that the mines 

are very well managed.  

Tracey: When Kim says that Canadian diamond mines are heavily regulated and 

heavily looked after, I think that overall, the regulatory process in Canada is about as 

intelligent on most points as it gets. But one thing to keep in mind: it all depends upon 

what is enforced and enforceable. You have all these things written down and that is only 

as good as the ability to uphold what is put down in principal.  

In the Northwest Territories, the Canadian government and the aboriginal people 

have made some mistakes in dealing with the companies. But aboriginal people have put 

themselves in a position of authority. They are continually coming back with political 

clout to assure certain agreements have been signed. So far, diamond mining companies 

have been adhering more or less with these.  

Marc: More or lessé Youôre implying then that enforcement is, perhaps, inconsistent?  

Tracey: There are impact and benefit agreements, these are socio-economic 

agreements that include training and work quota that have to be met. They might come in 

once or twice a year and take pictures to make you think that they are actually there every 

day, making sure that the environmental standards are being strictly enforced. They are 

putting much more into the marketing of the image of uprightness.   

http://www.cpaws.org/
http://www.cpaws.org/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Nations
http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/176
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But when you compare and contrast there are people far and away in much worse 

situationsðsuch as the Navajo. The courts in Canada are strongly aligned with first 

nation rights and treaty. That is one thing that is going in favor for First Nations people in 

Canada. The Territories are an interesting anomaly to North America. They have learned 

from the context in other places.  

Marc: As mines opened, have all the companies that mine diamonds more or less 

followed the same procedures?  

Tracey: DeBeers has a big project that they want to develop which is in a 

watershed flowing through a 32,000 sq km study area, for one of Canadaôs next major 

protected areas. People here are not into that (the new diamond project). DeBeers are 

upholding every environmental assessment but they were working hard to avoid the 

higher level of review, which is a paneled environmental impact review (EIR).  

This community said no, you wonôt avoid this review, and regional regulatory 

authorities sided with that of the communities. This community has been very good about 

doing their homework. But they have a constant battle to uphold their rights.  

DeBeers just opened the third diamond mine in the NWT, and are planning a 4th 

project, Gacho Kue. The people here have a lot of strategic thinkers and fighters and are 

not interested in seeing that through. The indigenous people have one advocate within the 

governmental structure here they can depend on: the courts acknowledge treaty rights. 

Those rights are tied to land tenure. 

Marc: What is your involvement with these communities?  

Tracey: I work with elders and community researchers on land issues, traditional 

land use, mapping and collecting oral history for various projects in all kinds of ways. 

My work is to assist community people to exercise the will of the People, the elders.  

Marc: Are these groups more or less aligned in their views?  

Tracey: Every community is different in the territories but there is a universal 

trait. They are all very much passionate about their connection to the land they walk on. It 

is obvious, and still practiced. That there is nothing more true. I have witnessed it, seen it.  

I know young leaders, and worked with up and coming leaders. The elders had 

their own hard decisions to make. Their biggest conflicts were around questions like, do I 

take the payment that the government is offering me and send my kids to residential 

school or do I keep them here within their culture and language? What I can offer them in 

terms of future if they cannot walk the two cultures? Younger leaders today essentially 

have similar struggles, but they have more outside influence of contemporary North 

American cultural persuasion and influence to contend with. Consumer culture is a strong 

force. These influences take time away from language transmission or being on the land. 
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The values espoused there, on TV, in movies and video games are not ones necessarily 

aligned with traditional or contemporary understandings of First Nations culture.  

What the companies do when they come into an area is to find those people who 

will be allied with their points of view of how economic development is going to 

proceed. Then they separate them from people who see the need for other land uses 

which may be less immediately in terms of economic gain. The companies try their best 

to fragment the communities.  

In the best case scenario, the chief and councils are strong enough to organize 

their community to make a stand for reasonable economic development with their 

interests represented. A cornerstone of community consultation is illustrated by the 

proposed McKenzie Valley Gas pipelineôs Berger inquiries. This was famous in terms of 

indigenous social justice and it happened in the early seventies. The proposed oil and gas 

pipeline was to run from the Arctic Ocean along the McKenzie River to Edmonton. A 

federal commission was to write a report to Premier and ministries. It took three years to 

do the full review. Judge Berger held hearings in every single one of the 35 communities 

in the McKenzie Valley and listened to the elders, everyone. It was the first time that oral 

history was considered testimony. From listening to everyone, Judge Berger made many 

recommendations. These included that a string of protected areas be created along the 

Valley to protect threatened species, that the pipeline proposal be postponed for ten years 

due to the considerable harm it would inflict on communities, that construction phase 

would be the bulk of jobs for people, that no long term employment projections were 

realistic.  

Marc: How are the communities impacted by the diamond mines?  

Tracey: The mines here are not directly adjacent to daily community life, yet the 

environmental impacts to their traditional lands, in their watersheds are felt; people still 

use and eat food harvested from the land. Concern over environmental degradation of 

their land causes considerable real stress to all members of the community. They work at 

the mines. They try to maintain consistent family life with one parent usually on a 

schedule of two weeks on, two weeks off. This is difficult. But they also see the fact that 

these forces of development and mining are huge and they have to get the most out of 

mining companies as they possibly can.  

In some cases, what they are getting now is too little, particularly with BHP- the 

Ekati Mine. This was the first diamond mine in the NWT and in Canada. It broke up the 

community because some people may say the Impact Benefit Agreement (IBA) is just a 

form of bribery. The corporation or multinational is now expected to negotiate an IBA 

with the impacted community (-ies). IBAôs are basically socio-economic agreements 

between the company and the aboriginal government whose traditional territory is under 

mineral exploration or development. The fact the IBAôs exist now is seen as real 

progress, but the first IBAs were signed before people understood the real money coming 

out of the mines. Again, IBAôs are only as good as they are negotiated and enforced by 

the First Nations or aboriginal group(s) signing onto them. 
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Marc: What about the environmental impact of these first mines?  

Tracey: The real issue here is contamination; these diamond mines are on the 

tundra impairing water quality and all that survive on the water indefinitely into the 

future. The tundra is very fragile, permafrost. Putting a town in the middle of tundra 

which is dependent on diesel generatorsðyou can only imagine how much fuel is 

required to be shipped in, not to mention every single repair, supplies, food for 300 

people in a moonscape situation in winter. It is crazy, what they have managed to create 

in a tundra landscape.  

Itôs all about the ice road trucker, driving across the tundra. When you have a strip 

mine you have all kinds of impactsðroads and infrastructure, waste water, spills of oil 

and gas, the dust from trucks driving up from the pits 24 hours a day, and the oxidizing 

waste rock pilesé what they do to the water and acidification of the water, to the aquatic 

life, is monumental. With diamond mining, you donôt have the more-well known toxic 

chemical separation processes, but you are using high amounts of energy using 

generators, and there is water contamination.  

These are universal traits to strip mining the world over. Unless you are panning 

in alluvial deposits for the gems, you are looking at crazy underground mines or strip 

mining. On the tundra, the impact of the footprint of one diamond mine on ecological 

habitat is enormous. 

Plus, these mines are often located in the center of worldôs ribbon of northern 

boreal forest. The Caribou herds, in great number, are incredible feats of nature. The 

shear numbers of mammals moving together in a great pattern from boreal forest to the 

tundra to the shores of the Arctic Ocean every year is astonishing. These mines are in the 

midst of those migration patterns.  

Marc: What other issues are there?  

Tracey: One of the boons to mining industry here in the Territories is the amount 

of water available. No one else is using it. No other players. Enforcement is dicey. You 

are out there on your own. You can do pretty much what you want. If something spills 

and there is an accidentðwho knows.  

That said, there are pretty good environmental controls and independent boards to 

oversee scientific data that include aboriginal traditional knowledge and scientific experts 

to uphold standards. But acid mine drainage (ADM) is a real issue, affecting PH levels, 

thus all life in the water. Although water quality monitoring is taken seriouslyðall the 

various quantities are measured, so if something falls out of acceptable limits there are 

levels of alarm that can be raised, there is a tremendous amount of uncertainty around 

predicting ADM rates. Yet, acid generation may not start up at a mine site for decades 

and persist for literally hundreds of years. Certain polymers in the processed kimberliteð

the rock formation diamonds in the rough are foundðhave also been proven toxic to life 

in the water column, the aquatic food chain.  
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At least in Canada, we have independent boards respected by mining, aboriginal 

groups in technical panels to review regular environmental monitoring reports made by 

industrial environmental teams. That being said, the impact of the mine site footprint 

canôt be underestimated to the tundra environment. BHP and Diavik Diamond mines 

found that biological technicians were reporting there was just an incredible enticement 

that the mines posed to the animals. 

Marc: Enticements?  

Tracey: The wolverine populationðthe home range of a wolverine is very, very 

large, several hundred square kilometers on the tundra. There must have been 12 or 13 

wolverines attracted to the site one season that I was reviewing documents from mines on 

the subjectðthey have an incredibly large territory. For that many wolverines to be 

attracted by the mine by the foraging opportunities, into one area, for scavenging around 

the footprint of the mine site, is a huge impact to their behavior and habitat. That happens 

year after yearðthe actual mine site poses a gigantic impact to the tundra ecology and to 

wolverines in particular.  

Marc: Are there other examples?  

Tracey: Concerning the mine as a huge scavenging opportunity for other animals, 

foxes, bears are trapped in varying numbers as well at mine sites. The caribou herds, and 

in particular the Bathurst Herd and Beverly Herd migration patterns and herd size have 

definitely been impacted. A researcher affiliated with the Lutsel Kôe Dene First Nation, 

elders and hunters actually helped to conduct one of the latest surveys of the Bathurst 

Herd. It was very labor intensive, a tremendous amount of flight time over incredible 

distances, and involved a lot of data crunching. You can only do a certain percentage of 

their territory. Herd numbers are at an all time low. Very costly and difficult to 

completeðoften due to weatherï aerial surveys are practically the best tool to assess 

their health and overall population as a herd. The Beverly barren land caribou herd size 

recently surveyed fall of 2008 reported numbers shockingly low.  

Changes in herd size fluctuate and herds will shift in distribution, but there is real 

concern around the fact that human activity could speed up decline in population size of 

the herds. The mines are right in the middle of their migration patterns. I believe that 

mines are partially playing a part and probably a significant part in the reduction of the 

survey numbers.  

Yet when people purchase a Canadian diamond, they are buying it often because 

they feel it is a conflict free, ethical diamond that isnôt negatively impacting the 

environment.  

You can only hold that view that Canadian diamonds are the conflict choice if 

conflict is defined purely as war, and class politics as played out by the motion picture 

Blood Diamondé.  
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This is a process of education. People are manipulating the system to assure 

themselves a slice of the market. It may take some jostling to uncover, to get the lenses 

focused right, to bring out the fuller picture, so that the consumer better understands their 

choices.  

So conflict free doesnôt take into consideration the contamination and pollution of 

air, water and land, often in some of the most pristine places held sacred to indigenous 

peoples the globe over, the damage to watersheds and the complexity of ófixingô the 

ecological damage left in its wake. Persistent problems, left after the short life of the 

mine is over, of strip mining or deep underground mining, will be left for our children to 

endure. The impact to quality of ecological life is serious.  
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The Impact of Canadian Diamond Mining from a Wildlife 

Biologist Perspective  

Kim Poole, www.aurorawildlife.com has over 25 years of professional wildlife 

experience in the public and private sector throughout western Canada, with extensive 

experience in the Northwest Territories where diamond mining is taking place.  

His work focuses on wildlife research and management, as well as wildlife habitat 

management and assessment.  

I met him in British Columbia, where we discussed diamond mining issues. These 

follow up questions were sent via email. 

Marc: Letôs start with your experience studying the impact of diamond mining in 

Canada. What exactly was the scope of your work around the diamond mines and 

who employed you? 

Kim:  I have been involved in environmental monitoring and assessment of 

diamond mines in the NWT for about 5 years, designing, assessing and reviewing 

wildlife programs. I have come at this from the perspective of an independent consultant 

designing and reviewing monitoring wildlife programs, and more recently as a member 

of the Independent Environmental Monitoring Agency (IEMA), a public watchdog for 

environmental monitoring of BHP Billitonôs Ekati diamond mine. 

Marc: Who owns the land that the mines are on and how are these mines impacting 

the environment and wildlife? 

Kim:  I am not certain, but I believe most of the mines are Crown land owned by 

the Federal government. Mines of this nature have an impact on the environment and 

wildlife at some scale. The Ekati mine, for example, currently has a 20 km² footprint. 

This leads to local displacement of small mammals and birds and impacts to the 

vegetation. At a larger scale these NWT diamond mines have made great efforts to 

minimize and mitigate potential impacts to the environment. Some changes to the aquatic 

and terrestrial systems have occurred, but these are minimized and contained to the 

greatest degree possible. Thus, while there are still potential impacts that are currently 

being addressed and uncertainties in the system that require further monitoring, on the 

whole these mines operate in an environmentally sound manner. 

Marc: Can you have a sense of how this economic development is affecting the 

Native communities, for better or worse?  

Kim:  Socio-economic impacts are not my specialty, but these mines appear to 

have produced well-paying, long-term training and employment for Aboriginal peoples in 

communities scattered across the north. In areas where opportunities for economic 

advancement are limited, I believe this has tended to smooth the boom and bust cycle of 

resource development that has occurred in the past in some areas. This obviously has had 

http://www.aurorawildlife.com/
http://www.monitoringagency.net/
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an impact on the traditional Aboriginal lifestyle practiced by most Northerners until 

recently. 

 

Marc: Iôve heard from others that Yellowknife is a boom-town which brings on a 

whole set of problems. Any sense of this? 

Kim:  I lived in Yellowknife for 15 years in the 1980s and 1990s, leaving just as 

the Ekati mine, Canadaôs first diamond mine, was being constructed. Situated where it is, 

and depending heavily on resource extraction (the town was built on two gold mines), 

Yellowknife has always had a frontier/boom-town flavour. The diamond mines have 

definitely intensified this milieu.  

Marc: Diamond mining is expanding in the region. What do you view as the critical, 

ongoing environmental risks as mining expends? 

Kim:  The main risk is to ensure that the cumulative impacts of all human activity 

do not adversely affect the environment, specifically wildlife. Any one mine on its own 

may produce relatively minor, localized impacts, but in concert with all other activity, all 

these sources of development (mining developments, communities, camps, lodges, etc.) 

may exceed some threshold that could cause negative impacts. Some wildlife in the north 

have huge annual ranges that have the potential to interact with sources of disturbance 

across a broad area.  

Marc: In your opinion, are all mines the same in terms of impact on the 

environment, or are some better managed than others? What Iôm trying to 

understand is whether or not a particular site has a more onerous reputation than 

other sites. 

Kim:  In this day and age, I suggest all mines in the North have environmental 

standards that are far superior to those which occurred in the past. There are a multitude 

of regulatory requirements, licenses, and permits that are required to construct and 

operate a mine, and a host of regulatory agencies that monitor this process. That said, 

each company has a subtly different approach to the process, which means that some are 

indeed easier to work with and better managed than other. 

 

Marc: Would you recommend a Canadian diamond to your environmentally 

activists friends?  

Kim:  If a diamond is in someoneôs plans, yes, without hesitation. 

Marc: Anything else that youôd like to ad?  
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Ki m: Readers may wish to visit the IEMA website for updates on our review of 

the environmental program at Ekati. Similar websites are available for the other 2 

operations diamond mines in the NWT (Diavik and Snap Lake). 

http://www.monitoringagency.net/
http://www.emab.ca/
http://www.slema.ca/
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Fair Trade Challenges in the Gemstone Sector***SEE 

CONTENTS***  
 

 

This first article in this section give a broad overview of some of the issues involves in 

fair trade gemstones.   

 

The next article, a conversation between an American and African on gemstone sourcing, 

shows how challenging the issue of trust is between those who source the stones and 

those who buy them.   

 

This article is followed by an interview with Guy Clutterbuck, who has been able to 

establish strong relationships with Africans in Zambia based upon remarkable trust.  This 

is followed by an interview with Mike Argenent who has set up an innovative ñOpen 

Sourceò platform.    

 

An article on the Burmese ruby boycott argues that the issues are not as straightforward 

as they have been presented generally in the press. 

 

Finally, I myself have been involved in launching a campaign to let the English speaking 

world know what is taking place in Greenland around the issue of rubies.   
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The Challenges and Opportunities 

in Supplying Fair Trade Gemstones 
 

 The issue of fair trade gemstones is complex and difficult to sort out. What I 

will outline here are three different scenarios that offer possibilities for more transparent, 

ethical sourcing of fair trade gemstones from artisan miners.   

  

Small Scale Cooperatives  

 

 The first scenario in the development of fair trade gemstones involves 

cooperatives.   The Womenôs Mining Cooperative of Tanzania is an example of a small 

scale mining group that offers gems to the benefit of a local community.    

 The Association of Responsible Mining (ARM) has developed standards for fair 

trade precious metal which have been widely recognized as exemplary.  Third party fair 

trade precious metal is already available on the market.  It is within the realm of 

possibility that they will go into the gemstone sector as well.   

 Fair trade Diamonds have also been considered by groups that are under the 

Fair Labeling Organizations (FLO).  One issue is what group will the fair trade diamond 

label benefitðlarge, medium or small producers.   

   

Independent Initiatives  
 

 A second example involves pioneers such as Columbia Gems, who have 

developed the resources to contract with governments and mines to create a fair trade 

based system with a select group of stones.   Many suppliers and retailers in the 

mainstream jewelry sector now heavily depend upon this selection of gemstones.    

 Columbia has developed and published its own fair trade standards for 

gemstone production. The pioneering work of Eric Braunwart, founder of the company, 

is widely respected in the entire jewelry sector and beyond. 

 

Independents 

  

 A third example includes working with individuals who contact the miners and 

develop relationships based upon a fair trade ethos.  I work with one individual who has 

painstakingly developed a direct relationship with miners in Zambia and Sri Lanka.  

 One particular village where my contact now sources excellent emeralds had 

actually closed their emerald mine for years because they were no longer willing to do 

business with unscrupulous dealers.    

 His commerce now supports schools and AIDS treatment programs for the 

village as a whole. This person takes his stones to a particular clean cutting factory in 

Thailand in which workers are well paid.   
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 There are certainly other gemstone dealers who work carefully to assure that 

their supply chain, from mine to trade, is clean and ethical.  One example is Zultanite, 

which is sourced out of one mine in Turkey.  

 

The Key Element: Trust 

 

 One could argue that third party assurance is necessary in order for these efforts 

to be credible. Each of these scenarios involves, more than anything else, trust.  The 

people in my current supply network for fair trade gemstones feel as strongly about ethics 

as I do.   

 

 Those of us in the jewelry trade need to consider how we can bring in as many 

different types of scenarios that have higher ethical standards as possible.  Just focusing 

on a few with "fair trade" third party certification will not sufficient.    

 

 Yet the most effective means to drive this whole fair trade gemstone movement 

forward lies with the consumer.  When there is a grass roots demand at the brick and 

mortar jewelry stores for more ethically sourced gemstones, the supply chain will 

respond.   
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A Trade Rooted in Mistrust 
 

This is a series of articles I posted on fairjewelry.org between two people in the gemstone 

trade.  The back and forth provides some insight into the obstacles that need to be 

overcome.   

 

 

Jim Fiebig On The Work In Madagascar.  
 

 Jim Fiebig (www.sellmorecolor.com) has been a passionate advocate for the artisan 

mining sector for many years.  Here, he describes the current situation in 

Madagascar, and his work in that country.   This post first appeared on the Madison 

Dialogue list serve, which elicited a response from Mohamed Mnzava, who 

questioned his work.   Jim then responds to Mohamed Mnzava.  I followed this up 

with an interview with Mohamed and a comment from another gemstone dealer.   

 

This post is the first in a series of five consecutive small exchanges covering the issue 

of artisan gemstone mining from a macro perspective of two people in the field.     

 

 

I am very honored to be working with the Madison Dialogue group. I have been involved 

in gemstones and jewelry all of my life. In 2005 I sold my retail jewelry store in Sturgis, 

MI to move to Madagascar and start a gemstone tourism business so American jewelers 

could buy gemstones directly from the Malagasy people who so sorely need the revenue.  

www.gemstonetrips.com  

 

At that time most of the world's sapphire was being smuggled out of this gem rich nation 

with little benefit going to the miners or the government. With pressure from World Bank 

and a dedicated group of American and Malagasy people, including another Madison 

colleague, Tom Cushman, these export laws were re-written to facilitate legal export with 

2% duty on rough and no duty on "tourist" quantities of polished gems.  

 

The Project Governance Resource Mineral started educating hundreds of Malagasy in 

gemology and gem cutting to add value to this incredibly well intentioned 

endeavor.  This has served the country well for three years until an exceptional Emerald 

crystal was deceptively exported.  

 

http://biz.yahoo. com/ap/080729/ hong_kong_ emerald_dispute. html?.v=1  

 

The return of this piece has become a matter of national pride and the once pro-business 

President Ravalomanana has reacted by shutting down all gem related exports. This knee-

jerk reaction has only served to instantly end any income for the thousands of  

artisanal miners all over Madagascar. 

 

I just had seven clients there last month and while they did buy a great deal of rough and 

some cut stones, the rough now resides in my Madagascar bank safe deposit box until we 

http://www.gemstonetrips.com/
http://biz.yahoo.com/ap/080729/hong_kong_emerald_dispute.html?.v=1


 45  

can get the stones out legally. 

 

Our travels to Ilakaka illustrated the dire situation. At mine sources that had at least 140 

men working, there was no activity. In 8 years, I have never seen as much abject poverty 

in this gem mining town. We always see major corporations as the enemy of the artisanal 

miner but this and other experiences have reminded me that the countries and their 

greedy leaders are often the greatest evil. 

 

 

 

Tanzanian Mohamed Mnzava On The Onerous Effects Of Foreign Gem Dealers In 

Tanzania   

 

Mr. Mnzava posted a comment on the Madison Dialogue List Serveða list of people 

world wide interested in ethical jewelry practices: 

 

 ñForeign gemstones dealers notably from USA and Europe, Far East undermine 

miners and governments in Africa.ò   His post was in response to Jim Fiebigôs work 

in Madagascar.   Jim responds in the subsequent piece.  

 

 

I am a Tanzanian/African Gemstones dealer/Exporter based in Tanzania. I have been a 

keep reader of your mail and contributions. I am very fascinated by the Topic Vol 11 

Issue 1- 1. Madagascar embargo causes miners pain (Jim Fiebig) 

 

Itôs a contribution which presents a true nature of the way most foreign gemstones 

dealers, notably from USA and Europe, Far East undermine miners and governments in 

Africa.  

 

Mr. Jim should ask himself:  

 

How did the people he claims are in poverty live before he arrived in Madagascar?  

 

How much in money, knowledge and material worth has he supported the miners?   

 

How much richer has he been since he arrived in Madagascar?   

 

How many Africans has he supported to penetrate the USA and other export markets?   

 

How much does he relatively pay for the gemstones?    

 

There are many questions to ask Mr. Jim and many answers will be obvious that there is 

more to lose from the foreign buyers than gain. I have not seen anywhere in Mr. Jimôs 

letter where he has directly mentioned or blamed whoever did illegally export the 

Emerald crystal in question.    
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In Africa we do blame the Thorn before we blame the affected....   I ask him to personally 

respond to me so that I can give him more data and references of the way foreign 

Gemstones traders rob the African 

 

 

 JIM FIEBIG RESPOND TO MOHAMED MNZAVA, DETAILING HIS WORK 

IN MADIGASCAR  

 

Dear Mr. Mnzava:  

  

Thank you for your interest in the Madison Group efforts and my opinion posted last 

week.  It is this very exchange of views that gives me hope about the spread of freedom 

and information via the World Wide Web. 

  

I have visited your country and had the best experiences I have ever had anywhere in 

Africa, if not the world. I spent a week in Dar-es-Salaam and would love to return there 

again.  I would like to answer your questions in order below. 

 

Itôs a contribution which presents a true nature of the way most Foreign Gemstones 

dealers notably from USA and Europe, Far East undermine miners and Governments in 

Africa, Mr. Jim should ask himself.   

 

QUESTIONS ANSWERED 

 

MM: How did the people he claims are in poverty live before he arrived in 

Madagascar. 

 

JF: Actually, the people in Madagascar who moved from subsistence farming into mining 

increased their income by a great deal.  I fully understand the relative nature of "poverty". 

 

MM: How much in money, knowledge and material worth has he supported the 

miners.  

 

JF: I suppose this question would best be answered by all of the many Malagasy people 

who I have employed in various capacities over the eight years I have traveled to 

Madagascar.  I have supported the IGM Gemological Institute of Madagascar with both 

cash and gemstone contributions.  Several of my clients have also supplied scholarship 

funds to this Institute.   We also support fresh water and sanitation initiatives in the South 

with Azafady, and a Street Childrenôs Center in the capital city.   

 

MM: How much richer has he been since he arrived in Madagascar. 

 

Unfortunately, I must report that I have yet to make back the proceeds from the sale of 

my jewelry store that I invested in Madagascar.  So far I am still out about $65,000.00 US 

dollars. 
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MM: How many Africans has he supported to penetrate the USA or and other 

export market. .   

 

JF: The Malagasy have now made appearances at Tucson and Hong Kong.  This was 

entirely at the direction of Tom Cushman, from America. 

 

MM: How much does he relatively pay for the Gemstones?   
 

JF: Mr. Mohamed, you must understand that unlike all of the other "foreign dealers" you 

speak of, I make no commission from my clientsô transactions with the Malagasy 

dealers.  My sole objective is to increase the volume of business that is done DIRECTLY 

with the Malagasy and facilitate these transactions for "foreign buyers" that want to 

benefit the indigenous population that so often have been robbed of these gems 

throughout history. 

  

MM: There are many questions to ask Mr.  Jim and many answers will be obvious 

that there is more to lose from the foreign buyers than gain.  

 

I would take issue with this since it was only these foreign buyers that brought the 

resources to export these gemstones that meant nothing to the local population.  I still 

believe that local populations should benefit much more than they currently do and that is 

what Madison Group is all about. 

 

MM: I have not seen anywhere in Mr. Jims letter where he has directly mentioned 

or blamed whoever did illegally export the Emerald crystal in question.   

 

JF: The Malagasy woman responsible in part for this deception is currently in jail.  I do 

not condone any smuggling and have been adamant about NOT bribing and doing all the 

things that had become commonplace in the many African gem markets.  Remember I 

started traveling to buy gems for my store in 1988. 

  

MM:   In Africa we do blame the Thorn before we blame the affected.... 

 

JF:  I like this saying.  In Madagascar, the current embargo reaction that has paralyzed 

this growing industry is like our American saying of "Throwing the baby out with the 

bathwater," or "Not seeing the forest for the trees." It is very short sighted and that is my 

only point. 

  

MM: I ask him to personally respond to me so that I can give him more data and 

references of the way foreign gemstones traders rob the African nations.  
 

JF:  Thank you for this opportunity to respond.  I am always interested in learning more 

about other viewpoints. 
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An Interview With Tanzanian Mohamed Mnzava On Gem Dealers In Tanzania   

 

 

The Interview 

 

 

MC: First, can you tell us something about who you are?  How long have you been 

in the gemstone trade?  What kind of company do you have?  How many people do 

you employ?   

 

MM:  I am Mr. Mohamed N. Mnzava (50 yrs old), a Tanzanian.  I have been in the 

Gemstones mining and trading business for more than 17 years (since 1989). I registered 

my company - Chambers Precious Stones in Tanzania in year 1990 as a mining and 

gemstones trading company. The company has 4 people as full time and 20 casual (part 

time). 

  

MC: Where do your source your gemstones from and whom do you sell them to?   

 

MM:  I source over 90% of my Gemstones from Tanzanian small scale miners and 

brokers. Most of my suppliers are people I have known for a long period and who we 

have been working together for a long time. 

 

Most small scale miners operate without licenses, but most brokers are licensed. 

Sometimes I do get small lots of gemstones from associates (importers from neighboring 

countries -notably Msumbiji, Zambia, Malawi and DR of Congo) 

 

MC: In your comment, you spoke of the ñtrue nature of the way most foreign 

gemstone dealersé undermine governments in Africa.ò  Can you elaborate on what 

you mean by this specifically? 

 

MM:   Specifically, all foreign buyers with registered companies stationed here in 

Tanzania pay very little prices for gemstones they buy here.  I have many examples of 

prices being paid here by foreign buyers, most of which reflect a 10 ï 20 % only of the 

average market prices they sell, some of which we can find in their websites. 

 I have witnessed buyers paying US $0.9 for a gram of Sunset Tourmalines (2gm up size) 

which they sell openly at above US $10 per gram in the foreign buyersô websites, after 

only one week after buying the stones here. There are many examples some which show 

extraordinary differences in price ratios.  

 

 I know a lot of foreign buyers who have registered companies here, and not one of them 

have ever provided any formal Gemstone trading knowledge or school sponsorship to 

people who are working for them so that they can one day be self-reliant in this trade. 

 

MC:  If a gem dealer comes to someone like yourself, or an artisan miner and buys 

the gems, why is it, as you say, that ñthere is more to loose with the foreign buyer 

than gain?ò 
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MM:  Itôs in principal that because they do take what they do not fairly pay for itôs an 

unfair game, and in any unfair game be it gambling or football, one side one is loosing, 

one side is being robbed. In every field Fairness is a just causeé. 

For example, all foreign buyers here (in here referred as Gem dealer) do buy Rough 

gemstones only. They do not buy cut stones.   Itôs obvious that the best price anyone can 

get for gemstones is to sell cut stones. In this context the artisan miner, they do not have 

any option of getting the best from the trade unless they can have access to the cut stones 

markets. 

 

Also the buying prices offered by these foreign buyers are too low and this makes the 

cycle of poverty a closed circuit for the artisans who will never get out of poverty as they 

will always be poor and helpless. 

 

Take into account that Gemstones are items which can not be replaced or replenished 

once they have been mined.  Itôs obvious that in a fixed period of time, all the gemstones 

have been mined and finished.  The small scale miners will still have no better position 

because whatever they are being paid can not suffice any other project except subsistence 

living.  

 

This is all very obvious to the population in and around mining areas where billions 

worth of gemstones have been mined and still people are in abject squalid poverty.  What 

have they gained, if they can not even send their kids to school, can not have proper 

sanitation, no medical care, no proper housing? 

 

How would you feel if your guest leaves your home richer then when he came in, used 

you energy, body and mind, took away your every available natural god given resources, 

and you are left with an empty and door less house so you can not feed your wife and 

kids?  Instead, you are left sick, old and tired?  Will you welcome him next time he 

knocks your door? Have you gained or lost?   I am sure itôs all a losing game here. 

 

 

MC:  What in your view would make the current system fairer for artisan small 

scale miners in your region? 

 

MM:  The best and foremost trading step stone is to set a Gemstone exchange with a 

regulatory body which will be acting for the artisan, small scale miners, brokers and local  

Tanzanian gemstones dealers. 

 

Secondarily, to give proper gemstones trade information and knowledge to the above 

mentioned stake holders. 

 

Third, the setting of a bimonthly free newsletter with an intention of reaching a mass 

audience of the stakeholders so as to inform them of market needs/trends and 

fluctuations.  
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MC:  What in your view would make the current system fairer for gem dealers in 

your region? 

 

MM:   First, the foreign buyers should be buying gemstones in regulated Gemstone 

exchange markets as mentioned above, supervised by stakeholders. 

 

Second, foreign buyers should not be allowed to go to the mines (most of which are 

remote) where people lack information and are susceptible to selling their stones with 

limited or outdated trade information. Otherwise, allowance can be made on this with 

limited supervision.  

 

This should hold until artisans have enough awareness and knowledge to the basics on 

gemstones trading.  There is too much to do here, and this forum/interview can not 

accommodate that much. I assume that this is for setting an agenda for actioné  

 

MC:  Do you know about groups such as the Association of Responsible Mining 

(ARM), which has been working with the artisan mining sector to create fair trade 

standards?  Do you believe fair trade principals would be something that would help 

the small scale miners?  If so, what would constitute ñfair tradeò in your view?   

 

MM: Yes, I know about ARM and personally believe in their principals.  But they have 

still to come up with better techniques of empowering the artisans/small scale miners 

with knowledge/education, which I believe is the best tool to fight.  

 

The saying goes - knowledge is power. The artisans do not have this tool no matter how 

much any other effort is put in, the work will be hard and longé.. 

 

MC: If you had the power to make three changes to the current system, what would 

they be? 

 

MM:  Itôs all about one thing, in principle itôs education/ knowledge.  Educate the 

artisans/small miners and local dealers on their basics rights; basic and advanced 

gemstones mining/identification knowledge; trade information and techniques related to 

gemstones trade; laws under the Tanzanian Mining Act. 

 

With education and knowledge, these people will be at a position to defend their rights 

for land grabbing and pollution of their areas, including aquifers and streams. They will 

know how to act according to the local mining rights (the mining act) and even resist to 

any form of unfairness.    

 

Itôs always easier for anyone with education / knowledge to engage in a fight to defend or 

demand their basic rights.   If it takes resistance, courts of law, strikes or any other form 

of fair resistance.   
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We need to have principal amendments which shall guarantee the rights of indigenous 

people or their whole communities where any gemstones or minerals have or will be 

found.  It has to be done in the current Tanzania Mining Act.  

 

MC:  Is there anything else that you would like to add?   

 

MM: Establishment of a permanent Gemstone trade/mining Data centre, where all 

stakeholders will be able to have easy and immediate access to information of what is 

going on in all major and other parts of the world gemstones markets. 

 

Education, education, knowledgeé. this is the key to a door of liberty, the first steps to 

know that your rights are being denied. It is the way to know that someone there is unfair 

to youé. 

 

 

This final piece ended the series of posts. 

 

Gem Dealers Are "Screwed" By Artisan Miners All The Time 
 

 In the gathering information about the artisanal gemstone mining sector, a 

European gemstone dealer emailed me with this comment.  This post really isnôt 

directly connected to either Mohamed or Jim, yet I decided to include it anyway.   

 

It points to why we need some kind of new structure that will break the post colonial 

cycle based on exploitation and greed.  The person commented here wished to 

remain anonymous, but has had decades of gemstone trading experience in both 

Africa and South America.   

 

   
"What no one seems to understand is that EVERY one of the dealers ANYWHERE IN 

THE WORLD will sell you synthetic or misrepresented goods ANY TIME they get the 

chance.  I've been screwed by guys I've known for years in Africa and South 

America.  All these people trying to enhance artisanal minersô lives need to understand 

they are not always innocent poor people.  They have robbed "foreign dealers" as often as 

"foreign dealers" have robbed them.  That is something all these Madison/Eco-

minerals/CASM and all the other NGOs will never understand." 
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A Small Success Model for Gem Trade in Africa 
 

Guy Clutterbuck, who was recently featured in the GIA Winter Loop Magazine, 

http://viewer.zmags.com/showmag.php?mid=wttptd#/page44/ 

has been sourcing gemstones in Africa and around the world for decades.   

 

His relationships with small scale miners, based on trust, are highly unusual and 

stand in contrast to the generally toxic relationship between the small scale miners 

and their typical buyer. 

 

Read more about his approach in this exclusive fairjewelry.org interview, which I 

conducted after the Tucson Gem Show this past February.   Full disclosure: I have 

been purchasing gems from Guy for about fifteen years.  -Marc Choyt, Publisher, 

Fairjewelry.org.   

 

 

Marc: How do you source your aquamarine? 

 

Guy:  Iôve built up a trust with two brothers who are from the same Tombuka tribe.  

Tribal lands stretch from Zambia into Mozambique and into Malawi.  On their land is 

some of the finest spessartite, aquamarine, canary tourmaline and blue green tourmaline 

found in Africa.   

 

The two brothers mentioned have built up an excellent rapport with the chief in an 

aquamarine producing area.   I simply buy the best material from them and the chief.  The 

chief insures that the villages from the area also benefit.   

 

Marc: How does the process work?  

 

Guy:  The method of sourcing aquamarine is two-tier.  I invest money in advance toward 

paying for the villagers in the Aquamarine area.  Then Iôll return in six months.   Then 

they keep all the best material for me.  After they payback the advance, they make profit 

on the stones. 

 

I know I pay more than the competition because I see the best pieces.  Any experienced 

buyer worth his salt will know if the cherries are missing from the lot.  Good faith is 

reciprocated in numerous ways through the entire process.  This sort of trust in Africa is 

unheard of.   

 

Marc: Is it all done with hand dug mines?  

 

Guy:  Absolutely.  The reason for maintaining a hand dug mine as opposed to 

mechanized is that it supports the local neighborhood and additionally, maintains some 

secrecy to discourage outside buyers.   Once you are mechanized, everyone and their aunt 

knows about it through the bush telegraph system.   

http://viewer.zmags.com/showmag.php?mid=wttptd#/page44/
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Also, hand digging discourages theft.   If you are unwise enough to invest in a mine and 

then expect to see material without paying for it you will be sadly disappointed.    

 

.   

Marc: What effect does your business have on the local community?   

  

Guy:  Before I turned up, the local buyers were thoroughly unpopular because they would 

screw them into the ground.  The miners were so despondent, because having broken 

their backs with hard work they found they were not getting the money they had hoped 

for, and they just found it easier just to do farming.  The local buyers would play games 

with foreign exchange rates, or sell them dud second hand vehicles, and generally jerk 

them around. 

 

Being totally straightforward opened up enormous possibilities.  The two brothers work 

closely with the chief of the tribe.  The tribal system works ï the chief has a noblesse 

oblige to take care of his tribes people who are essentially in his parish.    

 

So if a chief is dishonorable, he is pretty swiftly impeached and kicked out of office.  

Dealing with the two brothers, who function in part as the chiefôs assistants, you can be 

sure that cases of hardship for the miners and families are addressed by the chief himself.    

 

Marc:  There is still integrity in the tribal system? 

 

Guy:  Massive integrity.  If you want to look at ecology for example; as an individual you 

cannot just cut down a tree in the bush.  You have to ask the chief and he checks with the 

locals.   In Africa, the further you get away from the urban centers, the more the chiefôs 

word is law.    

 

  

Marc: You then end up with a bunch of mix quality aquamarine rough?  

 

Guy:  I tend to buy the parcel and not be too picky because I know how much hard work 

has gone into the mining of it.  So if they build a nice parcel with good cherries in the pie 

I will try to buy the whole lot, using the included material for cabs and carvings, keeping 

the finest pieces aside for rings, and custom designed pieces.   

 

The parcels are always good enough.  We have built up an understanding over twenty 

years.  Sometimes I will buy moderate material if they are desperate.  Is it middle ground:   

you have to be compassionate without being a ósoft touchô.    

 

Marc: What about the cutting?  

 

Guy:  The cutting stageðthe ones that are good color and small size, I take to Sri Lanka 

because they are used to cutting calibrated stones.  Special bigger pieces, I get cut in 

Thailand.  
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In Thailand, my cutter employs his immediate family and good friends.  The best cutters 

are kept employed and not laid off during lean periods. They are also well compensated 

for their work.  If people are not happy they simply leave the factory. 

 

Marc: How are your stones sourced in Sri Lanka?   

 

Guy:  I work with one supplier in Sri Lanka and he is a maestro when it comes to 

sapphires.  We also jointly invested in a mine, and share the production evenly with the 

miners and the foreman when the stones are sold.  We have eight miners, a foreman, and 

the two of us.   Consequently here are eleven shareholders.   

 

Working this way discourages theft because the miners get a share of the sale.  We also 

source from other small scale mining operations.  This assures that the local economy 

benefits.  The lack of heavy machinery also means that the supply is going to last over 

generations.  We work entirely with small scale production.   

 

Marc: How about the cutting there?  

 

Guy:  My contact in Sri Lanka was also my cutter.  He began as a stone cutter at an early 

age, and being a powerhouse of energy has developed a formidable cutting factory 

employing hundreds from the local community.  He has built schools and as a sideline he 

invests in small scale mines. 

 

The Sri Lankan facilityðthey have really great conditions to work.  In Sri Lanka, to 

maintain the highest standard, you have to pay well above the going rate.  So they really 

nurture them to be excellent cutters. 

 

Additionally my cutter in Sri Lanka pays for the schooling of the employeesô children, 

also subsidized canteens and also helps with accommodation.  No sweat shop.  No child 

labor.  To employ high quality cutters you have to treat them well. 
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The Open Source Initiative 
 

Interview with Mike Angenent on issues with traceable melee diamonds and 

sapphires from Madagascar 

MC: First, explain how you got involved in ñOpen Source.ò Whatôs your personal 

background and what was the inspiration behind the project? 

MA:  Well, I am a goldsmith, gemologist, diamantair by profession and was always 

fascinated by the fact that you could trace a gemstone by its inclusions. 3 phase for 

Colombian emeralds, etc. 

I realized that my customers also liked to know this and where fascinated by the 

stories behind the jewellery piece, the whole process of how to make an exclusive piece 

of jewellery and the story about the gems and the diamonds. 

MC: You went out on a quest for this material?  

MA:  Yes, when a friend of mine was in Madagascar, I decided to visit him and of 

course, look for nice gemstones. It was not my first visit to a third world country but still 

it hit me like a brick. 

He showed me a complete color line of sapphires and I was sold. But, I also saw 

the reality of mining and how little to nothing was left to the people there. (One reason, 

and one that should be applauded, that the current government put a ban on the export of 

rough).  

After my visit I was already playing with the idea of setting up a foundation to 

better tend the needs of the people involved in mining. Had I not had a house and 

obligations back home, I would have probably stayed and taught English. 

MC: But seeing nice gemstones is a long way from creating a business. How did that 

happen?  

MA:  It was only after visiting London, and more specifically Bond Street, I 

realized that the same sapphires I saw in Mada where put on display in the most luxurious 

jewellery you can imagine. 

Donôt get me wrong, I have no problems with luxury jewellery and I donôt want to 

point fingers at the people selling it in Bond Street. However, it is good to raise 

awareness, and once you know, itôs up to you. 

I got the idea to get some diamantairs and investment companies involved in 

setting up a collection with their diamonds and sapphires from Mada. I would cough up 

the gold, designs and workload and part of the profit would go to the communities 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diamantaire
http://www.gemstoneeducation.com/Inclusion.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Madagascar
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Bond_Street
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involved. This was 2005. What I got from most was a pat on the back and the ñadviceò to 

keep on dreaming. I took their advice. 

MC: Back in 2005, many of these issues were not even public. What sensitized you?  

MA: I was doing a study in Arts and Cultural Sciences at Maastricht University. I 

was specifically interested in ethics and how emotions play part in ethical decision 

making processes.  

I picked up the Oro Verde project in Colombia and decided to work with their 

gold since it was benefiting the communities involved directly and was ecologically 

mined without the use of mercury or cyanide. 

By chance, I met an old friend from the gemology course who was now the 

marketing manager for Nenoir diamonds. He immediately replied yes when I confronted 

him with the idea of the Jeweltree Foundation.  

My ecologically mined fair traded rings needed transparently sourced diamonds. 

Nenoir was only doing 0.30ct and up and so I started looking for ethically sourced melee. 

Having found this and realizing the difficulty in doing so, but also the difficulty in 

guaranteeing transparency because you canôt have a one pointer laser inscribed. We 

started thinking of how to guarantee our customers that the stones used where indeed 

ethically sourced. 

MC: How did you set up a criteria?  

MA:  Fortunately my next door neighbor happened to be a consultant that was 

previously involved in creating a quality label for responsibly, ecologically grown 

vegetables (sea krill).  

We worked out the premises that would be needed to establish a quality label for 

traceable melee. I involved IPIS as, among others, a Kimberley process auditor to advise 

me on the matter and together we set out the requirements for the polishing factories 

regarding employment conditions.  

Thus we set the rules for transparency, ecological sustainability and social 

responsibility. Now we had our label (in a nutshell) under the banner of the Jeweltree 

foundation and the foundation could issue the Quality Label to companies involved in 

ethically sourcing.  

Since all the work on sourcing and creating the Quality Label was done by 

ourselves it was obvious to also create a trading platform through which ethically sourced 

and traceable melee could be traded. Hence, I came up with the name: ñOpen Source 

Mineralsò for my company that could trade in traceable Jeweltree certified melee and 

other ethically sourced minerals but also support the foundation and its goals to support 

fair trade (jewelry related) initiatives in third world countries. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maastricht_University
http://www.greengold-oroverde.org/ingles/cov_ing.html
http://www.jeweltreefoundation.org/Home.html
http://www.ipisresearch.be/?&lang=en
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MC: What have been some of the most difficult challenges in setting up your 

traceability platform? 

MA:  To make it trust worthy for outsiders and third parties. I mean, itôs mostly 

good enough for my direct customers if I say so, but I cannot expect the same from 

bigger brands, companies, retailers or manufacturers that I do not know personally, and 

of course I saw the opportunity to tend to their needs as well. 

Therefore we took extra care in setting up the requirements for traceability etc. 

This also involved a complete administrative system that can track and trace every single 

diamond sold (from 0.80mm and up) back to its original purchase order accompanied by 

the guarantees involved and trust me, this sounds simpler than it is. 

Getting these diamantairs involved was relatively easy, we not only got the 

assurance that they bought their rough separate, we were invited to see the actual process 

from purchasing and sorting the rough, polishing and track and tracing through the 

factory.  

MC: Obtaining traceable diamond melee has been nearly impossible. Iôm aware of 

some of the issues, but could you please explain for my readers why it is so difficult to 

do this in the diamond sector?  

MA:  For one, because most of the melee is polished in bulk, through machines, 

and in the end only sorted regarding the 4Côs. It takes a lot of effort, both physically and 

in administration to keep track.  

Before, I stressed the importance for us to have traceable melee, I was shown 

parcels from different origins next to mixed parcels.  

Since rough diamonds from different mines can vary a great deal on 

characteristics and need different handling, it is possible to track a part of a parcel. But 

because ñoriginò is not part of the 4Côs, it a difficult task to guarantee traceability and 

grading at the same time.  

MC: Can you tell us something about how your sapphire sourcing from artisan mining 

in Madagascar?  

MA:  Well, as mentioned before, Mada was at the basis of this whole project. My 

friend put me in contact with people who had lived there for over 10 years and were 

involved in buying rough sapphires.  

Now, there is a concrete road running from Tana through Tuliare but that has 

been for only for 2 years or so. Back then it was the wild, wild west. They have literally 

been shot at by other people buying rough there.  



 58  

At the moment they are the remaining few that are allowed to export from Mada, 

basically because they add value to their rough by having it cut and polished by locals 

and also because theyôve set up a project to guarantee safe mining, fair wages and 

Madagascar origin.  

MC: How is the current difficult political situation in Madagascar impacting you?  

MA:  As I said, we are allowed to import polished, so business wise it is not 

harming us. Politically speaking I have mixed feelings.  

Iôm very glad at what this government has established regarding their objective 

that value has to be created in Mada itself by polishing their own rough, and not in other 

countries. I also hear the objections of the other parties. So whoôs right and whoôs wrong?  

MC: Why would you not consider these fair trade sapphires?  

MA:  Fair trade has almost become synonymous with FLO and the accompanying 

label. I salute this, since I know how hard it is to establish a trustworthy label.  

These sapphires are most definitely fair traded in my opinion, but I consider it a 

good thing to keep this separate from Fair Trade as a Label.  

MC: Are you going to provide a label?  

MA:  The Fair Trade Label should only be applied to projects that are audited 

under the same, just as our Label should be applied to traceable melee, larger diamonds, 

gems or jewelry that is audited accordingly. 

The Jeweltree Label is not a fair trade label, it is a label guaranteeing supply chain 

transparency, and social and environmental best practice standards AND supporting fair 

trade jewelry related initiatives. 

We believe this is necessary because in the current supply chain it is impossible to 

guarantee a consumer that the 1, 2, 6 or 17 pointer diamond or gem in his jewelry is 

guaranteed to be of ethical origin.  

Same goes for the precious metals. Great thing to say that Oro Verde is not using 

mercury and is mined according to high social and environmental standards, but who is 

guaranteeing that a ring itself, when it comes to the goldsmith, is made with Oro Verde 

gold and not with gold from the ñPebble mineò in Bristol Bay, Alaska? 

This kind of guarantee, the word of the artisan, might work with the small 

independent jeweler. But not for the bigger brands, they need more proof. 

MC: Do you have a point of distribution in the US at this point and if not, do you 

intend to have one?  

http://www.fairtrade.net/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pebble_Mine
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MA:  Yes we do, we recently teamed up with Neal Levitan, a senior sales manager 

for luxury jewelry brands who put us into contact with Toby Pomeroy, last years luxury 

designer price winner at JCK Las Vegas. Heôs located in Florida but is active throughout 

the US, Canada and the Caribbean.  

MC: Anything else you would like to ad that is important for my readership to 

understand?  

MA:  Yes, we decided to keep the whole foundation as transparent and open as 

possible. At first I believed I could only do this by involving as much people and 

organizations as possible, getting references, setting up a counsel, creating a committee 

of representatives etc, etc.  

In the end this meant a lot of bureaucratic nonsense that would make us look good 

but would mean nothing. In science they call this ñmobilizing allies,ògiving as much 

references possible to back up your point of view and to make you look stronger, more 

credible.  

This is done to silence and counter objections and critical questions. We involved 

a lot of people active in fair trade, development initiatives and quality labeling to create 

the best we can but we are and always will be open for anyone that has comments, 

questions, remarks or wishes to contribute since I found that there are a lot of people out 

there that like to ñkeep on dreaming.ò 

 

http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/39


 60  

Questioning the Burmese Ruby Boycott 

 

In 2006, at the Tucson Gem Show, my wife and I purchased from our Thai 

suppliers some rubies that were probably from Burma. They were too small to warrant 

the expense of a gemological origin report, so they sat in the safe. We wondered about 

the conditions under which they were mined and cut, and if owning rubies from Burma 

was out of alignment with our values. 

In the fall of 2007, after the brutal squelching of the Burmese pro-democratic 

movement resulting in scores of deaths, Burmese rubies have made the headlines. 

Reuters, CNN and Fortune Magazine picked up the term, ñblood rubies,ò 

suggesting a comparison to the situation surrounding ñblood diamonds.ò  

Sound bites may rule, but this one is misleading at best. Ruby mining in Burma, 

unlike diamond mining in Sierra Leone and Liberia ten years ago, is not resulting in the 

deaths of millions of people.  

However, with the blood diamond issue still fresh in the minds of the consumer, 

Jewelers of America, (JA) which represents 11,000 jewelers, urged a US boycott of 

Burmese rubies. This push for a boycott took place while the new term ñblood rubiesò 

was awash in the mainstream press.  

An article in Fortune Magazine quotes Matt Runci, CEO of Jewelers of America 

(JA). Referring to the blood diamond tragedy, he said, ñWe learned a lot from that. Public 

trust is a very fragile thing.ò Runci at the time was Chairman of Council for Responsible 

Jewelry Practices, now called Responsible Jewelry Counsel (RJC), the trade group 

representing almost all the major US jewelry corporations, from Tiffany to DeBeers 

which formed in 2005.  

The New York Times also picked up the ruby story, quoting staunch members of 

the ethical jewelry movement whom I met at the Ethical Jewelry Summit.  In the NY 

Times article, Brian Leber of Leber Jewelers states that the biggest beneficiary of the 

gem trade is the military-controlled government.  

Without question, JAôs boycott idea is savvy. It protects the jewelry tradeôs image 

and is free of moral subtleties. The boycott proposal was even picked up by the 

authoritative voice of the left, Amy Goodman on Democracy Now!  

Yet my research into the issue of the gem trade in Burma has given me an 

alternative perspective. For JAôs boycott to truly affect the oppressive Burmese 

government, large ruby mines would have to be centralized and controlled, with a 

focused channel of distribution, such as government sponsored trade shows.  

http://money.cnn.com/2007/11/23/magazines/fortune/rubies12_10.fortune/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blood_diamonds
http://www.jewelers.org/
http://www.responsiblejewellery.com/
http://www.responsiblejewellery.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/11/16/world/asia/16myanmar.html?_r=1&hp&oref=slogin
http://www.democracynow.org/
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Before the Ethical Jewelry Summit, I had been hearing people in the trade 

question the boycott. This led to an email correspondence with Joe Menzie. Menzie, who 

is against the boycott, is the former president of the International Colored Gemstone 

Association, (ICA).  

Menzie put me in touch Edward Boehm, the current Vice President of ICA who 

has been visiting Burma for years. Boehm wrote in a letter to the New York Times that 

there are two primary ruby mining areas in Burma, and that most of the rough material is 

brought across the border to Thailand where it is sold to Thai dealers and cutters.  

Boehm wrote that, the ñlives of hundreds of thousands of Burmese would be 

dramatically impacted by a boycott on all gem materials. Many of these independent 

artisanal miners and gem dealers directly or indirectly support democratic reforms. They 

are also often the ones who provide food and financial support to the monks and students 

who have been leading the protests. Therefore, the collateral damage of an all 

encompassing ban could negatively affect the very people we are trying to protect.ò  

In his letter, Boehm goes on to suggest that a boycott of government controlled 

auctions, rather than all gems from Burma, would be the most effective means to impact 

the regimeôs coffers without harming artisan miners. In a National Jeweler article 

published in Dec. 07, Joe Menzie said, ñProbably less than five Americans actually go to 

the auctions.ò  

Menzie and Boehm are not alone among industry experts who are concerned 

about the boycott. David Federman, editor of Colored Stone, vows to present both sides 

of the issue in a level headed way, and expresses ñpersonal misgivings and ambivalence 

about the growing Burma gem boycott.ò  

In a story published in Colored Stone, Federman gives sound reasons why the 

boycott might not be very effective, including the fact that most Burmese rubies are cut in 

Thailand and sold as Thai. Even if this loophole were eventually blocked by Congress, it 

would be virtually impossible to enforce because the ruby forming belt stretches across 

several central Asian countries, from Tajikistan to Northern Viet Nam. Pinpointing the 

actual origins of stones is difficult at best. Think about the thousands of small trays at the 

Tucson gem show, each with hundreds of rubies, some of which are selling for less than 

fifty dollars a carat. Who is going to pay to test those?  

In an email widely circulated after the articleôs publication, Federman states that a 

previous ban on Burmese products by the US Congress, ñjust provided the Thai, Chinese 

and Indian dealers, who will rush to take the place of Americans, a new excuse to pay 

less.ò  

He writes that dealers who regularly buy in Burma believe that the rubies are one 

of the least controlled commodities in that country and that generals donôt get a ñnormal 

shareò of the proceeds.  

http://www.gemstone.org/
http://www.gemstone.org/
http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/92
http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/92
http://www.colored-stone.com/
http://www.colored-stone.com/stories/nov07/burma.cfm
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In late fall 2007, the Senate and House passed bills to ban importing stones from 

Burma, even if they are cut and polished elsewhere.  Though the bill became law, it will 

have little effect on the Burmese governmentôs revenues, most of which are derived from 

the highly centralized international oil, gas and timber corporations which are not 

covered in the boycott.  

If  Menzie, Boehm and Federman are right, the ruby trade is so uncontrolled that 

the boycott will have little effect on the Burmese military government. The Asian market 

will probably pick up the slack from the American boycott, perhaps paying the artisanal 

miners less for their goods. This may allow them to make an even higher profit margin 

when they enter the American supply chain as imported from Thailand or the some other 

ruby producing country. Ultimately, the Burmese artisanal miner will lose.  

Most of the jewelry sold by JA members is produced in China, a country with 

arguably a far worse record on human rights and environmental degradation than Burma. 

Chinese buyers, according to Joe Menzie, supply most of the Burmese governmentôs 

gemstone revenues through the purchase of Burmese jade. Yet we must be grateful to the 

Chinese because they continue to finance our war in Iraq and the American way of life by 

purchasing treasury bonds which may well never be paid back.  

Jim Fiebig, of Sellmorecolor.com. has been following this issue closely. He urges 

everyone to buy more Burmese rubies and is vowing to boycott BP (British Petroleum), 

which has significant oil interests in Burma. In my email correspondence with him, he 

quoted Winston Churchill who said, ñThe Americans always do the right thingéafter 

theyôve tried everything else.ò  

Who Does It Help And Who Does It Hurt.  

In my youth, I spent two years as a volunteer in Haiti, directing an orphanage 

funded by the diplomatic corps. The news reports from major American publications 

grossly distorted the facts when Baby Doc fled the country in 1986 and there was 

shooting in the streets. The lesson I learned was that it is very difficult to know what is 

actually taking place in a country if you are not on the inside.   

The Burmese ruby boycott split many leaders in the jewelry sector.  Those who 

were highly sympathetic to the small scale artisan mining sector tended to oppose the 

boycott, while those who mainly focused on other issues supported it.  

Based on my research, the mainstream jewelry sector, after the blood diamond 

tragedy, viewed the Burmese ruby more as a public relations issue rather than as a 

humanitarian crisis. Thus, the appearance of being politically correct and protecting the 

image and profits of the jewelry trade became paramount, even if it meant undermining 

one of the economic roots that support the pro-democracy movement in Burma. In 

essence, this is another situation where corporate profits trump true moral and ethical 

concerns. 

http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/102
http://www.sellmorecolor.com/
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One could then take a cynical view that the lesson gleaned from the blood 

diamond tragedy as it relates to ñblood rubiesò merely concerns public relations, not 

morality.  This is conclusion is supported by the fact that no one in the diamond sector 

was ever held responsible for any part in the death of 4 million Africans. 

Meanwhile, the impoverished Burmese artisan miners and their families will 

continue to suffer, not only from the brutality of their national politics, but also by the 

international boycott which penalizes them without ethical reasons.   
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Greenlandôs Apartheid Ruby  
  

 

To the Inuit in Greenland, a place where the sun may only rise for a few hours a day, the 

ruby held the divine flame that never goes out.  

 

Niels Madsen knew where the crystals sparkled out of the earth like red stars in the dark 

arctic night.  This particular location, a peninsula of land between two deep arctic blue 

lakes, called to him.   

 

For centuries, rubies had been scooped up by his ancestors while they were out on the 

land, hunting, fishing, or gathering berriesða right that was established by native 

tradition and the Greenlandic Constitution.   

 

Now this right was challenged by Greenlandôs Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum, 

(BMP), which sought to maintain the Danish colonial framework. 

 

Just by putting a shovel into the earth, Madsen would begin a process that would expose 

to the world the disenfranchisement of Native Greenlanders from the resources on their 

communally owned lands.   

 

The stakes were very high.  With the melting of glaciers due to global warming, rubies, 

sapphires and diamonds had recently been discovered in the far north.    

 

According to geologists who mapped out the initial ruby discovery, deposits of ruby in 

Greenland are quite high grade, relatively large, numerous, and on a par with good 

corundum from Burma, which has historically produced some eighty percent of the 

global ruby supply.      

 

Since Burmese gems of all kinds, including ruby, are now being boycotted, jewelers in 

the US and the EU are looking for a new source of high quality rubies from an ethical 

source.     

 

The Call Of The Divine Flame 

 

For Madsen, the only alternative was to take direct action against the colonial 

government to maintain his rights.   

 

A Canadian mining company, True North Gems, Inc., (TNG) had already begun 

exporting, for ñtesting purposes,ò Greenland ruby to facilities in North America, South 

Asia and Southeast Asia.  Nobody knew how many tons of rubies were already gone. 

 

ñI compare it to a cruise ship with tourists coming into a Greenlanders home, taking the 

TV, nice table and stereo while I get paid only for the grunt work of carrying it out to the 

ship,ò said Madsen. 
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On August 14, 2007, Madsen, his sister and three friends sailed six hours south from the 

vill age of Qeqertarsuatsiaat in a fishing boat, trolling through the cold waters along the 

Greenland coast.   

 

Madsen had been taught to see the new ruby deposits by geologists and by the old men in 

the village, some of whom had been working ruby for decades.   

 

Until 2007, the Canadian mining company had enjoyed an excellent working relationship 

with the Inuit community in Fiskenaesset.  Then things changed when new management 

took over.  

 

When Madsen reached the shoreline, the prospectors traveled quickly overland, with 

shovels, tents, stove and food.  They planned to stay a few days to fish and gather ruby as 

Inuit always had. 

 

It was approximately 11AM when they arrived on the crest of Aappaluttoq Ridge.  The 

Canadians, who had already arrived by helicopter, were busy drilling and chain sawing.   

 

Madsen and his friends began to dig where they had in the past.  This was the first time 

Inuit had openly challenged the colonial BMP and a major multinational mining 

company.  

 

When Madsen was confronted by TNG personnel, he claimed his aboriginal rights.  TNG 

was operating under an exploration license, and not a legitimate mining claim.  Madsenôs 

prospecting was entirely legal under Section 32 of the Greenland Mineral Code.   

 

TNG personnel left the site. About 48 hours later, on the 16
th
 of August, Madsen and his 

group heard the echo of the chopper blades bouncing off the mountains, headed their 

way.  Greenland Home Rule Government officials soon jumped out of the helicopter 

along with three armed police officers.  

 

Madsen was told to leave the site.  He was presented with an official letter from the 

BMP, the first of its kind in the history of Greenland.  He was not allowed to prospect or 

to sell any mineral collected anywhere on Greenland.    

 

Up until 2007, Inuit did not need permits for mining ruby, only for export.  The BMP 

actually encouraged small scale mining and had even sponsored the Greenland Stone 

Clubôs exhibit at the Tucson International Gem and Mineral Show in 2001 and 2002.   

 

Activities of the Union 

 

From the initial confrontation on Aappaluttoq Ridge, Madsen and his friends formed the 

16
th
 August Union which now has a six-member board and about forty dedicated 

organizers. 
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BMP and TNG attempted to portray the 16
th
 August Union as a radical fringe group, 

intent on exploiting Greenlandic ruby for personal gain.  But over 3500 Greenlanders, out 

of a total population of just 57,000 on the island, have signed an electronic petition: 

http://www.fairjewelry.org/2008/09/inuits-from-greenland-ask-you-to-support-their -

mining-rights/ to secure access to the resources on their land.  

 

The 16
th
 August Union, which quickly gained widespread support in the international 

gemstone community, sought to create an open and public dialogue with the BMP to 

establish new rules for individual prospectors.  

 

ñWe have never been opposed the large scale mining of rubies,ò said Madsen, ñwe just 

want the rights to mine the smaller deposits.ò  Many ruby sites on Greenland are small 

and closely spaced, ideal for one family or one village to work by hand.   

 

As new rules for small-scale mining were being drafted by the Home Rule Government, 

the BMP sought public comment.  The Union enlisted the help of Greg Valerio, a UK 

jeweler and fair trade activist.    

 

Valerio, who is a widely recognized expert on international small-scale mining issues, 

helped the Union with a draft proposal to the BMP.   

 

In mid-March, 2009, the BMP issued a new set of rules which arbitrarily reversed the 

national policy toward small scale prospectors.  Henceforth, they require significant 

investment, attorneys, feasibility studies and reports just to collect quality ruby material 

while fishing or hunting.   

 

ñThe actions of the BMP and their legal team demonstrate a fundamental disrespect for 

the Inuit, a total lack of experience in facilitating small scale mining and a level of 

economic discrimination that breaches the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,ò said 

Valerio.  ñThese are not the policies or actions of intelligent people." 

 

Madsen plans to continue fighting for the right to collect and sell rubies from small 

mining claims.   

 

ñRight now, every ruby that comes out of Greenland through TNG or any other large 

scale operation is an apartheid ruby,ò he said.   

 

Greenland is set to end their colonial relationship with Denmark on June 21
st
 of this year 

and to expand their own home rule government with considerably more local control.  

But given the newly discovered wealth of gemstone deposits, anything could happen.  
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 The Greenland Ruby and True North Gems: Time for  

Truth and Reconciliation 

Mining companies have colluded with governments to undermine the rights of 

indigenous small miners for hundreds of years. Typically, ñthe lawò is used as their shield 

and excuse. Even in the developed world, mining companies and lobbyists collude with 

officials to write the laws that support their profit driven objectives.  

Andrew Lee Smith, CEO of True North Gems, Inc., (TNG) wants his company to 

be noted as exemplary in their pursuit of Greenland ruby and, in his interview, he 

references people in the sector who are highly regarded for their fair trade gem practices.  

Yet going along with a law when a law is ambiguous or unethical is no way for a 

modern company to behave, especially one that believes: ñThe days of colonialist 

approach to mining are an anachronism.ò  

At present, for example, Greenlandôs Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum (BMP), 

violating established Greenlandic law as well as ancient Inuit tradition, has decided that 

Native Greenlanders can only mine ñsemi-preciousò gems, but this distinction between 

precious and semiprecious has no legal validity in the international gem trade. True North 

needs to take a clear, public stance against this lie, which clearly plays into their hands 

since they are allowed to mine so-called 

ñpreciousò Greenland rubies. 

 

 (With the political assassination of 

Burmese Rubies in the West, Rubies 

from Greenland will be eagerly 

sought out by the lucrative American 

and European markets) 

True North also has made many 

serious cultural and political errors, 

particularly for a company that is branding 

itself as taking the high road. In his interview, 

Smith seemed not to have any sense of the 16 

August Unionôs popular support in Greenland 

and internationally. I also came across 

repeated accounts of comments made by True 

Northôs employees that were so deeply racist 

that that no one would go on record for fear of 

being sued. In the field last summer, TNGôs project manager, according to witnesses, 

screamed in the faces of native Greenlanders in the 16 August Union: ñThis is WAR!ò  

http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/526
http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/526
http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/526
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greenland_Ruby
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Even now, TNG continues a marketing campaign, timed perfectly with the 

beginning of the Burmese ruby boycott, in which it is attempting to portray its Greenland 

ruby as ñfair tradeò and ñconflict free.ò To quote National Jeweler, which talks about 

TNG opening in context to the Burmese ruby ban: ñThe plan is to offer rubies that are 

conflict-free and fair trade, in sizes that range from melee up to as much as five carats.ò  

Teresa Novellino, Executive Editor of National Jeweler, who wrote this article, 

got this information from the marketing firm TNG hired to tell their side of the story.  

The claim to be fair trade and conflict free in context to the Greenland ruby is 

disingenuous and deceitful. It portrays current events inaccurately and undermines 

legitimate attempts of others within the jewelry sector including my own, to create real 

fair trade standards for the jewelry sector.  

Yet at this juncture, casting blame is probably a futile exercise. Greenlanders are 

going to get their rights to mine their Greenland ruby, and the longer the local 

government delays, the stronger their movement will grow. To some degree, True North 

has been a catalyst in creating a strong movement in support of independence from 

Denmark, which is due to take place on June 29th, 2009.  

Yet, like Greg Valerio, of Cred Jewellery, I believe that True North is still sitting 

on the fenceðan electric fence, about to get switched on. Their arctic rubies have been 

labeled as ñapartheid rubiesò by Niels Madsen, an emerging leader in the local 

community.  

True North now has an opportunity that would set precedent for the rest of the 

jewelry sector. They should choose to do the right thing. As a jewelry manufacturer 

myself, I can attest to the fact that the sector as a whole lives in a shroud of massive 

denial of its atrocities. For example, not one diamond dealer has ever been held 

accountable for the purchasing of blood diamonds resulting in the death of nearly four 

million Africans. Dirty gold from untraceable sources continues to be used to make 

contaminated jewelry on a massive scale. 

What is most needed to restore human dignity is truth and reconciliation.  

True North Gems can begin by publicly apologizing to the 16 August Union and 

to all the good people of Greenland. Blandly mouthing ñboiler-plateò key words, lifted 

from marketing studies is just not good enough. Instead, TNG should back Greenlandôs 

artisanal gemstone miners, reaching from mine to market though generous beneficiation 

grants, local training, and local hiring. 

TNGôs success in their Greenland ruby project can be best assured by tying their 

own fate to that of the artisanal miners, assuring the viability of their economic activity. 

The cost of this type of investment, creating a win/win scenario, is minute compared to 

its potential return. .  

http://www.nationaljewelernetwork.com/njn/content_display/colored_stones/e3i5452d1396a606a41f2db975ebdad9d34
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fair_trade
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conflict-free_diamond
http://www.communitymining.org/
http://www.fairjewelry.org/madison-dialogue-manufacturing-committee
http://www.credjewellery.com/
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Just as the days of colonialist approach is over, so too are the days of the ignorant 

Native without resources.  

Like their Native brothers and sisters in the Northwest Territory who have been 

able to stand up to large scale diamond mining, the Inuit have learned from history and 

have powerful allies.  

There are plenty of rubies in Greenlandðenough for everyone. A small dose of 

corporate humility is a small price to pay for defending TNGôs shareholders who are 

rightfully concerned about a company and brand that is in danger of being permanently 

soiled. 
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Fair Trade Jewelry Issues: Introduction  

This section begins with a brief overview of what exactly is selling for ñfair trade 

jewelryò these days, written in May, 2009.   

This article is followed by an interview of Greg Valerio, a pioneer in the movement; 

followed by a satiric post from April 1
st
, 2009, on Fair Trade Bullets.   

The last article describes the physics behind fair trade jewelry.   
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The Market Driven Ambiguities of Fair Trade Jewelry 

Search Google for ñfair trade jewelryò and you will find extensive listings of 

jewelry lines from small producers in the developing world.  What exactly companies 

(mostly resellers) mean when they call jewelry ñfair tradeò however, is not so clear.  

Fair trade jewelry as a product category is recognized by some fair trade 

organizations, such as the Fair Trade Federation.  FTF Jewelry is also listed as a product 

category in the World Fair Trade Organization (WFTO) website.  

The mainstream jewelry sector is also slowly emerging into the fair trade jewelry 

market.  Some first movers like Columbia Gemhouse have developed their own criteria 

for fair trade.  One result from a World Bank meeting in Oct. 2007 is a series of working 

groups attempting to create fair trade principles and standards, from diamonds to 

manufacturing.    

The expansion into the mainstream sector is a significant development that has 

huge potential, given that jewelry is an emotional purchase. The jewelry currently 

marketed as ñfair tradeò is minuscule compared to the potential business in precious 

metal, diamonds and gemstones.   

We are also seeing some convergence between mainstream jewelry and 

institutional fair trade organizations.  The international Fair Labeling Organization 

(FLO), which is the most prominent fair trade labeling group, does not certify finished 

jewelry products.  But FLO is currently exploring fair trade gold with the Association of 

Responsible Mining (ARM). Also, a fair trade diamond feasibility study by 

TransfairUSA (a part of FLO), was funded by the Tiffany Foundation.  

The essence of fair trade, which is to bring greater economic opportunity and 

justice to producer communities, also exists outside of a fair trade institution between 

businesses.  Companies selling fair trade jewelry are making their own independent 

claims.  

Essentially, with so much going on in so many different areas, we have a very 

chaotic market space.  What exactly fair trade jewelry constitutes is being worked out.   

 

Investigating the Self-Proclaimed Fair Trade Jewelers 

While researching a previous article I wrote on this subject in the fall of 2007, I 

contacted one of the largest ñfair trade jewelryò sellers, which at the time was number 

one on Google.  The Transfair logo at the bottom of their website would lead a shopper to 

believe that their jewelry, like the coffee they sell, is third party fair trade certified.   

I emailed this company, asking about the sourcing of their precious metal and the 

environmental safeguards for their manufacturers ï proper ventilation and disposal for 

http://www.columbiagemhouse.com/
http://i81.photobucket.com/albums/j233/stirlincelt/FTClogo_sm.jpg
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toxic chemicals used in the manufacturing of their ñfair tradeò jewelry.  They responded 

that production was done in small villages and they could not answer questions about the 

sourcing of raw material or the environmental practices of manufacturing.  

Fair trade manufacturing of jewelry usually is not linked to fair trade sources.  As 

the person spearheading an international committee that is working to develop fair trade 

manufacturing principals and standards, I find this understandable.  The supply chain is 

too spotty.  Yet issues of worker labor, safety and the plantôs environmental practices are 

critical and very often lax with small producers.     

Also in 2007, I interviewed Carmen Iezzi, the executive director of FTF, one of 

the most prominent fair trade institutions.  Her interview helped me to understand that 

FTF businesses agree on overarching principles while the true, on the ground, standards 

may varyða subtle distinction lost on the average person buying ñfair tradeò jewelry on 

their websites.  

I have also been contacted by producers, in confidence, who complain that fair 

trade jewelry products are often sourced from distributors. That I have not found 

published online studies showing how fair trade jewelry has positively impacted producer 

communities leads me to want to know more about the actual benefits of so called ñfair 

trade jewelryò.   

 

For example, a fair trade company with revenues of one million USD might spend 

about three hundred fifty thousand on ñfair tradeò crafts, which include jewelry.  They are 

not on the ground, so they rely upon distributors in host countries.  Of that, perhaps half 

might go to the distributors.  Since producers generally net a thirty percent margin, they 

may only end up with fifty thousand dollars out of one million dollars of marketed ñfair 

tradeò sales.  

 

I do not have the resources to pursue these concerns and even if I did, I know 

producers need any business they can get.   

The Difficulty of Fair Trade in the Mainstream Jewelry Industry  

Taking the concept of ñfair tradeò jewelry out of the village and into the 

mainstream global jewelry market is like banging that old square peg into a round hole. 

At present, the industry is totally commodity based and price driven, somewhat like 

lumber or oil.  

Within the mainstream jewelry sector, those attempting fair trade sourcing for the 

raw materials needed to make jewelry tend to be focused on the high end.   They 

manufacture within their host countries.  Simply exporting gold and gemstones to a 

potential fair trade manufacturer can be a major logistical challenge involving such issues 

as export free zones. Such requirements are difficult hurtles for a small producer.  

http://www.fairjewelry.org/madison-dialogue-manufacturing-committee
http://www.fairjewelry.org/madison-dialogue-manufacturing-committee
http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/63
http://www.fairtradefederation.org/
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On the raw materials side, a small segment of passionate, dedicated people in the 

mainstream jewelry industry are attempting to develop at least the ground work for future 

third party Fair Trade Jewelry Certification.   A wide range of programs, from the 

Diamond Development Initiative to Oro Verde to the Tanzania Women Miners 

Association (TAWOMA), all have potential as fair trade sources.   

The small scale artisan mining sector, which comprises between fifteen and 

twenty million people and supports up to one hundred million people, is the obvious 

target for fair trade sourcing. The ethical sourcing movement has attracted the interest of 

governments, NGOs and the World Bank.  

The huge difficulty lies in organizing these groups and supporting their 

responsible practices to create a strong supply chain.  Many of these producers operate in 

poverty with marginal economic and political support systems.  

Even so, once the supply chain exists to create a fair trade piece of jewelry from 

fair trade sourced materials, mainstream jewelry manufacturing in small producer 

communities faces potentially huge initial investment in equipment and raw materials.   

One South African project, Vukani-Ubuntu, essentially trains people from local 

townships into the mainstream jewelry trade, providing training, mentoring and 

equipment.   It is heavily supported by the government and NGOs. But according to 

Lorens Mares, CEO of the South African Jewelry Council, one of the most difficult 

challenges is bringing the product to market.  

Overall, the many issues outlined in this brief article support the notion of fair 

trade jewelry, though it is still just in its initial stages.  The ñfair tradeò designation 

remains too ambiguous.  The consumer interested in fair trade jewelry is advised to look 

for detailed information as to sourcing, labor and environmental practices.   At present, 

transparency is often more valuable to the consumer than any ñfair tradeò designation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.vukani.co.za/
http://www.fairjewelry.org/archives/56
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Interview with  Greg Valerio: June, 2007 

Greg Valerio has been one of the pioneers in the fair trade, ecologically 

responsible movement in the jewelry industry. He is the founding director of CRED 

Jewellery (www.credjewellery.com) and was one of the founding members of the 

Association of Responsible Mining (ARM). This development program is working, in 

coordination with the European based Fair Trade Labeling Organization, to bring ñgreen 

goldò that is fair trade produced directly to the market.  

He is based in the UK, where his store sells silver, gold, platinum and diamond 

jewelry that is marketed around socially and environmentally responsible values. They 

specialize in wedding jewelry. 

MC: You have been involved with these issues for over ten years. What experiences 

motivated you to get involved with fair trade and eco precious metals?  

Greg: Personally I donôt like the language of óecoô; it gives ammunition to the 

cynics who want to write us off as a load of Woodstock left-overs and smacks of a hippy 

chic lacking style, sophistication and intelligent engagement. The motive is very simple. 

It is the just thing to do. Social and environmental justice are not optional extras that 

companies can opt out of in the name of maximizing profits. They are integral parts of 

our shared humanity and therefore should be central to all company policy. Customers 

are people, like our suppliers and they should all be treated with dignity and respect. ñDo 

unto others as you would have them do unto youò, a friend of mine once said. 

 

MC: I see you have been involved in the development project using precious metal, 

which, though not actually certified fair trade, certainly upholds fair trade standards 

for projects in the developing world. Can you give a percentage of how much extra, 

over London spot, does this metal cost you? 

Greg: Actually the gold is fair trade. It is just not certified by FLO yet (watch this 

space as that is soon to be a reality) The principles of Fair Trade are minimum standards, 

independent third party verification, the payment of a social premium and transparency 

within the supply chain. Our partners fulfill all that criteria and on that basis I am 

prepared to call it Fair Trade. But ARM and FLO are beginning to work together to 

deliver the Fair Trade Gold standards developed by ARM that will allow the Fairtrade 

mark and the ARM Fair Trade Gold mark to be put on the metals coming out of any 

small-scale certified mine. Fair Trade is for the poor, marginalized producer who has 

historically been left out of the economic development ladder and therefore is priority to 

us if we are fulfilling our mandate of social justice. As to the premium, currently it is set 

at 10% over invoice value. 

 

MC: Do you know any other projects outside of ARM that are bringing in eco gold?  

http://www.credjewellery.com/
http://www.communitymining.org/
http://www.fairtrade.net/


 76  

Greg: There are a few ideas out there at the moment in diamonds and gold but 

currently they are not pursuing independent third party verification against a set of clear 

standards. As far as I am aware ARM is the only global body advocating and delivering 

on this idea and I commend the team that has worked tirelessly to get this far so the 

consumer can enjoy the thought of a responsible, clean purchase in gold. The miners have 

to have demonstrated a commitment above the call of duty to make this a reality and 

without them and their impeccable standards, we would not have product to sell and a set 

of standards that are a bench mark for the whole industry. 

MC: Can you tell me if there is much of a demand for eco gold at present? Is this metal 

available outside of the European market?  

Greg: Currently volume is a problem, but through the ARM pilot projects in 

Peru, Bolivia and Colombia, we are looking at further certified mines which will increase 

the volume in the system over the next 18 months, so the future is looking good, but it is 

a process and journey and will take time for it to mature and develop a significant market 

share. 

MC: Assuming the demand for eco gold increases, will the price be fixed, based on spot 

or will it be based on demand?  

Greg: The pricing of gold is a matter for the technical committee that oversees 

the gold standard. Needless to say it will ensure that miners are paid a fair price + 

premium for their time and production. One thing I can say is that the current system of 

pricing gold is non-transparent and unjust, geared to the big operators who do not 

represent the majority of people employed in our business, so the price fix could be seen 

as nothing short of a fix. An equitable distribution of the revenues in the gold supply 

chain does not exist and this is immoral. 

 

MC: Do you see any change in momentum say, over the past year with your customer 

base interested in eco and socially responsible values? I am trying to see how strongly 

you are trending, one way or another.  

Greg: Absolutely, we are seeing good growth, which creates its own set of 

problems, but they are healthy problems. The consumer in the UK and Ireland is not 

stupid and doesnôt appreciate being sprayed like cockroaches every 6 months with a 

million pounds of PR designed to reflect the person from the truth and providence of a 

product. These ideas are new to the customer who buys jewellery but we are finding once 

they know the truth and positive impact of our work they love it, recommend it and wear 

it with pride. I always say a pound of truth is worth a million pounds of PR. 

MC: Right now, based on my experience, there is very little interest in green and fair 

trade jewelry from our mainstream jewelry sector, except with a few individuals. What 

recommendations or advice do you have for us in the US around creating a market for 

these socially responsible products in the jewelry sector?  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gold_standard
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Greg: Design and desirability are number one. People should want to buy your 

products because they want them, the fact that you are also doing the right thing 

reinforces that you are the right place to buy. However I do get the impression that it is a 

very competitive market, driving costs and profits down to make the sale at the cheapest 

price (eternal January sales) and therefore squeezes the little man who cannot compete 

with the big corporates who have the capital clout and liquidity to take a hit on profit by 

driving volume. I would look to Transfair USA as a member of FLO to advocate on these 

issues and educate consumers on the true price of a product. Corporate price squeezing is 

not just, and distorts the international market creating unemployment, poverty and 

exploitation, the very thing that no self respecting American would countenance if they 

knew it was going on. 

 

MC: Anything else that you would like to add? 

Greg: Keep going. Itôs a long road to justice, but I am committed to making it 

culturally unacceptable to buy a jewellery product that is not independently certified as 

socially and environmentally responsible. Let us work together to make this a reality so 

we can rewrite the jewellery story from being one of individualism rooted in narcissism 

and hedonism to one of beauty, freedom, peace and justice for everyone involved in 

making what is a great product 
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 FLOO to Introduce Fair Trade Bullets to the American 

Market  

 

(This article was written as an April Foolôs Day spoof, though several of my writers 

thought it was the best thing Iôd ever posted on my blog.  Though satire, it contains many 

seeds of truth.) 

New York, April 1, 2009 Reuters: The Fair Labeling Ordnance Organization 

(FLOO) Group announced that fair trade bullets will be targeted to the American market 

on July 4th, 2009.  

FLOO organizations view the product as a major opportunity, and plan to increase 

in the revenues of all FLOO organizations world wide. The bullets will be carted in wood 

from the Forestry Stewart Organization and packaged in recycled paper boxes.  

 
(Just a taste of whatôs in store. Brilliant Bullets offers rounds for everyone from ñthe 

mundane to the exoticò) 

ñWith climate change, the dwindling of water resources, the inflation of food 

prices due to the overproduction of ethanol products, fused with American and European 

sympathy for the plight of the developing world in the liberal left, we are moving toward 

an ever increasing demand for fair trade bullets,ò said one FLOO official.  
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While there was a broad agreement by all FLOO organizations to seize the 

moment and assure a lucrative cash stream into the distant future, the story of the fair 

trade bullet reveals a bumpy road from gun powder to market.  

A Serious Rift 

The debate over what exactly constitutes fair trade lies at the heart of the dispute. 

Europeans favor working with small scale bullet factories, while the Americans favor the 

large scale factories.  

ñIf Fair Trade is not supporting the most needy bullet producers in the 

developing world, what is the point?ò said Harry Wolfe, a British member of FLOO.  

But the Americans disagreed. 

ñThey are so old Europe,ò said Paulina Wheat, an American FLOO 

representative. ñIn America, everything is SUPERSIZED, like War-Mart! Besides, 

Americans as a whole are too stupid to understand the distinction between large and 

small scale. We might as well just go with the large scale because weôll make a hell of a 

lot more money.ò  

American FLOO officials are also salivating in expanding their fair trade market 

beyond War-Mart and Starbutts. ñWeôre not talking cottage industries such as bananas 

or diamonds. By putting a fair trade tax on everything coming out of the Military 

Industrial Complex (MIC), it will be like having a tap root into the heart of the American 

tax payerôs revenues.ò  

The European claim that the Obama administration has ñdriven a stake into the 

MICôs vampire heartò, was soundly trounced by their American counterparts.  

ñThe EU cannot even agree upon beer and cheese. China is collapsing under the weight 

of our worthless t-bills and we still have 761 military bases around the world,ò said 

Wheat. ñWeôre still number 1!ò 

On The Ground 

Despite the fact that the proposed date for the roll out of this product is just three 

months away, many details have yet to be worked out.  

Large Scale Munitions (LSM) producers of fair trade bullets are reluctant to 

venture into bullet beneficiations projects, which remain untested. It is uncertain whether 

people in the developing world can learn the skills to even make bullets in large enough 

quantities, and many are concerned about the potential job losses in Chinese factories 

which have historically depended upon bullet manufacturing.  
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Despite the meetings, LSM is hardly committed to fair trade bullets, according to 

Joy Dick, an attorney representing LSM and spokesperson for their trade group, the 

Council for Responsible Bullet Producers (CRBP).  

ñWe will commit our revenues to bullet development beneficiation projects, 

creating down stream economy only as a decoy to deflect attention away from our 

exploitative neo-colonial practices,ò said Dick, speaking from her K Street office in 

Washington DC.  

Despite reservations, Dickôs quick to acknowledge the benefits of working with 

FLOO, even though it was difficult to sell CSR to stockholders. ñOnce we were able to 

show them that Corporate Social Responsibility had nothing to do with helping people, 

but is really just a marketing scheme designed to give us a good public image while we 

continue our massively destructive exploitation of communities and environment to make 

buckets of money, they were right on board,ò she said.  

ñWar-Mart remains a stellar example for us of using the FLOO brand to create a 

halo effect so that we can appear socially responsible and sustainable,ò said Dick. ñLSM 

is open to working with FLOO only because we will not have to change any element of 

our supply chain outside of labor and environmental practices.ò  

ñWe are not interested in changing the economic relationships that have been in 

place for the past hundred years,ò she added. ñOur real business remains unchanged: 

exploit local economies, export valuable resources and do what is necessary to keep our 

corrupt government cronies padded adequately enough and maximize profit for our 

shareholders.ò  

Under those parameters, Dick was aroused about the rigorous efforts of FLOO 

organizations to recruit members of her organization for the fair trade bullet project.  

FLOO officials are reportedly ironing out minor issues which both sides 

acknowledge are more related to style, not substance. CRBP has hired top personnel from 

around the world and has already spent hundreds of thousands of dollars with top flight 

accounting firms to create reputable principles to throw the public off track.  

Officials from both FLOO and LSM are working to assure a clear and unimpeded 

supply of bullets, especially when contrasted to the weaknesses in the Small Scale Fair 

Trade Bullet Producersô (SSFTBP) supply chain.  

The SSFTBP Sector 

If FLOO organizations do work with small scale producers, Pakistan is the natural 

choice. The nation already has a vibrant small scale bullet producing sector which simply 

needs to be organized. Plus, its location assures a strong local market well into the distant 

future. 
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In addition, massive amounts of trees will be saved. Small scale bullet factories 

do not need to provide toilet paper to their workers. This eco-friendly policy can be 

achieved while maintaining a sensitivity which honors local culture.  

However, Pradeep Ashad, SSFTBP spokesperson, representing a community of 

organized bullet producers just east of Peshawar, Pakistan, expressed some concerns 

about working with any FLOO organization.  

In an interview conducted late February, Ashad lamented the difficulties involved 

in maintaining the levels of transparency and organization that FLOO business models 

demand. ñBalance sheets, cash flow projections, pricing derivativesðthose are no 

problems with my Third Form education. But when they start talking copula function, 

joint default probability, gamma correlation parameters, it is simply too much.ò  

ñI would have to hold a PhD in mathematics just to be able to even communicate 

with these Europeans who come into my village with all their cameras only interested in 

shooting pictures of children with snot running down their nose!ò he said with 

exasperation. ñI tell them, why donôt you photograph the mountains like the other 

tourists?ò  

Without his doctorate, Ashad doubted that the fair trade buyers would ever work 

directly with him. ñI will have to continue to be selling to a distributor at a discount. He 

is the one to be selling to FLOO players. He wonôt even use the fair trade premium to 

build a latrine in my village! Yet he has a new Prius, a house with three stories and six 

wivesïwhile no one in my village has seen any change in their economic situation.ò 

Unless these issues can be solved, Ashad plans on continuing to sell his product 

directly to anyone who will buy them without the constraints of ñtransparencyò or the 

burden of having to pay tax, a concept that any business person operating in the 

developing world, where all governments are massively corrupt, knows is stupid.  

ñI can make much better money selling my fair trade AK47 bullets directly at the 

Assassinôs market. They do not require such silly paperwork. They just want good bullets 

for Afghanistan to fight the American soldiers! Best of all, American companies set up in 

Pakistan will sell me all the raw material for these bullets!ò  

Despite the questions in the SSFTBP and LSM supply chain, FLOO officials are 

confident that they will be able to reach their targeted time line. ñThe bullets have to be 

ready by American Independence Day,ò said one official. ñThe symbolism of a New 

America with its fair trade bullets is too big of a bullôs eye to miss.ò 
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(Another satisfied customer at the Assassinôs Mart in Peshawar.)  

Mark Heist, author of the jewelry watchdog website, airjewelry.org, agrees. ñI 

donôt care whether it is small scale or large scale. As long as the bullets are 

transparently sourced and I have them by my next elk hunt in November, 2009, Iôll fully 

support any of their initiatives. PC environmentalist big game hunters such as myself 

should do all their killing with fair trade bullets.ò  

A Transatlantic Concord 

Even through the split over whether to support LSM or SSFTBP remains, all 

FLOO organizations present a united front on several issues.  

Both sides agreed that cluster munitions were out because of the fact that such 

armament results in the death of too many civilians which might soil the fair trade brand. 

There is no plan to introduce fair trade landmines, fair trade smart or cluster bombs, nor 

fair trade missiles, though officials were quick to point out that these products might be 

considered as offerings for the future.  

In a debate that some observers characterized as passionate, bordering on 

acrimonious, there was a last minute agreement over the issue of radioactivity. Fair trade 

bullets will not have radio active tips, as the Americans originally desired.  

ñWe had the unique opportunity to rope in the nuclear industry and the military 

industrial complex at the same time,ò said Wheat. ñThose European sissies really blew 

the call on that one!ò 
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At the end of the meetings which dragged on for several days, both the Europeans 

and American FLOO officials were offered a benediction by a liberation theology priest, 

Father France, who had spent years living with poor farmers in the Americas.  

The grandfatherly figure who to some in the room resembled St. Francis, offered 

these words. ñThe straight main road to hell is paved with good intentions, but after this 

meeting, I prefer a more circuitous path, wherever it may take me.ò  

After the sermon in the smoky back rooms of the hallowed inner sanctum halls of 

FLOO, everyone came together to drink a celebratory glass of grain alcohol to lighten the 

weighty mood. The discussion over determining the actual sourcing of the materials 

within the bullets was delayed. ñIt is a minor detail which we will iron out after weôve 

developed our marketing plan,ò said Wheat.  

Despite the appearance of harmony, however, undisclosed sources have claimed 

that a serious a rift between European and American FLOO organizations exists.  

ñAs usual, they are hardly talking to each other,ò said one observer of the 

meeting who spoke on the condition of anonymity. ñThey can only agree upon one thing: 

to maintain a good appearance so that their brand will not be affected.ò  

A New Trend in Jewelry 

Meanwhile, the news of fair trade bullets has spread like fireworks, reaching the 

top designers of the jewelry sector. Fair trade and green has been an emerging trend in 

the jewelry sector and jewelers from around the world are anxious to jump into fair trade 

bullets, the next hot ticket fashion item. 

Greg Bellowsrio already plans on incorporating bullets as part of his 

ñInCREDulousò ethical jewelry platform. ñI plan on opening sixty stores around the 

world by August, 2009. All I need is a little bit of funding.ò  

Jerri Goldstein, A spokesperson from Jewelers Association of Washington State 

(JAWS), a major trade and lobbying group representing independent jewelers of the 

Pacific Northwest, was first to break the story.  

ñThereôs nothing that American men love more than their guns,ò she said (no pun 

intended). ñThere are nearly 150 million men out there who only wear wedding rings. If 

you think that the collectible bead trend was hot,ò she said, ñwait until you see the 

collectible bullet. Theyôll feel guilty about spending money on themselves, so theyôll pick 

up a little something for their wives, like a diamond. This trend is sure to bring foot 

traffic into jewelry stores nationwide.ò 

Nancy Swansong, an accomplished designer, who in the initial stages of her 

career won both the Grande Bell award and was a Shooting Star at the JLK (Jewelers 

Labyrinth Keystone) Show, will be featuring her fair trade bullet collection in a roll out at 
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the next Needless Markup Show, for the marquis independents and the few large jewelry 

chains that are not yet bankrupt.  

She plans to target regional markets. ñIn Texas, they like it big, but even Texas 

women donôt have the balls to hang a cluster bomb around their necks. Weôll be using 

30-06 or .357 magnum shells as earrings and necklaces,ò said Swansong. ñIn the 

Dakotas, weôve produced a special plastic earring made from bird huntersô shot gun 

shells thatôs people friendly and weôre hoping Dick Cheney will endorse it. In New 

England, the guys there are afraid of wearing jewelry because theyôre too insecure 

around issues of sexual identity, so we lean toward the more subtle .246 round, a classic 

deer hunting shell that isnôt overstated. If a guy in New England wears a .246 shell 

around his neck, his buddies will not mistake him for being gay.ò  

Swansong, who has strong connections with Hollywood, has special plans for the 

LA market. She plans on using 9mm rounds that would fit the Glock high capacity 

models 17 & 19. To reduce the weight on the Earth and comply with the standards for the 

state of California, the lead in the Glock bullet will be removed (and recycled), in favor 

of a full metal jacket round.  

Celebrities, who will be wearing the bullets at the next Academy Awards, will 

have special bullet tips made from 100% recycled platinum. 

A major roll out of fair trade bullets as a premier jewelry item will occur in 2010, 

when three fair trade bullet stores open on 5th Avenue in New York, Michigan Avenue in 

Chicago and Rodeo Drive in LA. 
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Quantum Entanglement: The Physics of Fair Trade Jewelry 

 

      In ancient times, jewelry was considered a talisman, a sacred object of power 

imbued with the energy of the earth, the maker and the divine.  These days, we tend 

to dismiss these notions as "primitive" or irrelevant.  We have assumed an empirical, 

scientific world view based on logic and Cartesian empiricism.  

 

      Well ladies and gentlemen walking up the aisle, it's time to put away your 

abacuses and slide rules and start choosing your jewelry using a new understanding of 

physics! 

 

      Today, we have scientific proof that the energy that goes into a piece of jewelry, 

from miner to craftsman to salesman, has actually altered its quantum 

characteristics.  This article will help you to understand, scientifically, why you want 

your wedding ring to be made by an artist who loves his craft working with material 

that are fair trade basedé.  Curious about this new science? Read on.  

 

      The first experiment, entitled, "The DNA Phantom Effect," was conducted by the 

Russian Academy of Science, by Vladimir Poponin and Peter Gariaev.
1
    They tested 

the effect of human DNA on light particles and photons, some of the quantum 

material that composes our world.   In the experiment, a vacuum was created and the 

pattern of photons was mapped.  Then, human DNA was placed in the vacuum with 

the photons to see what would happen.  The human DNA changed the arrangement of 

photos in the vacuum.  When the human DNA was removed, the photons remained in 

the changed pattern.  In essence, the presence of human DNA had an effect on matter.  

 

      The second experiment was published in the prestigious Journal of Advancement 

in Medicine.
2
 A series of experiments was conducted in which DNA was sampled 

from an individual and placed in another room.  The subject of the experiment was 

then shown a series of images to create intense emotional feelings.  At the exact 

emotive moments that the images were shown, the DNA showed significant 

emotional response, even though it was separated from its host.   This experiment was 

repeated at distances of 350 miles away. The response on the part of the DNA, 

gauged by an atomic clock, was simultaneous.  

 

      The third experiment, conducted by Glen Rein, Ph.D. focused on the effect of 

intent on DNA.  In the experiment, DNA was placed in a beaker and then exposed to 

people who had been trained for years in quieting the mind and focusing on positive 

emotional states, such as unconditional love. Rien Found that different emotions 

                                                 
1
  ñInvestigation of the Fluctuation Dynamics of DNA Solutions by Laser Correlation 

Spectroscopy,ò Bulletin of Lebedev Phyiscs Institute, no. 11-12 (1992) : pp. 11-12.  For an updated version, 

see www.twm.co.nz/DNAPhantom.htm.     
2
   Glen Rein, Ph.D., Mike Atkinson, and Rollin McCraty, MA., ñThe Physiological and 

Psychological Effects of Compassion and Anger,ò Journal of Advancement in Medicine, vol. 8, no 2 

(Summer 1995): pp. 87-103.    

http://www.twm.co.nz/DNAPhantom.htm


 86  

caused the DNA to wind or unwind,
3
 proving scientifically the connection between 

mind, emotions and body.     

 

      In sum, physicists have conducted and published experiments in reputable 

scientific journals which show that human DNA influences photons.   Human 

emotions influence DNA separated from their origins over long distances.  And 

human emotions can actually change the coherence of DNA.  

 

      To some readers, particularly those who live outside of Sedona, AZ or Santa Fe, 

NM, these experiments are mind boggling.  To others, they confirm what we already 

know: that we are all interconnected in one great web of life.   Yet what might we 

draw from these findings in terms of jewelry?  

 

      Consider wearing a diamond from miners who struggle to survive on sixty dollars 

a month because they are being exploited by elements of diamond cartel, or a mass-

produced piece of jewelry just spewed out of a factory in China with its lax 

environmental and child labor laws. Beauty will be stained in a way that you might 

not be able to see, but on a subtle level, you might feel it.  The DNA of every human 

being that has handled your jewelry has imprinted itself into the actual piece before 

you feel emotionally bonded to it.  In this case, yuk!  

 

      Do not kid yourself.  You do bond with your jewelry, just as our ancestors have 

for thousands of years.  Jewelry is more than symbolic.  We have a mysterious 

relationship to it.  We may feel that the piece offers us protection or anchors an 

intention.   The ring given with love, made with love, is more able to carry love.  

 

      Rather than only being concerned that your platinum diamond ring is "rare, pure 

and eternal," consider the ring as a gift from the earth that carries with it the light of 

the stars.  Trust your intuitive sense.  Some pieces really do "feel better" than others.  

From mine to market, the DNA of all that have touched the piece has shifted the 

quantum pattern of that the metal and stone. 

 

      In my company, I demand that our jewelers chant Tibetan Mantra while making each 

piece!  Just kidding.  But I am concerned about the well being of my employees, which is 

why we do our best to provide them with living wages, a strong benefit package and a 

beautiful place to work.  I also try to source every component in our jewelry production 

from ethical, environmentally sound suppliers.   

 

      I urge you to support jewelers who are truly passionate about these issues.  Iôve listed 

a few of the ones I know on this site, and the list is growing. 

 

Then, get a wedding ring that is produced through fair trade and made from ecologically 

responsible material.   On that marriage night, and, God willing, for the next sixty years, 

                                                 
3
  Glen Rein, Ph.D., ñEffect of Conscious Intention on Human DNA.ò Proceedings of the 

International Forum on New Science (Denver, CO: 1996).  For more info, see 

www.HartMath.com/company/Index.html.  

http://www.hartmath.com/company/Index.html
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enjoy getting entangled, quantumly.   

       

And remember: separation is an illusion and we are all connected.     

 

If you want to learn more about what I have written here, check out the book, The Divine 

Matrix, Bridging Time, Space, Miracles and Belief, by Gregg Braden.  Gregg's book was 

my main source for writing this article.   
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Myths and Legends of Gemstones: Introduction  
 

Gemstones are primarily treated as a commodity.  However, every gemstone has an 

energetic quality and some gemstones have entire stories associated with their 

relationship to human beings.    

 

This last section looks at birthstones and the nature of gemstones from a mythological 

perspective.    

References: Most of the historical content, myth and lore referenced in the following 

articles came from two books, both of which are in print and available online:  

George Frederick Kunz, The Curious Lore of Precious Stones, New York, Dover 

Publications, Inc. 1913, 1971 edition. 

Bruce Knuth, Gems In Myth, Legend and Lore, Parachute, Colorado, Jewelers Press, 

2007.  
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The Story of Birthstones 
 

Those involved in earth-based spirituality have long believed in the power of rocks and 

crystals to influence or reveal one's fate. While the rational, scientific approach to life 

may dismiss the metaphysical appreciation of gemstones and gem lore, the popularity of 

birthstones attests to the fact that many people remain intrigued by the connection 

between gems, the zodiac and their own nature.  

The belief in the power of gems stretches back to some of the earliest written stories. The 

historical origin of birthstones points to the story of Exodus as mentioned in the Bible. 

Aaron, a high priest during the time of Moses, wore a breast plate with twelve jewels, 

each of which was magically engraved with the names of the twelve tribes of Israel.  

The jewels themselves were said to have been chipped off the throne of God. In fact, the 

breastplate, according to the Jewish historian, Josephus, (37-95AD) had miraculous 

powers. "From the stones which the high priest woreé there emanated a lighté a 

radiance sufficient to give light even to those far away."  

 
 
An old depiction of the High Priest Aaron wearing 

his breast plate with twelve gems  
What the actual twelve stones were is disputed because any list relies upon translations of 

archaic terms that are often specific as to color more than pointing to an actual gemstone. 

That said, Bruce Knuth, in his definitive book entitled: Gems in Myth, Legend and Lore, 

gives the twelve original gems as: red jasper, light green serpentine, green feldspar, 

almandine garnet, lapis lazuli, onyx, brown agate, banded agate, amethyst, yellow jasper, 

malachite, and green jasper/jade.  

This original breast plate was lost when the first temple was burned down. With the 

second temple, a new breastplate was made which is dated to about the 6th century BC. 

In those early times, there's evidence that all twelve stones were kept by a particular 

guardian or priest who wore a particular stone every month. The first recorded reference 

between birthstones and months, or zodiac, was from the Jewish historian, Flavius 

Josephus, first century, AD.  
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John, in ReValations 21:9 discussed the Foundation Stones of New Jerusalem which 

scholars believed were based on the earlier breast plate of Aaron. It was natural to 

connect the number of twelve tribes with the twelve apostles and the twelve signs in the 

zodiac. The custom of associating a month with a particular birth date continued and was 

adopted by the early Christians, even though the pagan belief of gems having a particular 

power was scorned.  

John, in ReValations, lists twelve different stones, which represented certain qualities and 

were eventually tied to the Julian calendar, which has twelve months. The church has a 

longstanding tradition of honoring the metaphysical nature of gemstones. This can be 

traced back to writings of some of the early fathers and the mixing of pagan traditions 

with those of the early Christians.  

According to the Gemological Institute of America, the modern custom of wearing gems 

associated with particular months is traced back to sixteenth century Germany, though 

George Kunz in his authoritative text on the lore of gemstones traces it back to Jewish 

18th century Poland.  

Over the years, attempts have been made to standardize gemstones, but even now there is 

variation between stones and their months; especially since astrological signs cross 

month borders. Different cultures, Vedic, Arab, Russian, etc, have naturally adopted 

stones associated with months according to what was regionally available.  

The ancient connection of gem to month has also been influenced by commercialism. The 

National Association of Jewelers set up a definitive birthstone list in 1912, which bore 

little resemblance to Aaron's breastplate. Just three gemstones remain from the original 

foundation stones: amethyst, onyx and topaz. This list was again modified in the thirties. 

Recently, the tanzanite industry has attempted to make tanzanite a new birthstone without 

much success.  

Given the long and storied history of birthstones, which is so disconnected from the 

modern list, one might indeed ask why they remain so popular. Without question, people 

are captivated by the idea that their personality or even spiritual life might be deeply 

connected to a particular gemstone. If you are a Cartesian, you may argue that this belief 

is merely the fancy of the imagination. But if so, imagination is certainly one of the most 

powerful influences in life. William Blake and the romantic poets came after Descartes 

and set the record straight!  

No wonder so many feel a profound relationship that is beyond the imagination to one's 

birthstone. If you do not feel that connected to your birthstone, choose another stone. 

After providing exhaustive lists, Bruce Knuth states that after consulting numerous texts, 

"one will find nearly any gem or gem color may be connected to any zodiacal signé. If 

one is in search of a natal stone to serve as a talisman, it would seem advisable to choose 

a stone of personal preference or one that "feels right."" (p. 329.) Those who study the 

metaphysical elements of rocks and crystals have found that a relationship can be 

cultivated with any gem with some effort.  
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You might try, for example, taking a gemstone and putting it in your hand and feeling 

what it does to your energy. Then take another gem and do the same thing, noting what 

might be learned from the differences. Over time, just as a piece of jewelry can hold an 

energy, intention or commitment, so a particular gemstone actually seems like an alliance 

which can guide you or even help you with your healing, prosperity or wisdom.  
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 The Myth and Lore of Garnets: January's Birthstone 
 

The lore of garnets can be traced back to the ancient Greek myth of Persephone. She was 

the maiden daughter of Zeus, the most powerful Greek god, and Demeter, the earth 

mother whose realm was plants and agriculture.  

Persephone was picking flowers when she was abducted by Hades, the ruler of the 

underworld. Zeus sought Hermes to find her and bring her back, but because she had 

eaten of the pomegranate seed, she was obligated to spend a third of the year with Hades, 

who became her new husband.  

The term garnet comes from the Phoenician term for pomegranate: punica geranatum. 

From this came the Latin term, "granatus," which translates as "seed." Garnets appear 

like pomegranate seeds individually and also, in their natural matrix where they can be 

found in clusters.  

Persephone's rising up from the underworld and disappearing in the late autumn months 

represents the seasonal cycles of plant growth in temperate climates. In the winter 

months, when plants are barren and the earth itself seems to be asleep, Persephone is 

underground. In the spring, she rises up with to be with her mother, Demeter, who brings 

the bounty of leafy growth with joy at her daughter's return.  

The mythological association of garnets, particularly red garnets, with Persephone 

suggests that the gemstone might be associated with a particular type of love-- not the 

superficial type of love, but deep love that takes you so far out of yourself that you end 

up in a different world. Note that Persephone was not courted. She was swept down. 

Once she tasted the underworld, she could never leave; it was an initiation of sorts. 

Hades, Persephone's husband, inhabits a world in which one is forced to leave one's body 

behind in ashes.  

Hades was also sometimes called "Lord of the Riches," because indeed, all riches do 

come from the earth. Jungian depth psychology and astrological lore associate Hades 

with cathartic, radical change from deep within. The underworld is a metaphor for the 

subconscious currents of one's existence-the dream world, where archetypal characters 

interact in stories that have mythological patterns.  

Apart from this myth, garnets have been the subject of much lore over the centuries. 

There is a Biblical story about Noah hanging a garnet around his neck in order to have 

safe passage through dark and stormy nights, which may account for garnets sometimes 

being offered to travelers as a talisman for safe journeys. Garnets are named as January's 

birthstone, the zodiac sign is that of Aquarius, a sign associated with the warmth of 

friendship and working well with groups of people.  

The Koran describes Heaven's light as all pervasive, glowing with a garnet structure-- 

garnets in this case containing a powerful internal energy. Romans compared the glow of 
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garnet to that of coal and the passionate red led them to associate the gem with Mars, the 

god of war. Garnets are also associated with the hot weather of summertime. 

Perhaps the lore of garnets also has something to do with the way they are formed. 

Garnets, found in metamorphic and volcanic rock, are formed deep underground in 

extreme pressure and temperature.  They are a type of silicate that share a common 

crystalline, isometric, cubic structure. Though we most often identify them with the color 

red, they can be found in a wide variety of hues, depending upon the composition of 

calcium, iron and manganese. Garnets range from green, lemon yellow, rose, orange and 

even black.  

Human beings have used garnets for adornment over thousands of years. Garnets have 

even been found in Bronze Age tombs. According to Knuth, the earliest recorded garnet 

mine is in Sri Lanka and dates back about 2500 years. Today, garnets are mined on 

several continents. Those that are not gemstone quality are quite common. I remember 

picking out small bits of red in the granite of the White Mountains of northern New 

Hampshire which I explored as a teenager.  

If you want to learn more about garnets and your relationship to them, here's an entirely 

different approach. Just try holding a garnet in your hand for a while and see if you get a 

new feeling. Perhaps you'll see some images in your mind's eye. Contemplate what you 

feel and see if it provides any insight. This may seem crazy, but ask the garnet a question. 

You might be surprised about what a garnet can teach you about your personal journey, 

picking flowers with your sweetheart, or wandering about in a dream somewhere in the 

realm of Hades. 
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 The Myth and Lore of Amethyst: February's Birthstone 
 

Amethyst is said to cure hangovers, bring spiritual wisdom, and even capture wild beasts, 

which may be particularly helpful if you are raising young children or working in the 

business world. To gain a deeper insight into how these qualities might tie together, let us 

look at the old stories and dive deeply into their meaning.  

The lore of amethyst is intimately rooted in Bacchus, the ecstatic god of fertility and 

wine, and the patron of tragedy. In a myth recounted by a sixteenth century French poet 

dedicated to King Henry the third, Bacchus was walking about with his tiger in one of 

those bad moods that a god can find himself in from time to time. Feeling unloved and 

neglected, he vowed to take out his anger on the first person he happened to come across.  

The beautiful maiden, Amethyst, who was on her way to Diana's temple, happened to 

step before Dionysus. As the tiger tore into her with his claws she called to Diana, the 

virgin huntress, patron of childbirth, goddess of the moon.  

Alas, Diana arrived too late. Amethyst's body lay shredded on the earth. She honored 

Amethyst by turning her into a pillar of white stone, safe from tiger's teeth. Bacchus felt 

like a schmuck. Her gathered up his finest bottle of wine and poured it over the stone, 

creating the beautiful violet amethyst we know today.  

Let us take a giant leap here into pop psychology and look at the main characters in this 

story not as figures outside of us, but as symbols of aspects of our own personalities. 

When Carl Jung said that the ancient gods have become diseases, he was really referring 

to the notion that we all have many inner characters who follow certain patterns and that 

ignoring these can be dangerous.  

Dionysus, the original Greek name for the Roman god, Bacchus, represents that part of us 

that needs the ecstatic release, whether that be through a good party or some other sensual 

means. In the cult of Dionysus, the Maenads were the "frenzied" ones in ecstasy who 

formed his entourage. His rites were violent, and included dismembering which can be 

seen as a metaphor for tearing apart the flesh to bring spirit into the body. Dionysus was 

also twice born or reborn, representing, therefore, the notion of renewal. The color of 

Amethyst, being purple and given by Dionysus, could have something to do with 

transformation.  

If we ignore this, our human need to transform ourselves, we can remain as rigid and hard 

as a stone pillar. Or, we may find ourselves internally angry at the world, walking around 

unleashing our wild tigers on innocent bystanders. This is particularly dangerous to the 

innocent and the feminine, as represented by Amethyst.  

Egyptians tied amethyst to the zodiac sign of Capricorn, the goat that tore apart vineyards 

and therefore was the enemy of drunkenness. The cure of hangovers is tied to Bacchus' 

relationship to wine. Wear an amethyst, they believed, and it would protect you from that 

breathalyzer when you were pulled off your chariot on your way home from the orgy in 
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the temple. The Egyptians also held that if you were to tie amethyst around your neck 

with the hairs of a peacock and features of a sparrow, you'd be protected from sorcery 

and cured of gout.  

Amethyst is one of original gems on the breastplate of the Biblical priest, Aaron, 

representing and inscribed with the name of one of the twelve tribes of Israel. John, in 

ReValations, lists amethyst as one of his twelve "foundation" gems as well. Each of these 

twelve was inscribed with the name of an apostle. Amethyst is the last stone, representing 

Matthias, who took Judas' position. Matthias was said to be filled with celestial fire. John 

states that the gem represents the humility of the saints who are like burning flame, 

looking at love. The transformational element of a flame, burning pure violet, again links 

amethyst's spiritual work.  

The color purple has been associated with higher spiritual consciousness and 

transformation not just among flaky new age practitioners living in Sedona, but also as 

illustrated by the vestments worn by priests in the Catholic Church. The protective 

concept of amethyst might be tied to the idea that being on a spiritual journey offers some 

safety from certain worldly influences. Though Amethyst is placed as February's 

birthstone in most modern lists, the Hindu mystics in Vedic astrology believe amethyst 

was the gemstone of Pisces.  

Finally, consider that the crystalline structure of amethyst is hexagonal, and therefore its 

nature is associated with the number six. Two triangles are brought together to form a 

new shape. According to tradition, the number six is represents Solomon's seal ð a way 

of mediating and coming to resolution and balance after indecision.  

Now it may be time for you to experience the energy of amethyst for yourself. First, 

check in with yourself and see how you are feeling and make a note of it. Then, take a 

piece of amethyst and hold it in your hand. See how it feels and what thoughts come into 

your mind or heart. Consider what you learn in light of some of the ancient stories and 

you may be surprised at what you discover.  
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 The Myth and Lore of Aquamarine: March's Birthstone 
 

Try using the mystical power of aquamarine to summon the dead, or for 

protection against demonic spirits, suggested Albertus Magnus, (1193-1280). (Knuth p. 

24) But take heed that you engrave your talisman with the image of an eagle first, which 

can be easily done by your local practitioner of alchemy, who may also be known as the 

village fool.  

Aquamarineôs lore stretches back to the breast plate of the high priest Aaronð

each stone representing a quality of one of the tribes of Israel. (Knuth p. 319) St. John, in 

the fourteenth verse of ReValations, lists the "foundation" stones in the church, listing 

beryl as his eighth stone, associated with the virtue of mercy and the apostle Thomas.  

Aquamarine is part of the larger gem family known as beryl, which, depending 

upon trace chemicals, have color ranges in blue, pink, green and yellow. Until the last 

hundred years, the traditional birthstone for March was bloodstone. Aquamarine's 

designation as March's birthstone was made in 1912 by a trade association of jewelers. 

There can be little doubt that commercial rather than metaphysical interest motivated 

jewelers to change March's stone.  

Sorting through the poltergeist of beryl's lore can be confusing, perhaps because 

there are many variations in the color of beryl, each having its own quality to ancient 

writers. A writer describing the metaphysical properties of beryl might be giving us more 

insight into his own personality than the actual gem.  

One theme which consistently shows up is beryl's association with 'clarity of 

vision'. The word in Latin for ñmagnifying glassò is beryllus. ñGlasses,ò in German, is 

brille. In England during the 16th century, windows were known as berills and mirrors, 

as berral-glas. (Knuth p. 49) Consider also, the name aquamarine: water of the ocean or 

sea.  

In the middle ages, beryl was a popular crystal used as an aid to oracles. Methods 

included placing the gem in a water bowl, or holding it above water by a threadðletters 

for words would be drawn out once a question was asked. Beryl is also the gemstone of 

Scorpio, a water sign known for deep seated emotional passion and the wielding of 

power. The connection to water and Scorpion suggests emotional depth. Scorpio, a fixed 

water sign in the zodiac, does not represent the river or the spring, but rather the still 

depths of the emotional life.  
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Also, consider the blue color of Aquamarine. Blue is associated with those in positions of 

authority: the blue suit of a business man, the uniforms of police.   The color has 

something to do with alignment to truth and justice. If you are coming from your true 

center, connected to the power of clarity and universal law, evil spirits probably will not 

have much power in your life.  

Aquamarine has a structure that is hexagonal, which means it is connected to the 

number six.  According to tradition, the number six represents Solomon's seal ð a way 

of mediating and coming to resolution and balance after indecision. Again, the 

connection with judgment and universal law is confirmed by its very structure.  

What is really important, however, in your study of aquamarine is what the gem 

might teach you. If you have a piece, now it may be time for you to experience the energy 

of aquamarine for yourself. First, check in with yourself and see how you are feeling and 

make a note of it. Then, take a piece of aquamarine and hold it in your hand. See how it 

feels and what thoughts come into your mind or heart. Consider what you learn in light of 

some of the ancient stories and you may be surprised at what you discover.  
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 The Myth and Lore of Diamonds: April's Birthstone  
 

The diamond - a pure, essential form of carbon set in a ring, held by a man on his knees - 

represents commitment, fidelity and the beauty of matrimony. But the diamond has other 

traditions and uses as well, long forgotten.  

According to Talmudic texts,a diamond's sparking brilliance increases with innocence 

and dims with guilt. After the honeymoon, you may ask your diamond if your husband is 

the cheating type. A man, fearful of becoming a cuckold, might examine his wife's 

engagement ring more closely. The fourteenth century author of Lapidaire, Jean de 

Mandeville, wrote, "It happens often that the good diamond loses its virtue by sin and 

incontinence." (Kunz p. 71) 

The Greek term for diamond is adamas, which means, "invincible" or "extreme 

hardness." The Hebrew word yaholom, among some translators, also means diamond. 

Yaholom is one of the gems on the breast plate of the high priest Aaron, which is the 

original source of birthstones. However, it is unlikely that a diamond, given its hardness, 

was on the breast plate because the gemstones were inscribed with the names of the 

twelve tribes of Israel. (Knuth p. 76)  

Diamonds have a long and illustrious history which is described in many ancient texts. 

The oldest Arab writings on mineralogy (350 BC) describe how Alexander the Great 

sought the valley of the diamonds: "It lies in the Easté and is so deep that human eyes 

cannot see the bottom." (Kunz p. 89) Tales of diamonds often appeared in early mystic 

allegories such as Voyages of Sinbad. Roman poets also extolled the mythical qualities of 

diamonds for their raw power. Damigeron states, "When you have obtained it, it will 

make you unconquerable by enemies, opponents and evil doers, and over bearing men, 

for you will be shown terrible in every way." (Kunz p. 80) 

Back then, diamonds were sourced only out of India, where Hindu priests, astrologers 

and physicians recognized their qualities. The ancient Vedic text tells of a story in which 

a demon god, Vala, was dismembered by demigods. The bones were stripped of flesh and 

cast all over the world creating gemstones, including diamonds. A diamondôs color 

represents a particular god in the Hindu pantheon. This implies that each colored 

diamond has its own unique characteristic, representing a divine quality. This notion of 

divinity having multiple pure qualities is also echoed in Sufism, the mystical Islamic 

tradition with its ninety-nine names of God.  

Human beings and diamonds share one thing in common: both are made of carbon, but 

the similarity pretty much ends there, at least for most of the people I hang out with-- 

until we all reach our true and enlightened state. The school of Buddhism coming out of 

Tibet is called the "Vajrayana" which roughly translates to the diamond path. The tantric 

practices aim to root your "Buddha" nature, the consciousness that is pure, luminous, 

unimpeded and changeless, like a diamond. This is done by turning the mind against 

itself, like changing the course of a river so that it comes back on itself.  
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Diamonds are now considered the king of gems, though this was not always the case. 

Diamonds were not even popular in Europe until relatively modern times. For centuries, 

they were confused with clear quartz. Their recognition as exceptional came in the 

middle ages, when astrologers began to write about the qualities of the gem, often 

drawing on references from ancient texts. Even then, diamonds were not readily available 

until the late middle ages and were associated with lightening strikes. As the lore of the 

stone increased, they become fashionable, representing courage and invincibility among 

some aristocracy.  

Until modern times, with the advent of the DeBeers marketing campaign, colored 

gemstones, such as rubies, sapphires and emeralds were far more sought after than 

diamonds. They were not historically associated with marriage. These days, the jewelry 

sector derives over fifty percent of its revenues from diamond sales. The marketing of 

them is has been so intense over the last hundred years or so that it is difficult to separate 

the myth and lore of diamonds from the commercial horse, pony and glamour show.  

Much has been written about our current lore of diamonds, with its history of 

colonialism, corporate greed and sleazy marketing tainted by blood. This is not the fault 

of diamonds, but rather those who have forgotten their humanity and the nature of this 

miraculous gem. Diamonds, and most of those who mine them, are even today treated 

like a commodity. But even the recent historical events in the diamond trade attest to the 

power of diamonds which stretched back thousands of years.  

It was widely held that the power of a diamond was lost if the stone was purchased; only 

when it was received as a gift did it maintain is talismanic power. If we view the earth as 

that which gifts our diamonds, it is yet another reason why you might want fair trade 

diamonds for your engagement ring. But recent events teach another lesson about this 

king of gems. If we do not honor the power of diamonds, we are liable to be consumed by 

their shadow side which has brought out the worst of humanity.  
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 The Myth and Lore of Emeralds: Mayôs Birthstone 
 

"Emeralds are very a green stone, because to speak of its greenness, it makes the air 

green," writes the fourteenth century scholar, Chevalier Jean de Mandeville.  This 

explains the remarkable fact that monkey wrench gang ecologists and Wall Street tycoons 

are all lovers of emeralds. Yet before visiting your local jeweler, take the advice of the 

Roman magician, Damageron who, driving his chariot under the influence of Egyptians, 

wrote that, to know the power of this stone given by God, it should be carved like a 

scarab beetle with Isis on its belly before being consecrated and mounted on your brooch. 

(Kunz p. 97) 

Emeralds obviously have been enchanting human beings for thousands of years. They 

were sold in the markets of Babylon around 4000 BC. Aztecs named emerald the stone of 

sacred quetzal. Aristotle wrote that emerald held power to give one presence during 

businesses speeches and provide victory in trial. He also linked the gem to improved 

vision. 

The theme of vision repeats over the eons with several writers. Emeralds are part of the 

gem family which is called, beryl, which is heavily associated with clear sight. The word 

in Latin for ñmagnifying glassò is beryllus. ñGlasses,ò in German, is brille. In England 

during the 16th century, windows were known as berills and mirrors, as berral-glas. 

(Kunz p. 49) 

The Roman elder and historian, Pliny, wrote that emerald comforts the eyes from 

weariness and lassitude. Of all the stones, "this is the only one that feeds the sight without 

satiating it." (Kunz p. 95) The soft green color of the gem comforts the eyes.  

Beryl was used in the middle ages as a precursor to the modern day Ouija board. The gem 

was held above water bowl by a thread. Questions were asked and the answers were 

granted by letters written upon the surface of water.  Beryl was a popular crystal used as 

an aid to oracles.  

Clear sight leads to clear judgment, and this is reflected in the structure of emeralds. 

Emeralds have a hexagon crystalline structure. Two triangles are brought together to 

form a new shape that is more stable in its general nature. The number six is represents 

Solomon's seal - a way of mediating and coming to resolution and balance after 

indecision.  

A poem by the 12th century Bishop of Rennes, Marbod, echoed classic writers, stating 

that the gemstone "promotes candor, sharpens wits, confers dignity, imparts discretion 

and renders the wearer agreeable and amiable. (Kunz p. 97) 

Another theme that comes up consistently with emerald ties directly to its color. 

Egyptians called emeralds the "lover's stone." Egyptians believed that the gem could 

bring fertility and rebirth. The gem, connected to the planet Venus, was held to be a 
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gauge to love, turning deeper and richer when love was strong, and waning with the fall 

of romance. 

Another story relating to the romance of emeralds tells of Bela, King of Hungary (Kunz 

p. 99), who gave an emerald to his queen. It broke in three during the kingôs travels, 

suggesting that the lady had unlaced her bodice for another gentleman. This story also 

points to another more practical element of love and emeralds: both can be brittle. 

Fissures are often hard to detect. Many jewelers will not set emeralds simply because the 

stone can crack. Though considered by many people even more dramatic than diamonds, 

couples are reluctant to choose them as an engagement gem because of their reputation 

for being soft, though they have a respectable Mohs' hardness of between seven and a 

half and eight.  

A discussion of emeralds would not be possible without reference to the lore of Arthurian 

stories and fairy tales. Does not the good wizard wear an emerald ring to protect himself 

and his dominion against the dark sorcerers and magicians? Emeralds are deeply loved by 

the Druids, and even now, the romantically inclined many Irish simply because the 

emerald green reminds them of the verdant beauty of their home country.  

What may we learn from all this lore of emeralds? Emeralds seem to convey to the 

wearer a particular type of alignment that is different from the rest of the gems in the 

beryl family. Emeralds embody a crystalline representation of vitality, fertility, and 

beauty of the magical power of the verdant earth itself.  

It is also a gem that writers consistently report brings clarity from a particular 

perspective. The color green represents the plant world, summer time, high noon. The 

emerald can help us see the manifest with purse and crystalline insight not only in matters 

of love, but also in the world of commerce and business.  
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 The Myth and Lore of Pearl: June's Birthstone 
 

I know of no treatise on the secret lives of oysters, the fleshy creature that lives in the 

depths. Is that grain inside its shell that forms the pearl like a sore that is slow to heal, or 

is it merely an "irritant" as it is described in the gem trade-like having a small rock in our 

shoe?  

The lore of pearls can fill volumes, starting with the Romans. Roman writers described 

pearls as the "dews of heaven" that would tumble into the sea. The nefarious emperor 

Caligula wore pearl slippers. Favored by the goddess of love, Venus, pearls were often 

dissolved in a chalice of wine which was offered to one's lover. Pearls assured success in 

love.  

Religious symbolism around pearls spans from east to west. The omniscient third eye of 

the Buddha was said (among other gems) to be a pearl. (Kunz p. 164)  John, the Apostle, 

wrote that the gates of New Jerusalem are colossal pearls. Pearls were considered a 

Christian symbol of the purity of Mary or the soul within the body. When kings were 

coronated they were covered in gold and pearls. (Kunz p. 165) 

Lore from the Orient described that on the twenty-fourth month of the year, oysters 

would rise up, their shells open, to receive the precious rain. The Chinese believed that 

pearls tumbled from the mouths of dragons. (Kunz p. 161)  Dragons symbolize the 

primordial power of the elements, particularly the clouds, sky, thunder and lightning. The 

air, the sky, in ancient alchemical texts symbolizes the mind, while the ocean represents 

the watery emotions. The early symbolism suggests that pearls bridge both thought and 

feeling.  

The spherical shape of the pearl is in itself representational of completeness. The planets, 

the sun, and perhaps the cosmos itself, are spherical. They are whole, complete and 

unified like cells in the universe. Spheres are circles cast into the third dimensional 

complexity of time and space. Spheres represent community, interdependent 

relationships, dynamic change and harmony. The very shape of the pearl is a microcosm 

of some greater blue print behind the existence and movement of all things.  

The richness behind the meaning of pearls, however, is not limited to its shape and 

beauty. They are miraculously symbols of the healing processes. The oyster, living in 

pure waters, transforms what is not part of itself, that small alien grain, into something 

entirely different which lovers of pearls might call divine.  

No one can avoid what Hamlet described as the, "slings and arrows of outrageous 

fortune." We find ourselves Velcroed into the fantastical fabric of our existence. Fate and 

free will intertwine like the double helix of our DNA. We walk through life as life walks 

through us-- with all its pleasures, irritants and tragedies.  
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Our control of events is limited, but how we choose to work with our situation determines 

our character, as Viktor Emil Frankl so aptly described in his classic text describing his 

experience surviving Auschwitz. Our very nature and all we are is determined by what 

we do with those grains, small and large once they get under our skin. Ignored, they have 

the potential to become monsters in the center of labyrinths that can cause us to limp or 

even become paralyzed. Turned into objects of beauty, they become numinous 

experiences that bring us insight into the depths of what it truly means to be human, in all 

its tragic glory.  

No wonder, then, that the pearl has long been recognized for its medicinal values. Pearls 

were not for the liver, blood or kidneys, but for ailments of the heart. "A great help in the 

palpitation of the heart, and those who are sad or timid are helped in every sickness 

which is caused by melancholia," wrote the thirteen century writer, Alfonso X. (Kunz p. 

162)  

To understand the pearl is to understand how time's dimensionality causes a kind of 

layering in our psyche. Chevalier Jean de Mandeville noted that, "Pearls are a stone 

called onion, because they are of many layers, they have several surfaces, one after 

another." (Kunz p. 163) 

Those who are in the process of healing their hearts talk about it as peeling away the 

layers of an onion. The labyrinthine memories twist mysterious events that seem to be, 

like the layers of a pearl, hardened and fully material. They become part of us, a tension 

in our emotional bodies and life pathways that become normal until one goes back to 

experience the trauma.  

Long ago, when I was in such a process, I penned these lines, part of a longer poem:  

Acceptance is the fold of calcified time: 

Wounds carried through lives so long 

The notes of them, the mystery of the Fall  

Attain an elemental purity-- 

Though the black pearl 

With perfect magnesium nacre 

Floats in the heart's cavity 

Dangerously delicate to bare.  

Courage, the lion's heart, is needed to enter into those dark places and transform the 

wound and realize the divinity in the wound. As the Jungian James Hillman wrote, the 

gods are wounded. The wounds themselves are divine. If this is true, then pearls represent 

the healing power of process and the perfection of the end: the dues of heaven and the 

mysterious currents of our journey deep in the heart, the ocean of our existence.  
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 The Myth and Lore of Rubies: July's Birthstone 
 

Offer a large ruby to the Hindu deity, Krishna, the eternal child, and you will be 

reincarnated as an emperor. Offer a smaller ruby and in the next life, you'll be merely a 

king. If you believe that existence is not cyclical and have figured out who you were 

before you were born, the thirteenth century physician Naharari of Kashmire has more 

practical advice: rubies are a cure for flatulence. (Kunz p. 186)  

An ancient Hindu legion tells of a great serpent that laid three eggs-two of which were 

great rulers and the third, the ruby mines of Burma. (Kunz p. 185) In another myth, the 

demon, Vala, was conquered and dismembered by the gods of the Hindu pantheon. The 

blood dropped to the earth, forming a deep pool. On the banks of these pools one can find 

corundum and from one of these pools flows the most sacred river in India, the Ganga.  

Corundum is a classification of gemstones that come in virtually every color. Those that 

are red to reddish purple are considered rubies.  

In the east, it is common to find a statue of a Buddha adorned with a ruby on the 

forehead. It represents in this case reincarnation; but it also symbolizes the omniscient 

"third eye," the eye of intuition and knowing which penetrates the thoughts and feelings 

of others.  

The etymology of the word, ruby, comes from the Latin, ruber, which means, "red." But 

more interesting are the Sanskrit terms for ruby: ratnaraj, king of precious gems; 

ratnanayadka, leader of gems; padmaraga, red as a lotus. Its association with the lotus ties 

it to Hindu and Buddhist iconography: the lotus flower represents purity and beauty 

rising from the mucky pond, symbolic of the capacity of the enlightened ones to 

transcend the mundane reality.  

One of the gemstones of Aaron's breastplate, the source of the original twelve birthstones 

representing the twelve tribes of Israel, could possibly have been a ruby, known as the 

stone of Judah, which is the source of Israel's loyalty. Its reference to this line of kings 

made the ruby a favored gem among the hierarchy of the church. Martin Luther's 

betrothal ring was said to have been a ruby engraved with scripture. (Kunz p. 186)  

However, much of the European lore around rubies can be sourced back to India, via 

early trading of the stone brought during the voyages of Marco Polo in the thirteenth 

century which was followed by the crusades. Chevalier Jean de Mandeville, a fourteenth 

century writer of Lapidaire, a gemology text, wrote that a ruby can, "acquire and 

maintains the power of rulers, it procures peace and agreements, it makes man devoted to 

God, it appeases anger and maintains seductions, it makes the person wearing them safe 

from all dangers." (Kuntz p. 185) The ruby, similar to other highly regarded gems, also 

had oracular capacity: it changed colors to warn the wearer of events or betrayals.  

When we consider these stories of rubies, certain themes appear throughout its lore. I 

believe one that ties all together is the connection of rubies to blood. In the gem trade, top 
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quality gems from Burma are termed "pigeon blood" color - an odd descriptive color 

harkening back to times and places in history when people were pigeon killers. Should 

we conclude that the great egg-laying serpent forgot to make offerings to Krishna and 

therefore was reincarnated as a pigeon?  

Regardless of my profound metaphorical metaphysical insights, I would venture to say 

that when we wear rubies, we are connected to blood, an essence. Rubies are blood of the 

demon Vala. We associate blood and the color red with ardor, change, intensity, heart, 

love and vitality. Vala and the eggs of the serpent represent the cathartic forces, this 

primordial power of the earth. This is certainly true from a scientific, geologic viewpoint: 

the geologic pressure and unique chemical conditions it takes over the eons to create the 

ruby is miraculous.  

Lore from India and medieval Christian writers describes rubies as carrying an 

inextinguishable inner fire so intense it glows through the clothing-- just as one's passion 

can not be obscured by what one might be wearing. However, the passion contained 

within rubies can burn both ways. Vala was a demon god. The serpent in many cultures 

symbolizes the untamed, cathartic element of the earth. If  you are in a position of 

leadership you can be consumed its power which can lead to insatiable desire-leading to 

your own destruction. If you can harness it for the greater good, the power can connect 

you to your deepest passions.  

No wonder, then, that rubies were favored by kings and those in power. Throughout 

history, the best and the worst of these have sought their own immortality, using the 

power of ruby to attach themselves to something beyond the human realm and personal 

limitations - a stone that seemed to hold the divine fire.  
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 The Myth and Lore of Peridot: August's Birthstone 
 

If you are haunted by vague terrors in the night, those meandering demons, night hags 

and phantoms that wander bedsides between the arsenic hours of two and four when sleep 

is as illusive as hems from the moon's yellow skirt, peridot might be just the gem for you. 

The sixteenth century writer, Marbod, suggests you string it on a piece of hair from an ass 

(a donkey's, not your lover's) and attach it securely to your left arm. (Kunz p. 171) Also, 

if you happen to be a dabbler in necromancy, it's wise to choose peridot as your talisman.  

The etymology of the word, peridot, the birthstone of August, can be traced only back to 

the French word, peritot. We do not know the original source beyond that. Itôs first 

recorded as mined from St. John's Island, located off the coast of Egypt. Peridot on St. 

John's Island was so radiant that it could be found at night. Any trespasser caught stealing 

from these early mines was killed. Peridot was prized by Egyptian kings and first 

referenced in papyri text that goes back to 1500BC. (Kunz p.170) Even today, St. John's 

Island is one of the main sources of Peridot.  

Outside of this early lore, not much is mentioned about Peridot in European writings over 

the eons. A tenth century bishop, Andreaus of Caesarea, named the gem one of the 

foundation stones of the church, and associated it with the apostle Bartholomew, "since 

he was illustrious for his divine preaching and his store of virtues." (Knuth p. 170) Some 

excellent pieces were brought back to the treasuries of the church and presented as 

emeralds during the crusades-a mislabeling that exists even today.  

To glean some understanding of what this gem might symbolize we can first consider its 

actual shape. Peridot crystalline structure is hexagonal, a structure with six sides.  Six 

epresents balance and community. Six is also said to represent mankind's manifestation 

on earth. Solomon's seal had six points and was said to symbolize a means of arriving at 

resolution and balance after indecision.  

Surely the main meaning of peridot, however, must be understood in references over 

thousands of years to the sun and to demons. Demons operate in the darkness, in myth 

and metaphorically as well. Consider the images from dreams which rise up from the 

underworld, of what today we call the unconscious. These images are often difficult to 

understand even when brought to the light of day. It is a mysterious world of metaphor 

and shifting shapes.  

To have a piece of peridot is to be anchored to a different perspective. Peridot is not a 

gem that guides you down in those dark realms. It has a strong association with the sun 

and would offer protection from those spirits. In the daylight, physically and 

metaphorically, you can see the outline and form of what is around you more clearly. In 

the light, everything is clear. This in itself can be healing, especially for those who are 

haunted by their internal demons of the night. No wonder, also, that some early writers 

also spoke of how the gem brought clear sight.  
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The lovely green color of the gem is in itself associated with healing. Green is the color 

of verdant vitality, of the leafy growth of spring. Peridot's direction leads toward the 

heavens, the path of the sun, which gives the light allowing everything on earth to thrive. 

Even today, peridot is viewed by some people as a stone that connects one to the "light" 

which brings a renewed sense of the self and of one's purpose in life.  
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 The Myth and Lore of Sapphire: Septemberôs Birthstone 
 

An old Vedic story describes the demon god, Vala, ripped apart by demigods. Vala's 

body tumbled down to the earth. When he landed his skin shattered into yellow sapphires 

that scattered like mystic seeds throughout the Himalayas. Vala's eyes became shards of 

divine energy, the seeds of blue sapphires. These tumbled to Sri Lanka and other areas of 

Southeast Asia-areas where even today sapphires are mined.  

Vala is an ancient figure from the Vedas, the holy Sanskrit writings of the early Hindus. 

The label of "demon" is anthropocentric. Vala is the cathartic, primordial, untamed 

forces, the creative destructive elementals that formed the body of the earth. This power 

could not be contained all in one place and therefore had to be shattered. We as humans 

can relate to the power of the cosmos in small pieces, which is represented by the 

sapphires. Even from a scientific, geologic viewpoint: the geologic pressure and unique 

chemical conditions required over the eons to create the sapphire are primordial and 

miraculous.  

This lore of Vala's body, eye and skin, provides thematic ground for the lore of sapphire. 

The notion of "seeing" or the "seer" with clear sight is tied to core to our own journey, 

but to move forward is difficult when one's sight is wounded. Sapphires, formed from the 

eye of Vala, have been used as an "eyestone" to treat eye disease throughout the 

centuries. Egyptian physicians created an eye wash with sapphire, copper oxide and boric 

acid. Medieval texts also refer to sapphire as an elixir for the eyes particularly when 

dissolved in milk. It could remove sand or dust from the eye if held above the eye and 

warmed. (Kunz p. 192)  

The original energy, starlight made into matter, demonic yet healing, is contained within 

a sapphire as applied to skin diseases. By virtue of their powerful magnetism, sapphires 

were believed to heal boils and draw away poison when rubbed against the skin. The 

fourteenth century scholar, Chevalier Jean de Mandeville, described how sapphire is, 

"marvelously good at removing all the bumps inside the body. (Kunz p. 194)  

Sapphire was also considered an antidote for poisoning, as long as you chose the right 

gem. Wolfgang Gabelchover, a medieval writer, suspended a sapphire over a spider, 

swinging it like a pendulum. If the spider died then the stone was a good antidote. This 

theme was picked up by other writers who thought it a cure for venom. It became a 

favorite for the practices of necromancers who used it to understand even obscure 

oracles. (Kunz p. 104) 

The Latin term for sapphire is sapphires; in Hebrew, it is sappir. Ancient texts refer to 

sapphire as a blue stone, which means that its characteristics were at times confused with 

lapis lazuli. Given the technology during the time of Moses and the hardness of 

sapphires, it is unlikely that the Ten Commandments were carved on a sapphire, unless 

God did it.  
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The gem has a history of being revered in the Catholic Church. Sapphire is listed as the 

second foundation stone in Revelations XXI: "Its color is similar to that of a clear sky; 

struck by the rays of the sun, it sends forth, burning, a flash of lightening, signifying the 

hope by which we are carried off to heaven." The gem is associated with the apostle, St. 

Paul by the eleventh century bishop, Andreas of Caesarea. Pope Innocent II had his 

bishops wear sapphire rings. Mandeville called sapphire a "sainted stone" that "elevates 

that thoughts to the celestial realm." (Kunz p. 194) Isaiah 54:11: "I will lay thy 

foundation with sapphires."  

Blue is a color associated with divine law, order and structure. Consider those who wear 

blue uniforms even today. The Vedic word for sapphire, sanipraya, translates to, "dear to 

the planet Saturn." Saturn, in mythological texts, is associated with structure, 

foundations, agriculture, patience, time, history, the teacher and archetype of the old man. 

Sapphires representing eyes of the deity might suggest that the gem helps us to see 

clearly. To be at one with the proper order of manifest life is a precondition that must be 

met if we are to understand our true direction.  

If we become toxic it is surely because we do not have clear vision. Poison can also come 

from curses, the "evil eye" which confuses or distorts our way. Clarity, to be pure, 

connects one to the blue heavens above, the spheres of light in the celestial realms. A 

divine state of grace is the greatest possible healing. Sapphire seems to contain the purity 

and magnetism to assist one on the journey.  

The Vala myth also suggests that the gem might be used as a type of shield to protect 

oneself from harm. Skin of the demon is hard and protective, just like sapphires. 

Damigeron, an Arab who wrote the earliest Middle Ages treatise on gemstones, wrote 

that sapphires were worn by kings as a protection from harm. Corundum, which is the 

family of gems from which sapphires come from, has a hardness of nine out of ten. 

Crystalline corundum is rare, but in its less pure forms it is common. The frying pans in 

my kitchen are coated with it.  

Consider, finally, that sapphire is also the hexagonal crystalline structure of sapphire. Its 

nature is associated with the number six. Two triangles are brought together to form a 

new shape that represents our physical existence on earth. Harmony and community are 

also associated with the number six: the shape of the bee hive. According to tradition, the 

number six is represents Solomon's seal-a way of mediating and coming to resolution and 

balance after indecision.  

Reviewing the myth and lore of sapphire, one easily understands why it is that this gem 

has been desired for thousands of years. To hold a sapphire in one's hand and listen to its 

message might be a kind of healing, through vision, helping one find truth in the journey 

toward the Kingdom.  
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 The Myth and Lore of Opal: October's Birthstone  
 

There is an ancient story about opal.  Long, long ago, when the earth was young and 

elements were divine, the Storm God lolled about, playing amidst the wind and clouds in 

his luminous sphere. The rain came down in sheets, whipped through the sky, pelting the 

earth. Amid the lightning strikes, with black clouds riding the mountains and plains like 

emboldened dragons, the sunlight broke through the darkness. A rainbow appeared. The 

storm god grew angry and jealous of the rainbow's power. In a moment, he petrified it. 

Pieces of rainbow fell to the earth, becoming opals (Knuth, 155). 

Flash forward several tens of million of years into the fifteenth century. Imagine in 

another lifetime that you were a blond maiden. You were traveling through Cernowitz, 

Hungary, where a community of about three hundred miners was mining for opals. You 

purchased one for a necklace. It would not only make you quite the fashionable rage, but 

give you talismanic power to protect the lovely color of your hair.  

The name of October's birthstone comes from the Sanskrit word, upala, which simply 

translates to "precious gem." From the Sanskrit came the Greek word, opalios, and the 

Latin, opalus. October's birthstone suggests the turn of leaves, gold, yellow, red, in the 

autumn months. I believe there is no gem more exquisite than a fine opal, and yet many 

people are reluctant to own one because they are believed to bring bad luck.  

Opals are fragile and brittle. Many an opal has cracked on a jewelers' bench during the 

setting. Jewelers have helped to perpetuate the myth and discourage opals because, when 

you crack a valuable gem on the bench, you naturally blame it on bad luck and not your 

own skill set. In Arab myth and lore opals were held to be created when lightning strikes 

the earth. When lightning strikes sand, glass is formed. Like glass, opals are extremely 

brittle and fragile.  

The second origin of opals being bad luck comes from the notion of the evil eye. 

Lapidaries in Europe in the Middle Ages call the gem, ophthalmios, "eye stone." The eye 

of a dragon or any malignant god was said to be bad luck. A Scandinavian story of 

Volondr, the equivalent of the Roman god, Vulcan, described another source of opals. He 

was said to have created them from the eyes of children.  

The notion of the evil eye is widely held. The evil eye can seduce, which is why you 

should take care when you see the eyes in peacock feathers. I recently traveled through 

Turkey where glass charms are sold, concentric circles with a dark spot in the center, said 

to ward off the evil eye. In an ancient cavern with Roman columns under the streets of 

Istanbul stood a column with a Medusa carving. The origin of this "evil eye," I was told, 

was the ancient story of this snake headed demon goddess that turned heroes into stone-- 

something many men have experienced with their wives, metaphorically speaking, of 

course.  

In these cultures, to have oneself cast by an evil implies far more than sleeping in 

separate beds. Eyes, being the "windows of the soul," give access to one's essence. 
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Perhaps to be given the evil eye implies a kind of stain on one's immortal divinity, which 

translates, in Hamlet's words, to bad luck while in the day to day slings and arrows of 

outrageous fortune. Certainly many of us have experienced a sinking feeling in our 

stomachs after being glanced by someone who had malignant intent.  

Yet opals were also held in high esteem. One gem, called the Orphanus, was set in a 

crown of the Holy Roman Empire. Said to glow with inner fire in the darkness, the opal 

represented the empire's regal honor. Opals were used as the eyes of deities. The Romans 

knew opals as "cupid stone," symbolic of purity and hope.  

These stories suggest that the true power of opals deals with a kind of visioning. Going 

back to the original story, the rainbow is metaphor for purity and blessing. At the end of 

the rainbow is the pot of gold-gold being the final alchemical process, the manifestation 

of one's own divinity. Rainbows also are about understanding something from many 

different perspectives.  

Opals contain the full color range. The view of orange is different than the view of blue 

or green. A rainbow is white light broken into various hues. Some esoteric traditions hold 

that colors represent the various qualities of souls. Shamanic practitioners in the 

Americas and Australia have used opals as a type of medicine that enables clarity.  

Perhaps opals enable you to dream a different vision of your life, one based on the 

universal perspective of the rainbow. While this path may not make you popular, it 

certainly will give you the satisfaction and radiance of fulfilling your inner duty.  
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 The Myth and Lore of Topaz: November's Birthstone 
 

Topaz was one of the original gems on the Breastplate of the Second Temple, inscribed 

with the name of one of the twelve tribes of Israel. While many of the birthstones have 

been changed over the millennia, topaz is one gem that is almost universally accepted as 

November's birthstone; it is the gem of the zodiac sign Sagittarius. It is also called 

Sunday's gemstone-and it associated with the sun.  

Indeed, in ReValation St. John writes that topaz was "touched by the splendor of the 

sun." He lists topaz as the ninth foundation stone-each of the stones representing 

Christian virtue. To St. John, topaz is the clearest of all gemstones and signifies 

contemplation which expands the heart and aligns men with the nine orders of angels. 

"The love with which contemplation burns colors it gold," he writes. He noted the size of 

the gem-topaz crystals have been found over a foot long, and claimed that the gem was a 

favorite of kings.  

The name, topaz, comes from the island, Topazio, which is in the Red Sea. It was 

commonly used as an amulet as protection from the "evil eye." The theme of a cure of 

eyes runs though some of the early Christian writing from the tenth century. St. 

Hildegarde claimed the gem was so brilliant that it illuminated prayers in a dark chapel, 

and claimed the gem was a cure of dim vision. She recommended placing a piece of 

topaz in white wine for three days and nights, then rubbing the eye before sleep with the 

wet stone and using the wine as an eye wash. (Kunz p. 308) 

Other "healing" applications vary over the centuries. Powdered topaz placed in wine 

cured asthma, burns, insomnia and hemorrhage. It was said to cure sadness and make you 

more intelligent and was particularly powerful if used in moonlight. Pope Clement VI 

and Pope Gregory II claimed that topaz could even cure the sores from the plague. (Kunz 

pp. 209-210)  

It is almost laughable these days, in our current cultural milieu, to read about these 

"healers" of old who were able to claim miraculous results by using topaz or for that 

matter, any gemstone. Yet belief cannot be underestimated; our bodies heal particularly 

quickly if we have faith in the modality and in the healer himself, whether that be the 

doctor, shaman or Pope. Medicine is full of such accounts of miraculous events that 

cannot be explained by the current scientific world view.  

An Italian American friend of mine told me about her grandmother because the doctors 

wanted to cut off her leg which had a gangrene infection. The leg couldn't be healed. 

Everyone wanted the leg off. My friend convinced the family to give her two weeks. She 

bought bags of organic garlic, made poultices and applied them to the leg. She and a few 

friends sat and prayed over the leg day and night. The leg was healed.  
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The soul of the world appears separate from us, but perhaps it is within us. If so, topaz, or 

any gemstone, has the potential to be "healing." Each gem contains its own energy, based 

upon its particular shape and molecular structure. Our bodies, too, are energetic and we 

are capable, with practice, to respond to other objects in our field as energy. The two 

questions are: how sensitive are we in listening to the feelings or thoughts that the 

gemstone brings? Secondly, how capable are we at interpreting what we perceive?  

The early writers lived in a world which was based on lore and superstition, but at the 

same time, it was alive and infused with mystery. Objects had power. Today, such 

thoughts are driven underground by our Cartesian intellect which has faith in the 

scientific point of viewé except, we are still mysteriously interested in gemstones.  

Topaz is has many colors, and each color has its quality. The shape of the gem, which is 

orthorhombic, with three accesses radiating toward each other, is said to represent radiant 

energy and a heavenly connection. (Kunz p. 331) The square shape also suggests that 

topaz has something to do with structure, discipline and building foundations. Think 

about how you use squares in your life.  

Early writers seem to be speaking of clear and gold topaz. Gold is a color associated with 

the soul, the essential, immortal part of ourselves. Gold is radiant life energy. Gold is the 

color of the sun. Sagittarius, the zodiac symbol associated with this gem, is a mutable fire 

sign; always striving, full of passion and intellectual intensity. This intensity, with the 

help of topaz, might be well structured in any pursuit.  

From all these small hints, we can see how topaz can be used as an alliance that can help 

one align with one's inner light. For many of us, therefore, dismayed by our personal 

affairs or the state of the world, topaz is the perfect healing stone.  
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 The Myth and Lore of Lapis Lazuli:  December's 

Birthstone  
 

In the ancient world, lapis was considered as valuable as gold. Egyptians sent out legions 

of soldiers with traders for years to collect lapis for amulets, scarabs and for their high 

priests, who wore images of Mat, the goddess of truth around their necks.  

The word, lapis-lazuli, comes from Latin. Lapis means stone; lazuli translates to blue. 

The Arabic word, L'azulaus means blue, heaven and sky. It has been mined continuously 

in Afghanistan for over six thousand years and is widely referenced in many ancient 

texts. Lapis is not widely referenced as a birthstone. However, the 1912 list of birthstones 

created by a jewelry trade group lists lapis as one of the gems.  

In the third millennium, BC, Puabi, a Sumerian queen, dressed in a robe of lapis and 

gold. Innini, also known as Ishtar, a Babylonian goddess of love and sex, traveled to the 

underworld wearing lapis. A powerful bull god had a lapis beard, and those carrying the 

gem had the power of that god. (Kunz pp. 139-140)  

In the Middle Ages lapis was mixed with oil to create an exquisitely intense blue paint 

which served as a pigment for illuminated manuscripts. Lapis was also used for Tibetan 

tankas-the sacred iconographic chronology of deities which form the basis for 

visualizations during meditation practices.  

Lapis was used in ceremonial robes of Hebrew patriarchies. An angel gave King 

Solomon a lapis ring to control demons. The deep blue stone flecked with gold seems in 

itself to represent royalty. In Biblical times, the Ten Commandments are believed to have 

been inscribed on a lapis tablet. The stone has a long and varied association, across 

cultural lines, with gods of truth, power and kings. (Kunz pp. 139-140)  

It is common in many traditional cultures to view the royalty as divine, or carrying out 

the Divine will. To be a righteous king in the classic sense implies an alignment with the 

Kingdom in the Biblical sense. Though there are references to lapis as a healing gem, 

particularly as a cure for depression or a weak heart, generally the richness and color of 

lapis in itself has been associated royalty and authority. Healing, then, from the 

perspective of lapis, is about having a strong heart, being grounded as the center of a 

kingdom, and coming into one's power.  

Today, lapis is common, carried in tin trunks out of the mines of Afghanistan from which 

it is exported all over the world. Lapis was much more expensive decades ago than it is 

now. That the gem has become fairly easy to obtain does not diminish its beauty or its 

metaphysical value. Our association with the deep blue color of lapis is carried forth even 

today: those wear the dark blue uniforms represent the law and the truth in context to 

leadership and community. The Kingdom can be your household, workplace, or 

somewhere else, internal, untouched by the pettiness of human affairs. Lapis will meet 

you there.  
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 The Myth and Lore of Turquoise, December's Birthstone 
 

In 1981, in a small Tibetan village in the Himalayas of northern Nepal, I sat quivering in 

front of Wong Chu, a shamanic practitioner of the ancient Bonpo sect of Tibet. With his 

drums, bells, fire and chanting, he called in the local spirits on behalf of a sick villager 

while I watched silently from the corner of his stone hut. He wore turquoise amulets for 

protection.  

I observed several of his rituals, eventually hiring him to do a session for myself in which 

I made the mistake of taking pictures of him. The gods were not pleased. My camera 

broke. The two subsequent times I visited the Himalayas, my camera also broke. Perhaps 

if I had only draped turquoise around the lens of my old 35mm, I would not have such 

bad luck.  

After completing my research, I left the village and trekked the ancient salt trading routes 

that connected Tibet to India. I ran into many Tibetan traders with their donkeys, wearing 

turquoise around their necks and in their ears, often attached with string or silver. The 

stone, I came to understand, had deep religious significance. Turquoise, to the Tibetans, 

brought both blessing and protection.  

Turquoise Bracelets were found on the arm of the Egyptian queen, Zer, 7500 years old. 

The gem was widely used as an amulet and talisman representing their gods Amum and 

Isis. Aztecs, Mayan, Persians and Babylonians are just a few of the cultures that have 

valued turquoise over the millennia. In Roman times, even leading into medieval Europe, 

physicians ground up the stone and used it to treat eye diseases and skin inflammations.  

The name comes from the French term, Pierre turquoise, which means basically a stone 

from Turkey, which is where it probably entered Europe through early trading roots. It 

became fashionable for both men and women in the sixteenth century. "Whoever wears a 

turquoise, so that it or its gold setting touches the skin, may fall from any height and the 

stone attracts to itself the whole force of the blow, so that it cracks and the person is 

safe," wrote Anselmus de Boot, the court physician for Emperor Rudolph II. (Kunz p. 

221) Wearing it offered protection, particularly for the horse and rider.  

A few years after my stint in Nepal, I moved to Santa Fe, New Mexico and took any job I 

could get. I found myself in the narrow tunnels of a prehistoric turquoise mine just south 

of town, serving rattlesnake, cactus and pinot. In between frying up more snake, with 

terrible cowboy music in the background, I marveled at the piles of tailings, looking for 

small specks of the sky blue that remained.  

Turquoise is a color and gem synonymous with southwest style, fading in and out of 

popularity every few years. But to the Native people whom I met while teaching English 

at an Indian school, the gem has an entirely different significance. Pueblo people will tell 

you that turquoise stole its color from the sky.  
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If you are ever privileged to observe one of the traditional dances that regularly take 

place in the pueblos of Northern New Mexico, you will see turquoise jewelry that will 

dazzle the eye. Numerous old stories in Native America exalt turquoise. The stone is a 

favorite of shamanic wisdom keepers and elders, worn for protection against diseases and 

for the power.  

I have also walked the backcountry and have come across shrines where small grains of 

turquoise have been left as offerings to the local spirits of the land. Some Natives claim 

that that it can be found in the moist ground at the end of the rainbow and that simply 

wearing it attracts good things to you.  

Across cultures, we can draw a few conclusions. Turquoise is certainly a type of shield. 

Working with the gem offers a protection. But protection comes from connecting into the 

energy of the stone, which is somehow connected to the energy of the earth itself. 

Protection is alignment with something that is easily manipulated by the vagaries of the 

perspective. Just hold a piece of turquoise in your hand and see what it might teach you 

about Mother Earth and Father Sky.  
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RESOURCES: People, Agencies and Companies Making a 

Difference 

Here is my best list of resources and suppliers.  Many of the companies listed are 

only relevant to the jewelry trade rather than the general public, but I have listed them 

anyway.   

CHANGE AGENTS 
_______________________________________________________ 

Madison Dialogue:  

The Madison Dialog List serve is a resource for those in the jewelry trade.  It 

sponsored the first ethical jewelry conference at the World Bank in Oct. 2007. 

www.madisondialogue.org 

The Rapaport Group:  

Martin Rapaport has been a powerful voice for fair trade diamonds and jewelry 

production.  

www.diamonds.net 

www.diamonds.net/fairtrade 

Association for Responsible Mining (ARM):  

ARM aims to enable fair trade certified precious metals, responsibly produced by 

artisanal and small-scale miners, to reach the jewelry marketplace, via its Standard Zero 

for Fair Trade Artisanal Gold and Associated Silver and Platinum.  

Standard Zero was developed by a knowledgeable and highly committed technical 

committee using FLO´s Fair Trade Generic Standards, and adapting them to artisanal and 

small scale gold mining. Standard Zero has undergone extensive local, national, regional 

and global consultation since August 2006. 

www.communitymining.org 

The World Jewelry Confederation (CIBJO):  

CIBJO is the World Jewelry Confederation. Dedicated to helping create a 

sustainable and responsible jewelry industry. 

www.sustainablejewellery.org 

Responsible Jewelry Counsel (RJC) 

This is a trade group representing mainly the views of large companies in the 

jewelry sector interested in developing ethical standards. An international non-profit 

organization representing about 100 member companies across the gold and diamond 

http://www.madisondialogue.org/
http://www.diamonds.net/
http://www.diamonds.net/fairtrade/
http://www.nationaljewelernetwork.com/njn/content_display/fashion/e3id47cff04f3393e66b3926636a24e8a5f
http://www.communitymining.org/
http://www.sustainablejewellery.org/
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supply chain. Committed to promoting responsible business practices in a transparent and 

accountable manner throughout the industry from mine to retail.  However, they do not 

certify the supply chains of their members.  Dirty gold can be sold by an RJC member.  

www.responsiblejewellery.com  

Communities and Small-scale Mining Secretariat (CASM):  

A global networking and coordination facility with a stated mission to ñto reduce 

poverty by improving the environmental, social and economic performance of artisanal 

and small-scale mining in developing countries.ò 

www.artisanalmining.org  

Artisan Small Scale Mining (ASM):  

An important development initiative supported by the World Bank and other 

organizations, worldwide. This website goes into details explaining their work. 

www.artisanalmining.org 

Ethical Metalsmiths:  

This group is made of mostly small designers and manufacturers interested in 

ethical jewelry practices. Formed for the purpose of stimulating demand for responsibly 

sourced materials as an investment in the future. They stand for social responsibility, a 

healthy environment and materials that are consistent with these values. 

www.ethicalmetalsmiths.org  

Clear Conscience project by Lori Bonn Designs:  

Clear Conscience Jewelry and Accessories is an industry initiative to create a new 

standard for products that are environmentally and socially responsible. The project is 

initially sponsored by Lori Bonn Designs, Inc., but is intended as a non-proprietary 

standard for the industry. This company is one of the early movers in pushing for 

ethically produced product. 

www.clearconsciencejewelry.org 

http://www.responsiblejewellery.com/
http://www.artisanalmining.org/
http://www.artisanalmining.org/
http://www.ethicalmetalsmiths.org/
http://www.clearconsciencejewelry.org/



