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From power to custody in five hours
By Barney Jopson in New York
Published: May 20 2011 19:57 | Last updated: May 20 2011 19:57

It took only five hours for Dominique Strauss-Kahn to be transformed from a global power
broker – a man en route to a meeting with the German chancellor, and perhaps later to a
campaign to become France’s next president – to an accused sex offender bound for Rikers
Island, New York’s main jail complex.

Though full details have yet to emerge, it is possible to assemble a picture of those five hours
on Saturday using information from prosecutors and Mr Strauss-Kahn’s own lawyers, as well as
the New York police department. The picture is incomplete and will change as both sets of
lawyers carry out their investigations and gather evidence.
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Most of the documents and statements from the prosecution have so far focused on alleged
events in a luxury room at the Sofitel New York, the French-owned hotel near Times Square
where Mr Strauss-Kahn was staying.

Prosecutors allege that at about noon on Saturday, when a 32-year-old African maid from
French-speaking Guinea came to clean his room, Mr Strauss-Kahn grabbed, sexually assaulted
and tried to rape her.

The alleged assault led to the seven charges on which he was indicted by a grand jury on
Thursday. The most serious charge – criminal sexual act in the first degree – carries a maximum
sentence of 25 years. The prosecution has provided a detailed and graphic account of the
alleged assault.

Mr Strauss-Kahn has strenuously denied the allegations but the defence has so far said almost
nothing about his time inside the hotel room.

Benjamin Brafman, his lead lawyer, has said the case is “very defensible” but his most revealing
comment on Monday was that forensic evidence “will not be consistent with a forcible
encounter”.

That led to speculation that the defence would argue consensual sexual contact took place. The
wording also leaves open the possibility that it will say there was no sexual encounter.

“[Mr Brafman] is not presenting evidence yet. But he’s allowed to start planting the seeds of
doubt,” says Audrey Rogers, professor at the Pace University law school in New York.

After checkout

In two court appearances this week, the defence spent time discussing what happened after
the alleged assault, as it argued for bail by seeking to scotch a notion that Mr Strauss-Kahn
was trying to flee.

The defence says he checked out of the hotel at 12.28pm and went to a “leisurely lunch” with a
family member a few streets away, where he arrived at 12.45pm. The only member of his
family who lives in New York is his daughter Camille, a 26-year-old postgraduate student at
Columbia University.

The lead prosecutor, John McConnell, says video footage of Mr Strauss-Kahn leaving the hotel
shows him looking like “a man who was in a hurry”, a point he made in arguing that the former
IMF boss was an “existential flight risk” . The defence says he was hurrying because he was
late for lunch.

At the same time, the alleged victim is said to have been alerting her colleagues to what had
happened. Surveillance cameras in the hotel are likely to have recorded some of her
movements, but there has been no suggestion of cameras inside the room. Sofitel did not call
911, the police emergency number, to report the alleged assault until 1.32pm, according to a
law enforcement official quoted by Reuters.

But Sofitel did not call 911, the police emergency number, to report the alleged assault until
1.32pm, according to a law enforcement official quoted by Reuters.
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Delay in calling police

It is unclear why there was a delay but there is speculation that staff at the French-owned hotel
may have hesitated to report allegations against such a high-profile guest.

Sofitel has stood firmly by the maid, saying it has been “completely satisfied with the quality of
her work and behaviour” over the past three years.

The prosecution says her testimony is “compelling and unwavering”.

At 2.15pm, the defence says Mr Strauss-Kahn got into a taxi to John F. Kennedy airport to take
a flight to Paris that it stresses was booked several days in advance.

Some time later, media reports say at about 3.30pm, Mr Strauss-Kahn called Sofitel to ask if
staff had found a mobile phone he had left at the hotel. He told them he was at JFK airport. The
defence says he then called a second time to advise the hotel that his jet was boarding and
urged them to deliver the phone to the airport.

Had he not made those calls, police would not have been able to locate him, the defence says.
A man on the run would not have done that, it adds.

The flight on which Mr Strauss-Kahn had a first-class seat, Air France 23, was due to depart at
4.40pm. But roughly 10 minutes beforehand, as it was waiting at the gate, Port Authority police
officers caught up with him.

They boarded the aircraft and asked him to disembark, which he did willingly, while reportedly
asking: “What is this about?”
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