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Europe’s leaders have 
opened door to ruin
Germany and Sweden’s rethink will 
likely prove to be too little, too late

DOUGLAS MURRAY
LONDON

Baah, a tall, broad-shouldered
Ghanaian man, is seated in the
back of our car, his face a study of
disappointment. Outside, a chill
wind casts wave-like ripples
across a field of nascent corn as a
couple of crows wheel and dip in
the failing light.

The countryside of Puglia, the
region that spans the southeast-
ern tip of the Italian peninsula, is
best known for its vast groves of
ancient olive trees, stands of
prickly pears and vineyards
bounded by postcard-perfect dry-
stone walls.

In summer, the emerald and
turquoise beaches along the Adri-
atic are a magnet for northern
European holidaymakers while
the trulli — the traditional, Apuli-
an cone-roofed stone huts — have
become the new must-have holi-
day house for England’s middle
classes.

Further inland, on the remote
plains at the feet of the Gargano
hills, lies an ugly, secret and often
violent world, one that 24-year-
old Baah and hundreds of thou-
sands of stateless migrants like
him never imagined could poss-
ibly still exist in modern Europe.

“They say there is work in Italy.
I came to work, to make a better
life. But in Italy people suffer, they
work and they work and they do
not get paid,” says Baah.

Between the provincial capital,
Bari, the town of Foggia and the
foothills, large ghettos blot the
landscape like cancers, places so
dire, so grim, so dirty that when
viewed in the context of Puglia’s
lyrical countryside, it is difficult
not to blink and blink again in an
effort to banish it as you would a
nightmare.

The people who live in these
ghettoes are asylum-seekers,
mostly young men from Ghana,
Nigeria and myriad sub-Saharan
countries as well as increasing
numbers from Iraq and Syria. 

Under the EU’s so-called Dub-
lin Regulation, a migrant’s coun-
try of arrival is responsible for
taking fingerprints and registering
the asylum application. And while
the Italians turn a blind eye to the
many who refuse ID or registra-
tion so that they can push on for
northern Europe, a significant
majority remain in Italy to wait for
the glacier-slow bureaucracy to
process their papers. 

With illegal migration now a
crime carrying jail sentences and
no long-term welfare from the
Italian state, migrants in limbo
have little choice but to rely on
local charities to survive or to find
work illegally, making them
deeply vulnerable to exploitation.

The biggest of the ghettos, Rig-
nano Garganico, is reached only

by a 50km-plus drive along a net-
work of potholed country tracks.
It is a sprawling shantytown of
cardboard and wooden huts held
together by a patchwork of misery
and flapping plastic. 

The ghetto boundaries are de-
lineated by a phalanx of rusty vans
used by work gang bosses as mini-
buses, their windows painted out
to shield their human cargo from
prying eyes. Mangy dogs, ribs vis-
ible, skulk in the shadows as scrag-
gy chickens scratch in the dirt. 

During the northern summer,
in tomato-picking season, when
temperatures hover in the
mid-40s, thousands of men con-
verge to sleep and live here, with-

out running water, without toilets
and without hope. 

Outsiders are not just discour-
aged but chased away by the work
gang bosses, known as caporali
(the corporals): threats are explicit
and our visit leads to a car chase
that ends only when we re-enter
the autostrada (highway) and a
more populated area.

It is estimated that there are at
least half a million foreign wor-
kers involved in seasonal agricul-
ture in Italy. 

Each year, up to 100,000 of the
most vulnerable — often migrants
who have arrived through Sicily
and the tiny island of Lampedusa
— are co-opted into this brutal

slave-labour system overseen by
southern Italian Mafia
organisations such as the Neapol-
itan Camorra and Calabrian
’Ndrangheta.

Agriculture is widely accepted
to be the Italian economic sector
most scarred by organised crime,
enmeshing supply chains all the
way from the fields to the super-
market.

Locally known as the
caporalato, the system works like a 
21st century chain gang to procure 
and deliver the thousands of work-
ers needed to pick and process fruit 
and vegetables on behalf of the 
plethora of agricultural businesses 
up and down the country. 

Processed tomatoes are one of
Italy’s leading agricultural and
food exports, with five million ton-
nes, worth more than €1.5 billion
($2.3bn), sold overseas last year.

In Australia, it is estimated that
eight out of 10 cans of tomato
products come from Italy, fav-
oured both because of provenance
and price. Homegrown varieties
can cost up to $1.80 a can com-
pared with 80c for the Italian
product.

In Australia, prices have been
driven up by unpredictable weath-
er, irrigation needs and
uncompetitive labour costs. The
Italian product has laid siege to
the local product for years: despite
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Migrants in Munich and, below, Angela Merkel poses for a selfie with an immigrant

From murder to ecstasy, the Calabrian

On the morning of March 6, 1934,
an Italian barber, 46-year-old
Nicola Mamone, was walking
with a friend in Innisfail, Queens-
land, when a man came up behind
them and shot Mamone six times.
The killing made headlines across
Australia. Locals had no doubt
that it was the work of a “Black
Hand society” that had been ter-
rorising them for many months.

The killer, Giovanni Iacona,
was quickly caught and commit-
ted for trial. The murder was con-
nected to an extortion racket in
which local cane farmers had been
threatened with the burning of
their crops if they refused to pay
up. After an argument that result-
ed in Mamone cutting off both
Iacona’s ears, Iacona had taken
revenge by shooting Mamone
dead. He reportedly told the
police: “He cut off my ears. He
made a job of me, but I made a bet-
ter job of him.”

The extortion of Queensland
cane growers did not end with Iac-
ona’s act of murder. Taking ad-
vantage of an immigration system
that was not just poorly adminis-

tered but corrupt, Mafia god-
fathers in Australia recruited new
members from Calabria, enabling
cells to be established in Sydney,
Melbourne, Brisbane, Griffith and
elsewhere. 

Three decades later, after a
spate of Mafia killings in Mel-
bourne that became known as the
Victoria Market murders, a wor-
ried Victorian government com-
missioned a report from a US
organised crime expert, John Cus-
ack, on Mafia activities in Austra-
lia. Cusack’s conclusions were
unequivocal: “The Calabrian
L’Onorata Societa (the Honoured
Society),” he wrote, “is well en-
trenched in Australia.” It was en-
gaged in “extortion, prostitution,
counterfeiting, sly grog, breaking
and entering, illegal gambling and
the smuggling of aliens and small
arms”. If unchecked, it was “cap-
able of diversification into all
facets of organised crime and
legitimate business”.

Today, more than 90 years
after the arrival of the first Black
Hand members in Australia, the
Calabrian Mafia — now known as

the ’Ndrangheta, to distinguish it
from the Sicilian Cosa Nostra and
the Neapolitan Camorra — has
deeper and more extensive Aus-
tralian roots than ever. A series of
reports by the Italian anti-Mafia
authorities confirms the seem-
ingly irresistible rise of the
’Ndrangheta at the expense of its
Sicilian and Neapolitan rivals. The
relentless growth of the ’Ndran-
gheta in Italy is mirrored by its
growth overseas.

The ambition of the Australian
’Ndrangheta was dramatically il-
lustrated by the 2007 seizure of 4.4
tonnes of ecstasy tablets from a
consignment of Italian tinned
tomatoes that arrived at Port Mel-
bourne. After 6½ years of court
proceedings the head of the Aus-
tralian network, Pasquale Barba-
ro, and his co-conspirators were
convicted and jailed last year for a
total of almost 300 years. 

The seizure — which became
famous as the world’s biggest ec-
stasy bust — was a costly setback
for the ’Ndrangheta, but business
carried on regardless. In just six
months, under the noses of law
enforcement, Barbaro and his
group, under surveillance prior to
arrest, went on to obtain and dis-
tribute more than a million ec-
stasy tablets from a supplier in
Sydney.

The Sydney middleman was
arrested and jailed, but the im-

portation network remains in
business.

Speaking after Barbaro’s arrest
in 2008, the then Australian Fed-
eral Police commissioner, Mick
Keelty, said that the global Calab-
rian Mafia syndicate was involved
in 60 per cent of all drug importa-
tions into southeast Australia.
While researching our book Evil
Life, former NSW police assistant
commissioner Clive Small and I
found no evidence that the power
of the ’Ndrangheta had waned
since that statement was made.

The high prices paid for illicit
drugs in this country make Aus-
tralia an extremely profitable
place to do business, and the
’Ndrangheta, drawing on deep
familial ties established over near-
ly a century, has positioned itself
to take maximum advantage.

Thirty-one Mafia families in
Queensland, NSW, Victoria,
South Australia and Western
Australia have business connec-
tions with the nine leading
’Ndrangheta families in Plati, San
Luca, Sinopoli and Africo, from
where the bulk of Calabrian mi-
gration to Australia originated. 

Visiting Australia last year, the
University of Essex criminologist
Anna Sergi warned that the
’Ndrangheta continued to be in-
volved in “very large” importa-
tions of drugs overseen by a
“chamber of control in Australia

that holds the others together and
reports back to the Calabrians”.

Criminal gangs tend to have
brief lives, their common interests
undone by hubris, greed or treach-
ery. The ’Ndrangheta has been re-
sponsible for more murders and
violence in Australia than any
other criminal organisation and
still plays a key role in the growth
of organised crime and corrup-
tion. How has it not just survived
in Australia but thrived? 

The ’Ndrangheta has never
had the field to itself. Other crimi-
nal gangs (for example those led
by Lennie McPherson and George
Freeman in Sydney, and by Carl

Pasquale Barbaro, the boss 
of the Australian network, 
had close links with Mafia 
bosses in Calabria

ELLA PELLEGRINI

Clockwise from above, ailing Daniel, 40, lives in a car in the Ghana-Ghetto; fellow Ghanaian Baah; cheap tomatoes

Migrant ‘slave labour’ 
Cheap tomatoes 
are a product of 
dire conditions 

PAOLA TOTARO
PUGLIA, ITALY

The ’Ndrangheta’s role in organised 
crime often tends to be overlooked

TOM GILLING

Has the road to modern Europe’s
future been paved with good in-
tentions? Or did the opening of
the continent’s borders to the rest
of the world constitute one of the
most cynically destructive acts
ever carried out on a democratic
public? 

These are just a couple of the
questions now being tossed
around among European publics.
But whichever answer you veer
towards — naive decency or cyni-
cal destruction — there can be lit-
tle doubt that the path on which
its leaders have put the continent
tends towards hell.

Consider this month’s news
alone. The new year began with a
mass sexual assault against Ger-
man women carried out by mi-
grants in the centre of Cologne.
Such is the self-designated role of
much of the media these days that
this story didn’t properly emerge
for nearly a week. For in Germany
and many other countries across
the continent, the media has de-
cided that its role is not to report
the news. Rather, it has decided
that its role is to mediate between
events and the possibly negative
reactions of the general public
should they learn of such events. 

Indeed, if it were not for a few
gutsy websites the news might
have taken weeks or months to
come out. Which is not so un-
likely. After all, in Britain when
gangs of Muslim immigrant men
in the north of England raped and
abused as many as 1400 girls —
many underage — every arm of
the state and much of the media
worked to keep the facts and the
identities of the attackers secret
for almost 15 years. 

It took the resignation of Co-
logne’s police chief to partially al-
leviate this scandal. But the
manner in which the story came
out points to a fascinating reality
in modern Europe. 

The media, politicians and al-
most every arm of the state in the
new Europe treat the general pub-
lic as though we are a powder keg
likely to go off at any moment.
Not least among the ironies of this
is that the best way to turn the
public into such a powder keg is to
treat it like such a powder keg.

Every day now brings stories of
migrant misdeeds and hardening
public attitudes. This week the
story once again came out from
Sweden. The murder of a 22-year-
old female worker, stabbed to
death at a refugee centre, cer-
tainly horrified the Swedish pub-
lic. But it did not shock it. For this
is only the latest in a string of sex
and murder attacks carried out by
recent arrivals in the Scandina-
vian country.

And if anyone wonders why
the stories of atrocities perpetrat-
ed by migrants seem to come out
as thick and fast from Sweden as
they do from Germany, one an-
swer lies in the simple fact that
Sweden was the only country in
Europe willing to take in the
same proportion of refugees as
Germany. 

Thanks in part to Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel’s
summer spasm, Germany
took in more than one mil-
lion migrants last year,
comprising more than 1 per
cent of its 80 million
population. Last year
Sweden, with its
population of
around 10 million,
was taking in up to
10,000 migrants
every week and
over the year
added more than

ent creed and different values. Co-
logne helped reverse that lack of
foresight. But there is some unrav-
elling to do yet.

As some of us said at the time,
the whole migrant crisis (most of
the arrivals are not “refugees”) has
been woefully, indeed destruc-
tively, ill considered from the
start. While the glow of moral
effervescence may have briefly
hung around those leaders who
said “refugees welcome”, the story
was bound to have a second act.
That was always due when the
next turn of the wheel brought
negative stories associated with
refugees. 

The first big shift in public atti-
tudes came after the November
terrorist attacks in Paris when Is-
lamist gunmen massacred 130
people.

The fact that these and other
terrorists turned out to have been
able to slip in and out of Europe
through its open southern bor-
ders, and thereafter enjoy the free
movement that the Schengen
agreement brings, brought a flick-
er of political mortality even into
the eyes of European Commis-
sion President Jean-Claude Junc-
ker. But like most of his political
class his immediate instinct was to
double down and to attack critics
of EU policy for “exploiting” the
situation. There would be no re-
think on immigration into the
continent, nor free movement
within it, he insisted. Juncker and
co dodged that one, but only just.

Then came Cologne, and the
summer of love turned into a win-
ter of discontent. Now even
Merkel — the sole titan of the
Euro crisis — looks politically vul-
nerable. Admittedly the new and
much talked-up Alternative for
Germany party is only at 13 per
cent in the latest poll published
this week in the German paper
Bild. But this is the anti-immi-
gration party’s highest polling so
far (up from 4.7 per cent in the
2013 election). 

Crucially, for the first time,
Merkel looks weak and on the de-
fensive. It was only after allowing
a million more migrants into the
country — and as reports of anti-
Semitic incidents began to seep in
— that the Chancellor said Ger-
many did not want any anti-Sem-
ites to come to Germany.

And it was only after the hor-
rors of New Year’s Eve that
Merkel and her ministers began
to say that anyone who thought
women were rape fodder was not
welcome in Germany. 

It is the same story in Sweden
where this week the government
blustered that it might expel as
many as 80,000 migrants whose
asylum applications have been re-
jected. If past form is anything to
go by, it will do no such thing. In
any case, even this would be far
too little, far too late.

Elsewhere the Schengen
agreement — which allows the
free movement of people inside
much of Europe — has been for-
mally suspended. Just one more
casualty of governments across
Europe allowing millions of peo-
ple to come into the continent
without having any idea of their
beliefs, habits or even identities. 

And of course there is the
blame game, with Germany this
week attacking the Greek govern-
ment for not stemming the flow of
people at its borders. And so the
European crack-up begins. 

Similar numbers are expected
again this year. And the same
problems of impossible inte-
gration and impossible rage will
continue to grow. 

Although there were neither
homes nor jobs for the migrants to
go to, letting them in turned out to
be the easy part. The real prob-
lems are just starting. 

If, as Adam Smith said, there is
a great deal of ruin in a nation,

then there is a stupendous
amount of ruin in a
continent. A fact that
some of us are going to
have to live through.

Douglas Murray is an 
author and associate 
editor of Britain’s The 
Spectator magazine.

1 per cent to its population. Both
countries expect similar additions
this year.

One result of the country’s
soaring immigrant population —
which like the immigration across
the continent largely comprises
young men from Africa and the
Middle East (eight out of every 10
migrants, at a conservative esti-
mate) — is that Sweden now has
the highest rape rates of any coun-
try in Europe. Indeed, according
to police reports Sweden now has
the second highest number of
rapes of anywhere in the world —
second only to Lesotho. In 2014,
there were 6620 rapes, compared
with 1472 in 1975, and the numbers
rise year on year. 

Everybody knows why. But for
years nobody would say that it
might have something to do with
the mass influx of young men
from predominantly Muslim
countries. 

Now in Sweden, as in every
other country across the conti-
nent, people are willing to say it.
And, as in every other country
across the continent, the only pol-
itical party to have warned about
this — the Sweden Democrats —
has risen from being a fringe party
derided as “far Right” by the poli-
tical mainstream to a party ahead
of those same “mainstream” par-
ties in many recent polls.

What is now occurring in Eu-
rope is the wholesale loss of public
trust in an entire political class.
And it was all just so predictable.
When the body of a young Syrian
boy was found washed up on a
beach in Turkey last year, many
Europeans were strangely
bounced into thinking that this
was both Europe’s fault and its re-
sponsibility. 

For parts of Europe the human
tidal wave appeared to present a
kind of moral opportunity. The
Swedish government boasted of
becoming a “humanitarian super-
power”. “Mutti” (mother) Merkel
— to give her the name Germans
often used to accord her — pre-
sented the desire of refugees to ac-
tually come into Germany, rather
than flee from it, as something of a
historical atonement. 

Her government also disin-
genuously and short-sightedly
echoed some free-marketeers
who suggested that this tsunami
of mainly young people could as-
sist the “greying” German popu-
lation by providing the labour
force for the next generation.
Never mind that this “labour
force” had no jobs to go to or that
they were moving through south-
ern European countries such as
Italy and Greece, which them-
selves had between 25 per cent
and 50 per cent youth unemploy-
ment rates. 

This argument also criminally
foresaw no problems from im-
porting a new working class from
a different continent with a differ-

The first big shift
in public attitudes
came after the 
terrorist attacks 
in Paris 
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travelling nearly 18,000km, the
economies of scale of the Italian
market (third in the world after the
US and China), cheap migrant
labour and huge EU subsidies to
Italian tomato farmers mean local
growers and canneries simply can-
not compete. 

Australians have developed a
deep concern about provenance,
starting with coffee beans, and the
fact that the tomato business in
Italy has been dubbed red gold —
and the migrant workers who pick
the crops I dannati dell’oro rosso
(the damned of the red gold) —
must surely be a concern.

The caporali, says Yvan Sagnet,
a young Cameroonian who led a

revolt of migrant workers in 2011,
can make thousands of euros a day
while their “slaves” receive just
€20 before costs are removed.
“They refuse to allow workers to
bring food or water,” Sagnet says.
“They force them to pay €5 each
for transport to the fields and to
return to the ghettoes to sleep at
night. They sell food, panini
for €3.50 and bottles of water
for €1.50.

“Often they take workers’
papers, if they have any docu-
ments at all, using this as leverage
to keep them from fleeing and
making them a kind of slave.

“They charge them rent in the
ghettoes. They even make them

pay for old tyres to burn for heat
and warmth in winter.”

Sagnet came to Italy as a stu-
dent, winning a scholarship to
study engineering in Turin. He
learned first-hand the horrors of
the caporalato when he missed an
exam and realised he had to bol-
ster his financial support.

Desperate to earn money and
return to his studies, he travelled
to the south in 2011 to work in the
tomato fields of Nardo, near the
city of Lecce. 

The working conditions he
found were unimaginable — and,
he says, remain unchanged: pay is
€3.50 for a 75kg box of tomatoes
that could take hours to fill. Work-

ing days stretched from 3am to
6pm in 40C-plus temperatures
without shade or respite. Five hun-
dred men were forced to sleep in
fewer than 200 one-man tents.
Medical attention was discour-
aged: a trip to hospital meant pay-
ing the gang master for transport. 

When the owners of the fields
Sagnet was working in decided
suddenly to change the way the
crop was to be picked — making
the work more difficult but offer-
ing no extra pay — the young
Cameroonian led a revolt and the
labour force went on strike. 

The courage of the men shone
a public spotlight on the nefarious
caporalato system, attracting

national attention from the Italian
media. Thanks to Sagnet and his
young activists, 16 gang masters in
Puglia were arrested.

Since then, the Italian parlia-
ment has legislated to make the
caporalato a Mafia crime — and
yet the illicit system continues to
flourish.

Without regular police checks
and raids, it is business as usual for
the work gangs as the Italian state
apparently continues to turn a
blind eye to the exploitation to
keep industry costs down and pro-
tect an invaluable export. 

Sagnet, who since the riot has
not only managed to finish his
degree but gain a master’s and

author two books, also works as a
high-profile advocate with the
Italian General Confederation of
Labour union, CGIL. However, he
lives with the constant threat of
Mafia retribution like his mentor,
the bestselling anti-corruption ac-
tivist and author Roberto Saviano.

The “Ghetto-Ghana”, where
24-year-old Baah lives, consists of
a patchwork of squats set up in
abandoned sheds and old farm-
houses dotted across a vast terrain
of fields in the Cerignola area. 

Here, a quietly spoken Ghana-
ian chieftain, who wants only to be
known as Alexander, allows our
visit and makes clear he wants us
to report the plight of his people. 

Sagnet, who guides The Week-
end Australian throughout this
and other ghettos across a 400km
radius in Puglia, says the Ghana-
ians suffer terribly but have been
more culturally prepared to col-
laborate in the battle against the
Mafia. 

“I left Ghana to work in Libya.
Life was very hard at home; there
was no work,” Baah tells us, gazing
out over the fields.

“In Libya there was some work
but they always say Italy is good. I
came to Sicily from Libya on a boat
and stay here three years now.
There is no water, there is no place
to live that is clean, no toilets.

“Italy is not paradise. If I could
go back to Libya I would go today.
In Libya, when there is work at
least they pay.”

Outside one of the old sheds in
the Ghana ghetto, Daniel, 40 —
but with the lined and tired face of
a septuagenarian — mutely shows
us his bandaged feet, ulcerated
and infected. He had medical
paperwork from an Italian non-
governmental organisation clinic
that suggested amputation may be
necessary if daily care, from antibi-
otics to cleansing, could not be
provided. Terrified of the prospect,
he has made his home in an old
car, penniless and unable to work. 

During a telephone call to the
doctor who had seen him, The
Weekend Australian is told Daniel
is just one of too many to count:
“The situation is desperate. If they
had water, hygienic quarters,
toilets, these kind of things would
not happen.”

A few kilometres up the road,
on an exposed and windy hill, we
find another two old sheds. Out-
side one, a fire has been lit under
an ancient, blackened pot and a
young man in a green hoodie
stands warming his hands. 

Antoine, an immigrant from
the Ivory Coast, welcomes us into
a derelict, dark shack with a big
smile and says proudly: “I am the
only African that likes the cold.”
Speaking in his native French, he
describes an itinerant life, seeking
seasonal picking work throughout
Italy. 

The three rooms have no elec-
tricity, no running water and an
earthen hole for a toilet, open to
the elements. A series of ancient,
stained mattresses on the floor
and piled against the walls are tes-
tament to the summer months
when at least 20 men sleep toge-
ther in each small room. 

Fit and strong at 24, Antoine
says he is one of the few who
refuses to work with the caporala-
to: “I don’t want to die on the job.
People die here because they risk
and push and work and try to fill
their containers to make enough
money to feed themselves, their
families,” he says. “I came to Italy
to live and to work, not to die.” 

Nearby, in another abandoned
shack, an old man and woman sit
in silence by a fire. A third, youn-
ger woman tells us she is Nigerian
and as she speaks in broken Eng-
lish it is clear she is ill, her eyes
bright with fever.

“God will provide everything,”

she says with a manic smile, point-
ing at a small box containing a
handful of tiny potatoes. Twirling
around the room, she waves at a
collection of fading photographs. 

“I have a daughter called Gift. I
love music, I love to sing, I love to
dance” she repeats in a singsong
voice. Then, just as suddenly, she
stops and frowns: “We suffer but
what are we to do … kill our-
selves?”

As we leave, she opens her arms
for an embrace and the heat of her
face, in the winter chill, will remain
with me.

In summer time, say Italian
NGOs, when the labour force is at
its height, migrant women move
to the ghettos to cook and provide
sex for payment. An encounter is
said to cost between €5 and €10.

Sagnet says he continuously
must battle the assumption that
young Africans are used to a life of
inhumanity, dirty and unhygienic
accommodation, and should
therefore be able to tolerate the
same conditions in Italy. 

“Human dignity should be
sacred. The Italian labour camps
and the system of work gangs strip
workers of the very last traces of
humanity,” he says.

Pushing further on, Sagnet
guides us towards Ginosa on flat
plains punctuated by sparse trees.
Here we find yet another ghetto,
this one populated only by Rom-
anian and Bulgarian workers.
Immediately, the air of misery and
desperation seems to be dispelled
by a raw, palpable fury. 

As shelters made with card-
board quiver in the harsh winds
and a handful of dirty children
play among the rubbish and dirt,
our attempt to talk to a few young
workers is abruptly ended when a
caporale emerges and orders us,
shouting, to leave.

Within minutes, the car is sur-
rounded by men wielding pieces of
chip board and lumps of firewood
and it becomes clear that if we
don’t retreat, a beating, or worse,
might be in store. 

Not too far down the road,
another ghetto — this one an
avenue of rusty shipping contain-
ers — appears in a straight line
along the horizon. Fenced with
wire, it turns out to be an aban-
doned military airstrip, a remote
desert of concrete but at least
equipped with portable toilets and
a tap. For Sagnet, the battle to
reform the Italian production sys-
tem is still in its infancy.

A raft of cultural and structural
changes is urgently needed —
from more efficient processing of
work documents for migrants and
a restructure of price setting for
tomatoes through to the creation
of state-monitored systems to
transport and house seasonal
workers safely. 

“All this must be done in Italy.
But if nations like Australia that
import Italian tomatoes begin to
demand proof that they have been
picked and produced by people
treated with dignity and paid
properly, this, too, is hugely im-
portant — and will save human
lives,” Sagnet says.

Williams in Melbourne) have
come and gone. But only the
’Ndrangheta has survived through
the decades, one criminal gener-
ation succeeding another, exploit-
ing new opportunities while
reinforcing old traditions. 

Unlike other gangs, whose
strength and legitimacy lay in the
charisma and ruthlessness of their
bosses, the resilience of the
’Ndrangheta in Australia, just as in
Calabria, resides in a collective de-
termination to survive. Individual
leaders must, by definition, be
ephemeral: the institutional con-
trol of the ’Ndrangheta has always
outlasted the individuals in whom

leadership is temporarily vested.
 Despite its professed values of
loyalty and honour, the ’Ndrang-
heta has not been immune from
assassinations and betrayals. As
far back as the 1920s, bitter inter-
nal rivalries within Australian cells
were settled with a bullet to the
head. To the ’Ndrangheta, there
was no statute of limitations on co-
operation with the police: reprisals
could and sometimes did take
place years after the offence. No
individual was bigger than the or-
ganisation, however, and so the or-
ganisation — with its traditions
and rules, its operational memor-
ies, its strategic ambitions — sur-

vived periodic betrayals, largely
inoculated against the internal
pressures that caused the downfall
of rival gangs.

During the 70s and 80s, after
the ’Ndrangheta-ordered murder
of Donald Mackay, the Wood-
ward royal commission into drug
trafficking shone a light on the or-
ganisation’s involvement in the
cannabis trade, allowing the Aus-
tralian public to glimpse the truth
behind the “grass castles”. Periodic
law-enforcement crackdowns
have followed. But none has come
close to unpicking the family ties
that are the source of its power. 

Shifting law-enforcement pri-
orities in Australia and overseas —
above all, the increasing focus on
counter-terrorism — have played
into the hands of the ’Ndrangheta. 

A year after 9/11, the AFP closed
its liaison post in Rome. Docu-
ments obtained under Freedom of
Information laws revealed that
Australia’s ambassador to Italy
had secretly warned the govern-
ment that closing the Rome office
would compromise the fight
against the Mafia. The ambassa-
dor, Murray Cobban, told the AFP
that its decision to close the post
was “seriously wrong on a whole-
of-government basis” and would
“not sit well with the Italians”. 

Nicola Gratteri, an Italian pros-
ecutor specialising in the interna-
tionalisation of the Calabrian

Mafia, claimed in 2011 that the
closure of the AFP office in Rome
continued to damage multination-
al investigations and warned that
without regular meetings between
Australian investigators and their
Italian counterparts it was imposs-
ible to establish the mutual trust
needed to combat the ’Ndranghe-
ta. Gratteri confirmed that the
Calabrian Mafia maintained an
elaborate Australian network,
with bosses in most major cities re-
porting to the organisation’s sen-
ior leaders in southern Italy.
Nobody could become a Mafia
boss in Melbourne without being
approved by bosses in Calabria.

In the movie The Usual Sus-
pects, Kevin Spacey’s character
says, “The greatest trick the Devil
ever pulled was convincing the
world he didn’t exist.” For most of
the past 90 years the ’Ndrangheta
has not had to convince Austra-
lians that it did not exist because
politicians and law enforcement
agencies have saved it the trouble.

In a memo written in 1972 —
just five years before the execution
of Mackay — the soon-to-be
prime minister Gough Whitlam
wrote of his “contempt” for the
“latest sensation-mongering
about the so-called Mafia”. Aus-
tralian politicians had been
mouthing the same formula since
the 30s. 

In 1995, the National Crime

turnover of $60bn”. No expla-
nation for this startling about face
has ever been offered.

Two years later, the ACC re-
ported that what it called
“ ’Ndrangheta transnational Aus-
tralian groups” posed an extreme
risk to Australia. Yet this report
has remained confidential.

Over the decades the ’Ndrang-
heta has worked assiduously —
and with surprising success — to
ingratiate itself with Australia’s
main political parties.

Although the organisation has
been unable to replicate the brazen
advocacy it could once count on
from the corrupt Labor MP Al
Grassby, in recent years the Calab-
rian Mafia has been able to grease
palms and make friends on both
sides of the political fence.

By establishing links with both
parties, the ’Ndrangheta in Aus-
tralia has insured itself against ag-
gressive scrutiny and surveillance
by either.

A few years ago, amid allega-
tions that the Liberal Party had ac-
cepted Mafia-linked donations to
block the deportation of Frances-
co Madafferi — now serving 10
years for trafficking in a commer-
cial quantity of ecstasy — a source
close to the Liberals told us a party
insider was heard to quip: “Let
them (the Labor Party) start
throwing rocks, because our (dirt)
files are bigger than theirs.” 

Commission (which replaced the
National Crime Authority) pro-
duced a report on what it called
“Italo-Australian organised
crime”.

The commission found that
there was “no reason” to revisit the
1995 NCA finding of “only mini-
mal information suggesting any
form of ongoing criminal links be-
tween IOC figures in Australia and
overseas-based Italian organised
criminals”.

The new report went further,
stating that while organised crime
in general was not declining,
“the ethnic paradigm of Italo-Aus-
tralian organised crime was dissi-
pating”.

By 2007, the ’Ndrangheta was
estimated to have an annual rev-
enue of between €35 billion and
€40bn, or about 3.5 per cent of the
gross domestic product of Italy. 

Four years later the ACC re-
leased a report titled “Organised
Crime in Australia”. The 103-page
document was supposed to pro-
vide “government, industry and
the public with information they
need to better respond to the
threat of organised crime, now and
into the future”. 

After 16 years of obfuscation,
omission and outright denial, the
2011 report finally acknowledged
that the ’Ndrangheta had “an Aus-
tralian footprint” — and not only a
footprint but “an estimated annual

Mafia’s tentacles still stretch right across Australia
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Antoine, 24, a migrant from Ivory Coast, in the shack he calls home; below, migrants return to the ghetto Rignano Garganico after a day of hard labour in the fields
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Francesco Madafferi was jailed for drug trafficking

Authority confidently declared
that it could find no evidence in
Australia of an “Italian organised
crime group that can be identified,
in the Italian sense, as ’Ndranghe-
ta, Mafia or Camorra”.

Although ’Ndrangheta-based
cells existed in NSW, Victoria,
South Australia and Western Aus-
tralia, “their primary purpose ap-
pears to be sociocultural rather
than criminal, more akin to clans
and fraternities”, it claimed.

Not a single police commis-
sioner dissented from this conclu-
sion, which would have come as
news to many people — not least
US Mafia expert John Cusack, the
staff of the Woodward royal com-
mission; the Italian anti-Mafia
authorities and the few ’Ndrang-
heta rollovers in Australia who
had provided information about
the structures and operations of
the organisation — and often paid
for it with their lives. 

A year after the AFP office in
Rome was shut down, the newly
constituted Australian Crime

The Calabrian 
Mafia has made 
friends on both 
sides of the 
political fence

Evil Life: The True Story of the 
Calabrian Mafia in Australia, by 
Clive Small and Tom Gilling, was 
published this week by Allen & 
Unwin ($32.99).


