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MILAN: A week after the death of Cosa Nostra boss Toto
Riina, key figures in Italy’s judiciary and police have
warned the mafia’s tentacles are extending into the virtual
world. Gangrenous and omnipresent in the south, the
country’s various criminal networks are as powerful as
ever and are also developing in the wealthier, industrial-
ized north, a major conference on the fight against organ-
ized crime was told. “The mafia has not won, but it has not
lost either,” Justice Minister Andrea Orlando said in the
keynote speech.

The two-day gathering, which concluded Friday, was
the culmination of a year of research and reflection involv-
ing more than 220 experts.
“For years we have had
the most extensive anti-
mafia legislation in place,
we have been mounting
operations non-stop for
25 years, how is it possible
that the mafias can still be
so powerful?” asked
Franco Roberti, who was
the national anti-mafia
prosecutor until last week.

Thousands of  mob-
sters  are  beh ind bars
and more than 30 billion
euros ($35 billion) of ill-
got ten  assets  have been se ized in  the  las t  two
decades. Yet still the clan and family-based networks
of ‘Ndrangheta (based in Calabria in Italy’s deep
south), the Camorra (in and around Naples), Cosa
Nostra (Sicily) and the lesser-known Sacra Corona
Unita (Puglia) , continue to f lourish, at home and
abroad. “They accumulate money in incredible pro-
portions, and this cash ends up in our economy, in
companies, in activities that are often run by honest
and respectable people,” said Roberti’s successor,
Federico Cafiero De Raho.

Not just drugs   
“When they move their companies into a particular

sector, they grab the whole market for themselves,” he
adds. “That is how it works in the centre and north of the
country - in the south they are everywhere.” A report pre-
sented at the conference noted that Milan, economic capi-
tal of the industrial north, was now third in the ranking of
areas by value of assets seized from the mafia, behind
Palermo (capital of Sicily) and Naples.

“Within a few years, it is plausible to envisage
Lombardy (the region including Milan) and Latium (Rome
and its surrounds) overtaking Calabria and Puglia and get-

ting to the level of Naples
and Sicily (in terms of
mafia infiltration),” the
report warns. Drugs, from
street dealing to interna-
tional trafficking on a
major scale, are at the
core of all the Italian
mafias’ activities. But their
tentacles also stretch into
supermarkets, restaurants
and bars, construction,
farming and all forms of
food production, sport,
people trafficking and
refuse management. “The

persistence of the mafia is not an accident of history,” not-
ed the Justice Minister. “It tells us something profound; it
is a reflection of a social and political crisis.”

‘Bitcoin mafia’  
“Mafia power fills a vacuum, it depends on the state

withdrawing, on the weakness of civil society, on problems
of integration. It slips into the fissures, taking advantage of
the slightest weakness to get stronger. “Our enemies are
proactive, dynamic and multifaceted. They are capable of
adapting to social and economic change.”

One example is that contemporary mobsters order the
killings of fewer people than the likes of Riina, the Sicilian
godfather who died last week. Aged 87, the “boss of all
bosses” was serving 26 life sentences for some of the 150
murders he is thought to have ordered. Corruption, Riina’s
successors have realised, is more efficient than the threat of
violence. “They’ve stopped using arms and explosives to

do their talking but they’ve found more insidious methods,’
said Pietro Grasso, a judge who presided over some of the
biggest mafia trials and is now the president of the Senate. 

The famous “pizzini”, tiny scraps of paper used to transmit
coded messages between made men, have been replaced by
briefcases. Funds are now more likely to be stored in the form
of Bitcoin than notes stuffed in milk churns. —AFP
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News in brief

Hotel blaze kills 11
TBILISI: Georgian leaders have vowed to punish those
responsible for a blaze that killed 11 people at a five-star
hotel in Georgia’s Black Sea resort city of Batumi. Prime
Minister Giorgi Kvirikashvili, who was returning Friday
to the Georgian capital Tbilisi from a summit with EU
leaders in Brussels, diverted his plane to Batumi upon
learning of the fire at the posh 22-storey Leogrand
hotel. He pledged a prompt investigation into the cause
of the blaze. “All those responsible for this tragedy will
be punished,” he said late Friday. Officials yesterday
revised down the death toll after initially putting it at 12
people. “Eleven people died as a result of the fire” in
Georgia’s second-largest city of Batumi late Friday, the
Caucasus nation’s interior ministry said in a statement.
The victims - 10 Georgians and an Iranian-all died of
smoke inhalation, the interior ministry said. Twenty one
people were hospitalized, mostly with carbon monoxide
poisoning, and were in a stable condition, it added. 

Protest over murders
PRETORIA: Hundreds of white South African farmers
yesterday took to the streets of Pretoria, demanding
government action over a wave of murders targeting
their communities in rural areas.  The march is the lat-
est protest staged over the murder of at least 72 white
farmers so far this year, according to figures from cam-
paign group AfriForum. “In the last six years, (there has
been) an increase every year in farm attacks and mur-
ders,” said Ernst Roets, a member of AfriForum, which
advocates for its largely white membership, many of
whom speak Afrikaans.  Protesters marched under the
rain to Union Building, seat of the South African gov-
ernment. “Stop farm murder” and “We are mourning”,
read some of the marchers’ placards. Dirk Hermann,
who helped organize the march, said “there is much
more murder of farmers in South Africa” than of peo-
ple in other professions, including the police force. 

Military takeover ‘legal’
HARARE: A Zimbabwe High Court has ruled that the
military takeover that led to Robert Mugabe’s ousting
was legal, raising immediate concerns about judicial inde-
pendence under the country’s new administration. Army
chiefs put military vehicles on the streets of Harare and
placed veteran leader Mugabe, 93, under house arrest,
before he resigned on Tuesday. Many Zimbabweans cele-
brated the end of Mugabe’s 37-year rule, but fear the
new government under President Emmerson Mnangagwa
could also be an authoritarian regime. “Actions by the
Zimbabwe Defense Forces to stop the usurping of power
by those close to former president Robert Mugabe are
constitutional,” state-run ZBC media yesterday reported
the court as saying. In an apparent reference to Mugabe’s
wife Grace and her supporters, it said the court ruled
Friday that the takeover was “to ensure the non-elected
individuals do not exercise powers that can only be exer-
cised by (those) elected”. 

25 die as boat sinks 
TRIPOLI: At least 25 migrants died after their boat
sank off Libya’s western coast yesterday and sur-
vivors were being brought back to port in Tripoli,
Libyan coastguard officials said. Libya is the main
departure point for mostly African migrants trying
to cross to Europe. Smugglers usually pack them
into flimsy inflatable boats that often break down or
sink. Most migrants are picked up by international
vessels and taken to Italy, where more than 115,000
have landed so far this year, although an increasing
number are intercepted by Libya’s European-
backed coastguard and returned to the North
African country. Since July, there has been a sharp
drop in crossings, though this week has seen a
renewed surge in departures. 

False terror alert in 
London’s Oxford St
LONDON: Police rushed to London’s busy Oxford Street
shopping district on Friday after reports that shots had
been fired, sparking fears of a terror incident and leaving
16 people hurt in the panic.  Armed officers locked down
the area for more than an hour before the Metropolitan
Police said it had not found “any trace of any suspects,
evidence of shots fired or casualties”. British Transport
Police said they believed the security scare started with
“an altercation between two men” on the platform of
Oxford Circus Underground station.

They released CCTV images of the two men and
appealed to the public for any information about the inci-
dent or what might have caused people to start fleeing the
station.  The area was packed with shoppers seeking
“Black Friday” bargains and several people were injured
fleeing the scene, including nine who were taken to hospi-
tal, London’s Ambulance Service said. “We checked over
and treated several patients who sustained injuries while
leaving the Oxford Circus area,” it said. “We discharged
seven patients at the scene and took eight patients to two
central London hospital for minor injuries. We also took

one patient to a major trauma centre for leg injuries.”
Police initially said they were responding to reports of

gunfire “as if the incident is terrorist related” and urged
any shoppers to shelter in shops for safety. Crowds ran
from the scene, reflecting the nervousness in a country
that has sustained five terror attacks since March. But
police later said they found no evidence of any incident,
and tweeted: “Our response on #OxfordStreet has now
been stood down.” “If you sought shelter in a building
please now leave, and follow the direction of police offi-
cers on the ground if you need assistance.”

‘Really a nightmare’
Oxford Circus, the junction of London’s Oxford Street

and Regent Street, is one of the busiest areas in London,
particularly around the Tube station, where the entrance is
regularly closed at rush hour in a bid to control the
crowds. Ahlam Ibrahim told AFP she was pushed into a
shop when people started shouting.  “We didn’t know what
was going on, it was really a nightmare,” she said.  Oxford
Circus station was later reopened, as was nearby Bond
Street, which had been closed for fear of overcrowding.
Trains were stopping at both.  

In the first statement, police said they were called at
4:38 pm “to a number of reports of shots fired on Oxford
Street and underground at Oxford Circus tube station...
Police have responded as if the incident is terrorist relat-

ed”. They later said there were “numerous 999 (emer-
gency) calls” reporting shots fired in a number of locations
in the area. British security forces are on high alert after a
string of attacks this year which have left scores of people
dead. The most recent involved a bomb on a packed
London Underground train in southwest London in
September, which injured 30 people. A teenager is facing
trial for attempted murder.—AFP 

Experimenting 
adult education
in Washington 
WASHINGTON: A high school
dropout, Nicole Dickey adds fractions
in math class at a charter school for
adults, hoping to earn her high school
credentials and find a good paying
office job. “My life has changed, I am
here to make it better,” said Dickey,
39, who left high school after she
became pregnant and spent the next
two decades working low-paying
jobs, raising five children, living on
government assistance and struggling
with alcoholism.

Faced with high illiteracy rates
among city residents and an extreme-
ly competitive job market, the nation’s
capital is experimenting with adult
education. The district is running
more than a dozen adult schools, both
charter and traditional public ones
that together serve about 5,100 stu-
dents, both disconnected youth and
older adults. And despite the political
controversy surrounding Education
Secretary Betsy DeVos’ push to
expand school choice, the charter and
the traditional public school sectors in
the District of Columbia cooperate in
adult learning.

Dickey’s story is part of a larger
picture nationwide. Even though high
school graduation rates have been
rising in recent years, 10 percent of
American adults aged 25 or over
don’t have high school credentials,
according to government data. With 9
out of 10 jobs today going to college
graduates, not having a high school
credential is strongly associated with
unemployment, poverty, poor health
and eventually similar problems for
one’s children.

Across the country, adults looking
to earn high school credentials usually
take classes at community colleges or
community-based organizations to
pass the General Education

Development test, known as the GED.
Unlike those options, which often car-
ry fees, the adult schools in the
District of Columbia are free and
open to residents age 16 or 17,
depending on the school, and older
who want to earn high school creden-
tials or further their skills. One stu-
dent hunched over a math problem at
Community College Preparatory
Academy on a recent morning was 85
years old.

That’s where Dickey labors on
math and sees new possibilities. “I
want to work in an office building,”
she said. “I want something different. I
want to have options.” In the city,
more than 72,000 residents 25 and
older don’t have high school creden-
tials, according to 2016 census data.
The first adult school in the city
opened in the 1970s, and the sector
has been growing in recent years. The
DC Public Charter School Board has
opened four new schools since 2012
and the DC Public Schools this year
spent $4 million to revamp its four
adult schools.

While the adult charter schools
tend to focus on older residents, tra-
ditional adult schools cater to resi-
dents aged 17-22, who receive a high

school diploma if they complete the
program. The schools have had mixed
success, in part because older stu-
dents also are balancing families and
jobs. At Luke C Moore High School, a
public school that serves young
adults, the average graduation rate is
49 percent, significantly below the
nation -and DC - average. At
Community College Prep, the GED
completion rate is 50 percent. 

Nationwide, GED completion can
range from 39 to 80 percent, accord-
ing to several studies that used differ-
ent methodology for tracking success
rates. Such comparisons of success
rates aren’t the full measure, said Julie
Strawn with Abt Associates, a
research and consulting firm, because
many other factors count, such as stu-
dents’ initial skills and the barriers
they face.

“Whether that’s low or high
depends a lot on where the students
they are serving are starting from,”
Strawn said. This year, the district
launched a leadership training program
at Georgetown University for 20 prin-
cipals of DC regular and adult schools,
both from the traditional public and
charter sectors, to study together and
foster cooperation. —AP

Italy’s criminal 
networks are as 

powerful as ever

SICILY: A video grab shows relatives of mafia boss Toto Riina walking behind his coffin during the funeral at the
Corleone cemetery in Sicily. Former ‘boss of bosses’ Toto Riina, one of the most feared Godfathers in the history of the
Sicilian Mafia, died early on November 17, 2017 after battling cancer. —AFP 

LONDON: Armed police patrol near Oxford street as
they respond to an incident in central London. —AFP 

Balkan women on 
their own against 
domestic abuse
BELGRADE: In a safe house in Belgrade, Aleksandra
describes the violence unleashed on her by her partner. Like
many women across the Balkan region, she struggled to get
help from the authorities.  “A policeman said he saw no evi-
dence of abuse and that he was neither a doctor nor a psy-
chologist, so he could not help me,” the 33-year-old Serbian
mother said. “It is your word against his word, there is noth-
ing you can do,” she recalled the policeman saying.  Ahead of
the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against
Women, which falls on Saturday, activists warn that the
scourge of domestic abuse remains deep-seated across the
Balkans-and that not enough is being done to stop it.

“Police react slowly and insufficiently, but the worst is the
judiciary, which is very slow. Judges are not sensitized enough
to the problem of domestic violence,” said Vesna Stanojevic,
who runs the Belgrade safe house.  Aleksandra, whose name
has been changed to protect her identity, eventually got help
after she insisted that she would press charges, and social
services sent her and her baby to the safe house. But others
are not so lucky.

Within one week in July this year, two men killed their
wives at social care centers in Belgrade, prompting calls for
urgent measures to tackle such violence. One man beat his
wife to death with a stone in front of their three sons, the first
time he had seen his family since his release from prison.  A
few days later, a man stabbed his wife to death and strangled
their four-year-old son, while injuring three social service
workers who had tried to stop him. A new Serbian law in June
threatens penalties for authorities who fail to deal with
domestic abuse, but activists say police remain under-trained
and legal proceedings still lag.

According to Serbia’s Women Against Violence Network, a
coalition of NGOs, 33 women were killed last year in the coun-
try-home to about seven million people-by abusive partners or
male family members. Bosnia’s human rights ministry says more
than half of women and girls over the age of 15 have been vic-
tims of some form of violence. Nearly 70 percent of women
have suffered domestic violence in Kosovo, according to a
2015 survey by the Kosovo Women’s Network.And in Albania,
police recorded nearly 3,000 cases of domestic violence and
issued 1,643 protection orders across the population of 2.8
million between January and September. Across these coun-
tries, activists say they believe the true extent of abuse is
under-reported owing to the lack of support and awareness.
“Mentalities in Albania today are still largely influenced by
the patriarchal model, putting the man in a position of domi-
nance over the submissive woman,” said Ana Ruci of
Refleksione, a women’s association in Tirana. —AFP

WASHINGTON: Nicole Dickey, 39, an adult learner at Community College
Preparatory Academy in southeast Washington, poses for a picture in the
computer laboratory. —AP 


