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  The first copy of this book was presented, together with a written account of its contents, to the public prosecutor Giancarlo Capaldo, the director of the District Anti-mafia

  Office in Rome. It was our duty to give the magistrates advance notice of any matters of judicial significance that might be relevant to their investigations. Various passages in the book identify

  the instigators and the direct perpetrators of hitherto unsolved or even unknown crimes.




  It goes without saying that all our informants’ statements and any accusations that may be contained in them are subject to verification by the magistrates. Any people mentioned in

  connection with criminal activity must be considered innocent until the judicial authorities have carried out a thorough investigation.
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  The opportunity came out of the blue during the winter of 2009 and it had to be seized at once, or the story would have vanished back into the darkness whence it came. I was

  sitting at my desk in the newspaper office in the late afternoon when the phone rang. It was the newsroom assistant: ‘I’m putting a man through to you. It’s an unusual

  case.’ If the call had got through the first filter, it must be important. I heard the connection click through to my phone and, at once, the southern accent: ‘Hello. I’m a state

  witness.’ There was an intake of breath, then a pause. The voice was quiet and conveyed no emotion, no tone. It went on: ‘I want to tell my story.’




  This book is based on the exclusive confessions of Giuseppe Di Bella, who left the ’Ndrangheta – something few members of the organization have ever done – after half a century

  of total loyalty. He had taken the irrevocable decision to turn state’s evidence. Di Bella was a boyhood friend, and for many years a trusted associate, of Franco Coco Trovato, one of the

  organization’s bosses, a Calabrian godfather who used violence to establish control over a vast swathe of northern Italy, from Lombardy to the Veneto. His testimony makes it clear how the

  ’Ndrangheta has successfully penetrated Italian politics, local government, the labour market and businesses large and small, poisoning the population and penetrating even into Parliament,

  spreading like a cancer throughout the nation.




  As an insider, Di Bella knows the ’Ndrangheta’s codes, its unwritten laws and its rituals; he describes its first steps into arms trafficking, acquiring weapons from former

  Second-World-War partisans, its ability to buy anyone and everything, swallowing up companies, shops, lawyers, accountants, and – quite simply – people’s whole lives.




  Giuseppe Di Bella’s credibility is based on several factors. He has always been regarded as a reliable witness by the magistrates and courts that have heard his testimony, in Varese, Como,

  Milan, Bergamo and other northern Italian towns. Thanks to him, dozens of members of the ’Ndrangheta have been arrested and convicted. This reputation for reliability undoubtedly speaks in

  his favour, though of course it does not in itself constitute sufficient corroboration of his statements. State witnesses are not oracles or repositories of revealed truth, and every declaration

  made by Di Bella, however plausible, must be viewed with due scepticism. But three crucial points should be borne in mind.




  Firstly, in this book Di Bella reveals his own direct involvement in a series of major crimes, crimes which, until now, were unknown to the anti-mafia investigators. By so doing he is running

  the risk of incurring new charges and of jeopardizing his relationship with the authorities. Self-accusation lends credibility to any prospective state witness, and Di Bella has been one for a

  decade.




  Secondly, with regard to the most important episodes, Di Bella is not retailing hearsay evidence, but reporting on events in which he himself participated. He himself saw and heard the most

  dramatic events. Moreover, much of what he says is corroborated by the testimony of another important state witness, Filippo Barreca. The two men have never met – Barreca’s criminal

  activities took place in an area 1200 kilometres away from Di Bella’s and never overlapped with them – and yet their stories interlock and complement each other.




  Thirdly, since Di Bella is no longer under police protection, and has not been for several months now, and since he has accused members of the ’Ndrangheta of new crimes, he is exposing

  himself to grave danger, even though he refuses to go back under cover.




  But why are these former ‘men of honour’ speaking out only now? Or, to put it another way, why have they only now decided to make important new information public, in addition to the

  testimony that they have already given to the magistrates? Barreca, at least, is only corroborating a few specific episodes, but Di Bella is at the end of a long personal journey, which has led him

  to the point where he has chosen to ignore his lawyer’s advice.




  ‘Three or four years ago I told my lawyer that I wanted to make some new statements, but my lawyer said, “No, keep what you know to yourself; don’t say anything else.” So

  I followed his advice, but I promised myself that one day I’d say all the things I was dissuaded from saying at the time.




  ‘Then my wife died. As she lay dying I promised her I’d come clean about everything, in order to give our son a future. She was a good person, and over time she altered the course of

  my life. She tried to change me and she succeeded. She was the reason I turned state’s evidence, and when she died I finally understood that there is no friendship in the mafia, only

  self-interest and death. It’s unequivocal. If you don’t do what they say, you’re finished. Once, before a meeting between some members of the ’Ndrangheta and of Cosa Nostra,

  including Giovanni Brusca, who detonated the bomb that blew up Giovanni Falcone, a boss said to me, “The princes and barons are untouchable, because they pull the strings of the political

  puppets. They control politics.” But that’s not going to stop me. I’m not frightened any more. I’ve decided to tell the whole story and lead you into this hell.’




  Di Bella’s original witness statements – perhaps his most important – were crucial to the investigation into, and subsequent conviction of, his old friend Franco Coco Trovato.

  They date from the period 2002–5, when he reported in particular ‘on the criminal structure of the association and on the evolution of the activities of the “Trovato

  family”’. So reads the text of the verdict of the Milanese Court of Appeal in 2009, presided over by Cesare Beretta, in a case against the clan to which Di Bella belonged, and which his

  statements and confessions broke up. More especially, ‘Di Bella made a number of statements in twenty-nine interviews in the period from October 2002 to March 2005 . . . This was deemed to be

  an attenuating circumstance, in view of the importance of his contribution to preventing criminal activity from leading to further consequences.’ His contribution consisted of making lengthy

  witness statements and providing information crucial to the identification of the perpetrators of the various crimes. For this reason, ‘considering the significance of the contribution made

  by Di Bella in relation to the crime of mafia-style criminal association, the maximum reduction’ of the sentence (to a period of two years four months) ‘appears justified’. After

  his release and, more importantly, after Trovato’s incarceration, Di Bella went underground. No one knew where he was. But you could be sure the organization was trying to find him.
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  THE FIRST MEETING




  ‘I come from the south and I’ve made a decision.’ The voice is steady, with only the slightest hint of nervousness. He doesn’t sound like a lunatic; he

  is talking off the cuff, not delivering a prepared speech. He is wary, but there is no pose about him. I adopt a measured tone, trying to say something to reassure him and open up a dialogue so

  that I can rule out the possibility that he’s a crank. I try to form a link and show him that I can be trusted, but he doesn’t seem to be listening.




  ‘I’m from Calabria. I’m under police protection.’


  An ’Ndrangheta member who has turned state’s evidence, then – one of the few to violate the blood pact

  between the clan and the family, to reveal the secrets of the ruthless criminal and military organization that is overtaking Cosa Nostra, the mafia of the godfathers and whose turnover is now

  comparable to that of Microsoft. But what was his rank in the organization?




  I hazard a question: ‘What’s your name?’




  Another pause. ‘No no, I’m not telling you that over the phone, are you kidding? You can call me Angelo, but you can take it from me it’s a false name. Are you interested in my

  story? If you’re not, I’ll say goodbye.’




  I play for time: ‘Yes, I certainly am interested. Listen, I’d like to know how long you’ve been a state witness.’




  ‘Ten years, but I don’t want to keep these things to myself any more. My lawyer advised me not to tell the magistrates anything more, to stop talking. I’ve filled out reams of

  preliminary statements and now I’m alone with my memories, my grief and nothing else. “Keep those stories to yourself,” the lawyer said. “The authorities don’t need

  any more evidence.” I was afraid. I didn’t understand and I thought that if I revealed everything I’d be killed, leaving my wife and my son alone. But now I’m not scared any

  more.’




  The words that come down the phone line are as cold as ice.




  ‘Tell me, who was your boss?’




  ‘My phone card has nearly run out . . .’




  So I test him: ‘Let’s meet.’




  His reaction is instant and brusque: ‘How much is your word, your head, worth?’




  I don’t understand. ‘Take it easy, Angelo. Let’s meet and talk face to face,’ I reassure him. I feel a bit stupid, trying to assess the words of this state witness,

  struggling to gain his confidence. I don’t even know who he is – a phoney or a real state witness. And yet, as the seconds pass, I have a feeling that this unknown voice is worth

  checking out.




  ‘The day after tomorrow, at nine.’ He mentions the name of a bar, and before I have time to reply, he hangs up.




  It’s a very risky meeting. I need some help. I discuss the matter with my colleague Claudio Antonelli. I ask him to join me on this assignment. He was a carabiniere before he became

  a journalist and has a keen interest in legal matters. We decide to go together.




  At eight o’clock we’re already there. We park some distance away so that no one can note down our numberplate. The location is the centre of a small town, indistinguishable from many

  others in Emilia. Restaurants, cafés, shops. The place chosen for the meeting is a bar-cum-patisserie. It has an L-shaped counter; there is a queue for cappuccinos and croissants, and two

  female bartenders wearing ghastly caps. It’s a strange place for a private meeting. Too crowded, too noisy; very few tables – four in all – and they’re visible from outside.

  Very exposed. We feel disappointed, and rather uneasy.




  Not wanting to hang around for too long, we go out to buy a newspaper and come back a few minutes before nine. Some old ladies are sitting at the tables. Claudio stays outside and goes into the

  shop opposite the bar. I cross the road and enter. ‘A coffee, please.’ The minutes pass. There’s no sign of him. Either he’s late or he’s not coming. I turn round, go

  out of the bar, walk thirty metres away and look at the sign, searching for some detail that we might have missed: but no, this is the right bar. I go back inside. I see the tables, the coffee

  machine and, behind it, a handrail and some stairs I hadn’t noticed before. I point to them casually.




  ‘They lead to our afternoon tea room, on the first floor.’




  What an amateur. I smile and walk upstairs.




  The steps lead into gloom: muffled silence, dim lighting, closed windows, about fifteen tables in all. A man is sitting at the table in the middle of the room, staring at me. At the next table,

  sideways on, sits a little boy, gazing into the void. He must be about nine or ten. It’s like a stage set. What’s that kid doing here, in an ’Ndrangheta case, I wonder. An

  unexpected presence, and a disconcerting one.




  ‘He’s my son. I didn’t know who to leave him with. I’ve just moved house; I haven’t found him a school yet.’ The man anticipates my question, with an

  apologetic expression.




  ‘Hi! How are you?’ I say to the boy. He doesn’t react. There’s tension, bemusement and despair in his eyes; in his stiff, unmoving posture, in the patches of eczema that

  cover his arms and disfigure his neck. His father raises his eyes to the ceiling for an interminable moment. There is darkness mingled with loneliness in those eyes. I sit down and we talk. We sit

  there for several hours. Angelo is cagey and suspicious, but he makes one small concession. He understands my uneasiness and agrees to let Claudio come upstairs.




  The boy sits there all the time with his back to us. He doesn’t turn round, doesn’t speak, doesn’t drink, doesn’t ask for anything. Only later will we learn that he is

  eleven years old and is there in that bar with his father – whose name is Giuseppe, not Angelo: Giuseppe ‘Pippo’ Di Bella – because his mother died of cancer after a

  six-month illness.




  Pippo Di Bella was born in 1951 at Caronia, in the province of Messina, Sicily, but later moved to the province of Lecco, in Lombardy, with his family. He worked for a quarter of a century in

  the direct employ of the boss Franco Coco Trovato, who in the 1980s became one of the leaders of the ’Ndrangheta in northern Italy. In Lombardy he was the head of a cartel of families which

  controlled entire provinces – from Milan to Lecco, Como and Varese – and were allied with powerful clans in other regions.




  Now Coco Trovato is in prison, but his organization is not defunct – far from it. The business is run by his sons and his brother.
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  UP NORTH




  Peace reigns in northern Italy. But only on the surface. The private universities are full of the third-generation scions of the old godfathers; the billion-dollar cake of Expo

  2015 – the World Fair, which is to be hosted by Milan – is ready to be sliced up, and the business community is defenceless. You only have to listen to the alarm sounded by Claudio De

  Albertis, the chairman of Assimpredil, the builders’ association representing the provinces of Milan, Lodi, Monza and Brianza: ‘They impose restrictions on us in the building sites; the

  authorities are supposed to be helping us, but all they do is hold back our work without giving us any real protection. We can’t act as “building-site policemen” ourselves.

  We’re helpless in the face of the ’Ndrangheta. Before a new contract is signed, the authorities don’t provide us with the tools and information we need to defend ourselves and

  keep out the clans with their honest-looking faces. We’re hostages to our own fear, to the cancer that’s spreading through the property world. Nobody talks about it, but that’s

  what it’s like – a devastating cancer.’




  It’s only discussed in very restricted circles, but even in Milan the peace ended in November 2009, when a former state witness, Lea Garofalo, was kidnapped, murdered and dissolved in

  fifty litres of acid. Lupara bianca, they call it: ‘white shotgun’ – seizing someone, killing them and obliterating their bodies. It was the first case of its kind in

  Milan. For the city the shock gave way to the shame of having to admit that even here the ’Ndrangheta is far from being defeated; on the contrary, it’s flourishing. The story of Lea

  Garofalo, who originally came from Calabria, takes us back in time: in a city of fashion, design, radical chic and avant-garde architecture, it lifts the lid on cruelties we thought were

  perpetrated only by Cosa Nostra. Like the tragedy of Giuseppe di Matteo, the thirteen-year-old boy who was dissolved in acid in 1996 in Sicily. His father, Santino, was testifying against the

  bosses behind the assassination of Capaci. The Corleone mafia clan eliminated his son.




  Some people think the ’Ndrangheta may send out even bloodier signals after the outburst of intimidatory violence with which it has unsuccessfully been trying to send messages to the

  authorities since the beginning of the year: from the gas cylinder that blew up outside the Public Prosecutor’s office in Reggio Calabria, to the car packed with weapons and explosives that

  was found at Reggio airport on the day when the President of the Republic, Giorgio Napolitano, was due to pay an official visit to the city, to the envelopes containing bullets that were sent to

  the magistrates engaged in the fight against the ’ndrine (’Ndrangheta clans), and the M80 ‘Zolja’ rocket-launcher found 300 metres away from the Anti-mafia Office in

  Reggio Calabria in October 2010. The most radical decision, the outcome of which is unpredictable, would be to shift the theatre of confrontation from Calabria to the north, thus raising the level

  of perception of the danger. After all, Calabria has effectively been abandoned by the authorities and is now regarded by many politicians, including some within the government, as a

  ‘lost’ region.




  The deputy prosecutor of Reggio Calabria, Nicola Gratteri, who is in the front line of major investigations into the ’Ndrangheta, is more cautious: ‘The level of the confrontation is

  likely to stop short of really dramatic gestures, otherwise it would mean that history has taught the ’Ndrangheta nothing. After the mafia war in Calabria, the authorities reacted harshly,

  with mass trials, and the repercussions for the families were serious. So I think this attack on the institutions in Reggio Calabria should be seen as a limited action at a time when there’s

  a power vacuum. Many bosses have been arrested in various police operations, and new recruits are coming to the fore. These actions may be just trials of strength by people jostling for position to

  re-establish the internal balance. It’s like saying: “I’ll plant some bombs and then let’s see what happens.” I don’t think the ’Ndrangheta elite is happy

  with this strategy. We shouldn’t automatically assume that there’s an agreement between the godfathers. It’s also obvious, and the investigations will show this, that the more

  violent and intransigent sectors have, by their silence, given their implied assent to the dual interpretation that serious episodes like these demand.’




  

    •


  




  Only one person can explain the link between the past and the future: Filippo Barreca. His revelations were crucial to the struggle against the ’Ndrangheta in the 1990s.

  They also led to the murder of his brother Vincenzo, who was killed in 2002 in a barber’s shop in Reggio Calabria. Barreca was the first ’Ndrangheta state witness to change his identity

  and even now, eighteen years later, he is living under cover. Having received a lump sum of 1.6 billion lire from the state to assist him in reintegrating into society, today he is a successful

  businessman and appears as a witness at trials, protected by the ever-present screen which hides his silhouette and his face.




  Nicola Gratteri emphasized Barreca’s significance in a recent interview that he gave us: ‘The pentiti [‘penitents’, i.e. people who have turned state’s

  evidence] phenomenon reached its peak in the 1990s, when there were about two thousand pentiti from the Camorra, about one thousand from Cosa Nostra and less than a hundred from the

  ’Ndrangheta. Moreover, the Calabrian state witnesses were all low-ranking figures and therefore unable to provide an overall view of the situation. Only two of them were important –

  Franco Pino, the leader of a clan in Cosenza, and Barreca, who was a boss in Pellaro, near Reggio Calabria. None of the real patriarchs of the ’Ndrangheta – I’m thinking of the

  Nirta-Romeos of San Luca or the Di Stefanos and Condellos of Reggio Calabria – has ever turned state’s evidence. We have never had a pentito comparable in status to the Sicilian

  boss Tommaso Buscetta, or even to Giovanni Brusca, who played a key role in the murder of Giovanni Falcone. Nevertheless, Barreca was a santista, a member of the santa, the highest

  rank in the so-called società maggiore. Only a member of the santa can belong to the freemasons – with whom the ’Ndrangheta have long had links – and thereby

  have a dual affiliation. Only a member of the santa can “sit in the control room”, and even be a police informer. The santa is a kind of criminal shock-absorber. In order

  to prevent feuds and murders, a santista can decide to report some criminals to the police. The santa is a “thermostat” which determines the destinies of many people. To

  be a member is to be in a very influential position.’




  As early as 1979 Barreca had been made a santista by the copiata – the triad of capobastone (local leader), contabile (accountant) and crimine (literally

  ‘crime’, a consultative body which may, as in this case, consist of only one person) – comprising the bosses Santo Araniti, Natale Iamonte and Turi Scriva. So he belonged to the

  senior, elite level, accessible only to major bosses like Paolo Di Stefano, Antonio Nirta and Mommo Piromalli.




  He is the most important of the pentiti who are still alive, given the senior role that he held in the organization. We had the opportunity of interviewing him on several occasions, and

  this is what he told us: ‘All my statements were useless – and I made thousands of them. They were useless because I repeated hundreds, thousands of times, to all the magistrates who

  questioned me on a variety of crimes from Milan to Reggio Calabria, that the ’Ndrangheta is the most powerful organization in the world precisely because there’s this family network

  between its members. The family network enables you to keep your secrets and protect your business dealings. For a long time now the ’Ndrangheta has, in a way, been growing closer to its

  Sicilian roots. From 1985 onwards, after the second mafia war, with the rise of the a-Tegano-Libri group, they decided to form a commission that followed, and still follows today, the progress of

  the various families and in particular of their various bars and restaurants. This being the case, it’s unthinkable – indeed I would categorically rule out the possibility – that

  there is no guiding hand behind these latest episodes, these warnings that I’ve seen on television.’




  ‘It’s impossible to carry out such operations without a decree of the commissione provinciale, the ’Ndrangheta’s local governing committee,’ Barreca goes on.

  ‘With regard to these attacks, these threats, there are two possible interpretations of them: they may be intended as more specific ways of applying pressure, of giving warnings, to a certain

  office of the judiciary, but they definitely also carry a broader, more radical message to the state.’




  Barreca does not agree with those who see these ‘show’ attacks as a manifestation of a limited phenomenon. The ’Ndrangheta has grown now; like Cosa Nostra, it tries to

  establish a dialogue with the heart of government. According to Barreca, it cultivates that grey area where legality and illegality blur together, reviving an old approach, a method once adopted by

  Cosa Nostra in the years of the bomb attacks, after the deaths of the anti-mafia judges Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino: ‘It’s not like the 1990s any more. Things have improved,

  from the ’Ndrangheta’s point of view; they’ve found a way into the political world and the organs of government. As a matter of fact, they’ve always interacted with the

  organs of government to a certain extent – and with the political world, and not only in the south, as is shown by the investigations that are currently being made into certain members of the

  Northern League, the federalist and secessionist north Italian party.




  ‘It all began during the age of kidnappings. Kidnapping had not only an economic but an “institutional” purpose. It was a clear, stark message: “Gentlemen, we can get you

  any time we want. Anyone can be a target.” Certainly, it would have been more profitable for us to sell drugs than to kidnap people, but by kidnapping people we guaranteed that we had some

  institutional corridors, and those corridors remained open afterwards. In the present circumstances, leaving a car full of explosives in the street on the day of a visit from the President of the

  Republic means: “Watch out! We’re here. If you don’t do what we want, we’ll strike.”




  ‘Obviously I can’t be more precise because I’m not in the ’Ndrangheta any more,’ Barreca goes on, ‘but certainly the objective is easier to identify today:

  they want a dialogue, that’s the nub of it. It doesn’t matter what the dialogue is about, or what the reason for it is, but there must be a dialogue: that’s very important to the

  ’Ndrangheta.




  ‘When the car bomb was left for President Napolitano and the threats were made to the magistrates, I said to myself, “This is 1992 all over again.” It’s certainly

  possible to make a comparison between what is happening today and the bomb attacks of 1992–3, which had the same aim: that of establishing a dialogue with the authorities so that some sort of

  compromise could be reached. But the most important point remains the union between the Calabrian ’Ndrangheta and the Sicilian mafia in sending out these signals. Through interlocutors,

  including members of state organs, it is certainly possible to create the necessary mediation. As in the days of the kidnappings, today force is being used as a basis for negotiation about

  everything. It’s an inevitable development.’




  ‘In my day,’ Barreca says in one of our interviews, ‘Cosa Nostra had far more power at the political level, without a doubt. Today that’s no longer the case. The

  Calabrian bosses have found a way into the organs of government. And these recent signals, such as the car bomb, are clear evidence of an “authority” sufficiently powerful to make a

  dialogue with members of the government possible. As I said before, the ’Ndrangheta has penetrated deep into the social, and even more the political, fabric, by consolidating the economic

  power that it has gained. My own experience is testimony to this. I used to spend as much as 25,000 euros a day, and sell 600 kilos of cocaine a month, and I was able to escape the police because I

  always benefited from the mistake that the authorities always make: they underestimate the importance of retaliatory action. That is to say, the means that the authorities deploy today are inferior

  to the economic and technological power that the ’Ndrangheta possesses.’




  There is nothing new in the idea that Italy invests inadequate resources in the fight against organized crime. But what Barreca is saying is different. The ’Ndrangheta has always been

  thought of as a backward kind of mafia, inexpert at laundering money and lacking the technological awareness typical of other organizations like Cosa Nostra. In fact the reverse is true: for

  decades the families have been at the cutting edge in their logistical methods, in their use of technology to safeguard the principles that have characterized the ’Ndrangheta from the

  beginning, such as total secrecy. What Barreca has to say on the subject is very illuminating: ‘Even back in the 1980s I already had mobile phones that could tap into a cell of the national

  network, so that the police couldn’t tell where the call was coming from; while the policeman who was tailing me still had to use a call box. And do you know what happened as a result? I sold

  anti-wire-tapping devices to the San Luca group, which organized the kidnappings in Calabria and helped us in our negotiations with the authorities, something that has never been known until

  now.’




  During that period, technology concealed some disturbing links which, according to Barreca, already involved government offices.




  ‘One episode,’ he says, ‘will illustrate the strategic importance of the kidnappings, quite apart from the huge amount of money they brought in. One day I had a meeting with

  Domenico Sica, the high commissioner of the Anti-mafia Office, near Piazza Cavour in Rome. Sica told me that they were desperate to bring about the liberation of Cesare Casella, the young man who

  was kidnapped in Pavia in 1988.’




  Casella, eighteen years old, the son of a Citroën dealer in Pavia, was the victim of one of the longest and most dramatic kidnappings known in Italy. For two years, until January 1990, he

  was chained up in the underground caves of Aspromonte, a hostage to protracted negotiations between the ’Ndrangheta and his family. The authorities were caught in the middle, unable to locate

  the prison or identify the kidnappers.




  ‘Sica was very agitated and wanted a quick solution to the problem: “Pippo,” he said to me, “I’m being pressurized on all sides. You’ve got to get Casella

  released for me.” I looked at him and laughed: “I haven’t got Casella in my pocket, you know. I can’t just go and fetch him and bring him here to you.” He said,

  “Our secret services are working on it, you know.”




  ‘Sica had close connections to the secret services,’ Barreca goes on, ‘so he knew the spooks had gone into action. And indeed they contacted the kidnappers, through some

  intermediaries. They paid out a billion and a half, because of course they had access to all the money they needed, and two years later they got Casella released. So the kidnappers, in addition to

  the ransom they were paid by the family, got a billion and a half lire from the state for releasing him immediately. Public opinion was in a ferment, and the kidnapping was causing political

  problems. All the money from the ransoms paid for the kidnappings went to the Papalias, in Milan, who reinvested it in drug trafficking and business activities. That was the glue that held the

  management of the kidnappings together.’
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