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IFYOU ARE KILLED IN SOUTHERN TTALY, there is always a

suspicion that it might be your fault.

On the evening of 18 February 2002, Federico Del
Prete was shot to death in a sidestreet in Casal di Prin-
cipe, a town in the municipality of Caserta, at the age
of 45. He left behind seven children. With five bullets, a
clan of the notorious Camorra mafia, the Casalesi, ended
a street vendor’s life.

Del Prete had been due to testify in court the follow-
ing day against Mattia Sorrentino, a police officer who
was a member of another organized-crime group, La
Torre, based out of nearby Mondragone. The policeman
had been extorting money from the town’s street ven-
dors; in return for this ‘protection’ tax, he would allow
them to sell their merchandise in the street markets.
Years earlier, Sorrentino had coordinated the theft of six
guns from the Mondragone police headquarters, where
he worked. His role was just one of the many factors that
led to Del Prete’s death.

The Camorra wield great control over southern Italy’s
Campania region. Regardless of their scale, all businesses
- from street vendors to large corporations — must pay
the organization. As money flows to the mafia group,
victims are too scared to speak out about the extortion
they are subjected to. Between 1970 and 1990, more
than 3 500 people were killed in Campania during
the Camorra wars; other than the mobsters themselves,
400 of these were innocent victims, including police
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officers, judges and witnesses to mafia-related
crime. Since 2000, the number of innocent vic-
tims in Italy has soared again in more recent
waves of violence. However, Caserta’s strug-
gles with the Camorra and its entrenchment in
daily life are often overshadowed by the syndi-
cate’s more notorious presence in Campania’s
capital, Naples.

Del Prete was a simple man with little
formal education. Following in his family’s
footsteps, Del Prete had always traded in
the streets. It is a demanding job, requiring
workers to move from town to town each day.
Having grown up in a home with 12 brothers,
Del Prete also had an innate instinct to defend
the poorest and weakest members of society.

The Camorra is not the only threat facing
street vendors, who typically lack the resources
and knowledge to defend their rights: none
of the region’s municipalities provide basic
services to enable these traders to work with
dignity, such as toilets, water and electric-
ity. Thus, Del Prete was confronted with two
types of adversity — and no form of recourse
for either.

Del Prete wanted to establish a trade union
for street vendors, a move that would com-
pletely change the relationship between the
Camorra and local businesses. A few months
after its inception in 2000, the National Auton-
omous Union of Street Vendors grew to almost
5 000 members, all of whom alleged they had
been denied certain basic rights and were victims
of administrative wrongdoing.

As Del Prete gained their trust, mem-
bers started to talk among themselves about
the Camorra’s widespread racketeering that
was affecting every town in the area as
the syndicate extorted its victims. The
Camorra violently coerced vendors with guns,
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demanding money. Although these acts occurred in the street,
in plain view, nobody ever intervened or spoke out, because the
Camorra had full control over every social facet of the town.

Del Prete started documenting complaints about mafia activity
and sent them to the local police, the Carabinieri, lawyers and munic-
ipalities. His name became ubiquitous as papers signed with his name
appeared everywhere, putting himself at significant risk from the
Camorra. At the time of his death, Del Prete had personally signed
86 complaints about criminal activity in the land of omerta (code of
silence about criminal activity). As one detective said:

The first time I saw a complaint by Federico, I couldn’t
believe my eyes. Not only did it report in detail how the
Camorra was asking for money, but there was also a sig-
nature. I mean, at the time no one was talking; fear was
the omnipresent emotion! When I received the fax, I really
didn’t know what was going on, but later on, I realized that
I’d met a true fearless hero.

Because of Del Prete’s brave initiative, detective Massimiliano
Ercolano apprehended Sorrentino, who was a member of the La
Torre clan. This was unprecedented.

Raffaele Cantone, the judge who presided over the trial against Del
Prete’s killers, recalled how he had uncovered another dramatic devel-
opment: the ‘plastic bag racket’. Cantone told the author:
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[The] Camorra imposed itself on every street
vendor. [...] They were forced to buy plastic
bags for five euros per Kkilo, instead of their stan-
dard price, which is around 1.23 euros per kilo.
[-..] They were making millions of euros per year
at the expense of those small and poor market
businesses that battle on. [...] And Federico wrote
about every single problem and sent it to us.

On the day of Del Prete’s funeral, only his family
attended; none of the union members showed up. His
death was met with silence and isolation as rumours of
how perhaps he had done something wrong and how
perhaps he was ‘one of them’ started circulating. At first,
his legacy was erased.

Despite the initial silence surrounding his death, Del
Prete’s family, along with support from news reporters,
revived his memory as time passed. Del Prete’s older
brother, Vincenzo, spoke of how he had tried to protect
his bravely determined brother, saying that he had tried
to persuade him to emigrate to Venezuela. ‘I could raise
some money and [help him] start all over, but he didn’t
want any help’. Del Prete said that he couldn’t give up his
good work or betray the people who trusted him.

Today, Del Prete’s example lives on: one of his sons
produces ecologically-friendly plastic bags named
in his honour. A property formerly occupied by the
Camorra, and later confiscated by the state, was turned
into a public space with an open-air market commem-
orating this working-class hero. Furthermore, street
vendors began to acquire their rights, and fear and
silence were replaced with platforms for construc-
tive complaints and cooperation with law enforcement.

Del Prete’s killer, Antonio Corvino, was ultimately con-
victed (he is now a pentito — an ex-mafia member who turns
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state witness), along with Sorrentino. Corvino also named
accomplices, senior members of the Casalesi group, but
they could not be convicted.

Del Prete’s story is today widely told to those who
visit Casal di Principe. What was once a Camorra
town, which headquartered and housed one of Campa-
nia’s most brutal clans, is now a free place that hosts a
museum dedicated to the Camorra’s innocent vic-
tims. Houses and buildings that once belonged to the
Camorra are now used by the community; the town’s
mayor recently inaugurated a school on property con-
fiscated from the syndicate. Because of Del Prete’s
activism and the sacrifices he made to defend his rights
and working conditions of his fellow street vendors,
economic life is once again emerging in this former
mafia stronghold. °
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