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Vatican gears up for ‘imminent’ trial of Cecilia Marogna, and who else?
 https://www.pillarcatholic.com/p/vatican-gears-up-for-imminent-trial
Ed Condon
The announcement this week that a key player in a Vatican finance scandal will soon face trial, with or without her present, signals that prosecutors are optimistic they have enough evidence of serious financial crimes to finally go to court.
The Vatican City court announced Monday it had dropped a petition to an Italian court for the extradition of Cecilia Marogna, who is accused of embezzling Vatican funds paid to her Slovenia-registered company. 

Marogna’s work has been characterized as operating a private global intelligence network for Cardinal Angelo Becciu, which adds an aura of palace intrigue to her likely prosecution. She says she is a “geopolitical analyst” and security consultant.

The decision to drop the extradition request was itself likely aimed at sparing the Vatican City the embarrassment of seeing its extradition request denied by an Italian court. But, while some observers have interpreted the failure to secure extradition as a sign that the Vatican cannot have a strong case, the confirmation of an “imminent” trial for Marogna and her as yet unnamed co-conspirators indicates that prosecutors are ready to go to court -- and that her presence may not be their primary concern.
The trial could prove to be the first formal hearing for the sprawling case being assembled by prosecutors against officials and former officials at the Secretariat of State.
The Vatican press release noted that, in her “imminent” trial, Marogna faces charges of crimes allegedly committed “in conspiracy with others.” Which “others” end up standing trial with her may prove to be far more significant than her own case, regardless of whether she even attends. 

Various media outlets have reported that Marogna began her association with the Secretariat of State in 2015, when she says she wrote to Cardinal Angelo Becciu, then sostituto of the First Section of the secretariat, offering her services as a consultant. 

Both Marogna and Becciu have repeatedly denied any wrongdoing in relation to payments subsequently made to her by the Secretariat of State. However, details of the timeline of Marogna’s employment by the secretariat raise serious questions about the propriety of some of the payments to Marogna allegedly authorized by Becciu.

On Jan. 18, Associated Press reported that that “According to text messages reported by Vatican prosecutors, Becciu on Dec. 20, 2018, authorized wiring Marogna’s Slovenian-based Logsic firm 75,000 euros ‘because it seems something is starting to move’ in the case of a kidnapped Colombian nun.” 

AP also reported that four other payments were made to Marogna’s company, Logsic, between January and July 2019.

The report also included a claim from Becciu that Pope Francis had been aware of the situation, but had insisted upon “great secrecy.”

Becciu was made a cardinal by Pope Francis, and moved out of the Secretariat of State in June 2018. 

If, as AP has reported, prosecutors have evidence that Becciu authorized payments to Marogna in December 2018 - six months after he left the secretariat - prosecutors could cite that as evidence that Becciu was still directing the financial affairs of his old department, even after he was transferred to the Congregation for the Causes of Saints.

Becciu was forced to resign both his position as prefect of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints and his rights and privileges as a cardinal in September 2020 The pope reportedly made that decision after being presented with a dossier on Becciu’s handling of the Holy See’s finances by Vatican prosecutors.

It is not clear if Becciu might be named as one of the “others” with whom Marogna will be indicted before a Vatican court. 
Canon law provides that only the pope can judge cases involving cardinals, but some canonists have interpreted the pope’s move to strip Becciu of his rights as a cardinal as a step that would allow prosecution in a Vatican court. 

Marogna is facing charges of aggravated embezzlement and was arrested Oct. 13 in Milan on an arrest warrant issued by Vatican City prosecutors through Interpol. She has been accused of misusing Vatican funds intended for humanitarian purposes, spending them instead on items like designer label handbags and stays at luxury hotels. 

The self-styled security consultant and geopolitical analyst has defended the expenses, saying they were used to establish high-level contacts in countries where the Church faces security risks, and that she may have acted as an intermediary to free kidnapped Catholic clergy and religious sisters.
In an interview with the Italian newspaper Domani, given the week before her Oct. 13 arrest, Marogna said that her work for the secretariat had also involved the use of London-based brokers, adding that the sums of money she was paid - 500,000-600,000 euros - was “small change.”
“I can also tell you that Becciu and I weren’t the only ones running certain businesses,” she said at the time.

Prosecutors’ interest in Margona and her work for the secretariat is an offshoot of a now-sprawling investigation into the financial affairs of the Secretariat of State which began in July of 2019, after officials at the IOR, commonly called the Vatican bank, complained to financial watchdogs about a request from the secretariat for 150 million euros to refinance a mortgage on a London property. 

Subsequently, Vatican law enforcement raided offices and homes of several officials at the Secretariat of State involved in financial affairs, with five employees being suspended in Oct. 2019. A sixth, former official, was raided and suspended the following February. 

One of those officials, Msgr. Maruo Carlino, was a longtime secretary of Cardinal Becciu at the Secretariat of State. Another, Msgr. Alberto Perlasca, worked for years as the head of the administrative office of the First Section of the Secretariat of State. Italian media have reported that Perlasca is now working with Vatican prosecutors to help them reconstruct the secretariat’s financial dealings and investments. Other removed officials, like Fabrizio Tirabassi, have been linked to a raft of businessmen tied to investments now under investigation.

While the Vatican may not be able to compel Margona to attend her own trial in the city-state, the real spotlight of the prosecution might end up on those alongside whom she is to be “imminently” charged. And, unlike Marogna, their day in court may not be “attendance optional.”

UK courts rule in Mincione and Torzi cases
 https://www.pillarcatholic.com/p/uk-courts-rule-in-mincione-and-torzi

November 30, 2021

What’s new: Two businessmen at the center of the Vatican financial scandal and trial saw British judges reject their legal efforts to fight off Italian and Vatican charges of criminal wrongdoing.
Why it matters: Vatican prosecutors have suffered a series of setbacks and criticisms for their handling of the case against Gianluigi Torzi and Raffaele Mincione, both of whom are resident in the UK. The decisions last week, issued by two different courts, would seem to end their hopes of using British courts to fight the Italian and Vatican allegations against they’re facing.

Two court decisions in the UK last week have helped clear the way for the trials of businessmen facing criminal charges related to the Vatican financial scandal. 
Both Raffaele Mincione, the investment manager who sold the Secretariat of State a London building in 2018, and Gianluigi Torzi, the broker who finalized the building’s purchase for the Vatican, had asked courts in London to intervene in aspects of their cases.

In Mincione’s case, a judge ruled on Friday that a lawsuit brought by the businessman against the Vatican’s Secretariat of State would be stayed indefinitely because of the ongoing legal proceedings in Vatican City.

On Torzi, a judge rejected on Nov. 24 arguments that problems with evidence gathered by Vatican prosecutors should prevent Torzi from being extradited to Italy, where he is wanted on Italian charges of financial crimes related to his role in the Vatican financial scandal.

Mincione petitioned the High Court of England and Wales in June 2020 for declaratory relief against the Secretariat of State, asking judges to rule he "acted in good faith” in his dealings with the Vatican. 

Mincione’s lawyers argue that the Holy See may be trying to nullify the sale of the building at 60 Sloane Ave., for which the Vatican paid a total of 350 million euros and is now expected to sell at a loss of more than 100 million. 
At the time Mincione filed the suit, official Vatican media described his management of investments for the Secretariat of State as “speculative” and a “conflict of interest.”

On Friday, Judge Simon Salzedo ruled that the “proceedings should be stayed until there is a material change of circumstances,” effectively halting the lawsuit until the resolution of the Vatican’s own criminal process against Mincione.

According to the judge’s ruling, the Vatican argued that the suit was brought by Mincione “as a result of learning of the arrest of Mr. Torzi [in June 2020], and for the purpose of having something to say to the news media and the Vatican State criminal court to support the sincerity of his claims of innocence,” and that a ruling on the case would interfere with the Vatican trial now underway.

After he was questioned by Vatican prosecutors on several occasions, and was twice the subject of Vatican-ordered search and seizure warrants, Mincione was formally charged in July with embezzlement, fraud, and self-laundering. 

After a series of pre-trial hearings, prosecutors in the Vatican agreed this month to reopen the investigative phase of the charges against Mincione which, his lawyers argue, meant there was no ongoing legal process against him in the Vatican.

The judge rejected this argument as a question of “form rather than substance.” 

“The substance of the matter is that there is a criminal investigation with which a competent criminal court is seised and the matters alleged against Mr. Mincione and others will have obvious knock-on effects” on the case, the judge found.

The judge also determined that, although the suit was filed by Mincione against the Secretariat of State, the real target of his claims is the Vatican’s Office of the Promoter of Justice, which is charging Mincione. 
Since there is no expectation that the Vatican prosecutors' office would participate in English court proceedings, especially while they are pursuing charges related to the same case, the matter should be deferred indefinitely, Salzedo said. 

Mincione’s relationship with the Secretariat of State dates back to 2014, when the curial department, under the direction of then-Archbishop Angelo Becciu, invested some 200 million euros in Mincione’s Athena Global Opportunities Fund. Previous reporting has established that the Vatican investment came from lines of credit extended by two Swiss banks, BSI and Credit Suisse, against other Vatican funds held on deposit.

Mincione invested Vatican funds in a 45% stake in the London building, which was owned by another of his companies, as well as in other ventures owned by or connected to him.

After Becciu’s departure from the secretariat in 2018, the Holy See separated itself from Mincione. Under the terms of the separation agreement, the Secretariat of State purchased the remaining share of the London building, gave up its remaining investment in the Athena Global Opportunities Fund, and reportedly paid an additional 40 million euros to Mincione through Athena, and assumed a 150 million euro mortgage on the property.

Two days before the High Court ruling on Mincione’s lawsuit, a judge sitting for Westminster Magistrates Court issued a ruling in the extradition case of Gianluigi Torzi, who is wanted on charges of financial crimes in both the Vatican and in Italy.

On Nov. 24, Judge Michael Snow, who is hearing the extradition case against Torzi filed by Italian prosecutors, cleared the way for the extradition process to continue, rejecting arguments by Torzi’s lawyers that the charges against him stem from flawed evidence gathered by Vatican prosecutors in their own investigation into charges against the businessman.

Torzi is accused of a range of financial crimes by the Vatican related to the purchase of the building at 60 Sloane Ave, London, including money laundering and extortion. 

The Pillar has previously reported that Mincione invested Vatican money in debt products marketed by Torzi, some with links to mafia-affiliated companies. Mincione invested Vatican money into one such debt product called Sierra One bond,
Torzi, in turn, used his companies to lend Mincione tens of millions of euros during the same period.
Despite these business ties to Mincione, Torzi was appointed by the Secretariat of State to broker the final phase of the building’s purchase. Torzi acquired ownership of the Mincione’s holding company which controlled the building through his own Luxembourg holding company, Gutt SA. 

Torzi then restructured the ownership shares of Gutt, creating a majority class of 30,000 non-voting shares, which he passed to the Vatican, while retaining the 1,000 voting shares which controlled Gutt and therefore the building. The Vatican alleges that he then extorted them for an additional 15 million euros for control of Gutt, and thereby the building. 

Torzi was arrested in the Vatican in June, 2020, and released after he agreed to post a 3 million euro bond — he never made the payment and instead returned to London where he has remained since then.  

Earlier this year, Italian prosecutors charged Torzi with tax evasion and money laundering in relation to his alleged extortion of the Vatican. 
After an Italian appeal court ruled that the charges against him should be revisited over concerns about evidence provided to prosecutors by their Vatican counterparts, Torzi’s lawyers have contended that the extradition process should be halted. 

But, Judge Snow found, the Italian and Vatican processes are separate legal issues, and that "I am satisfied that whatever the rights or wrongs of the case brought by the Vatican City State may be, these are not something I am required to rule upon or should rule upon," paving the way for the process of Torzi’s extradition to Italy to continue.

Torzi has previously argued in a UK court that the details of his plan for the conveyance of the building were approved by senior officials at the Secretariat of State, including Cardinal Pietro Parolin. 

He also alleges that he was subjected to threats against his family from other Vatican investment advisors if he did not turn over control of the building to them, and that a senior lay official at the Secretariat of State had bragged of blackmailing senior curial figures, including Cardinal Angelo Becciu, who is also on trial in the Vatican in relation to the financial scandal.
Acknowledging those arguments by Torzi in a previous case, which resulted in the UK courts lifting of an asset freeze against Torzi, Snow said they were "neither admissible nor relevant" to the Italian extradition request.

What’s in the ‘Perlasca tapes?’
 https://www.pillarcatholic.com/p/whats-in-the-perlasca-tapes
December 4, 2021

Since the day the Vatican’s criminal financial trial began in July, prosecutors and defense lawyers have fought over tapes containing statements made to investigators by Msgr. Alberto Perlasca, a former senior official at the Secretariat of State. 
The Vatican’s Office of the Promoter of Justice has argued since July that the defense couldn’t be trusted with the tapes because, among other reasons, they were sure to leak. 

But the court’s judges insisted that prosecutors turn over the footage, and last month the prosecution complied. Guess what?

They leaked.
On Friday, Italian newspaper Corriere della Sera reported that it had been leaked the videos of Perlasca talking to investigators, and posted excerpts and summaries of what the former official told them. 
So, what did we learn? The Pillar explains.

Pope Francis in the middle
Most of the focus among media outlets covering the leak of the Perlasca tape has been on an exchange between Perlasca and Alessandro Diddi, a Vatican prosecutor. 

The two can be heard discussing the pope’s role in the Vatican decision to pay an additional 15 million euros to Gianluigi Torzi, the businessman who brokered the Secretariat of State’s 2018 purchase of the London building at 60 Sloane Avenue. 

In the middle of the building’s sale, Torzi restructured the shares of the holding company which controlled the building to ensure that, while the Vatican got nearly all the company shares, he kept control of all the voting shares, and with it control of the company and the building. He then offered to part with these voting shares for an additional 15 million euros.

The Vatican has charged him with extortion and fraud for that maneuver. Torzi has insisted that top officials at the Secretariat of State, including Perlasca and Cardinal Pietro Parolin, approved all the details of his plan, line by line.

According to Perlasca’s deposition, when Torzi attempted to hold the Vatican up for extra cash, he wanted to report the whole affair to the Vatican’s financial authorities. “I was for making a [formal legal] denunciation,” he said, but “the indication from above was to negotiate” — above meaning Pope Francis.

The interrogator can then be heard interrupting Perlasca to insist “the pope did not say ‘Negotiate with Torzi’.” 

“What happened is they went to the pope and told him ‘We don’t know how to get out of this situation, could you please come with us, and maybe faced with [the pope] these people will negotiate.’”

“His Holiness did not tell them to negotiate on the 26th [of December, 2018], they were forced to bring His Holiness into this story.”

The prosecutor goes on to insist that, having spoken personally to the pope about the matter, it is “ludicrous” and “shameful” to suggest that Francis ordered secretariat officials to negotiate with Torzi, and that Francis had been used by secretariat officials to persuade Torzi to accept an offer for extra payment in exchange for control of the London building.

Lawyers for the defense, and parts of the Italian media, have made much of the exchange, arguing that Perlasca claims the pope effectively authorized the secretariat’s payment to Torzi and that Francis interfered in the case by speaking to prosecutors in an off-the-record conversation.
‘New’ news?
While the tapes make for dramatic viewing — Perlasca is questioned in the building of the Vatican City gendarmes, seated at a table in front of a glass case containing antique rifles — the exchange about Pope Francis does not actually present much in the way of ‘new’ information.

As far back as 2019, it was known and reported that the pope had been at least partially aware of the Secretariat of State’s problems dealing with Torzi as he (allegedly) held the London building hostage in the closing weeks of 2018.

It was also known that Torzi was given a private audience for himself and his family with the pope the day after Christmas — pictures of the event were circulated on the internet shortly after Torzi’s initial arrest in Vatican City in June 2020.

What does it all mean?
So, does Perlasca’s story and Diddi’s outburst prove the pope was in on the whole deal, or that Perlasca was intimidated into changing his version of events? In a word, no. 

The pope’s knowledge of the Secretariat of State’s financial affairs basically depends on briefings from the Secretariat of State itself, usually delivered through the sostituto. Until June of 2018, this was Cardinal Angelo Becciu (now on trial), since then it has been Archbishop Edgar Peña Parra. 

According to his statements to investigators, Perlasca says Peña Parra blamed him for the mess the London investment had become, and froze him out of the final phase of the deal, even as Perlasca was insisting it was time to blow the whistle on Torzi and his alleged coconspirators.

“Everybody knew I was all for reporting these men and requesting a [court order],” Perlasca says on the tape, while clarifying that he wasn’t involved in presenting the problem to Pope Francis and only heard about the pope’s supposed authorization to “negotiate” from others in the secretariat.

According to the excerpts of the Perlasca tapes published by Corriere, Perlasca’s account and the prosecutor’s thesis do not necessarily contradict each other, but for both to be correct it would mean that secretariat officials enlisted the pope’s help in paying off Torzi without fully informing him of the details of the situation.

Cardinal Becciu
During one taped session, Perlasca is asked about his former boss, Cardinal Angelo Becciu, and payments he authorized to Cecilia Marogna, the self-styled security consultant who has said she acted as a personal “secret agent” for the cardinal.

Perlasca confirmed that he helped arrange money transfers amounting to more than half a million euros to Marogna at Becciu’s instruction, and on one occasion prepared an envelope with nearly 15,000 euros in cash for the cardinal, but that he did not know to whom the money was going — only that Becciu told him the transfers had been approved by Pope Francis personally.
“If [Becciu] had wanted to tell me, to let me know, he would have told me, but he didn’t, and I didn’t ask him,” Perlasca said. Asked about what he knew about Marogna, he responded “I didn’t even know she was a woman, I found out here [from prosecutors] that she was a woman. To me, that person was a [bank account] number.”

Marogna says she was engaged by Becciu to work on behalf of the Secretariat of State to negotiate the release of kidnapped religious sisters, including Sr. Gloria Cecilia Narváez Argoti, who was released earlier this year — though Italian intelligence authorities have disputed this claim.
She has also said that Becciu tasked her with gathering information on the moral failings of senior Vatican officials for him.
Marogna was charged in July with embezzlement by Vatican authorities. Becciu has been charged with several crimes, including abuse of office, corruption, and witness tampering.
The charge of witness tampering was apparently brought in relation to attempts he allegedly made to persuade Perlasca to recant previous statements made to Vatican prosecutors about his dealings with Marogna.

On the tapes, Perlasca recalls that after speaking to prosecutors about the money transfers to Marogna, he went to Becciu to discuss what he had learned “because, among other things, I thought he also was a victim of embezzlement.”

“But when I went to see him he said ‘No! I know her very well,’” and that she used to work with him.

Perlasca also said that Becciu “was extremely troubled” by what Perlasca had discussed with investigators. “He became very angry with me,” for discussing the money transfers, Perlasca said. 

“He asked me ‘Why didn’t you eliminate the transfers [from secretariat records]?’ I said ‘Why should I have eliminated them if they were ordered by His Holiness?’”

“It was on that occasion that he asked me to download another messaging system, which was Signal.” Signal is a secure, encrypted messaging software which can be set to automatically erase messages between parties to prevent conversations being stored or retrieved.

“He said to me: ‘From now on, you use this.’”

The pretrial hearings in the case are set to resume in Vatican City on Dec. 14.
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