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Can Italy's biggest mafia 'maxitrial' in 40 years end the global
ambitions of the feared ‘Ndrangheta?

Mass trial involves 350 defendants and hundreds of lawyers and prosecution witnesses

By Nick Squires ROME
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When mafia gangster Emanuele Mancuso was on the run from the law, he knew exactly

where to seek sanctuary.
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“I spent 20 days hidden in the house of a priest from the church of San Giuseppe in Nicotera.

He was always ready to help out the clan,” the convicted criminal told a court this week.

The fact that a Catholic priest was willing to hide a member of the feared ‘Ndrangheta mafia

in southern Italy may seem shocking to the uninitiated.

But the Church is just one pillar of the establishment that has been sucked into a murderous

web, painstakingly constructed by Italy’s most feared criminal organisation.

The 'pentito' or informer Emanuele Mancuso
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Lawyers, accountants, police officers, mayors – all are in the pay of the ‘Ndrangheta, one of

the most powerful crime syndicates in the world.

The extent of that collusion is emerging from one of the biggest mass trials ever held, not just

in Italy but anywhere in the world.

It is taking place in a vast courtroom in Lamezia Terme, a town in Calabria, the home turf of

the ‘Ndrangheta and the toe of the Italian boot, perpetually poised to kick neighbouring

Sicily.

It began in January and is the biggest judicial process in Italy since a mass trial of Sicily’s

Cosa Nostra mafia in the 1980s.

The huge courtroom in which the maxi trial is being held, Lamezia Terme, Calabria CREDIT: AFP

As a member of a powerful ‘Ndrangheta family, Mancuso is a key witness – he

turned pentito or informer and in the last few days has been busily dishing the dirt on the

intertwined clans and families that make up the Calabrian mob.
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He is lifting the lid on a dark underworld of vengeance, violence and betrayal, where mafia

chiefs are known by their nicknames – The Engineer, The American, Tobacco, Tequila.

He has told the court how an enemy of the Mancuso clan was taken to a remote stretch of

countryside and viciously pistol-whipped by a mafia gang member.

“He smashed the pistol into the guy’s head. Blood was pouring out of the wound. I was

terrified,” Mancuso, who has convictions for drug-trafficking, aggravated robbery and illegal

possession of firearms, told the trial.

The coastal town of Nicotera in Calabria CREDIT: iStockphoto

He recounted how one of his relatives was shot and wounded by a hitman but refused to go

to hospital “because of the shame of being shot in an ambush.”

He told the court how Mafiosi would snort cocaine with their lawyers and of how a hitman

nicknamed Yo-Yo was hired to take out a rival gangster.

Corrupt officers from the paramilitary Carabinieri, right up to the rank of maresciallo or

marshal, would warn the clans about forthcoming police raids, he claimed.
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Mancuso’s evidence is so far the most explosive element of the so-called maxi trial, which

involves more than 350 defendants, 900 prosecution witnesses and 400 lawyers.

It is led by Nicola Gratteri, Italy’s most famous anti-mafia prosecutor, who grew up in

Calabria and as a child mixed with the children of ‘Ndrangheta bosses.

Italian anti-mafia prosecutor Nicola Gratteri (R) leaves the so-called "Bunker Room" courtroom on January 13, 2021 on the opening

day of the  maxi-trial in which more than 350 alleged members of Calabria's 'Ndrangheta mafia group and their associates went on

trial in Lamezia Terme, Calabria CREDIT: AFP

He understands the mentality of the mob, which he says controls “the heartbeat, the breath”

of swathes of Calabria.

Mancuso betrayed the ‘Ndrangheta and collaborated with the forces of law and order so as to

save his young daughter from a life of crime, he claimed.

His testimony, which puts him in mortal danger of retribution from the mob, is likely to do

serious damage to the ‘Ndrangheta, in particular the branch to which he belonged, in and

around the town of Vibo Valentia.
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“He is one of a handful of informers who has a deep knowledge of the organisation at a high

level,” said Anna Sergi, an expert on the ‘Ndrangheta at Essex University, who is herself from

Calabria.

“His testimony could have a devastating impact. It could result in the family’s power

crumbling. But it’s too early to say,” she told The Telegraph.

Carabiniere police from a special task force raid a house in the town of Siderno in Calabria in an anti-drugs operation in 2008 

CREDIT: EPA

The ‘Ndrangheta – the name comes from a Greek word which means "society of men of

honour" - has existed in Calabria since before the unification of Italy in the mid- 19  century.

But it really began to amass wealth when it started kidnapping people and demanding

ransoms in the 1970s and 1980s, including John Paul Getty III in 1973.

The teenage grandson of the billionaire oil tycoon John Paul Getty, he had his ear cut off by

his kidnappers, who sent it to a newspaper to put pressure on the family to cough up.

th
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But after a law was introduced in 1992 that made the payment of ransom demands illegal, the

crime network switched its focus to drugs – in particular, cocaine.

The funeral of a three-year-old boy who died when the car he was in with two adults was set on fire during a feud between rival

'Ndrangheta clans, 2014 CREDIT: Francesco Arena/EPA/Shutterstock

It managed to establish a virtual monopoly of the importation of cocaine from South America

into Europe.

Forming close ties with the Mexican and Colombian cartels, the Calabrians brought cocaine

into the port of Gioia Tauro in Calabria as well as Rotterdam.

It was like turning on the money taps. The ‘Ndrangheta began to make millions, then

billions.

It is now estimated that it earns €50 billion a year from cocaine trafficking – more than

McDonald’s and Starbucks combined.

The ‘Ndrangheta has taken that money and invested it in legitimate businesses, first moving

into Italy’s affluent north and then spreading to countries around the world, from Europe to
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Australia.

Calabria is a beautiful region but blighted by the influence of the mafia  CREDIT: Giovanni Gagliardi / EyeEm

They have evolved from cut-throat kidnappers to corporate sharks. And they try to be

discreet about it.

The ‘Ndrangheta is “silent, in the shade, impenetrable. They don’t make a racket, they don’t

kill, they don’t plant bombs,” said Piernicola Silvis, a former police chief who took on the

mafia for decades.

“Not because these methods are not part of their DNA but for a deliberate strategy – the less

you show yourself, the more you will be ignored.”

Calabria’s so-called ‘Honoured Society’ as the ‘Ndrangheta is sometimes known “does not

kill, unless it is strictly necessary. And if they really have to, they will do it in silence – you

will disappear or they will dissolve you in acid,” Mr Silvis wrote in an essay for Il Fatto

Quotidiano, an Italian newspaper.
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“To launder the rivers of money that flow from cocaine, the bosses buy everything they can

get their hands on. They invest in businesses, not just in Milan and Turin but in the whole

world – in Switzerland, Germany, Canada, Australia.” 

The power accrued by the ‘Ndrangheta is hard to overestimate. “They have a vast network of

lawyers, notaries and accountants. Anyone they want on the payroll, they can get,” said Prof

Sergi, a senior lecturer in criminology, whose father was threatened by the mafia when he

was the mayor of a local town.

The mafia’s business empire, built on the billions earned from cocaine, is now under threat.

No one expects the maxi trial, as big as it is, to bring down the ‘Ndrangheta. But it is likely to

do grave damage to a criminal organisation from an obscure corner of Italy that has

developed global ambitions.

Mr Silvis, who served in the police for 35 years before retiring to become a novelist, cites a

phone call between mob bosses, intercepted by police, in which one told the other: “The

world is divided in two – one part is Calabria, the rest will become Calabria.”
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