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ROME: Italian police yesterday captured a notorious
Calabrian mobster wanted over a 2007 mafia mas-
sacre in which six people died in the German city of
Duisburg. Santo Vottari, 45, was captured in a tiny
hideout in a flat at Benestare, near the southern
Italian city of Reggio-Calabria. The Calabria region is
home to the ‘Ndrangheta organized crime syndicate,
now considered Italy’s most powerful mafia group. 

Vottari was convicted in absentia in 2009 of being
one of the heads of an ‘Ndrangheta clan whose feud
with local rivals culminated in the Duisburg killings.
He was given a prison term of 10 years and eight
months, two years after he went on the run. Interior
Minister Marco Minniti praised the police team that

tracked him down to a building which had no fewer
than four concealed bunkers in it.

Inside the fourth one they searched, on the top
floor of the building, they found a trapdoor leading
to another bolthole, where they found Vottari
squashed into a space just big enough to hold some-
one hiding out for a few hours. “I’d like to congratu-
late the police... for bringing one of Italy’s most want-
ed and dangerous men to justice,” Minniti said.
Vottari was one of 31 people sentenced to prison
terms in 2009 in connection with the Duisburg
killings, which happened after a vendetta between
two clans based in the same village, San Luca, spi-
raled out of control.

Two-decade feud
The feud between the Nirta-Strangio and Pelle-

Vottari clans reportedly began with an egg-throwing
prank in 1991. Reprisals escalated after the killing, on
Christmas Day, 2006, of Maria Strangio, the wife of
clan leader Giovanni Nirta. The feud was blamed for
at least 16 deaths in total, with the killings in
Germany bringing it to international attention.
Giovanni Strangio was convicted in 2011 of being
the mastermind and one of the authors of the
Duisburg killings.

He was sentenced to life in prison. Seven others
were given life sentences linked to the feud at the
same trial. Notoriously ruthless, the ‘Ndrangheta

has surpassed Sicily’s Cosa Nostra and the Naples-
based Camorra in influence thanks to its control of
Europe’s cocaine trade. The organization is made up
of numerous village and family-based clans based
in the rural, mountainous and under-developed
“toe” of Italy’s boot. 

The name ‘Ndrangheta comes from the Greek for
courage or loyalty and the organization’s secretive
culture and brutal enforcement of codes of silence
have made it very difficult to penetrate. But author-
ities claimed a major breakthrough last year when
they captured Ernesto Fazzalari ,  whom they
described as the last senior ‘Ndrangheta fugitive
still at large. — AFP 
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WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump speaks in the Oval Office of the White House in Washington, after signing a bill to increase
NASA’s budget. — AP

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump
signed legislation Tuesday adding human explo-
ration of Mars to NASA’s mission. Could sending
Congress into space be next? Flanked at an Oval
Office bill-signing ceremony by astronauts and
lawmakers, Trump observed that being an astro-
naut is a “pretty tough job.” He said he wasn’t
sure he’d want it and, among lawmakers he put
the question to, Sen. Ted Cruz said he wouldn’t
want to be a space traveler, either. But Cruz, R-
Texas, offered up a tantalizing suggestion. “You
could send Congress to space,” he said to laugh-
ter, including from the president.

Trump, who faces a crucial House vote later
this week on legislation long promised by
Republicans to overhaul the Obama-era
Affordable Care Act health law, readily agreed.
The health care bill is facing resistance from some
conservative members of the party. “What a great
idea that could be,” Trump said, before turning

back to the space exploration measure sponsored
by Cruz and Sen. Bill Nelson, D-Fla. The new law
authorizes $19.5 billion in spending for the
National Aeronautics and Space Administration
for the budget year that began Oct 1. 

Cruz said the authorization bill is the first for
the space agency in seven years, and he called it
a “terrific” achievement. Trump last week sent
Congress a budget proposal that seeks $19.1 bil-
lion in spending authorization for the agency
next year. “For almost six decades, NASA’s work
has inspired millions and millions of Americans
to imagine distant worlds and a better future
right here on earth,” Trump said. “I’m delighted to
sign this bill. It’s been a long time since a bill like
this has been signed, reaffirming our commit-
ment to the core mission of NASA: human space
exploration, space science and technology.” 

The measure amends current law to add
human exploration of the red planet as a goal for

the agency. It supports use of the International
Space Station through at least 2024, along with
private sector companies partnering with NASA
to deliver cargo and experiments, among other
steps. After signing the bill, Trump invited several
lawmakers to comment, starting with Cruz. When
Trump invited Vice President Mike Pence to
speak, he suggested that Nelson be allowed to
say a few words. Nelson traveled into space when
he was in the House.

“He’s a Democrat. I wasn’t going to let him
speak,” Trump quipped, to laughter. Nelson ulti-
mately got a chance to briefly praise his bill.
Pence also announced that Trump plans to re-
launch the National Space Council, with Pence
as chairman, to coordinate US space policy. The
council was authorized by law in 1988, near the
end of the Reagan administration, but ceased to
operate soon after Bill Clinton took office in
January 1993.— AP
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WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump’s
Supreme Court nominee, Neil Gorsuch, stated
repeatedly at his confirmation hearing Tuesday
that “no man is above the law,” as senators grilled
him on his willingness to take on the nation’s
commander in chief. Though he largely steered
clear of political landmines, Gorsuch suggested
it was “disheartening” and “demoralizing” when
Trump dismissed as a “so-called judge” James
Robart, who ruled against the White House trav-
el ban in federal court.

The hearing unfolded along partisan lines in
the second day of questioning, with Democrats
dubious that the silver-haired, 49-year-old judge
will protect civil liberties and social progress. If
confirmed, Gorsuch-a federal appeals judge for
the past decade-would fill the seat left vacant by
conservative Antonin Scalia, who died in February
2016 in the middle of the presidential election
campaign.  Since that time, the court has been
operating with eight justices, and Democrats are
still bitter over Republicans’ refusal to even con-
sider Barack Obama’s nominee.

Pressed by Democratic Senator Patrick Leahy
on whether the president could operate with
impunity on matters such as national security,
torture or surveillance, Gorsuch each time
replied, “Senator, no man is above the law.”
“Nobody is above the law in this country, and
that includes the president of the United States,”
he added. When asked if he was a surrogate for
Trump or certain interest groups, Gorsuch
responded simply, “No.” “I have no difficulty rul-
ing for or against any party, based on what the
laws and facts in the particular case require,” he
said earlier in the hearing. “I’m heartened by the
support I have received from people who recog-
nize that there’s no such thing as a Republican
judge or Democratic judge. We just have judges
in this country.”

Out the door
Democrats are intent on pushing Gorsuch to

expand on his approach to hot-button issues
such as abortion, same-sex marriage and the
right to bear arms. But in keeping with tradition,
Gorsuch was steadfast in declining to reveal his
personal views on landmark Supreme Court
decisions or speculate on how he would rule in
certain hypothetical situations, since that would
mar his impartiality for deciding future cases.

Progressives in the United States fear that a
woman’s right to an abortion as guaranteed by

the Supreme Court’s 1973 Roe v Wade decision
will be at risk if Gorsuch is confirmed, tipping the
court’s balance toward conservatives. Gorsuch
appeared to bristle when Republican Senator
Lindsey Graham asked whether Trump had
urged him to overturn Roe v Wade when the
two met in person after his nomination. He
denied that Trump had ever asked him that,
then added: “I would have walked out the door.
It’s not what judges do.”

A Colorado native with an Ivy League educa-
tion, Gorsuch-the youngest nominee for a gen-
eration-follows a strict interpretation of the US
Constitution known as originalism, and defends
so-called traditional family values. He is known
for his ability to write incisive rulings and for his
traditionalist views, both of which have fueled
comparisons with Scalia. Trump announced his
pick of Gorsuch in late January, just 11 days into
his presidency. But the Republican president has
provoked controversy by attacking judges, who
are traditionally seen as being outside the realm
of politics.

Last month, Trump lashed out at the Seattle-
based judge who froze the president’s first ban
on travelers from seven majority-Muslim coun-

tries and all refugees. Asked about the presi-
dent’s words, Gorsuch said: “when anyone criti-
cizes the honesty or integrity, the motives of a
federal judge, I find that disheartening. I find
that demoralizing because I know the truth.”
Pressed by Democratic Senator Richard
Blumenthal if he included the president in his
statement, Gorsuch replied: “Anyone is anyone.”
White House spokesman Sean Spicer denied
that Gorsuch was referring to Trump, saying in a
tweet that “he spoke broadly and never men-
tioned any person.”

Lifetime appointment    
Some Democrats are demanding a 60-vote

threshold for Gorsuch’s confirmation, which they
have permission to do under Senate rules. But
other Democrats, especially those from states
that voted for Trump, may be unwilling to force
the issue and Republican majority has expressed
confidence that Gorsuch will be confirmed. With
Supreme Court justices serving lifetime appoint-
ments, Gorsuch could potentially sit on the high
court for three decades or even longer. The hear-
ings in the Senate Judiciary Committee contin-
ued yesterday. — AFP 
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WASHIGNTON: In this photo, Neil M. Gorsuch testifies before the Senate Judiciary Committee
on his nomination to be an associate justice of the US Supreme Court during a hearing in the
Hart Senate Office Building in Washington, DC. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: With Russia-tinged investi-
gations swirling around his administration,
President Donald Trump has yet to fulfill a
campaign pledge of closer cooperation
with Moscow. A planned trip by Secretary
of State Rex Tillerson to Russia could test if
detente proves anything more than talk. In
a move alarming US allies, Tillerson plans to
skip a meeting of NATO foreign ministers in
Belgium next month, according to US offi-
cials. The top American diplomat almost
always attends such gatherings, and
Tillerson will follow up his absence in
Brussels by traveling to Russia’s capital
shortly afterward.

The juxtaposition of the trips - one taken
and one avoided - has reinforced concerns
about America’s commitment to NATO,
which Trump has repeatedly fueled by
dressing down allies as deadbeats who
aren’t paying enough for their own defense
and who take US help for granted. Trump
will take part in a meeting of NATO heads of
state in Brussels on May 25, the White House
announced Tuesday. Spokesman Sean
Spicer said the president looks forward to
discussing “issues critical to the alliance,
especially allied responsibility-sharing and
NATO’s role in the fight against terrorism.”

As far as the US-Russia relationship,
Trump has yet to make any major steps as
president to bring the two nations closer
together. As a candidate, Trump opened the
door to potentially rolling back the sanc-
tions imposed on Russia after its annexation
of Ukraine’s Crimea region in 2014, a move
Democrats and Republicans in Congress
oppose. But as president, Trump has tamped
down such suggestions as long as Russia
fails to live up to its various commitments to
end the fighting in Ukraine. 

Same goals
His administration also has resisted

Russia’s calls to join forces against the
Islamic State group in Syria, where the for-
mer Cold War foes have long backed
opposing sides in a civil war. The Pentagon
is continuing only what it calls US-Russian
“deconfliction” contacts, designed to
ensure their forces don’t accidentally col-
lide on Syria’s crowded battlefield and con-
tested skies. But Trump’s biggest roadblock
to a new Russia approach may be the politi-
cal realities at home.

In a remarkable public disclosure Monday,

FBI Director James Comey said the bureau is
investigating whether Trump campaign asso-
ciates coordinated with Russian officials as
Moscow sought to sway the US presidential
election. Several congressional committees
are also investigating, ensuring the allega-
tions of Russian meddling - and questions
about Trump campaign collusion - stay in the
spotlight for months to come. Trump has
denied any collaboration between his cam-
paign and Russia. 

As a candidate, he spoke frequently of
his admiration for Russian President
Vladimir Putin and said improving relations
with the traditional US adversary would be
positive. He argued that Russia shared
America’s goal of defeating IS extremists.
That’s about as far as the new relationship
has gone. “Tillerson will need to publicly
outline what he hopes to accomplish when
he visits Moscow and what is the basis for
US policy toward Russia,” said Heather
Conley at the Center for Strategic and
International Studies.

Obsolete NATO
The prospect of Washington and

Moscow teaming up, given Russia’s recent
actions in Ukraine, has sent chills through
much of Europe. Candidate Trump exacer-
bated concerns by calling NATO “obsolete”
and suggesting the US might not defend
allies if they aren’t paying enough for their
collective defense. As president, Trump has
insisted the US is fully committed to NATO.
Few are convinced. Western diplomats and
some US lawmakers expressed alarm 

Tuesday with Tillerson’s decision to skip
the upcoming NATO meeting and travel
shortly afterward to Russia. Some
Europeans see the decision as a U-turn
from Vice President Mike Pence’s pledges
about safeguarding the alliance in Munich
last month. While other NATO countries
send their foreign ministers - who include
an ex-prime minister, top parliamentarians
and several former defense chiefs - to
Brussels, the US will dispatch Tom Shannon,
a career diplomat serving as the State
Department’s No. 3 official. 

(The No. 2 slot of deputy secretary is
among dozens of unfilled posts.) “We’ll take
care of the representation. This is some-
thing to be worked out, no problem,”
Defense Secretary Jim Mattis told reporters
Tuesday. The State Department wouldn’t
provide details Tuesday about the purpose
of Tillerson’s trip to Russia or whom he
would meet there. Spokesman Mark Toner
said Tillerson’s schedule would not allow
him to attend the NATO meeting, saying
the US proposed alternative dates. 

He didn’t elaborate, but Trump is expect-
ed to host Chinese President Xi Jinping for a
highly anticipated meeting around the
same time. In any case, Tillerson is meeting
with almost every NATO country’s foreign
minister in Washington this week, officials
said. Yet that gathering is focused on fight-
ing the Islamic State, not on NATO’s key con-
cern: Russia. Rep. Steny Hoyer of Maryland,
the No. 2-ranked House Democrat, said
Tillerson was sending a “dangerous signal to
our allies and adversaries.” “Vladimir Putin’s
Russia has not done anything to merit such
engagement,” Hoyer said. — AP
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WASHINGTON: In this file photo, Secre-
tary of State Rex Tillerson is seen in the
Cabinet Room of the White House in
Washington. — AP

SEOUL: A new North Korean missile test
failed yesterday, the South and US said, two
weeks after Pyongyang launched four rock-
ets in what it called a drill for an attack on
American bases in Japan. The nuclear-
armed North is under several sets of United
Nations sanctions over its atomic and bal-
listic missile programs. It is on a quest to
develop a long-range missile capable of
hitting the US mainland with an atomic
warhead, and staged two nuclear tests and
multiple missile launches last year.

The North fired one missile from an air
base in the eastern port of Wonsan yester-
day morning, but the launch “is believed to
have failed”, Seoul’s defense ministry said in
a statement, adding it was analyzing what
type of missile was involved. The US mili-
tary said the missile exploded shortly after
launch. “US Pacific Command detected
what we assess was a failed North Korean
missile launch attempt... in the vicinity of
Kalma. A missile appears to have exploded
within seconds of launch,” said spokesman
David Benham. 

Earlier this month Pyongyang launched
a flight of four ballistic missiles, with three
landing provocatively close to Japan in
what the North described as practice for
attacks on US military bases in Japan. On
Sunday, its leader Kim Jong-Un personally
oversaw and hailed a “successful” test of
what Pyongyang said was a new rocket

engine-which can be easily repurposed for
use in missiles. 

Seoul said that experiment showed
“meaningful progress” in the North’s missile
capabilities. The developments come as
Seoul and Washington hold large-scale
annual joint military exercises that always
infuriate Pyongyang, which sees them as a
rehearsal for invasion. Analysts’ opinions
are varied on how advanced the North’s
missile technologies are but many agree
that Pyongyang has made significant
progress in recent years. 

Sunday’s engine test was apparently
timed to coincide with a recent Asia trip by
new US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson,
who warned that regional tensions had
reached a “dangerous level”. Washington
would drop the “failed” approach of “strate-
gic patience” with Pyongyang, Tillerson
said, warning that US military action was an
“option on the table” if necessary-a sharp
divergence from China’s insistence on a
diplomatic approach to its neighbor, which
it has long protected.

Beijing said it had “taken note” of
reports of the failed missile launch and that
the US was considering more sanctions,
and urged “relevant parties” to show
restraint. “The Korean nuclear issue has
very complex dynamics and background,”
foreign ministry spokeswoman Hua
Chunying told reporters. — AFP
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