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PALM BEACH, United States: US President Donald Trump
attended a Christmas Eve service in Florida Sunday night
with First Lady Melania Trump, as they spend a year-end
break at the president’s Mar-a-Lago resort. Arriving at the
Episcopal Church of Bethesda-by-the-Sea in Palm Beach-
around 70 miles north of Miami-the president was greeted
by Reverend James R Harlan as around 100 people lined
the street to watch the motorcade.

Mass began before the Trumps arrived, and Harlan had
asked the congregation to put any phones and cameras
away, describing them as an “intrusion.”

“We’re here to worship,” he said. Seated in the third row,
Trump listened to Harlan’s sermon, which centered on the
power of words. Quoting Nelson Mandela on the impor-
tance of understanding “how precious words are and how
real speech is in its impact on the way people live and die,”
Harlan highlighted the ability of language to educate and
enlighten, but also to cause harm. “Your words can have as
much destructive potential as they do healing,” Harlan said.
“God’s word is pure light.” A crowd lined up to shake
Trump’s hand during the peace-be-with-yous-while the
church’s livestream cut to another angle as he stood up to
take communion. 

Trump, who was accompanied only by his wife Melania,
departed the church after midnight local time (0500
GMT), arriving back at Mar-a-Lago shortly before
12:30am yesterday. Earlier Sunday, President Trump and
the First Lady joined in the North American Aerospace
Defense Command (NORAD) tradition of tracking Santa
Claus, taking calls from children who wanted to know his
location. “What would you like more than anything?” the
president asked one child. After the child responded,
Trump said: “Building blocks, that’s what I’ve  always liked
too. I always loved building blocks.”

“People are proud to be saying Merry Christmas
again”, he wrote. “I am proud to have led the charge

against the assault of our cherished and beautiful phrase.
MERRY CHRISTMAS!!!!!”   “We’ve got prosperity - now
we want peace,” Trump told a child named Ryan, who
called the North American Aerospace Defense Command
(NORAD) to check on Santa’s progress.

Every year on Christmas eve NORAD purports to track
the flight of Santa and his reindeer-pulled sleigh, a tradi-
tion since 1955 when a department store misprinted a
phone number, sending a flood of calls to a NORAD
colonel, who played along. Later in the evening, they
enjoyed a Christmas Eve dinner menu which included
turkey, beef tenderloin and seafood, along with side dishes
such as creamy kale, popovers and mashed potatoes.
Trump also took to Twitter to wish his followers a “Merry
Christmas,” once again lamenting what he described as an
“assault” on the phrase. 

Sitting in a gold chair beside first lady Melania Trump in
an ornate, tapestried great room, the president enthusias-
tically chatted with youngsters and their parents.
Reporters in the room could hear only the president’s side
of the conversation.

In his trademark brash style honed during a career in
the New York real estate world, Trump predicted the kids
would have the greatest Christmas ever. “I’ll make a pre-
diction - Santa is going to treat you well.  Really well. The
best he’s ever treated you,” he told one child from
Mississippi, throwing in an invitation to come to the Oval
Office sometime.

Casper from Arlington, Virginia, was a child after
Trump’s own heart. “Building blocks! That’s what I
always liked too,” the president exclaimed. “I predict
that Santa will bring you building blocks, so many you
won’t be able to use them all,” he said. As for Ryan, he
told Trump he wanted his grandmother to come home
from the hospital. “That is great. That’s better than ask-
ing for some toy or something,” Trump said. —Reuters

Trump attends Xmas Eve mass 
as he spends holiday in Florida

KABUL:  Afghan President Ashraf Ghani’s bid to
oust one of the country’s most powerful provin-
cial governors has run into strong resistance that
has deepened pol i t ica l  uncertainty just  as
Washington steps up its campaign against the
Taleban insurgency.

Atta Mohammad Noor, governor of the strategi-
cally important northern province of Balkh, has
refused to leave office, a week after Ghani’s office
said the president had accepted his resignation and
named a replacement. The standoff has underlined
how uncertain central government control remains
outside the capital and how volatile the political sit-
uation has become as manoeuvering begins ahead of
a presidential election scheduled for 2019.

One of a number of powerful regional leaders
who command strong local loyalty while acting
semi-independently of the government, Atta Noor
has long sought a role on the national stage and is a
potential candidate in the 2019 election. Allies have
warned that unless Ghani reverses his decision, he
risks civil unrest that will threaten security and allow
Taliban and Islamic State militants to gain a foothold
in Balkh, a major economic hub which sits on lucra-
tive trade routes to Central Asia.

“If President Ghani does not show flexibility, he
will be responsible for the consequences,” said
Farhad Azimi, a member of parliament from Balkh
province.

However he said no side had any interest in a
confrontation that would cause violence or threat-
en security.

Divisions
The standoff, which has alarmed Afghanistan’s

Western partners, has re-opened divisions that were
only partially covered up by the US-brokered
agreement creating Ghani’s unity government fol-
lowing a disputed presidential election in 2014.

After widespread claims of fraud by both sides in
the election, Ghani was finally installed as president
alongside his former rival Abdullah Abdullah from
the Jamiat-i Islami party, who took the specially cre-
ated post of chief executive. Atta Noor, who has
built a strong regional power base as Balkh gover-
nor, has received the backing of the party, which is
supported mainly by ethnic Tajiks from northern
Afghanistan, many of whom still resent Ghani, an
ethnic Pashtun.

“Atta Mohammad Noor is the strongest figure in
Jamiat,” said Bresha Rabeh, another member of par-
liament from Balkh. “He will not back down.”

However he has clashed bitterly with his party
rival Abdullah, whom he called a “serpent” whose
teeth he would break.  After days of silence,
Abdullah confirmed yesterday that he had backed
the decision to remove Atta Noor.

The dispute comes as US forces have stepped up
air strikes against the Taleban and other militant
groups as part of a beefed-up strategy aimed at
forcing the insurgents to accept a peace settlement
after 16 years of war. US commanders say the cam-
paign has had significant success against the Taleban
but the impact risks being diluted by political turmoil
that has undermined public confidence in the
Western-backed government.

As the turmoil has deepened, tensions between
Tajiks and Pashtuns, Afghanistan’s two largest ethnic
groups, have intensified, undermining attempts to
build national unity.

Parliamentary elections, officially scheduled for
next year, are in doubt and opposition groups have
stepped up pressure on the government, with former
president Hamid Karzai calling for a ‘loya jirga’, or
council of elders and political leaders. —Reuters 

‘We’ve got prosperity. Now we want peace’

Afghan political crisis 
deepens as ousted 
governor refuses to go

Driver rams German 
party headquarters 
in apparent suicide bid

BERLIN:  A man drove a car at the entrance of
the Berlin headquarters of Germany’s Social
Democratic Party (SPD) late on Sunday evening,
lightly injuring himself, later telling police that he
had intended to commit suicide.

Police said the car, which crashed through the
first set of glass doors of Willy Brandt House, the
SPD’s headquarters, was laden with petrol canis-
ters and gas cartridges. The building’s sprinkler

system extinguished the resulting blaze.
Authorities did not identify the man, in part
because of a policy of limiting public communica-
tions in cases involving suicide, attempted or oth-
erwise, saying only that he was 58 years old. A
police spokeswoman said investigators had found
nothing to cast doubt on the man’s claim that he
had been attempting to commit suicide. The inci-
dent did not appear to be an attack, she added.

It was unclear why he had chosen the SPD,
which is about to start negotiations on governing
for another four years in coalition with Chancellor
Angela Merkel’s conservatives, as his target.

The man was taken to hospital for treatment for
superficial injuries to his head. Nobody else was
hurt. Police launched an arson inquiry and state
security services were also investigating. — Reuters

Queen Elizabeth hails 
British spirit in 
Christmas address 
after attacks, fire
SANDRINGHAM, England:  Britain’s Queen Elizabeth
praised the resilience of London and Manchester after
“appalling attacks”, in a Christmas message that also
paid tribute to her husband, Prince Philip, who retired
from regular royal duties this year.

The “powerful identities” of the capital and the north-
ern English city had shone through after militant attacks
as well as a devastating fire that destroyed the residential
tower block Grenfell Tower in London, the Queen said.
The 91 year-old monarch, whose televised address is an
essential part of a traditional Christmas in Britain, said it
had been a privilege to visit victims of the bomb attack at
a pop concert in Manchester, as she was able to witness
the bravery and resilience of survivors first-hand.

On the 60th anniversary of her f irst televised
Christmas address, Elizabeth said her reflections on the
year had made her “grateful for the blessings of home
and family”, and praised her husband and his “unique”
sense of humor. The 96-year-old prince, also known as
the Duke of Edinburgh, has been at the queen’s side
throughout her 65 years on the throne, and has often
grabbed the headlines with his off-color comments.

Elizabeth, the world’s longest reigning monarch, cele-
brated her platinum wedding anniversary in November.
Philip retired from regular royal duties over the summer
having carried out more than 22,000 solo engagements.
“I don’t know that anyone had invented the term ‘plat-
inum’ for a 70th wedding anniversary when I was born.
You weren’t expected to be around that long,” she said. 

“Even Prince Philip has decided it’s time to slow down
a little - having, as he economically put it, ‘done his bit’.
But I know his support and unique sense of humor will
remain as strong as ever.” 

Philip has continued to make occasional appearances,

and joined other members of the royal family at a
Christmas Day church service on their country estate in
Sandringham.

Also joining them for the service was Prince Harry’s
fiancee Meghan Markle who is spending Christmas with
the royals.

The American actress wore a distinctive brown hat
as she arrived alongside the Queen’s grandson Harry,
his elder brother William and his wife Kate.  As they
left, both couples briefly chatted to some well-wish-

ers  who had gathered to  g l impse  the  roya ls  on
Christmas morning.

The Queen, who missed last year’s service with a
heavy cold, said in her address that she was looking for-
ward to welcoming new members into the royal family
next year. As well as Markle, who will marry Harry in
May, Kate is expecting a third child.

The royal Christmas broadcast dates back to King
George V in 1932 when it was on the radio. It was first
televised in 1957. —Reuters 

PALM BEACH, Florida: US President Donald J Trump participates in NORAD Santa Tracker phone calls at the
Mar-a-Lago resort in Palm Beach on Sunday. —AFP

NORFOLK: Britain’s Prince Charles, Prince of Wales, Britain’s Camilla, Duchess of Cornwall US actress and
fiancee of Britain’s Prince Harry Meghan Markle Britain’s Queen Elizabeth II Britain’s Prince Harry and Britain’s
Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh leave after attending the Royal Family’s traditional Christmas Day church serv-
ice at St Mary Magdalene Church in Sandringham, Norfolk, eastern England, yesterday.—AFP

Russia’s election 
commission bars 
Navalny presidential bid
MOSCOW: Russia’s Central Election
Commission yesterday unanimously rejected
top opposition figure Alexei Navalny’s bid to
run against President Vladimir Putin next year,
leading him to urge a boycott of the polls.

The commission voted 12 to zero in barring
Navalny from the presidential election, citing
a controversial embezzlement conviction for
which he received a five year suspended sen-
tence. Navalny’s crime qualifies as “serious”
and therefore rids the individual of the right to
stand for president,” said commission member
Boris Ebzeyev ahead of the vote, urging the body to bar him from running.
The decision prompted the 41-year-old protest leader-who maintains that
the court case against him was fabricated for political reasons-to call for a
boycott of the election.

“We are declaring a strike by voters. We will ask everyone to boycott
these elections. We will not recognize the result,” Navalny told journalists.

Navalny, who has campaigned across Russia in recent months, argued
earlier in front of the commission that his conviction was lifted in the
European Court of Human Rights, and that banning him from participation
would make March’s election illegitimate. “I assure you, a huge amount of
people will not go to this election, would actively boycott this election” and
hold “electoral strikes.” 

In a passionate speech he accused the commission of barring truly
oppositional figures while allowing candidates who are not interested in
fighting corruption or in conducting real campaigns. Navalny was first sen-
tenced in 2013 on the embezzlement charges, which accused him of
defrauding the Kirov regional budget of about $270,000. The European
Court of Human Rights last year quashed the ruling, saying it was unfair,
and Russia’s Supreme Court ordered a retrial.—AFP

BERLIN: A car is seen in the lobby of the German Social Democratic Party (SPD) headquarters
after a vehicle was used to ram the building in Berlin early yesterday. —AFP
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