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PALERMO: Pope Francis denounced the mafia’s “blasphe-
mous” existence yesterday during a visit to Sicily to honor a
priest murdered by the mob 25 years ago while trying to save
youngsters in poor neighborhoods from falling into their
hands. The brief visit, which will see the 81-year-old pontiff
stay on the Italian island until evening, is part of a wider cam-
paign he has been waging against organized crime.

“You can’t believe in God and belong to the mafia.
Those who belong to the mafia don’t lead a Christian exis-
tence because their lives are blasphemous,” he said at an
open-air mass near Palermo’s
port, where some 100,000 had
gathered according to official
estimates. “Change! Stop think-
ing about yourselves and your
money, convert!”

His impassioned plea
echoed the words of Jean Paul
II who during a May 1993 trip
to the island had also called on
mobsters to abandon crime
and urged Sicilians to revolt
against the mafia. The mobsters
responded two months later with attacks on two
Catholic churches. Yesterday’s homily was held in honor
of Father Giuseppe “Pino” Puglisi, who served as parish
priest in the rough Palermo neighborhood of Brancaccio
for two years, trying to engage local youngsters and
keep them away from drugs and the mafia suppliers. But
on September 15, 1993 — his 56th birthday — he was
shot dead at point-blank range. 

“I was waiting for you,” he reportedly said with a
smile before dying on the doorstep of his modest home
in Brancaccio, a neighborhood Francis will visit after
celebrating mass. His murder came as Italy was still
reeling from the killings of two anti-mafia judges. In
2012, Pope Benedict XVI officially recognized Puglisi as
a martyr, “killed by hatred of the faith”. The following
year he was beatified, in the first step on the path to
sainthood within the Roman Catholic church. 

‘Ex-communicated’ 
Since becoming pope in 2013, Francis has openly

confronted the mafia and called on the faithful to stop
all collaboration with them. Mafiosi are often practicing
members and benefactors of Catholic parishes.  Prior to
arriving in Palermo, Francis stopped in Piazza Armerina,
a small impoverished town in central Sicily. “The
wounds which afflict you are many, and they have a
name: social and cultural under-development, the
exploitation of workers and a lack of decent work for

young people,” he said to
widespread applause. 

Although he didn’t men-
tion organized crime, he
spoke about “extortionate
money-lending” and “gam-
bling”. During a 2015 address
in Naples, the notorious fief-
dom of the country’s oldest
organised crime syndicate
the Camorra, Francis had also
condemned those “who
exploit and corrupt young
people, the poor and the dis-

advantaged”. In Calabria, another Cosa Nostra hotspot
in southern Italy, he had called on Catholics to combat
the local mob, known as the ‘Ndrangheta. “Those who
in their lives follow this path of evil, as the mafiosi do,
are not in communion with God,” he said, declaring
them “ex-communicated” to thunderous applause
from the 100,000-strong crowd. Ex-communication is
the severest penalty for Catholics, banishing them
from the spiritual life and sacraments of the church.

Taking a stand 
Local bishops have already ex-communicated mafia

members but the Vatican is considering creating a new
doctrine ex-communicating organized crime group
members worldwide. Despite the papal rhetoric, rela-
tions between the church and organized crime groups
have often been ambiguous, with mafia types trying

to bribe or influence priests, the misappropriation of
resources from institutions and charities, and ques-
tions over the purchase of Vatican real estate. But
some local bishops are taking a stand. 

Last year, the bishop of Monreale, near Palermo,
made headlines by criticizing a priest who had allowed

the son of one of Sicily’s most notorious mobsters, Toto
Riina, to act as godfather at a baptism. 

And in 2016, a priest in southern Italy who had want-
ed to hold a mass in memory of a ‘Ndrangheta mafia
boss was taken to task by the mayor, the archbishop
and his parishioners. — AFP 
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Army influence
on Brazil 
elections 
causes a stir
RIO DE JANEIRO: With an ex-army cap-
tain leading polls, a reserve general picked
as his running mate, and a military chief
sticking his nose into the election chaos,
Brazil’s army has become an increasingly
conspicuous participant on the political
scene. On top of that, the number of mili-
tary candidates across both the presiden-
tial and gubernatorial elections on October
7 has almost doubled since the last vote,
up from 13 to 25, according to the influen-
tial Estado de S. Paulo newspaper.

In a country that suffered almost 20
years of military dictatorship from 1965-
84, there is understandable apprehension
in the air. “After the dictatorship, the mili-
tary was on the defensive for a long time,
but now they are more visible,” said
Nelson During, director at Defesanet, a
website specializing in defense affairs.

Most worryingly, perhaps, is the fact
that poll front-runner Jair Bolsonaro has
spoken admiringly about Brazil’s military
dictatorship and even its use of torture. It
is no coincidence that he picked reserve
general Hamilton Mourao as his running
mate, and thus potential vice-president,
and has promised to name six generals to
his government if elected.

Mourao is not just any general, either.
He caused an uproar with his veiled threat
last year, amongst a raft of corruption
scandals, that should the political situation
continue to degrade, the army would be

forced to “impose a solution.” Since the
right-wing Bolsonaro was stabbed by a
left-wing activist while campaigning last
week and subsequently confined to hospi-
tal, his running mate has taken up the lob-
bying reins.

Bolsonaro, 63, remains in a serious con-
dition and may not be able to return to the
campaign trail before the October 7 first
round, perhaps not even before the sec-
ond-round two-candidate run-off three
weeks later that he is expected to reach.
That means Mourao’s profile, visibility and
influence will grow.

‘General intolerance’ 
The attack on Bolsonaro didn’t go

unnoticed by his former military col-
leagues, with army chief General Eduardo
Villas Boas giving an interview to Estado
de S. Paulo warning that the climate of
“general intolerance” surrounding the elec-
tions could “throw into question the legiti-
macy of the next government.”

He also aimed a barb at jailed former
election front-runner Luiz Inacio Lula da
Silva, whose exhaustive attempts to secure
a spot on the ballot paper despite serving
a 12-year sentence for corruption extended
even to petitioning the United Nations.
Villas Boas hit out at the UN Human Rights
Committee, which said that left-wing icon
Lula could not be barred from standing in
the election, for attempting “to violate
national security.”

In reaction to Villas Boas’s scolding of
the UN for meddling in Brazil’s election,
Folha de S. Paulo ran an editorial entitled:
“Imprudence in uniform.”  It ticked off
Villas Boas for “these confused statements
that contribute in no way to calming” the
election chaos. That was soft and diplo-
matic in comparison to center-left candi-
date Ciro Gomes’s reaction, telling O
Globo newspaper that had he been presi-

dent already, the military chief would have
been “sacked and put in prison.”

‘Loss of credibility’ 
A political science professor at Brasilia

University, David Fleischer, lays part of the
blame at the feet of incumbent President
Michel Temer as his “loss of credibility,” as
well as implication in serious corruption
scandals, “could have contributed” to Villas
Boas feeling the need to intervene.
“Military visibility has increased greatly
these last few years because Temer’s gov-
ernment has deployed troops several
times” to maintain law and order, he said.
Most dramatically, he put Rio de Janeiro
law enforcement under the command of the

army in February in an attempt to bring
under control spiraling deadly violence in
favelas.  But while it would be understand-
able for a population still scarred by 20
years of military dictatorship to fear a
political return of the armed forces, some
are willing to listen to “a discourse in which
the military is less corrupt” than scandal-
tainted politicians “and could establish
order, peace and security,” according to
Sergio Praca, professor at the Getulio
Vargas Foundation, a higher education
institute specializing in management and
economics. Part of the population would
approve of “military intervention” but
Praca says that still leaves Brazil far from a
resurgence of the dictatorship. — AFP

BUDAPEST: The European Parliament’s threat to
unleash sanctions against Hungary over democracy
concerns was a stunning political blow against Prime
Minister Viktor Orban, but his dominance at home
means defeat can still be spun as a win. A resolution
passed in Strasbourg Wednesday ruled that the
Hungarian government posed a “systemic threat” to the
EU’s founding values of democracy and the rule of law.

The vote, backed by Manuel Weber, the head of the
European People’s Party — the grouping Orban’s
Fidesz party also belongs to — could in theory lead to
Budapest being stripped of its EU voting rights. But
Orban has pronounced himself unconcerned, telling
domestic radio Friday there was “no danger” for
Hungary in the vote and that in any case he would help
remove what he called the “pro-immigration majority”
at European Parliament elections next May.

After the vote, headlines in pro-Orban media outlets
accused a coalition of liberals and allies of US billion-
aire George Soros of wreaking revenge against
Hungarians for daring to oppose migration. “The pro-
immigration side took revenge by cheating,” said
Magyar Idok, a daily newspaper considered a govern-
ment mouthpiece.

According to a TV channel owned by Orban ally and
Hollywood film producer Andy Vajna, the premier was
“cheered across Europe” after the ruling. In a debate
prior to the vote, Orban portrayed the charges as an
insult to the honor of Hungarians, but a poll in the left-
leaning Nepszava newspaper Friday indicated some 57
percent of respondents pinned the blame on government
policies. On the street, Hungarians revealed mixed feel-
ings. “It’s a national shame that it has got to this stage,
that Hungary is on trial before Europe,” said Dezso
Hatvani, a shopper at a Budapest market, adding he
hoped any sanctions are levelled at the government and
not at ordinary people. “It was a stitch-up against Viktor,
he shouldn’t ever go back there to listen to such insults,”
said another shopper, 52-year-old Orsi Vinczeler. 

“This is a big defeat for Fidesz, particularly as the
party is not used to defeats,” said Csaba Toth of the
Republikon think-tank. “No matter how they try to spin
it — and they will use it for domestic political gain,
strengthening their narrative that Hungary is under
attack from Brussels — they hoped this resolution
would not pass,” said Toth. The setback for Orban is
unlikely to change Budapest’s approach to its tangles
with the Soros-founded Central European University
(CEU) and human rights NGOs, or its clampdown on
judicial independence. —“If Orban before the vote did
not promise any agreement or compromise, why expect
that he will do it afterwards?” said Peter Kreko, head of
the Political Capital think-tank in Budapest. — AFP

Hungary’s Orban 
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Three shot dead 
in Mexico City 
tourist hotspot
MEXICO CITY: Gunmen with rifles and pis-
tols killed three people on Friday and injured
at least seven in a tourist plaza in downtown
Mexico City, police said, adding that they
were chasing three men dressed as mariachi
musicians who fled on motorbikes. After
years of keeping a lid on the worst violent
crime that has plagued Mexico, its capital
has seen homicides surge since 2014 to
record levels, presenting a major challenge
to an incoming city government that has
vowed a clean-up.

In a statement, police said the three vic-
tims were killed at an intersection on the
edge of Plaza Garibaldi, a major tourist des-
tination packed with mariachi bars, just as
the capital was kicking off independence
day weekend celebrations. The victims had
been at a restaurant when the shooting
started around 10 p.m., media said, adding
that forensic officials had counted more than
60 bullet cases at the scene.

“People were screaming and running,”
said a disabled woman who sells cigarettes
in Garibaldi, shortly after having heard what
she thought were fireworks. She declined to
be identified. The identity of the three dead
was not immediately clear, but the Milenio

newspaper said they were men. Another
newspaper said two of the injured were
women. Four of the injured were hurt as the
gunmen fled, Mexico City police chief
Raymundo Collins told reporters.

“Nothing like this has ever happened
before,” said Samuel, a man who added that he
had worked for thirty years around the square
in one of the world’s biggest, most populous
cities, but declined to give his last name.
Videos on social media and television showed
a heavy police presence, with the attack site
cordoned off and yellow markers where the
bullet casings fell, but dozens of people contin-
ued to drink and listen to live music nearby.

Police blame much of the capital’s crime
on retail drug dealing and protection rackets
run by violent gangs, though the government
says at least one of these has links to a major
national trafficking group, the Jalisco New
Generation Cartel. Plaza Garibaldi borders
one of Mexico City’s most notorious neigh-
borhoods, Tepito, home to La Union gang
police say is behind a spurt in drug-dealing
and protection rackets. In August, police
arrested the presumed leader of the gang,
Roberto Moyado Esparza “El Betito”. Since
then, the Tepito neighborhood has suffered a
wave of violence, including several killings.

Garibaldi, on the edge of the touristy,
colonial historic center of Mexico City, is
known for seedy strip clubs and dive bars,
aside from mariachis. In 2013, US civil
r ights leader Malcolm X’s grandson,
Malcolm Shabazz, was beaten to death
near the square after a dispute over a
nightclub bill. — Reuters 

Activist awake
after ‘poisoning’
MOSCOW: A member of the Pussy
Riot punk band who took part in the
World Cup final pitch invasion and
was hospitalized with suspected
poisoning, has regained conscious-
ness and left intensive care, his girl-
friend told Russian media. “Petya
(Pyotr) has regained conscious-
ness,” girlfriend and fellow Pussy
Riot activist Veronika Nikulshina
said Friday evening.

Pyotr Verzi lov, who has both
Canadian and Russian citizenship,
was admitted to hospital following a
court hearing on Tuesday and later
transferred to a Moscow trauma
centre where staff described his
condition as “serious”.  Nikulshina
told Meduza news site he had been
moved out of intensive care but was
still experiencing hallucinations and
delirium. There has so far been no
official statement on the cause of
his illness. Nikulshina said Verzilov,
30, had been poisoned by a large
amount of medicine. “It’s definitely
poisoning, poisoning with anti-
cholinergic drugs,” Nikulshina told

Meduza. “This is a question of a
large dose.” Such drugs are used to
treat a range of issues including
lung conditions. Verzilov’s relatives
have told media that he was not
taking any medication.

Verzilov served a 15-day jail sen-
tence along with Nikulshina and
other Pussy Riot members for run-
ning onto the pitch during the July
15 World Cup final in a protest they
said was aimed at highlighting abuse
by Russian police. Canadian Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau on Thursday
said Ottawa was taking Verzilov’s ill-
ness “very seriously” and would
ensure he received support.

His sudden illness has been com-
pared by Russian media to the sus-
pected 2015 poisoning case of
Kremlin opponent and rights
activist Vladimir Kara-Murza who
was diagnosed with acute kidney
failure. He was found to have very
high levels of heavy metals in his
blood. Last year he once again fell
into a coma, which his family said
could be linked to the 2015 incident,
and went abroad for treatment.
Kara-Murza was involved in lobby-
ing in the United States for the
expansion of the Magnitsky Act
which imposed sanctions on
Russian officials.  — AFP 

BUDAPEST: In this file photo taken on February 18, 2018
Hungarian Prime Minister and Chairman of FIDESZ party
Viktor Orban delivers his state of the nation address in
front of his party members and sympathizers at Varkert
Bazar cultural center of Budapest.  — AFP 

PALERMO: Pope Francis gather his thoughts as he pays his respects by a quartz and bronze medal marking the
place where late priest Pino Puglisi was murdered in 1993, outside the house-museum of Puglesi, in the under-
privileged neighborhood of Brancaccio in Palermo yesterday on the occasion of the 25th anniversary of the
killing of the priest by the mafia.  —  AFP 

RIO DE JANEIRO: Supporter of Brazil’s Workers Party (PT) and it’s imprisoned leader,
former Brazilian president Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, display an effigy reading
“Political Prisoner” as they start gathering for a rally by the PT’s presidential candi-
date Fernando Haddad at Cinelandia Square. — AFP 


