
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Tuesday, June 25, 2019

7

MONTEVIDEO: Italian mafia boss Rocco Morabito has
fled prison in the Uruguayan capital Montevideo, where he
was awaiting extradition to Italy, the interior ministry
announced yesterday. Morabito and three other inmates
“escaped through a hole in the roof of the building” late
Sunday and robbed the occupants of a nearby farmhouse,
the ministry said in a statement. The statement said the 52-
year-old Morabito-a top ‘Ndrangheta figure arrested in
Uruguay in 2017 after decades on the run-was awaiting
extradition for “international drug trafficking”.

Italy’s Interior Minister Matteo Salvini reacted angrily to
the “disconcerting and serious” news. “I make two commit-
ments, first to shed full light on how he escaped, asking for
an immediate explanation from the Montevideo govern-
ment. Then we will continue the hunt for Morabito, wherev-
er he is.” Long-time fugitive Morabito-dubbed “the king of
cocaine-was one of Italy’s most-wanted men when he was
arrested in a downtown Montevideo hotel. His lawyer told
reporters at the time he was staying there while looking for
a new apartment after splitting from his wife.

Registering for new accommodation would have helped
expose Morabito, who had been on the run for 23 years.
He had been living since 2004 in Punta del Este, a play-
ground for South America’s rich about 90 minutes drive
northeast of Montevideo. He eventually settled in a coun-
try estate with a Tuscan-style farmhouse some 40 kilome-
ters from Punta del Este.

Officials said at the time that he had acquired

Uruguayan residence after entering the country with a
false Brazilian passport in the name of Francisco Capeletto.
Morabito, a capo with the Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta, Italy’s
most feared organized crime gang, was originally arrested
on charges of falsifying identity papers, but has been
awaiting extradition on the more serious charges since
September 2017. The three other men who escaped with
Morabito were awaiting extradition to Brazil and
Argentina, including one on charges of homicide.

King of Cocaine    
Morabito arrived in trendy Milan from his hometown of

Africo in Italy’s poor southern region of Calabria at the
age of 23, and quickly carved out a reputation as the city’s
“king of cocaine.” Nicknamed ‘U Tamunga’ in reference to
a German military vehicle, the Dkw Munga, the young
Morabito became a charismatic figure in Milan who fre-
quented bars and parties, according to Italian press
reports. He quickly came to the attention of Italian anti-
Mafia investigators and they regularly tracked him deliver-
ing suitcases filled with millions of lira to Colombian drug
traffickers in a Milan piazza.

Police finally moved in on his birthday as he made
what would be his last delivery, in October 1994, but the
capo managed to escape. The following year he was sen-
tenced in absentia to 28 years’ imprisonment for mafia
association and drug trafficking. Later the sentence was
extended to 30 years. — AFP 
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US Supreme Court 
strikes down stiff 
firearms penalties
WASHINGTON: Conservative Justice Neil Gorsuch
sided with the US Supreme Court’s four liberal mem-
bers yesterday in striking down as unconstitutionally
vague a law imposing stiff criminal sentences for
people convicted of certain crimes involving
firearms. In the 5-4 ruling, with Gorsuch’s fellow
conservatives in dissent, the court ruled against
President Donald Trump’s administration in declaring
that the federal law in question was written too
vaguely and thus violated the U.S. Constitution’s
guarantee of due process. Trump’s two appointees to
the court, Gorsuch and Brett Kavanaugh, disagreed
in the decision.

The court invalidated the firearms convictions of
two men prosecuted in Texas on a variety of charges
for their roles in a series of 2014 gas station robberies
in Texas. Although the robbers were armed, no shots
were fired. Gorsuch, appointed by Trump in 2017,
wrote that laws passed by Congress must give ordi-
nary people notice of what kind of conduct can land
them in prison. “In our constitutional order, a vague
law is no law at all,” Gorsuch added.

Justice Brett Kavanaugh, appointed by Trump in
2018, wrote a dissenting opinion expressing surprise
at the court overturning a law in use for decades. The
law’s most recent version was passed by Congress in
1986. “The court’s decision today will make it harder
to prosecute violent gun crimes in the future,”
Kavanaugh wrote. Kavanaugh said there was evi-
dence that steep prison sentences have been a con-
tributing factor in a decline in US violent crime.

Gorsuch said Congress could pass a more specific
law to address the issue, but added that “no matter
how tempting, this court is not in the business of
writing new statutes to right every social wrong it
may perceive.” It represented the third ruling in the
court’s current term in which Gorsuch has joined the
court’s liberals in a 5-4 decision.

The court sided with defendants Maurice Davis
and Andre Glover, who were convicted of multiple
robbery counts, one count of conspiracy to commit
robbery and two counts each of brandishing a
shotgun during a crime of violence. Davis was
originally sentenced to 41 years in prison. Glover
faced a 50-year sentence. Both likely will now get
shorter sentences. The decision does not affect
their other convictions.

Yesterday’s ruling was similar to another 5-4 ruling
a year ago in which Gorsuch also joined the liberals in
the majority. The court ruled that a law requiring the
deportation of immigrants convicted of certain crimes
of violence also was unconstitutionally vague.
Gorsuch is ideologically aligned with the late conser-
vative Justice Antonin Scalia, whom he replaced on
the court in 2017. Scalia wrote a 2015 ruling that
Gorsuch invoked in Monday’s decision that found that
a similar provision in a federal criminal sentencing law
also was overly broad.

Trump’s Justice Department appealed the case to
the Supreme Court after the New Orleans-based 5th
US Circuit Court of Appeals last year threw out one
of each of the two defendants’ firearm-related offens-
es. The case did not involve the right to bear arms
under the US Constitution’s Second Amendment,
which the Supreme Court’s conservative justices tend
to interpret broadly. — Reuters

MONTEVIDEO: Handout file photo shows Italian Rocco
Morabito, wanted for more than 20 years for drug trafficking
and mafia activities, during his arrest in Uruguay. — AFP 

Jailed daughter of 
late Uzbek leader 
says gave state $1 b
UZBEKISTAN: The jailed daughter of Uzbekistan’s former
president, once tipped to succeed her father, says she has
given $1.2 billion to the state and asked to be released.
Gulnara Karimova, the 46-year-old daughter of late
strongman Islam Karimov, was sentenced to a decade
behind bars in 2017 on fraud and money laundering
charges. In a statement via Instagram on Sunday she
stopped short of acknowledging guilt but made an apolo-
gy to the people of the central Asian nation for “disap-
pointment that I might have brought”. 

The former diplomat and popstar said more than one
billion dollars of her “personal assets” had been given to
the state “in the interest of the republic’s budget”.  The
Russian-language post also said Karimova and her legal
team had relinquished claims to $686 million kept in for-
eign banks. “It’s authentic,” Karimova’s Swiss lawyer
Gregoire Mangeat told AFP of the Instagram story on
Monday, while refusing to comment on the contents.   

In 2018 a court commuted Karimova’s sentence to a
five-year term under house arrest. But in March this year
Uzbek prosecutors said Karimova had been returned to
jail for repeatedly violating conditions of her house
arrest. Karimova’s problems began in 2014 when her
father was still alive and she was reportedly placed under
house arrest after hurling insults at her mother and sister
on Twitter. 

In 2017, prosecutors said she was a member of an
“organized criminal group” that controlled assets worth
more than $1.3 billion in 12 countries. Karimova has also
been the subject of a multi-year corruption probe target-
ing Western telecoms firms.  US and European investiga-
tors say the firms paid her billions of dollars to secure
access to the Uzbek market.

President Shavkat Mirziyoyev took power after the
death of Uzbekistan’s long-reigning hardliner Karimov in
2016. He has won plaudits for trimming many of his prede-
cessor’s authoritarian excesses but has kept a repressive
political system intact. — AFP

Australian IS 
orphans rescued 
from Syria 
SYDNEY: Eight orphans of Australian Islamic State fight-
ers have been spirited out of a camp in Syria, Prime
Minister Scott Morrison said yesterday, in an apparent U-
turn. The children and grandchildren of two notorious
jihadis are now in the care of Australian officials, he said in
a statement. The children are believed to be aged between
two and 17 and were living in a camp in northern Syria-
making consular access all but impossible.

Morrison previously indicated his government would
only help citizens if they approached an embassy or con-

sulate but appeared to have had a change of heart. “The
fact that parents put their children into harm’s way by tak-
ing them into a war zone was a despicable act,” Morrison
said in a statement. “However, children should not be pun-
ished for the crimes of their parents.”

The group includes three surviving children and two
grandchildren of Sydney-born Khaled Sharrouf-who came
to prominence after posting a photo of one of his sons
holding the head of a Syrian soldier. There are also three
children of Yasin Rizvic who travelled from Australia to
Syria with his wife. Both Islamic State fighters are pre-
sumed dead. Morrison did not name the children or elabo-
rate on how they were removed, but confirmed they were
“repatriated from the conflict zone into the care of
Australian government officials”.

The Australian Broadcasting Corporation reported that
the children had been moved to a country neighboring
Syria. Their case had gained widespread attention after
the grandmother of the Sharrouf children — 17-year-old

heavily pregnant Zaynab, her younger sister Hoda, their
eight-year-old brother Hamzeh, and Zaynab’s two young
children Ayesha, three, and Fatima, two-had pleaded with
Canberra to bring them home.

Grandmother Karen Nettleton even travelled to the
camp earlier this year to meet them but was rebuffed by
authorities, and Morrison said he did not want to put
Australian lives at risk. The prime minister on Monday
repeated his concerns, adding that “repatriating these
children was not a decision the Australian government
made lightly”. 

“Australia’s national security and the safety of our
people and personnel have always been our most impor-
tant considerations in this matter,” he said. The fate of
foreign fighters and their families has become a signifi-
cant problem for governments as the conflict against IS
draws to a close. Several European countries, including
France and Belgium, have repatriated children from Syria
in recent months. — AFP

Turkish civil
society leaders
on trial over
2013 protests
SILIVRI, Turkey: Sixteen leading Turkish
civil society leaders appeared in court yes-
terday, accused of seeking to overthrow the
government during the “Gezi Park” protests
of 2013, in a trial dubbed an absurd sham
by critics. The group includes renowned
businessman and philanthropist Osman
Kavala, whose detention since November
2017 has made him a symbol of what critics
say is a crackdown on civil society.

Kavala rejected the “irrational claims
which lack evidence” in his opening state-
ment, shortly after the trial began under
high security in the prison and court com-
plex of Silivri on the outskirts of Istanbul. He
is accused of orchestrating and financing
the protests which began over government
plans to build over Gezi Park, one of the few
green spaces left in Istanbul. The protests
snowballed into a nationwide movement
that marked the first serious challenge to
Erdogan’s brand of Islamic conservatism
and grandiose development projects.

The 657-page indictment seeks to
paint the protests as a foreign-directed
conspiracy with links to the Arab Spring,
which, ironically, the Turkish government
supported. “None of these actions were
coincidental... they were supported from
the outside as an operation to bring the
Turkish Republic to its knees,” the indict-
ment says. Amnesty International ’s
Andrew Gardner said the trial “speaks
volumes about the deeply flawed judici-
ary that has allowed this political witch-
hunt to take place.

“It is absurdly attempting to portray
routine civil society activities as crimes,”
he said. One of the allegations is the
claim that a map on Kavala’s  phone

showing bee species actually depicted
his plans to redraw Turkey’s borders. 

Political sham   
A respected figure in intellectual circles,

Kavala is chairman of the Anatolian Culture
Foundation, which seeks to bridge ethnic
and regional divides through art, including
with neighboring Armenia, with which
Turkey has no diplomatic ties. “I was
involved in projects contributing to peace
and reconciliation. There is not a single
piece of evidence or proof in the indict-
ment that I prepared the ground for a mili-
tary coup,” Kavala told the court.

Among the others on trial are experts in
urban planning and architecture. Six are
being tried in absentia after fleeing the
country, including Turkish actor Memet Ali
Alabora and dissident journalist Can
Dundar. The case against Alabora focuses
on his appearance in a play featuring a
revolt against the ruler of a fictional country.

But Erdogan has particularly focused on
Kavala, accusing the businessman of
“financing the terrorists” during the
protests and linking him to US billionaire
George Soros, whose efforts to promote
democracy around the world have made
him a target for several authoritarian lead-
ers. Last year, Erdogan said Kavala was the
representative in Turkey of the “famous
Hungarian Jew Soros” whom he accused of
trying to “divide and tear up nations”.

Soros’s Open Society Foundation, which
ceased activities in Turkey last year, called
Monday’s trial a “political sham”. “The
charges in this case follow a political script
that seeks to silence all critical voices in
Turkey,” said foundation president Patrick
Gaspard in a statement.  “That they are
now on trial, facing possible life sentences,
is a tragedy.” Some of the suspects were
already tried and acquitted for their role in
the Gezi Park protests in 2015. But there
has been a renewed crackdown on dissi-
dents since a coup attempt in 2016, blamed
by the government on US-based Muslim
preacher Fethullah Gulen, with thousands
arrested and tens of thousands sacked from
government and military jobs. — AFP 

Sanders unveils 
US student debt 
cancellation bill
WASHINGTON: Liberal US senator and
2020 presidential candidate Bernie
Sanders yesterday rolled out a proposal to
erase all $1.6 trillion in student loan debt,
cleaning the slate for 45 million Americans.
“If we could bail out Wall Street, we sure
as hell can #CancelStudentDebt,” Sanders
posted on Twitter shortly before announc-
ing his major legislation in an event at the
US Capitol. The proposal, which is co-
sponsored by Democrats Pramila Jayapal
and Ilhan Omar in the House of
Representatives, would be paid for through
a tax on Wall Street, according to the
Sanders campaign.

“This is truly a revolutionary proposal,”
tweeted Sanders, whose calls for tuition-
free college and student debt forgiveness
gained traction during his 2016 presidential

run. “All Americans will get the college
education or job training they need, while
having all student debt forgiven.” The
measure would have difficulty passing the
Republican-led Senate. But it would esca-
late the political duel between Sanders and
liberal rival Senator Elizabeth Warren, who
has also proposed a massive plan for stu-
dent loan debt elimination.

Under Warren’s plan, more than 95
percent of the nearly 45 mil l ion
Americans with student loan debt would
have that debt cancelled. Her arrange-
ment is estimated to cost some $640 bil-
lion. Sanders said Sunday that his plan
would “probably go further than Senator
Warren’s.” The hot-button issue has been
a common thread on the 2020 campaign
trail, with several Democrats noting the
extraordinary financial burden under
which many college students and gradu-
ates find themselves when they take on
tens of thousands and even hundreds of
thousands of dollars in loans. Sanders
argues that the debt prevents young
Americans from buying homes, improving
their credit, and engaging more deeply in
the US economy. —AFP

CALIFORNIA: Graduating students pose for a class picture at the University of
California Los Angeles (UCLA), in Los Angeles California. — AFP

NUR-SULTAN, Kazakhstan: A series of
explosions at a southern Kazakh munitions
depot yesterday led authorities to evacu-
ate a nearby town of 40,000 people and
saw dozens reportedly hospitalized. The
blasts near the town of Arys were caused
by “a fire, which led to the explosion of
some of the ammunition (at the depot),”
Kazakhstan’s defense ministry said in a
statement. Social media users shared
videos of people fleeing the area with huge
plumes of smoke rising towards the sky in
the backdrop.  

The defense ministry said there had
been no deaths or injuries recorded. But

Radio Free Europe’s Kazakh service
reported over 50 hospitalized, citing
sources at two hospitals in the south of
the country. 

Three people in a hospital in Shymkent,
a city of one million, were in a serious con-
dition, RFE reported. The head of the
administrative region where Arys is located
said that the town would be evacuated
“completely” yesterday. “Given the scale of
what is happening, we see that we need to
evacuate the city as a whole,” Umirzak
Shukeyev, Turkestan regional head, said in
comments published by the private
Tengrinews website. — AFP

Munitions depot blasts prompt 
evacuation in Kazakh 

ISTANBUL: Turkish soldiers stand guard in Istanbul, outside the Silivri courthouse. — AFP 


