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SAINT-ANDR: Investigators scrambled yester-
day to study plane wreckage that washed up
on a tiny Indian Ocean island, fuelling hopes
that one of aviation’s greatest enigmas could
finally be solved: the mystery of missing flight
MH370. The two-meter (six-foot) long piece of
wreckage was found on the French island of
La Reunion, offering up bittersweet hope of
closure to the families of 239 people who dis-
appeared in March last year on the Malaysia
Airlines Boeing 777. Malaysian Prime Minister
Najib Razak said the debris, believed to be a
part of a wing, was “very likely to be from a
Boeing 777 but we need to verify whether it is
from flight MH370.”

But as local French air transport police
studied the debris and experts from Malaysia
headed to the scene, authorities warned
against jumping to conclusions. “Whatever
wreckage is found needs to be further verified
before we can further confirm whether it
belongs to MH370,” Malaysian Transport
Minister Liow Tiong Lai told reporters in New
York, saying he hoped for answers “as soon as
possible”. Flight MH370 was travelling from
Kuala Lumpur to Beijing when it mysteriously
turned off its route and vanished on March 8
last year. For relatives of those aboard, torn
between wanting closure and believing their
loved ones were still somehow alive, the dis-
covery was yet another painful turn on an
emotional rollercoaster.

“It has started all over again, staring at the
handphone constantly for news,” said
Jacquita Gonzales, wife of Patrick Gomes, the
flight’s cabin crew supervisor. Local govern-
ment officials on La Reunion said France’s civil
aviation investigating authority BEA has been
asked to coordinate an international probe
into the origin of the debris. “No theory is
being ruled out, including that it comes from
a Boeing 777,” La Reunion officials said. Najib
said authorities would ship the object to the
southern French city of Toulouse to be exam-
ined by the BEA. Further adding to the mys-
tery, what appeared to be a piece of luggage
was discovered in the same place as the plane
wreckage. “It is really weird, it gives me the
shivers,” said Johnny Begue, a member of a
beach clean-up crew who discovered the

plane debris on Wednesday.

‘Important development’ 
Australia, which has led a fruitless 16-

month search for MH370 in the southern
Indian Ocean, said the discovery was an
“important development”. “If it is indeed
wreckage from MH370, it starts to provide
some closure for the families of the people on
board,” said Australia’s Transport and
Infrastructure Minister Warren Truss.
Authorities involved in the search at sea,
guided by the analysis of signals from the
plane that were detected by a satellite,
believe it eventually went down in the south-
ern Indian Ocean.

But no confirmed physical evidence has
ever been found and Malaysian authorities in
January declared that all on board were pre-
sumed dead. Excitement over the discovery
was tempered by suggestions it could be
from planes that went down in the region
before, including a South African Airways
Boeing 747 that crashed near the island of
Mauritius in 1987, killing all 159 people on
board. Malaysia Airlines said it remained “too

premature for the airline to speculate (on) the
origin of the flaperon”, a wing component. La
Reunion lies about 4,000 kilometers (2,500
miles) from the area considered the most like-
ly impact zone, but experts said it could have
drifted there. “From the information that we
know about the oceanography and our com-
puter modeling, it is completely consistent
with the possible path of the debris originat-
ing from the current search area,” said
Charitha Pattiaratchi, an oceanographer with
the University of Western Australia.

‘Mixed feelings’ 
The discovery sparked more emotional tur-

moil for relatives of those missing. “I’m hope-
ful, in another respect, I’m not. I guess while
you don’t know, you still hope,” said Sara
Weeks, sister of MH370 passenger Paul Weeks
of New Zealand. “We need to know what hap-
pened... at least if it’s confirmed as a part of
the plane then we can go onto the next stage
which is still pretty similar to where we were
before-what happened, where’s the rest of
the plane and where’s my brother.” Angry
next of kin have accused Malaysia’s govern-
ment of incompetence, secrecy, and insensi-
tivity toward relatives, and many have ques-
tioned the focus on the Indian Ocean, saying
other possibilities were being ignored.

Speculation on the cause of the plane’s
disappearance has focused primarily on a
possible mechanical or structural failure, a
hijacking or terror plot, or rogue pilot action.
However, nothing has emerged to substanti-
ate any scenario, sustaining a flow of conspir-
acy theories, with books, documentaries and
a thriving online debate positing a range of
possibilities. These include suggestions that
the plane was diverted to Kazakhstan, or com-
mandeered to be used as a “flying bomb”
headed for US military installations on the
Diego Garcia atoll, and was shot down by the
Americans. The United States has dismissed
this. “We have had many false alarms before,
but for the sake of the families who have lost
loved ones, and suffered such heartbreaking
uncertainty, I pray that we will find out the
truth so that they may have closure and
peace,” said Najib. — AFP

MALAYSIA: In this March 13, 2014, photo, children run past dedication messages left for passengers and others involved with the missing
Malaysia Airlines jetliner MH370 on the walls of the Kuala Lumpur International Airport.

INDIAN OCEAN: In this March 31, 2014, pho-
to, the shadow of a Royal New Zealand Air
Force P3 Orion is seen on low level cloud
while the aircraft searches for missing
Malaysia Airlines Flight MH370.óAP photos
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analyze wreckage for MH370 link
‘Praying to find out the truth to have closure and peace’

China steps up
campaign to

remove church
crosses

SHANGHAI: Authorities in Wenzhou,
known as China’s Jerusalem, have given
Christian churches a deadline to remove
prominent crosses within weeks, wor-
shippers and an activist group said yes-
terday, stepping up a long-running
campaign. The eastern province of
Zhejiang, where Wenzhou is located,
earlier this year proposed rules requir-
ing crosses for Catholic and Protestant
churches to be attached to the front of
the building, rather than on the roof.
They must also be no more than a tenth
of the building’s height. The move came
after Wenzhou authorities last year
demolished the large Sanjiang Church,
following government claims it was an
illegal structure. 

Three parishes under Wenzhou’s
jurisdiction told AFP that local officials
had renewed demands for churches to
remove the remaining crosses them-
selves, threatening to take them down if
they did not comply. A member of the
Yongqiang Parish said: “Talk has been
spreading that in the past two days,
more than 10 crosses have been torn
down in Wenzhou.” Officials had
ordered crosses on eight churches to be
removed by September 20, he added.

A pastor in Pingyang said that
“almost all” of the county’s 135 churches
had been told to remove crosses. “Until
now, the crosses of small churches in
rural areas have been removed. But it
will come to the big churches in the
end,” he added. The campaign is not
restricted to Wenzhou, but with an esti-
mated number of Christians of more
than a million, it presents a prominent
target. Bob Fu, president of US-based
religious rights group the China Aid
Association, said the pace has “definitely
increased”.  “It seems there is a govern-
ment directive to finish the campaign
under a deadline,” he said. 

But church members said they had
seen no formal documents, and
received only verbal orders. “Now we
have people guarding the churches. It’s
also likely that there will be clashes,”
said a church representative in
Tengqiao town. The government moves
have generated opposition. Photos cir-
culated online showed worshippers
making small wooden crosses, painted
red, to be displayed as a form of protest.
Priests also demonstrated outside the
Wenzhou government offices last week,
according to Catholic news service
UCAN.    

An article in the state-backed Global
Times newspaper on Wednesday quot-
ed government religious officials as say-
ing crosses had been “relocated”
indoors for “the sake of safety and beau-
ty”. The state-linked China Christian
Council estimates the country has
around 20 million Christians — exclud-
ing Catholics-in official churches super-
vised by the authorities. But the true
number of worshippers could be higher,
at least 40 million to 60 million, accord-
ing to some estimates, as some pray at
“underground” or “house” churches
which seek to exist outside government
control. — AFP


