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YANGON: Pope Francis called on Myanmar’s top Buddhist
monks to conquer “prejudice and hatred” in a country rav-
aged by communal divisions, after holding the nation’s first-
ever papal mass attended by 150,000 Catholics yesterday.
The pontiff’s four-day visit has so far been marked by his
avoidance in public of the crisis in northern Rakhine state and
Myanmar’s treatment of its Rohingya Muslim community. 

Pope Francis has previously spoken out strongly in
defense of the Muslim group, whom the UN and US say
are victims of an ethnic cleansing campaign by Myanmar’s
military that has driven 620,000 of them into Bangladesh
since late August. “If we
are to be united, as is our
purpose, we need to sur-
mount all forms of misun-
derstanding, intolerance,
prejudice and hatred,” the
pope told the orange-
robed monks of
Myanmar’s highest
Buddhist body, called the
Sangha Maha Nayka.

Radical monks have
played a key role in fanning
Islamaphobia in Myanmar
and hardening attitudes
towards the Rohingya. In recent months the Sangha has
moved to rein them in, especially in banning sermons by
Wirathu-a monk whose vitriolic rants were widely dissemi-
nated via social media. Welcoming the pope Sangha chair-
man, Kumarabhivamsa, who oversees Myanmar’s estimated
600,000 monks, expressed sadness at “extremism and ter-
rorism” conducted in the name of religion.

Latin songs by nuns
Earlier yesterday the pope delivered a message of for-

giveness in an open-air mass before a sea of Catholics in
Yangon, many wearing colorful costumes from the coun-
try’s myriad ethnic groups.

”I never dreamed I would see him in my lifetime,” said
Meo, an 81-year-old from the Akha minority in Shan state.
A choir of Myanmar nuns sang in Latin, accompanied by
organ music, as Francis delivered a homily urging compas-
sion-opening his speech with “minglabar”, Burmese for
“hello”.”I can see that the Church here is alive,” he said of
a Catholic community numbering around 700,000 — a
tiny fraction of the country’s 51 million people.  The pontiff

noted that many Myanmar
people “bear the wounds
of violence, wounds both
visible and invisible”. But
he urged his audience to
forgo anger and respond
with “forgiveness and
compassion”.

His visit has been as
much political as religious
in a country on the defen-
sive after the global out-
rage over the plight of the
Rohingya. He held private
talks with both civilian

leader Aung San Suu Kyi and the powerful army chief Min
Aung Hlaing, who are part of a delicate power-sharing
arrangement as the country emerges from decades of jun-
ta rule.  His caution so far will bring relief to Myanmar’s
Catholic leaders, who had urged the pontiff not to wade
into the treacherous issue for fear of sparking a backlash
from Buddhist hardliners. Even the mention of the name
Rohingya is incendiary to many among the majority-
Buddhist population, who deny the group are a distinct
minority and insist on calling them “Bengalis”.

Diplomatic dance
Reactions to the pope’s handling of the issue have been

mixed, with some Rohingya expressing disappointment
that he did not directly confront his hosts in public on their
suffering or even mention their name. But Kyaw Min, a for-

mer MP and prominent Rohingya activist, said he under-
stood the pressures the pope was under and applauded
his nuanced approach.  “He said there were some people
who have been bullied and need to get their rights ... this
was about the Rohingya,” Kyaw Min said.—AFP
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Police foil school attack
SYDNEY: Two teenagers have been charged with planning
an attack using guns and explosives on a Australian school
and police said yesterday they intended to kill multiple
people. The plot targeting the school in South Australia’s
fruit-producing Riverland region, northeast of Adelaide,
came to the attention of authorities earlier this month and
the two young men were arrested soon afterwards.
Detective Superintendent Des Bray said they were accused
of planning “an attack at a school involving the use of
firearms and explosives which could have led to multiple
deaths”. “There is no doubt in my mind that we prevented a
catastrophe,” he said. “We believe most likely the attack
would have occurred, if not stopped, before the end of the
current school term (in mid-December).” The two boys-
aged 16 and 18 - are in custody, with the younger one
charged with a count of solicit to murder, while the older
one faces threatening to kill offences. The 

15 rebels die in clash
MANILA: Fifteen suspected communist guerrillas includ-
ing six women have been killed in a gunbattle, the
Philippine military said yesterday, days after President
Rodrigo Duterte called off peace talks. Duterte last week
vowed to go to war with the rebels and threatened to cate-
gorize them a “terrorist” group over deadly attacks against
soldiers and police. Late Tuesday residents reported seeing
armed men boarding a van and a truck in the town of
Nasugbu 65 kilometers south of Manila, prompting author-
ities to send troops, said local military spokesman Colonel
Teody Toribio. When soldiers tried to flag down the vehi-
cles on a highway, a gunbattle broke out that left 15 sus-
pected guerrillas dead, including a female university stu-
dent, while five soldiers were wounded, added Toribio. One
suspect was captured while an undetermined number
escaped. Thirteen firearms were recovered, he said.
Regional military chief Brigadier General Ernesto Ravina
said the operation was “anchored on the pronouncement of
the president on the termination of peace talks”. 

Cyclone Cempaka kills 19 
JAKARTA: A tropical cyclone which hit Indonesia’s main
island of Java has triggered severe flooding and landslides
which left 19 dead, an official said yesterday. Landslides
claimed 15 lives in east and central Java, while four others
perished in floods unleashed by Cyclone Cempaka.
“Thousands of homes, hectares of agricultural land and pub-
lic facilities are also flooded,” said Sutopo Purwo Nugroho,
spokesman for Indonesia’s disaster agency. The destruction
from the cyclone comes as the rumbling Mount Agung vol-
cano on the neighboring resort island of Bali threatens to
erupt, forcing tens of thousands to flee their homes.
Cempaka is expected to move away from Indonesia later
Thursday, but more flooding and landslides could follow in
its wake, the agency said, adding that it urgently needs blan-
kets, clothes and inflatable boats. Indonesia is prone to natu-
ral disasters and is often hit by floods and landslides. 

Singaporean charged 
SINGAPORE: A Singaporean activist was charged yester-
day for organizing public protests without a permit, spark-
ing calls for the tightly controlled city-state to stop treating
peaceful demonstrations as crimes. Jolovan Wham, 37,
appeared in court accused of organizing three small
protests between November last year and July. These
were a candlelight vigil outside a prison for a death row
convict, a protest on a subway train and a demonstration
at which a Hong Kong democracy activist spoke via video
link. Police described Wham in a statement as “recalci-
trant” and said he had “repeatedly shown blatant disre-
gard for the law”. While it is one of Asia’s safest and
wealthiest countries, Singapore has faced criticism for its
tough laws. It is illegal to hold a public protest in most of
Singapore without police approval, but permits are rarely
granted and the only place where demonstrations can be
held without one is the corner of one downtown park.
People convicted of organizing such protests face a fine
of up to Sg$5,000 ($3,713). 
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YANGON: Pope Francis (centre right) presents a gift to Bhaddanta Kumarabhivasma (centre left), Chairman of
state Sanga Maha Nayaka Committee, during their meeting in Yangon yesterday. —AFP 

Bangladesh’s priest 
disappearance casts 
pall over pope visit 

DHAKA: A Catholic priest has disappeared in Bangladesh,
police said yesterday, as the Muslim-majority country
stepped up security ahead of a landmark visit by Pope
Francis that follows a rise in Islamist attacks on religious
minorities. Walter William Rosario, a 40-year-old priest
and headmaster of a Catholic school, went missing on
Monday in a village in northern Bangladesh where sus-
pected Islamist extremists last year hacked a Catholic gro-
cer to death. Gerves Rosario, bishop of the nearby city of
Rajshahi, said he believed the priest had been kidnapped
and that Catholics in the region were deeply worried.  “He
was organizing for around 300 Catholics to travel to
Dhaka to see the Pope and attend his holy mass. But his
disappearance has marred their joy. They don’t want to go
to Dhaka any more,” he said.

News of his disappearance comes as Bangladesh tight-
ens security in the capital Dhaka ahead of the arrival
today of the first pontiff to visit Bangladesh in more than
three decades. Police in Natore district said they had
launched a major search for Rosario after his family
reported him missing. “He has been missing since late
Monday. His mobile has been switched off,” local police
chief Biplob Bijoy Talukder said. The family received a
phone call from someone using the missing man’s number
to demand a ransom, but Talukder said police believed
this was a hoax.  They have not ruled out the possibility
he was abducted by Islamist extremists, who have carried
out attacks on religious minorities in the region in the past
four years.

‘Our joy is gone’
Since 2015 at least three Christians, including two con-

verts from Islam, have been hacked to death in attacks
blamed on the militant Jamayetul Mujahideen Bangladesh
(JMB). Bikash Hubert Rebeiro, the priest in Bonpara village
where Rosario grew up, described him as a “good man”
whose disappearance had cast a pall over the pope’s visit.
“Our joy is gone,” he told AFP by phone. “Everyone in the
village is shocked. His elderly mother has being crying non

stop.” Rebeiro said Rosario’s family was friendly with the
relatives of Sunil Gomes, the Catholic grocer murdered
outside his shop last year. Christians make up less than 0.5
percent of Bangladesh’s 160 million people and have for
centuries lived in harmony alongside the Muslim majority. 

But community leaders say a rise in Islamist extremism
has strained relations.  Bangladesh authorities have esca-
lated security in Christian areas of Dhaka in recent days as
tens of thousands descend on the capital for an open-air
mass on Friday. On Tuesday police said they had killed
three suspected Islamist militants in a raid on a house
where they found hand grenades, pistols and bomb-mak-
ing materials. “The pope’s visit is a matter of honor for us.
We are organizing the highest level of security for him,”

police spokeswoman Sahely Ferdous said.  The three-day
visit will be dominated by the plight of more than 620,000
Rohingya Muslims who have f led ethnic unrest in
Myanmar and taken refuge in Bangladesh. Their arrival
has added to the huge challenges already facing the
poor, overpopulated country, which has seen a substan-
tial rise in Islamist extremism in recent years. In July last
year Islamist militants stormed a Dhaka cafe and massa-
cred 22 hostages including 18 foreigners in an attack
claimed by the Islamic State group. The government has
denied the international group’s involvement. Since the
attack, security forces have killed more than 70 alleged
militants in a crackdown condemned by rights activists
and opposition parties.—AFP 

DHAKA: Bangladeshi nuns and Christian devotees leave after a mass service at the Holy Rosary
church in Dhaka yesterday. —AFP 

Outcry as Beijing 
evicts migrants 
onto cold streets
BEIJING: Two dozen police swept through
the pitch-black frigid hallways of tenement
buildings in a ramshackle neighborhood of
northern Beijing, posting eviction notices
on every door with heavy thumps of their
fists. The blunt warning gave residents just
six hours to pack up and leave, as part of a
city-wide campaign that has thrown
throngs of migrant workers onto the freez-
ing streets in recent days.

The harsh tactics have sparked a public
outcry, but officials have argued that they
are taking people out of unsafe homes in
the wake of a fire that killed 19 people
including eight children earlier this month.
Bulldozers and diggers have torn down
buildings deemed to be fire hazards,
reducing swathes of neighborhoods to
rubble. When Pi Village resident Xiang
Shaoping arrived at his home, he found a
jarring message on the door. “If you have
not left the premises, moved out and com-
pletely emptied the space by 6:00 pm, all
your belongings will be considered forfeit-
ed, and you will be responsible for all con-
sequences,” read the letter posted around
noon on Monday, without an official seal.

Xiang, a construction worker from

Sichuan province, paid 700 yuan ($105) a
month for his two-room flat-all he could
afford as he struggled to support his wife
and three children on an income of 4,000
yuan ($600) a month. He moved there in
September after authorities kicked migrants
out of his former and more central resi-
dence. “If this house is unfit to live in, you
should have told us before we moved in, or
not let them build it in the first place,” he
said. “China is saying on the international
stage that it’s improved human rights, but
do we low-end people have any rights?”  

‘Act mercilessly’ 
The labor of hundreds of millions of

migrants who moved from China’s country-
side to its cities has fuelled the economic
boom in recent decades, though legally
they are not allowed access to social serv-
ices outside their home towns. But authori-
ties in overcrowded Beijing have been get-
ting rid of many of them for the past year
as they seek to cap its population at 23
million by 2020 and demolish 40 million
square metres of illegal structures. 

The deadly apartment fire prompted
officials to intensify the evictions with a
40-day campaign to clear Beijing of safety
threats. Authorities do not say how many
people have been evicted in recent days,
but the scope of the operation and demoli-
tions likely affected tens of thousands.
Critics say the campaign pushes for rapid
gentrification and targets the “low-end
population”, a term used in past official

documents. Beijing mayor Cai Qi has
denied such intentions. 

Online video footage showed Wang
Yongxian, the top official of Beijing’s Fengtai
district, urging cadres to “act hard, merci-
lessly, and quickly” and charge those who
resist with the crime of “endangering public
safety”. “Demolish what you can demolish
today, don’t wait until tomorrow,” he said.
“Tonight there could be another fire.” Last

Friday more than 100 scholars, lawyers and
artists signed an open letter to authorities
protesting at the evictions, calling them a
“serious violation of human rights”. Internet
censors have since deleted it as well as pho-
tos and comments about the fire’s aftermath.
Pi Village is some 50 kilometers from the
fire’s location, but authorities still shut off
water, power and heat there without expla-
nation on the day of the blaze. —AFP

BEIJING: A man cycle past buildings which were destroyed by the municipali-
ty on the outskirts of Beijing. —AFP 


