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ENVIRONMENT

ITALY AND THE ECO-MAFIA

Billions are made by illegally dumping toxic waste--with little public outcry

First, the pond went black. Then, the fish started to die. Finally, the authorities condemned the land. Stefano
Galli sweeps a trembling hand ov er his poisoned acres and tells the tale of a deal too good to be true. After
buying seed at a local agricultural-supply store on a spring day in 1999, the stout, 67-year old farmer from
Umbria (Galli is a pseudonym) was approached in the parking iot by a sales agent who persuaded him to
test a new fertilizer. The deal: 1,200 pounds for free, with a handshake to purchase more in the future if he
was satisfied. Unbeknownst to Galli, the black muich he then spread across his wheat, corn, and vegetable
fields was untreated, highly toxic industrial waste. After the first heavy rains, fish started floating belly-up on
the surface of a pond that catches runoff. 'l feel my land is dying before my eyes," says Galli, who fears that
the farm held by his family for generations is now worthless.

The damage spreads far beyond Galli's rolling fields. Italian magistrates confirm, based on wiretaps, that
criminal groups won bids to haul off toxic sludge from factories in the north but never treated the waste, as
promised. Instead, they dumped their poisonous cargo on some 25,000 acres of farmland in Umbria, one of
italy's most beautiful and productive regions. The Environment Ministry estimates the cleanup cost at $1.5
billion.

A three-year police investigation, dubbed Operation Greenland, has recently yielded a formal request for
indictments against 28 of Umbria's alleged despoilers. Suspect No. 1 is Alberto Paggi, the owner of
Ecoverde, a waste-disposal company near the town of Trevi. He is accused by the public prosecutor of
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trafficking.

The estimated costs of cleaning up all of these sites range into the hundreds of billions of dollars. ""What we
have discovered is a fraction of what's out there," says Renato Nitti, investigating magistrate in Bari, who
arrested six businessmen in April on charges of trafficking and dumping more than 110,000 tons of
untreated waste. What's “out there" is enough to give health officials nightmares. Roughly 12 million tons of
industrial waste in Italy disappear every year, according to Italy's Waste Industry Employers' Association
(FISE). That's the amount produced by factories but whose waste disposal is not accounted for by legitimate
handlers. Some 330,000 tons of this missing refuse are highly toxic, FISE says. ""This is the type of damage
you start to pay for 20 to 30 years later," says Asti investigating magistrate Luciano Tarditi, who uncovered
the infamous Pitelli dump near La Spezia.

Every country in Europe can point to cases of illegal dumping, but Italy stands out. “It's the direct control of
organized crime that makes Italy different," says Roberto Ferrigno, EU Policy Director at the European
Environmental Bureau in Brussels, who has worked as an adviser to Italy's National Association for the
Protection of the Environment (ANPA). Criminal groups control up to 30% of the country's waste-
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