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Aussie gangsters 
eye freedom amid 
informant scandal 
MELBOURNE: Some of Australia’s most dangerous
criminals could have their convictions overturned
after revelations their defense lawyer was secretly
feeding information to police. For a decade before
the turn of the millennium, Melbourne’s gangland
wars gripped Australia, with police seemingly
unable to penetrate the city’s shadowy underworld
as the death toll soared. The series of up to 40
bloody retributive murders came as rival gangs bat-
tled over Melbourne’s lucrative drug trade and only
eased when key mob figures were put behind bars.

But a legal scandal now threatens dozens - if not
hundreds - of their convictions, with the shocking
revelation that criminal defense lawyer Nicola
Gobbo was also acting as a police informant at the
time. The former barrister represented some of
Australia’s most dangerous criminals on charges
ranging from drug trafficking to murder, while also
feeding information about her clients to police.
Prosecutors last year informed 22 people that they
could have grounds to appeal.

But Gobbo - also referred to as Lawyer X and
Informer 3838 - claims that at least 386 people
were arrested and charged based on the informa-
tion she provided, according to a June 2015 letter
that was made public in December. A Royal
Commission inquiry is currently underway to deter-
mine how many cases have been impacted by
Gobbo’s double life, with hearings set to resume
today. “Any conviction in any case where Gobbo
played anything but a very minimal role in provid-
ing legal services is almost certainly going to be
overturned,” Melbourne University law professor
Jeremy Gans told AFP. —AFP

CARACAS: Venezuelan opposition leader
Juan Guaido said Monday that backers who
had pledged support for his abortive upris-
ing last week had “failed to follow through”
to dislodge President Nicolas Maduro. But
that “doesn’t mean that they won’t do it
soon,” Guaido told AFP in an interview in
Caracas. Guaido, recognized as interim
president by more than 50 countries, said it
was “obvious today, there is widespread
discontent from which the armed forces
aren’t immune”. “There have been discus-
sions... with civil and military officials who
are ready to take the side of our constitu-
tion,” he said. “I’m very optimistic given that
we are very close to achieving change in
Venezuela.” 

The 35-year-old National Assembly chief
has branded Maduro a usurper over his
controversial re-election last year, and in
January declared himself acting president,
plunging Venezuela into a political crisis that
deepened its already grave economic woes.
But Maduro has held firm, bolstered by the
continued support of the powerful armed
forces. Guaido, however, expressed the
hope that the army would eventually come
on board. “We are waiting for many more to

join in expressing their discontent and to
participate in ‘Operation Freedom,’” he said.

Of those that did, 25 soldiers sought
refuge in the Brazilian embassy later in the
day. “Today all that needs to happen is for
the armed forces and certain (public sector)
employees to overcome their fear,” said
Guaido. Maduro was getting “weaker and
weaker” after years of protests against his
regime, Guaido said, painting a picture of a
leader surrounded by the last vestige of sup-
port in his Miraflores presidential palace.

“They say that Maduro is in Miraflores,
but they also say that he’s in a bunker with a
main security ring composed of Cubans and
a second ring made up of soldiers from the
Casa Militar,” Guaido said, referring to
Venezuela’s elite presidential protection
corps. “He no longer trusts even in his high
command, he doesn’t even have any trust in
his environment.”

Protest ‘fulfilled’ 
The attempted uprising set off two days

of violent clashes between security forces
and protesters that left five people dead,
dozens injured and more than 233 arrested.
Authorities have also issued 18 arrest war-

rants against “civilians and military plotters,”
according to Attorney General Tarek
William Saab. Guaido has tried to keep up
the pressure with massive street protests,
but his latest call for demonstrations on
Saturday drew only several hundred people.
He rejected suggestions that his opposition
movement was flatlining, however. “On
Saturday, I think the protest was fulfilled. A
key goal for us was to redirect it toward
non-violence,” he said.

Maduro, meanwhile, appeared at a mili-
tary exercise on Saturday with Defense
Minister Vladimir Padrino, who top US offi-
cials had said was in on the attempted
uprising but backed out. “I told the generals
and admirals yesterday: loyalty, I want an
active loyalty,” Maduro said in a speech to
some 5,000 troops that was broadcast
nationally on radio and television. Tensions
in Venezuela have soared since Guaido
invoked the constitution to declare himself
acting president.

As major world powers have been drawn
in, the US has thrown its support behind
Guaido, while China and Russia have backed
Maduro. Washington has repeatedly stated
that “all options are on the table,” including

military intervention in Venezuela to help
Guaido oust Maduro. Without using such
antagonistic language, Guaido said there
could be a case to seek “foreign co-opera-

tion to overcome the unprecedented crisis
Venezuela is going through.” Asked about
military intervention, he said only that it was
a “controversial option”. —AFP

Opposition leader rejects suggestions movement flatlining

Backers ‘failed to follow through’ 
in abortive uprising, says Guaido

CARACAS: Venezuelan opposition leader and self-declared president Juan Guaido
offers an interview to AFP on Monday. —AFP

Albanians unearth
dark past searching
for communism victims 
TIRANA: After years of scouring documents, tapes and
then the slopes of a mountain above Tirana, Jovan Plaku
found the remains of 13 people in a forest where he
believes his father was executed by Albania’s former
communist regime. A decade later, the 45-year-old is
hoping to finally get answers about whether his father
is among those found after Albania launched a land-
mark effort to identify the victims. The dead found on
Dajti mountain are among more than 5,000 executed
during the communist era. The fate and final where-
abouts of many remain unknown, nearly three decades
after the fall of communism in 1991.

The victims of the killings were political opponents,
religious believers or regular citizens reported for
“treason”, “espionage” or “sabotage” against the para-
noid regime of dictator Enver Hoxha. In the period
since communism’s collapse, Albania has been reluctant
to open up this dark chapter of history. So the search
for the missing has been left to the tireless efforts of
ordinary people like Plaku. His father Koco Plaku, an
engineer, was sentenced to death in a closed-door trial
two years after he was arrested in 1975. The son was
nine months old at the time and his mother was forced
to divorce to avoid deportation. 

Determined to piece the story together, Plaku later
managed to find photos of his father’s trial, sketches
scribbled during the proceedings and a 72-hour inter-
rogation tape. It was then he learned that his father had
been convicted of “sabotage” and “espionage” over
fishing hooks given to him by a Russian friend - a gift

that aroused suspicion after Tirana cut ties with
Moscow. He interviewed dozens of people, even com-
ing face-to-face with his father’s executioner. The
“small and stocky man” had become a judo coach, said
Plaku. He said he did not remember anything.

Long wait 
Eventually, Plaku pinpointed Dajti mountain as the

likely site of his father’s killing. Together with another
man looking for a missing father, he spent months dig-
ging on the mountainside before finding human
remains, some of which were buried only 60 cm deep.
The bones have been sitting in a morgue for 10 years,
waiting to be identified. Now the process is finally
under way after the launch in November of a project
with the International Commission on Missing Persons
(ICMP). Plaku, alongside around 30 others, provided
DNA samples to see if there was any match with his
father. He is hoping to finally “close this chapter” of his
life with a quiet moment, a cigarette and the chance to
lay flowers on the site where his father would have been
shot with a bullet to the back of the neck on June 28,
1977. “I still tremble when I remember the moment” of
uncovering the human remains, he says.

‘Returning dignity’ 
The ICMP project comes several years after files

from the regime’s despised secret police, the Sigurimi,
were first opened to the public. The director of the
archives Gentiana Sula, who herself has a disappeared
grandparent, said she knows well how the past can turn
into an obsession for relatives who want to undo the
stigma heaped on loved ones by an odious regime.
“They want to clarify their fate,” she explained. Luigj
Ndou, from ICMP, also warned how the past can haunt
a country which tries to ignore it. “This is not about the
dead, this is about the living,” he said. “This is about
returning the dignity of all of those who were killed

only because they thought differently.” With Ä400,000
($450,000) given by international donors, the ICMP
project remains small in scope, focusing first on two
locations. But it is an important first step, Ndou says,
adding that the political will to continue is essential.

‘The Party knows’ 
“Why was it so easy to kill someone and yet it is so

difficult to find his body?” asks 63-year-old Elena
Sallaku, sitting in a small apartment she shares with her
twin sister and widowed mother. The family has spent a
decade looking for answers about their father, Xhavit.
The twins also gave DNA samples to the Dajti search
team although they doubt their father was among those
exhumed. An engineer trained in the Soviet Union,
Xhavit was executed in the summer of 1977 at age 46.
When his wife Irina, now 86, asked why he was taken,
police said only: “The Party knows why.” —AFP

TIRANA: Jovan Plaku, 45, walks on April 22, 2019 on a former
military base in the Dajti mountain, where he believes his father
was buried after he was killed by the communist regime on
June 1977. —AFP

In Macedonia, Pope 
urges Balkans to 
embrace diversity 
SKOPJE: Pope Francis urged the Balkans to embrace its
patchwork of faiths and ethnicities during a visit to
North Macedonia yesterday, where he held an open-air
mass in the capital Skopje, the proud birthplace of
Mother Teresa. The pontiff was welcomed with yellow
billboards and buses bearing his smiling face after he
touched down in the mainly Orthodox Christian coun-
try. Catholics make up a small sliver - less than one per-
cent - of the 2.1 million population, which also includes
a large Muslim minority that is ethnic Albanian.

In an address before the country’s political leaders,
Francis praised the “crucible of cultures and ethnic and
religious identities” in “your land, a bridge between
East and West”. North Macedonia’s diversity, which
reflects the mix of communities in wider Balkan region,
forms a “mosaic in which every piece is essential for the
uniqueness and beauty of the whole”, he added. Mutual
respect between groups was “highly significant for
increased integration with the nations of Europe,” he
told leaders of a government trying to open accession
talks with the European Union.

“It is my hope that this integration will develop in a

way that is beneficial for the entire region of the
Western Balkans, with unfailing respect for diversity”,
Francis added. All of the Western Balkan countries are
trying to join the EU, a dream that, if realized, would
soften the hard borders drawn between them during
Yugoslavia’s bloody collapse into inter-ethnic war in
the 1990s.

‘Great woman’ 
Yesterday, people of all faiths filled Skopje’s main

square for the mass led by the pope, who is wrapping up
a three-day tour that began in Bulgaria. Believers from
neighboring countries, such as mainly Catholic Croatia,
were also among the thousands-strong crowd, waving
their country’s flags under sunny skies. “For me this is a
historic visit, not only for Catholics but also for us
Orthodox, Muslims and all others living in North
Macedonia,” said 18-year-old Filip Etmisovski, who
arrived early for a spot in the square. Dragi Bojadziski, a
46-year-old Catholic from the south, also made the pil-
grimage for the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. “It
means a lot to us, the Catholic faithful here,” he told AFP.

Bishop Kiro Stojanov of Skopje thanked the Pope for
coming to meet “the small Catholic community that
lives in the diaspora.” In his homily, the Pope drew on
the inspiration of Mother Teresa, who was born in
Skopje in 1910 when it was part of the Ottoman empire.
Earlier, Francis blessed the poor and delivered a prayer
at a memorial dedicated to the nun, who he canonized
as a saint in 2016. “She became the prayerful cry of the

poor and of all those who hunger and thirst for justice,”
he said before an audience of leaders from Catholic,
Orthodox, Muslim, Jewish and Methodist faiths.

Mother Teresa was born to an Albanian family in
Skopje. Though she spent most of her life devoted to
the poorest of the poor in Calcutta, her legacy is visible
in her birthplace in the form of statues, memorials and a
highway in her name. “You are rightly proud of this
great woman,” Francis said in an earlier speech to polit-
ical leaders. —AFP

SKOPJE: Pope Francis prays in front of a memorial dedicated
to Mother Teresa, Skopje’s most famous Catholic native,
yesterday. —AFP

Cyprus police 
in first apology 
over killings 
NICOSIA: Cyprus’s new police chief issued the force’s first
apology yesterday for its handling of the killings of seven for-
eign women and girls, acknowledging officers had failed to
protect them. The murders - dubbed the Mediterranean
island’s first serial killings - have sparked anger against the
police over its failure to act on missing person reports that
allowed the killer to carry on undetected for nearly three
years. New chief Kypros Michaelides issued the apology as he
was sworn in to replace Zacharias Chrysostomou.

Chrysostomou was sacked by President Nicos
Anastasiades on Friday over what he called police “negligence
and incompetence”, a day after Justice Minister Ionas
Nicolaou resigned. “The recent painful developments and the
loss of defenseless innocent women and children who had
come to our country in search of a better future have greatly
damaged the prestige, honor and reputation of the Cyprus
police, highlighting weaknesses, gaps and omissions,”
Michaelides said. “That is why, as representative of the police
force, I want... to convey a big apology because we did not
manage to protect these innocent and defenseless souls who
died in a tragic and disgraceful way.”

In his dismissal letter to Michaelides’ predecessor, the
president decried “the apparent negligence and dereliction of
duty of the police in investigating reports of missing persons”.
“Some of the horrific crimes that shocked Cyprus could have
been prevented,” he wrote. There has been a series of angry
protests outside the presidential palace in Nicosia, with
demonstrators accusing police officers of routinely disregard-
ing missing persons reports involving foreigners.

The killings came to light in mid-April when unusually
heavy rains brought the body of 38-year-old Filipina Mary
Rose Tiburcio to the surface of the disused mine shaft where
it had been hidden. That triggered a murder investigation
which led to the arrest of Greek Cypriot National Guard
captain Nicos Metaxas on April 18. Metaxas, 35, who has not
yet been formally charged over the murders, appeared in
court on Sunday and was remanded in custody for a further
eight days. —AFP 

Democrats launch 
contempt action 
against US AG 
WASHINGTON: US House Democrats have sched-
uled a vote today on whether to hold the nation’s
top law enforcement official in contempt for failing
to produce a full , unredacted special counsel’s
report on Russian election interference. Monday’s
rare and dramatic move against Attorney General
Bi l l  Barr  intensi f ies  the showdown between
President Donald Trump and the Democrats who
control the House of Representatives and are seek-
ing to hold him to account for what they say was
improper conduct.

“The attorney general’s failure to comply with our
subpoena, after extensive accommodation efforts,
leaves us no choice but to initiate contempt pro-
ceedings in order to enforce the subpoena and
access the full, unredacted report,” House Judiciary
Committee chairman Jerry Nadler said in a state-
ment, after a missed 9:00 am (1300 GMT) deadline. 

The Just ice Department  said in  a  let ter  i t
remained willing to accommodate the “legitimate
needs” of Congress, within the scope of the law.
“The department’s letter invites committee staff to
come to the department on Wednesday to discuss a
mutual ly acceptable accommodation,”  Just ice
spokeswoman Kerri Kupec said in a statement. The
invitation was for today afternoon, hours after law-
makers begin their debate.

Barr declared Trump cleared of conspiracy with
Russia and obstruction of justice shortly after special
counsel Robert Mueller presented his 448-page report

to the Justice Department.
But Democrats have
protested that Barr has
sought to protect the pres-
ident by refusing to pres-
ent the full  report or
underlying evidence to
Congress. The political
skirmish played out on
multiple fronts Monday,
with the White House for-
mally rejecting a request
by Democrats to turn over
Trump’s tax returns, set-
ting up what will likely be a
prolonged legal battle.
Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin wrote to the
House Ways and Means Committee that its request
lacked a “legitimate legislative purpose”. —AFP

William Barr


