
Vatican fraud 
trial to expose 
London secrets
VATICAN CITY: A once-powerful
Catholic cardinal and nine others
stand trial at the Vatican this week in
an embezzlement scandal that
allegedly saw charity funds used in a
ruinous London property venture.

Ex-cardinal Angelo Becciu, who
served as the equivalent of a papal
chief of staff for Pope Francis before
being fired last year, has been
charged with crimes including embez-
zlement and abuse of office.

It is the first time a cardinal has
been indicted by Vatican criminal
prosecutors and Becciu, 73, will be
the headliner of a trial set to last
months. The defendants face jail time
or stiff fines if found guilty.

The alleged graft will have enraged
Francis, 84, who has vowed all-out
war on corruption and has increased
oversight of the Vatican’s finances,
dogged for decades by scandal.

Tomorrow’s hearing is expected to
be purely technical and the trial, held
in a makeshift courtroom in the
Vatican Museums, may be adjourned
to after the summer break. It was not
clear whether Becciu, stripped of his
red biretta, will be present.

It follows a two-year probe into
how the Secretariat of State-the key
department in the Vatican’s central
administration-managed its vast asset
portfolio and, in particular, who knew
what about a disastrous 350-million-
euro ($415 million) London investment.

‘Substantial losses’ 
Two London-based Italian finan-

ciers were involved in buying the
17,000-sq metre building-a former
Harrods warehouse in Chelsea
intended for conversion into luxury
apartments.

Gianluigi Torzi and Raffaele
Mincione are charged with embezzle-
ment, fraud and money laundering.
The building’s purchase at an inflated
price meant “substantial losses for the
Vatican, and dipped into resources
intended for the Holy Father’s person-
al charitable work”, the Holy See said
before the trial.

The first part of the purchase hap-
pened while Becciu was No. 2 at the
Secretariat of State, and in charge of
the purse strings. Between 2013 and
2014, the Secretariat of State bor-
rowed over 200 million dollars, mainly
from Credit Suisse, to invest in
Mincione’s Luxembourg fund. Half
went to buying part of the London
property.

The rest was for stock market
investments, but Mincione used it for
high-risk ventures. The Holy See,
which had no control over where the
money went, tried to pull out in 2018.

Taking control 
Torzi was brought in and tasked

with brokering the purchase of the
rest of the building and cutting ties
with Mincione-but he instead
allegedly joined forces with him.

He arranged for the Holy See to
give Mincione £40 million (48 million
euros; $55 million) for the shares in
the part of the London building it did
not already own.

But Torzi then allegedly inserted a

clause into the paperwork which gave
himself control of the property. He is
accused of demanding 15 million
euros to relinquish control.

Mincione and Torzi were helped,
prosecutors claim, by Enrico Crasso,
a former Vatican investment manager,
and employee Fabrizio Tirabassi, both
of whom face a series of charges
including fraud.

Embarrassingly for Francis, among
those standing trial are two men pre-
viously tasked with regulating Holy
See finances, including the former
head of its financial regulator, Swiss
lawyer Rene Bruelhart.

‘The Cardinal’s lady’ 
Becciu has been charged with

embezzlement and abuse of office
over the purchase of the London
property. He has also been charged in
relation to donations totalling over
800,000 euros he is accused of mak-
ing to a charity run by his brother.

Becciu is also linked to defendant
Cecilia Marogna-dubbed “the
Cardinal’s lady” by the Italian press-
accused of pocketing money ear-
marked for freeing captive priests and
nuns abroad. Prosecutors claim the
top hierarchy in the Vatican-including
pope ally Cardinal Pietro Parolin,
Becciu’s boss-were in favour of the
London venture, without realising
what was going on. Becciu, who has
denied any wrongdoing, says he is the
victim of a plot. — AFP

RIO DE JANEIRO: Tens of thousands of Brazilians
took to the streets Saturday to demand the
impeachment of President Jair Bolsonaro, who is
facing increasing pressure as the pandemic exacts a
devastating toll.

It was the fourth weekend of protests called by
leftist political parties, labor unions and social
groups against Bolsonaro, who is being investigat-
ed for allegedly turning a blind eye to a scheme to
embezzle government funds in the purchase of
vaccines.

Protest marches were planned in 400 cities and
towns. In Rio de Janeiro, thousands of people in red
clothes and wearing face masks marched with ban-
ners bearing slogans berating the embattled leader,
including “No one can take any more” and “Get out
corrupt criminal.”

Organizers said they were part of a day intended
to galvanize the country “in defense of democracy,
the lives of Brazilians and getting Bolsonaro out.”

In Rio and elsewhere, protesters complained
about Brazil’s late-starting vaccination program and
high unemployment rate, and demanded more
emergency aid for poor people grappling with the
pandemic.

“It is very important that everyone who feels
offended or oppressed by this government comes
out to the streets, because we need to fight for the

return to democracy,” Laise de Oliveira, a 65-year-
old social worker, told AFP.

Brazilian press carried images and reports of
streets thronged with anti-Bolsonaro demonstrators
in 20 of Brazil’s 26 states through early afternoon.

Record low approval 
Neither the organizers nor the authorities have

released an overall estimate of the number of peo-
ple attending the marches.

But large demonstrations were planned in Sao
Paulo, Brazil’s most populous city with 12.3 million
residents, and the capital Brasilia.

Bolsonaro, criticized for remarks in favor of
exploiting protected areas of the Amazon, his
views on guns, and an ambitious privatization pro-
gram, is enduring his worst stretch since coming to
power in 2019.

His approval rating is at a record low 24 percent
and polls suggest he could lose October’s presiden-
tial election to his main rival, leftist former president
Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, whose Workers Party was
one of the forces behind Saturday’s demonstrations.

Brazil has suffered nearly 550,000 deaths
because of Covid, a toll surpassed only by that of
the United States, which has almost 120 million
more people.

Bolsonaro has been famously dismissive of the

health crisis, the need to wear face masks, and lock-
down measures to halt the spread of the virus.

On June 30 the opposition in congress presented
an impeachment complaint that is an amalgam of
some 100 others already filed with more than 20

different charges against the president.
But Bolsonaro still has enough support in con-

gress to block these initiatives, including that of the
speaker, who decides whether the complaints are
allowed to proceed. — AFP
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Iraq says militants 
planned other
attacks during
Muslim holiday 
BAGHDAD: The Islamist militants believed to
be behind last week’s deadly suicide bombing
of a Baghdad market had planned more attacks
during the Eid-al Adha festival, Iraq’s interior
ministry said yesterday.

The ministry released photos of five suspects
arrested, including three brothers, after last
Monday’s attack that, according to the official
toll, killed 30 people and was claimed by the
Islamic State group.

Iraqi security forces have dismantled “two
terrorist networks in the provinces of Anbar
and Kirkuk responsible for the July 19 attack in
Sadr City”, a poor Shiite district of Baghdad.
“They were planning other attacks in other
parts of Baghdad and other provinces during
Eid,” a ministry statement said.

Iraqi Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhemi
announced Saturday the arrest of the “terror
cell” behind the Baghdad market bombing. Iraqi
television broadcast overnight the “confes-
sions” of the five, who were dressed in yellow
prison suits, a common practice in major crimi-
nal cases in Iraq.

The attack sparked revulsion and renewed
fears about the reach of IS, which lost its last
territory in Iraq after a gruelling campaign that
ended in late 2017, but retains sleeper cells in
remote desert and mountain areas. The bombing
hit the Al-Woheilat market in Sadr City, where
many families were crowded on the eve of the
Eid al-Adha, the most important Muslim holiday.

The announcement of the dismantling of the
cell came on the eve of Kadhemi’s departure for
Washington, where he was to meet US
President Joe Biden today. The Iraqi prime min-
ister, under heavy pressure from powerful pro-
Iranian factions in his country, is hoping for a
substantial announcement on the withdrawal of
US troops in Iraq.  — AFP

BRASILIA: Supporters of the Workers’ Party (PT) take part in a protest against the government of Brazilian President
Jair Bolsonaro at the Esplanede of Ministries in Brasilia. — AFP

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis waves as he delivers the Sunday Angelus prayer
from the window of his study overlooking St Peter’s Square at the Vatican
yesterday. — AFP

Anti-graft investigator 
flees Guatemala to 
‘safeguard his life’
GUATEMALA CITY: Guatemala’s top anti-graft
investigator, Juan Francisco Sandoval, fled the
country Saturday to “safeguard his life,” hours after
he was sacked in a move that sparked international
backlash, a human rights official said. Guatemalan
Ombudsman Jordan Rodas accompanied Sandoval
to the Salvadoran border “in light of the difficult
decision to leave the country to safeguard his life
and integrity due to recent events,” according to
the Central American country’s human rights body.

Sandoval had been fired from his post as head of
Guatemala’s Prosecutor Against Corruption and
Impunity (FECI) on Friday by Attorney General
Consuelo Porras. Sandoval said he had encountered
many obstacles in his work at FECI and that he was
told not to investigate President Alejandro

Giammattei without the attorney general’s consent,
saying this request went “against the autonomy and
independence” of FECI.

The Attorney General’s Office said he had been
let go due to “constant abuses and frequent viola-
tions” of the institution and that attempts had been
made to “undermine” the “work, integrity and dig-
nity” of Porras.

His firing sparked criticism from the US State
Department, which has called him an “anti-corrup-
tion champion”, as well as outcry from humanitarian
groups, civil society and businesses. Acting
Assistant Secretary for the US State Department’s
Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs, Julie Chung,
condemned Sandoval’s sacking in a tweet on Friday,
saying it “is a significant setback to rule of law.”

“It contributes to perceptions of a systemic
effort to undermine those known to be fighting cor-
ruption,” she added. The Center against Corruption
and Impunity in the North of Central America
(CCINOC) also hit out at Porras’ decision, saying it
would create “setbacks in the fight against corrup-
tion in the region.” — AFP

Florida building 
collapse recovery 
mission nears end
MIAMI: The search for victims of the Florida
apartment building collapse a month ago Saturday
is drawing to a close, as rescue teams halted work
at the site of the disaster that killed at least 97 peo-
ple. “It’s hard to believe that a month has now
passed since perhaps the greatest tragedy in our
community’s history,” Miami-Dade County Mayor
Daniella Levine Cava said on Twitter on Saturday.

“While the site of the collapse was confined to
the size of just one block in a close-knit city, its
reverberation has been felt far beyond our county,
touching lives all over the world,” she added in a
video posted on social media.

Rescue workers ended their search on Friday for
victims at the site of the Champlain Towers South, a
12-storey beachfront building that partially col-
lapsed overnight on June 24. With the exception of
a teenager who was rescued in the first hours after
the collapse, rescuers were unable to save any of
the building’s residents who had not escaped, and
announced on July 7 that they were abandoning the
search for survivors.

After the removal of thousands of tons of rubble,
all that remains of the building north of Miami
beach are a few foundation walls. Authorities have
identified 97 bodies, but believe one victim is still
missing, Levine Cava said this week.

Miami-Dade police continue to search for the
98th victim at the site where the building debris
was deposited. While the exact reason for the col-
lapse remains unknown, preliminary findings have
shown some of the building’s structure appeared
degraded. The rest of the building was brought
down in a controlled explosion July 4 to allow for
the recovery operation to continue. A memorial
honoring the victims may be built on the site of the
disaster, officials said last week. — AFP

Six soldiers killed in 
Boko Haram attack in
Cameroon: Governor
YAOUNDE: At least six Cameroon soldiers were
killed Saturday in an attack by Boko Haram in the
far north of the country, the governor of the region
said on state television. Heavily armed Boko Haram
fighters “arrived at around four o’clock in the morn-
ing on six vehicles”, the governor of the Far North
Region, Bakari Midjiyawa, told CRTV television.

“We deplore the deaths of our six soldiers, who
died in action, and four more were injured.” The
attack took place in Sagme, a few dozen kilometres
from the border with Nigeria, from where Boko
Haram originates.

According to a police report, confirmed by sev-
eral local sources, eight soldiers were killed. Boko
Haram and its breakaway faction Islamic State West
Africa Province (ISWAP) have increased their
deadly attacks against security forces and civilians
in the far north of Cameroon in recent years, as well
as in the border regions with three neighbouring
countries, Nigeria, Niger and Chad.

They have also frequently kidnapped civilians,
particularly women and children. Fighting with
Boko Haram and ISWAP jihadists has killed more
than 36,000 people since 2009 and driven almost
two million people from their homes in northeastern
Nigeria. In mid-June, Boko Haram confirmed that its
leader, Abubakar Shekau was killed after clashes
with ISWAP. — AFP

GUATEMALA CITY: Demonstrators hold portraits of dismissed Guatemala’s Special Prosecutor against
Impunity, Juan Francisco Sandoval, during a protest to demand the resignation of Guatemalan President
Alejandro Giammattei and Guatemala’s Attorney General Maria Consuelo Porras. — AFP


