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End of era in Cuba as Castro 
hands torch to Diaz-Canel

HAVANA: Cuba is poised for the end of an era
yesterday as President Raul Castro steps down,
formally handing power to his long-time deputy
Miguel Diaz-Canel-and thereby ending his
family’s six-decade grip on the island. The sil-
ver-haired Diaz-Canel, 57 — a top Communist
Party figure who has served as first vice presi-
dent since 2013 — will become the island’s first
leader born after the 1959 revolution, and the
first in 60 years who is not named Castro. 

Between them, father of the nation Fidel and
his younger brother Raul made the Caribbean
island a key player in the Cold War and helped
keep communism afloat despite the collapse of
the Soviet Union. Raul, now 86, has been in
power since 2006, when he took over after ill-
ness sidelined Fidel, who seized power in the
revolution. Diaz-Canel, who has spent years
climbing the party ranks, was named the sole
candidate for the presidency on Wednesday. 

He was formally confirmed as the country’s
leader at roughly 9:00 am yesterday-the an-
niversary of the 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion, when
Fidel Castro’s forces defeated 1,400 US-
backed rebels seeking to overthrow him. Ha-
vana has long hailed the showdown as
American imperialism’s first great defeat in
Latin America. It is also the day before the new
president’s 58th birthday.

In Raul’s footsteps    
Diaz-Canel, who some say bears a passing

resemblance to American actor Richard Gere,
is a fan of The Beatles whose penchant for

wearing jeans has set him apart in Havana’s cor-
ridors of power. Although he has advocated
fewer restrictions on the press and a greater
openness to the internet, he also has a ruthless
streak, with harsh words for Cuba’s dissidents
and the United States. Crucially, he will remain
under the watchful eye of Castro, who will con-
tinue to serve as the head of Cuba’s all-power-
ful Communist Party. 

Once sworn in, Diaz-Canel will be tasked
with pursuing reforms begun by Castro to open
up Cuba’s economy to small private entrepre-
neurs and reach a rapprochement with its Cold
War arch-enemy, the United States. In 2015,
Havana and Washington renewed diplomatic
ties, with then president Barack Obama making
a historic visit to the island a year later.  But,
steps towards a normalization of ties have been
severely curtailed since Donald Trump arrived
in the White House last year.

Continuity over change    
Diaz-Canel will also inherit a youthful pop-

ulation hungry for change on the Caribbean is-
land-one of the world’s last outposts of
Communism since the collapse of the Soviet
Union. Cuba watchers and domestic analysts
say he will favor continuity over change in the
early days of his presidency, however. As they
began their momentous two-day meeting
Wednesday, the 605 delegates of the National
Assembly cast their votes for the new Council
of State, which counts 31 members and whose
head automatically becomes president.

“I have the honorable mission of putting for-
ward comrade Miguel Mario Diaz-Canel
Bermudez as president of the Council of State,”
commission president Gisela Duarte told as-
sembly delegates, effectively ending any sus-
pense over the identity of Cuba’s new leader.

Delegates immediately broke into applause
and the two men rose to share an embrace as
Cuba’s two other vice presidents, both veter-
ans of the revolution, looked on from the row
behind.  Yesterday’s session simply formalized
the vote.—AFP

Diaz-Canel vows to continue revolution

HAVANA: Outgoing Cuban President Raul Castro, left, waves next to Cuba’s new President
Miguel Diaz-Canel during a National Assembly session in Havana.—AFP 

ROME: Italian police yesterday arrested some
of Cosa Nostra kingpin Matteo Messina
Denaro’s closest aides, uncovering a network
which allowed him to marshal his mobster allies
over a quarter of a century on the run. Police told
reporters that 21 people were arrested in towns
near the Sicilian city of Trapani where Denaro’s
criminal empire is based, as part of the “Year
Zero” investigation that allowed authorities to
uncover a system of paper notes, or “pizzini”,
that Denaro uses to give orders to his underlings.

Among those in custody yesterday were
Denaro’s closest allies, including brothers-in-law
Gaspare Como and Rosario Allegra, who are al-
leged to manage the boss’ most important af-
fairs. “The Trapani mafia is (securely) in the
hands of fugitive Matteo Messina Denaro and
we can say that because its most important
members are his own family,” said Pasquale An-
gelosanto, head of the Italian carabinieri’s ROS
special investigative unit. Angelosanto was

speaking at a press conference in Sicilian capital
Palermo. Police had previously told AFP that 22
people had been captured but clarified that the
22nd person would be Denaro himself. Denaro
vanished in 1993, with the police seeking his ar-
rest on a range of crimes including dozens of
murders. Police also arrested a businessman in-
volved in the online gambling industry, through
which it is suspected Denaro earns some of his
money. Palermo’s assistant public prosecutor
Paolo Guido said that six of the accused were
local mafia bosses. Police told reporters that de-
spite reports of Cosa Nostra’s demise, the Tra-
pani branch was “particularly lively and active in
control of the area” and operating in the classic
mafia industries of “extorsion, property fraud
and assignment of public works contracts.”

Trigger man    
Police also confirmed the existence of wire-

tapped recordings of one of those arrested yes-
terday praising the notorious January 1996
murder and dissolving in acid of Giuseppe Di
Matteo. Di Matteo, the 14-year-old son of mafia
turncoat Santino, was kidnapped in 1993 in a
vain attempt to stop his father from collaborating
with the authorities.

“Did he not do the right thing? He did the
right thing!” news agency AGI reported the sus-
pect as saying, apparently preferring to the per-
petrators. “It’s right that we don’t touch kids ...
but why didn’t you retract? You obviously didn’t
care about your kid.” Another recording has

Denaro and his deceased father Francesco, once
a local boss, compared to Padre Pio (1887-1968),
an Italian friar and saint who was the subject of

great popular devotion in Italy. One alleged
gangster says the two mafiosi should have stat-
ues dedicated to them. —AFP

Italy ramps up
search for mafia
godfather 
after dawn busts

PALERMO: Matteo Messina Denaro’s brother-in-law, Rosario Allegra, exits the police head-
quarters in Palermo.—AFP 


