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AGTA President Speaks at World Emerald Symposium 

 

AGTA President, Jeffrey Bilgore, was among invited speakers at the World Emerald Symposium, held October 12 – 14, 

2018 in Bogota, Colombia.  Please see his remarks below:  

 

AGTA President, Jeffrey Bilgore, at the World Emerald Symposium in Bogota, Colombia. 

First – Thank you to: Mr. Edwin Molina and Guillermo Galvis for hosting all of us at this amazing event. There is a real 

benefit in speaking on the 2nd day – we all can see what a great symposium this! Here we all learn from each other and 

move forward together. Also, thanks to Gaetano Cavalieri the President of CIBJO for hosting the next great event. 

A special thanks to all of you, everyone here. 

It is a real honor being here in Colombia, its hard to believe that this is my first trip. Colombia is one of the true historic 

and legendary pillars of our gem trade. In the colored gem trade there are three terms of provenance that produce awe 

when mentioned or referred to. Burma Ruby, Kashmir Sapphire and Colombian Emerald. Other locations produce 

beautiful emeralds for sure but when presented it is almost always compared to Colombian gems in beauty and value. 

Rich or not as rich when they ask, and you say your emerald is Colombian it is recognized as very special and a part of 

history. 

It is a pleasure to be here with all of you. 
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I am Jeffrey Bilgore, President of the American Gem Trade Association. I have been in this business for 38 years, it is the 

only business I know. Last year at the AGTA membership meeting I stated that I began my career with no family in the 

trade, as gemologist making $10,000 a year and came to Tucson for the first time in 1980. It was incredible to be standing 

there (and here now) as President of AGTA. 

I am here to talk for a few minutes about AGTA, social responsibility and trade, due diligence, our trade today and all of 

us going forward to a brighter future. 

I am not here to promote a product, I am here to promote and discuss us, the gem traders. 

1981 AGTA was founded by a group of colored gem traders, it was in Tucson and was motivated by two reasons. 1) We 

didn’t like the way a trade show producer was treating us (so nothing changes too much) and 2) there was no organization 

in the trade for the colored gem merchants. The diamond sector had many associations, so did the retail sector. Now we 

did. 

1982 AGTA wrote its first Code of Ethics and Best Business Practices. 

Currently we are about 1200 members creating a true mine to consumer pipeline. 

350 are dealers/traders which includes mine owners and importer/exporters 

350 manufacturing jewelers and designers who buy their gems from AGTA suppliers and sell to retail companies. 

500 retail members who sell to the consumer. 

We also have 100+ student members, educating the future generation. 

Our mission is simple –  

Promote commerce of colored gemstones and pearls. 

Promote this through our members and the added value they provide as a source of knowledge and integrity. 

Promote ethics in our trade and to protect both the consumer and marketplace. 

1983 ICA was formed by many of the same people, our international friends, colleagues and partners. The big distinction 

between the two organizations was the scope – International vs just the US & Canada and producing vs consuming 

nations. 

Over 100 of the AGTA dealer/trader members are also ICA members making the US and AGTA the largest member 

nation of ICA, so we all are in this together. 

1985 AGTA created the first GEM INFORMATION MANUAL for the disclosure of treatments, processing and there 

affects on gem materials. The first draft was written by…. 

Roland Naftule, who is here today, Ray Zajicek, whose son Monte Zajicek is here today and who has had an office here in 

Bogota for 35 years and by Richard Krementz who is no longer with but was surly a great industry leader. 

This effort in 1985 was ground breaking then and is a real precursor of, in fact, is more relevant in today’s world. 

One of the most basic responsibilities of any seller is to fully inform their customer of everything they know about the 

gems or products they sell. 

The most basic question of Due Diligence fulfillment can be simply stated as this, “Can I pass this gemstone through my 

hands to my customer and ultimately to the consumer with confidence.”  

This means, what do I know, so that I can inform them, about the gem and where it came from, knowing about its source, 

its quality and the integrity of both. 
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This Gem Information Manual was a huge first step in this process and is a living document. Its contents have been 

modified and updated. 

Its disclosure codes have been adopted by CIBJO, ICA and AGTA – so these three bodies are in unison. 

A few years ago, ICA used the AGTA Code of Ethics as the basis for its own Code of Ethics, so again there is alignment 

in our sector. 

This manual from 1985 was in fact all about today’s concerns – it is about supply chain integrity and due diligence. 

It all begins with knowledge of disclosure about our product.  

Today one cannot sell a gemstone, and certainly should NOT, sell a gemstone without fully disclosing its “state” of 

condition and treatments. 

TODAY THIS IS A BARE MINIMUM…. 

In today’s marketplace there are many motions in play. “buzz words”, they buzz words with meaning. 

Ethical mining; Ethical sourcing; Responsible sourcing; Fair Trade Gems; Transparent Supply Chains; Environmental 

impact; Health impact; Social impact. 

Today it’s about knowing your supplier and your product. 

All of us want to do business with honest merchants, whose interests are commerce and creating beautiful jewelry with 

these natural wonders. We do not want to do so supporting illegal activities or terrorism. 

SOCIAL RESPONCIBILITY & TRADE / CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILTY - CSR/ DUE DILEGENCE 

These are huge issues of concern today; 

Just as Due Diligence can be summarized as I have (please be aware this perspective was acknowledged in conversations 

AGTA has had at the OECD and the U.S. State Department.  

Social Responsibility / CSR can be summarized too. 

We are all obliged to follow the laws and regulations of our own countries and those of the countries we travel to. But, 

before we go to work or get on the plane, we wake up and look in the mirror. 

The first rules of Social Responsibility & Trade are the Golden Rules – 

- Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. 

- Treat people and trade as you know is the right way. 

- Be a good global citizen. 

- A mother’s wisdom; Always try to do the right thing. 

Words on paper are OK at AGTA it comes down to people. Relationships between companies, companies are people, 

people can and do make the difference.  

People take actions. 

Join as Association – Do so with commitments to your family, to your trade, to your community. 

These commitments mean more than regulations or laws. 

Yesterday Doug discussed our mission to Myanmar/ Burma – one of the first things I wanted to address as President was 

the U.S. sanctions on Burmese Rubies and Jade. Motivated by trying to help our sector and family businesses. These 

sanctions did not stop or hurt the people intended, they did not stop any actions. They did hurt small and medium sized 
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businesses in Myanmar’s gem sector, also in the U.S. and around the world. Large retailers worldwide simply stopped 

buying all gems from Burma, not just Ruby and Jade. This was devastating to many families, families just like many of us 

here. 

Our goal, my goal was to go and see the gem sector of Burma, to see it on the ground. AGTA made a similar effort when 

it was stated that the Tanzanite Trade was funding Al Qaeda. It was my belief, instinct and knowledge that the gem sector 

in Burma was not much different than any other in Sri Lanka, East Africa or here in Colombia. 

As Doug discussed but please allow me to expand…. 

Our report documented the facts on the ground, we illustrated the differences between the Gem and Jade sectors. 

This report was presented to the U.S. State Department, the Government of Myanmar, the OECD and the Trade. 

I presented the report at the OECD Conference in Paris in 2017. 

Yesterday Doug showed an image of us sitting with Government officials where we presented the concept that in the 8 

years under sanctions the world had changed. There was 9/11; the Patriot Act; Dodd-Frank; the OECD. I took and 

presented the OECD Guidelines. The Minister was so interested he asked if we could come back later in the day. When 

we came back it was to group if some 35 Government officials where we explained the OECD guidelines and that if they 

wanted to export their gems to the world the terms had changed. 

This report has been vital going forward in sanctions not being restored. Now these kinds of efforts can only go so far, and 

their effects are not permanent. Events happen, people, governments, generals can do bad things. Given the human rights 

situation in Myanmar it is impossible to say what will happen. What is true today as it was when the sanctions were 

imposed, the gem sector is not responsible for the atrocities. 

But there is a lesson for all – here in Colombia there is a history and perception that the country and trade has clearly 

moved well beyond.  

In Edwin Molina’s presentation we saw what is being done here today. Individual actions by the trade can and do make a 

difference. In Myanmar we learned that the military government did not always provide to the communities of Mogok 

what they needed. So, who filled in, the larger family gem trade companies. They built hospitals, schools, roads and 

provided water. One of my best friends for the past 30 years is Lewis Allen of Crown Color. He comes here often to buy 

gems, he also has supported a Fundación / a type of day orphanage to help children in need. He also has helped build a 

hospital in Sri Lanka. Lewis is an AGTA member, he also is a member of ICA. 

Individual actions within our trade are CSR, these make a difference. 

All of us as Global citizens must be vigilant and active. The Colombian gem trade is bright and has a wonderful future. 

As to Sustainability, Doug referred to my and other comments that mining by definition is not sustainable, every mine has 

a beginning, a production span and an end. 

The term, sustainability as many of these terms are not clearly defined. 

This marketplace is quite similar to Colombo/Sri Lanka and Yangon/Myanmar. The mining is done many miles away, 

rough is brought to the cutting center for processing and to market. 

Here Commissionists bring goods from to international buyers and from office to office. Small and medium size family 

businesses are the essence of the trade, they are the trade. Each of these individuals and companies add expertise, value 

and integrity.  

Raz Zajicek, a founding member of AGTA has had an office here for over 35 years. He knows the supply path and makes 

clear firm, transparent, declarations on his commercial documents. They are about source, Colombia and treatments. They 

are commercial declarations not opinions.  
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AT AGTA we have found that worldwide supply chain integrity comes from these small and medium sized businesses 

who must have the knowledge of what they sell. No paperwork or procedures will supersede this knowledge. These 

companies do not have quarterly reports to show their success. Their reports come every day being measured by putting 

food on the table. By following the laws and regulations. By meeting their obligations to their family, community and 

faith. 

Any efforts we make, must keep in mind that in the quest for an abstract “sustainability” we can stop these families, 

around the world, from sustaining their livelihoods. 

Today we all must ask more about our products, we must disclose more about our products, we must deliver more than 

just our products of beautiful gems and jewelry. 

At AGTA we are committed to do all these things. We have a long history of taking action to help make people lives 

better and to ensure the integrity of our trade. We work with our partners in trade, in producing nations and with 

governments worldwide. We look forward to continuing this vital mission, together here in Colombia and everywhere. 

When consumers buy these amazing gems, they too, just as we do, want to know that they come from a “good hand” with 

a good heart. One concerned for and helping to make a better world. 

 

THANK YOU ALL FOR YOUR TIME. 

Jeffrey Bilgore, President 

AGTA 

 

 

 


