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News in brief

Death threats to ministers 

STOCKHOLM: Swedish prosecutors yesterday charged a
42-year-old man with sending death threats and an uniden-
tified white powder to 21 cabinet ministers, including the
prime minister. In August last year, the suspect sent an enve-
lope containing the white powder and a letter saying “you
will soon be dead” to each minister’s home address, includ-
ing Prime Minister Stefan Lofven, Deputy Prime Minister
Isabella Lovin and Defense Minister Peter Hultqvist, prose-
cutors said in a charge sheet. “These crimes are aggravated
because the threats were exacerbated by the powder in
each letter which appeared to be poisonous or explosive,”
prosecutor Eva Wintzell said in a statement. Analysis of the
powder concluded it was harmless. The man, who has been
held in police custody since May, denies the charges. “These
threats against elected officials are particularly serious as
they pose a threat to democracy,” Wintzell said. —AFP 

Top Buddhist leader quits 

BEIJING: The head of China’s government-run Buddhist
association quit his post yesterday amid an investigation into
allegations that he coerced several nuns into having sex with
him. Xuecheng, a Communist Party member and abbot of the
Beijing Longquan Monastery, is one of the most prominent
figures to face accusations in China’s growing #MeToo
movement. In a 95-page report that circulated online late
last month, two monks accused Xuecheng of sending explic-
it text messages to at least six women, threatening or cajol-
ing them to have sex with him, claiming it was a part of their
Buddhist studies. The same report also claimed the Beijing
Longquan Monastery is in financial trouble. China’s top reli-
gious authority launched an investigation shortly after the
allegations were made public. —AFP 

Student leader detained 

DHAKA: Bangladesh police said they had arrested a promi-
nent student leader yesterday, in the latest detention of gov-
ernment critics following protests that brought Dhaka to a
standstill earlier this month. Authorities have taken social
media activists, journalists and students into custody in the
days since the demonstrations were violently dispersed.
Lutfun Nahar Luma was arrested at her grandfather’s home
in the north of Bangladesh where she had been “hiding”
since the end of the protests, said Sirajganj district police
chief Abdur Razzaque. “There is an allegation that she has
conspired against the government,” Razzaque said. Dhaka
and other cities were paralyzed for more than a week as
tens of thousands of young students blocked the streets to
demand road safety measures, following the death of two
teenage pedestrians in a bus accident. —AFP

Sri Lanka editor’s abduction

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s ex-president Mahinda Rajapakse
is to be questioned over the 2008 abduction of a newspa-
per editor, police said yesterday, as authorities investigate
the former leader and his family over allegations of murder
and fraud. Investigators believe a group of military officials
behind the abduction of the Nation news editor Keith
Noyahr was also responsible for the assassination of
another newspaper editor fiercely critical of Rajapakse.
The Criminal Investigations Department has told
Rajapakse he will be questioned at his home in Colombo
on Friday, police spokesman Ruwan Gunasekera said.
Noyahr’s abduction, which prompted widespread criticism,
came after he published an article criticizing a top military
commander. He was snatched from outside his home near
Colombo as he returned from work, and was released -
battered and bruised-in the streets of a suburb of Colombo
a few hours later.  —AFP 

Hard-hit Venezuela 
churches forced to 
accept plastic for 
donations
CARACAS: Venezuela’s collapsing econ-
omy has forced churches and priests to
get creative in order to keep their coffers
full as four years of recession and a pro-
jected one million percent inflation rate
hit everyone hard. Citizens are limited in
the amount of cash-itself almost worth-
less-they can withdraw from banks each
day and, given the minimum monthly
salary worth around $1.50, it doesn’t go
very far. “The little cash I have is for the
bus ticket,” said Gladys Angel, a 58-year
old accountant who also keeps her cash
for shopping, where things can cost three
times more when paying by card.

Priests have had to adapt and start
accepting donations by card payments
rather than the traditional passing around
of a wicker basket for churchgoers to
drop in some coins, or even notes. Before
giving his blessings, Father Alirio Suarez
reminds the faithful that they can make
donations using a “point of sale,” as
locals call the payment terminal, which
has become as essential in church as the
crucifix, chalice and ciborium.

“The payment terminal has not saved
us, but it’s helped alleviate the situation.
People are generous with the payment
terminal, you can see the difference,”
Suarez, from the El Paraiso parish in

Caracas, told AFP. On Sundays, when
there are seven masses and many more
faithful in attendance, Suarez’s San
Alfonso church can collect four million
bolivars in cash-less than one US dollar
on the black market. “That won’t buy you
a kilogram of meat,” said Suarez, 53.
Card payments however can triple the
amount of cash coming in, although the
priest has to borrow the payment termi-
nal from a charity.

“If it wasn’t for the payment terminal,
things would be going very badly,” he
said, acknowledging that many people
simply cannot afford to donate anything.
The transaction itself takes place in the
sacristy, affording parishioners privacy,
and perhaps also easing embarrassment
for the church. Venezuela has been crip-
pled by food and medicine shortages and
failing public services such as water,
electricity and transport. President
Nicolas Maduro’s government has finally
decided to act-but the decision to shave
five zeros off the currency, known as re-
denomination, has been roundly criti-
cized by analysts who say it fails to
address the root causes of Venezuela’s
economic meltdown.

Receipts replace money
In the meantime, bank notes are so

scarce that they changes hands for three
times their face value on the black mar-
ket. It’s not just bank card payments
being accepted by churches, but also
bank transfers. At the Precious Blood
church in an upmarket Caracas neigh-
borhood, Juan Manuel Leon’s congrega-
tion drop their bank transfer receipts in

collection baskets to prove their gen-
erosity. “Paper money is replaced by
transfer receipts. That’s how they’re
solving the problem,” Leon, 52, told AFP.
It’s a form of payment used also for
weddings and christenings. Leon says
his parishioners have suggested he
install  a payment terminal “at the
entrance, and when we pass it we’ll pay
and then drop the receipt” in the collec-
tion basket. “People get creative in a cri-
sis,” added Leon, The problem is that
ingenuity can only get you so far.

Banks don’t have payment terminals to
hand out to clients, and some companies

sell them for $600 each: that’s 300 times
the salary of many people. With little in
terms of donations coming in, priests
have had to make savings wherever pos-
sible. No longer do they hand out free
leaflets with the Sunday bible readings,
and candles are extinguished as soon as
mass is over to make them last longer.
Leon had to collect flour, scarce in these
parts, for the nuns who make communion
wafers. Other priests were sent back to
Spain due to a lack of medicine. “We ask
God to keep us in good health because
there aren’t any medicines, or when there
are they cost a ton,” he said. —AFP

Nebraska conducts 
first US execution 
using fentanyl
CHICAGO: Nebraska on Tuesday carried out America’s
first execution using fentanyl - the opioid at the center of
the country’s deadly overdose crisis - as part of a previ-
ously-untested, four-drug combination. Carey Dean
Moore, sentenced to death for two 1979 murders, was
the first prisoner executed in the Midwestern state in 21
years, in what was its first ever lethal injection. The 60-
year-old was pronounced dead at 10:47 am. The execu-
tion lasted approximately 20 minutes, according to Scott
Frakes, director of the Nebraska Department of
Correctional Services. Moore’s execution survived a last-
minute legal challenge from a drug company and protests
about the new lethal injection protocol. It was a pivotal
test for Nebraska, where the state legislature abolished
the death penalty in 2015, only to see voters reinstate it
the next year in a referendum. The state last performed
an execution in 1997 by electric chair. “I recognize that
today’s execution impacts many people on many levels,”
said Frakes. The execution was carried out with “profes-
sionalism, respect for the process and dignity for all
involved,” he said. 

Questions about drugs used
The lethal injection consisted of the sedative diazepam

to bring on unconsciousness, the painkiller fentanyl cit-
rate, the muscle relaxer cisatracurium to stop breathing,
and potassium chloride to stop the heart. Only potassium
chloride has been used before in executions. Robert
Dunham, director of the Death Penalty Information
Center, said the new procedure was an indication of the
trouble states are having in acquiring death penalty

drugs. “It indicates that states are looking for drugs that
are available,” Dunham told AFP. 

Pharmaceutical manufacturers and providers have
been increasingly hostile to selling such drugs to states.
Officials across the country have had to scramble to find
the execution drugs they need or find alternatives.
Dunham said Nebraska’s use of fentanyl was problematic,
because use of the powerful opioid is closely controlled
by law, and the state has not disclosed its source for the
drug. “The manner in which they obtained it is highly
questionable,” he said. 

Courts weigh in 
Last week, German drug maker Fresenius Kabi chal-

lenged Nebraska with regards to two other drugs in the
protocol, claiming the company was the likely source of the
substances, and if so, Nebraska improperly obtained them.
It demanded that the state disclose the source of its drugs.
But the state insisted the drugs were legally acquired and
both a federal judge and an appellate court sided with
Nebraska. Even the pope himself was not able to change
Moore’s fate. Two weeks ago, Pope Francis changed the
Catholic Church’s teaching, declaring the death penalty
“inadmissible” in all cases. Nebraska Governor Pete
Ricketts, a Catholic who supported the reinstatement of the
death penalty, was resolute. 

“While I respect the pope’s perspective, capital punish-
ment remains the will of the people,” Ricketts said. A
handful of demonstrators gathered during the rainy morn-
ing to protest the execution. A small group also gathered
in the early evening in the state capital Lincoln to criticize
the governor’s decision.  “Ricketts would kill Jesus,” one
protester’s sign read. The American Civil Liberties union
also criticized the governor, saying he had carried out an
execution “shrouded in secrecy.” “The 38-year-long jour-
ney to this execution further proves what we’ve been say-
ing all along: The ACLU believes the death penalty in
America is a broken process from start to finish and should

be abolished nationwide,” the group said in a statement.

‘I am guilty’
Moore had been on death row for 38 years and did not

want further delays of his execution. In 1980, while still in
his early 20s, he was sentenced to death for the killings the
year prior of two Omaha taxi drivers five days apart.
Expressing contrition, he admitted to fatally shooting the
first driver during a robbery committed with his brother,
and killing the second driver to “foolishly” prove to himself
that he could commit murder on his own. In his final words,
Moore alluded to a written statement dated August 2, in
which he pointed to other Nebraska death row inmates
who claim their innocence. “I am guilty, they are not,” he
wrote. “Why must they remain there one day longer?”
Moore also asked forgiveness from his brother. Moore’s
execution was the 16th in the United States this year,
according to the Death Penalty Information Center.  —AFP

NEW YORK: More than 300 “predator” priests in
Pennsylvania are accused of abusing over 1,000 chil-
dren across seven decades, a grand jury said yester-
day in a devastating report that decried a systematic
cover-up by the Catholic Church. It is thought to be
the single most comprehensive report to date into
abuse in the US church, since The Boston Globe first
exposed pedophile priests in Massachusetts in 2002.

But while Tuesday’s report led to charges against
two priests, one of whom has pleaded guilty, the
majority of those responsible are dead and the vast
majority of crimes happened
too long ago to prosecute,
officials said. The two-year
investigation by a grand jury
into all but two Pennsylvania
dioceses turned up dozens of
witnesses and half a million
pages of church records
containing “credible allega-
tions against over three hun-
dred predator priests.”

More than 1,000 child
victims were identifiable, but
the “real number” was “in the
thousands,” the grand jury estimated, given those chil-
dren whose records were lost or who were afraid to
ever come forward. Victims were often traumatized for
life, driven to drugs, alcohol and suicide, the grand
jury said. The only recourse was to recommend
changes to the law and expose what had happened to
make sure such widespread abuse was never repeat-
ed. One cleric raped a seven-year-old girl in hospital
after she had her tonsils out, the report said. Another
child drank juice, only to wake up the next morning
bleeding from his rectum and unable to remember
what had happened.

‘Abuse, deny, cover up’
A priest forced a nine-year-old boy to give him oral

sex, then rinsed out his mouth with holy water to “puri-
fy him.” Another priest abused five sisters from the
same family, including one from the age of 18 months
to 12 years. When the youngest victim of the family
told her parents in 1992, a police search of the priest’s
home found panties, plastic containers of pubic hairs,
vials of urine and sexually suggestive photographs of
young girls. The church ignored credible allegations
against him for years, and the priest died awaiting trial,

Pennsylvania’s Attorney
General Josh Shapiro said.
“The pattern was abuse, deny
and cover up,” Shapiro said.
“As a direct consequence of
the systematic cover-up by
senior church officials almost
every instance of child sexual
abuse we found is too old to
be prosecuted.” So far only
two new priests are being
charged with crimes that fall
within the statute of limita-
tions. One, accused of ejacu-

lating in the mouth of a seven-year-old, pleaded guilty
earlier this month, prosecutors said.

‘Hid it all’ 
The other allegedly assaulted two boys, one of

them for eight years starting from the age of eight. His
alleged crimes continued until 2010. The grand jury
called for changes in the law that would scrap the
statute of limitations for child sex abuse, give victims
more time to file civil lawsuits and tighten legislation
compelling people to report abuse they find out
about. “Despite some institutional reform, individual

leaders of the church have largely escaped public
accountability,” the report said.

“Priests were raping little boys and girls, and the
men of God who were responsible for them not only
did nothing; they hid it all. For decades.” Church eld-
ers were instead promoted and predator priests
allowed to remain in ministries for 10, 20 even 40

years after leaders learned of their crimes as the list of
victims got longer and longer, Shapiro said. Between
5,700 and 10,000 Catholic priests have been accused
of sexual abuse in the United States, but only a few
hundred have been tried, convicted, and sentenced for
their crimes, according to the watchdog Bishop
Accountability. —AFP

Clergymen accused of abusing over 1,000 children

Pennsylvania’s report lists 
over 300 ‘predator’ priests

NEW YORK: In this file photo, Cardinal Donald Wuerl, the Archbishop of Washington, waits outside St Patrick’s Catholic
Church prior to the 24th annual ‘Blue Mass’. Cardinal Donald Wuerl, the former bishop of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania came
under intense scrutiny following a sweeping grand jury report which found credible allegations against more than 300
predator priests and identified over 1,000 victims in decades of child sex abuse.  —AFP
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CARACAS: A volunteer collects the tithe during a mass at La Coromoto
Church, in Caracas. The shortage of cash in the country has forced church-
es to accept ‘plastic money’ for the tithe.  —AFP
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