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KNOCK: Pope Francis in Ireland yesterday “begged for
God’s forgiveness” for the child sexual abuse scandal
rocking the church but faced accusations by a former
Vatican official that he had personally ignored allegations
against senior clergy. Francis is due to speak in front of
some 500,000 faithful in Dublin’s Phoenix Park as part of
his two-day visit to the former Catholic stronghold of
Ireland, as abuse victims and their supporters gathered in
a “Stand for Truth” rally in the city centre to demand jus-
tice. During the address to
45,000 supporters at the rain-
soaked Knock shrine in the west
of the country, the pope
“begged for God’s forgiveness”
for the “open wound” of the
scandal and demanded “firm and
decisive” measures to find “truth
and justice”.

The scandal has dogged the
visit, and intensified overnight
when a former Vatican envoy to
the US accused Francis of per-
sonally ignoring sexual abuse claims against prominent US
cardinal Theodore McCarrick, who was forced to resign
last month. Archbishop Carlo Maria Vigano wrote in a let-
ter published in the National Catholic Register that he had
told Francis of the allegations in 2013, but that he had
responded by lifting sanctions imposed on McCarrick by
predecessor Pope Benedict.

“He (Pope Francis) knew from at least June 23, 2013 that
McCarrick was a serial predator,” wrote Vigano,” adding
“he knew that he was a corrupt man, he covered for him to
the bitter end.” The Vatican said it had no comment to make
on the claims. Irish Prime Minister Leo Varadkar on
Saturday directly urged the pope to take action against
abuses and ensure justice for victims worldwide. Francis

said inaction over “these repellent crimes has rightly given
rise to outrage, and remains a source of pain and shame for
the Catholic community. I myself share those sentiments”.

Francis on Saturday also met eight abuse victims,
including a woman assaulted by a priest when she was in
hospital aged 13 and a man who was illegally adopted
because his mother was unmarried. In a strongly-worded
speech at the start of the pope’s visit, Varadkar said the
abuses in Ireland were “stains” on the Catholic Church, the

state and Irish society as a
whole. “There is much to be
done to bring about justice
and truth and healing for vic-
tims and survivors. Holy Father,
I ask that you use your office
and influence to ensure that
this is done here in Ireland and
across the world,” he said.

He demanded of Francis
“that from words flow
actions”. Paul Jude Redmond,
who was il legally adopted

from a Church-run “Mother and Baby Home” and met the
pope on Saturday, said the pontiff appeared “genuinely
shocked” by the stories of abuse. But at a news conference
in Dublin on Saturday by the group Ending Clergy Abuse
(ECA), victim Mark Vincent Healey said the pope’s speech
in Dublin was a “total missed opportunity”. “We’re still
waiting. We’re left with uncertain silence. When is he going
to act? What is he going to do?”

Silent vigil
This is the first papal visit to Ireland since John Paul II

spoke in front of 1.5 million people during a visit in 1979.
The Church’s role and standing has been badly dented by
the abuse scandals and the Irish have shed traditional

Catholic mores, voting earlier this year to legalise abortion
after approving same-sex marriage in 2015.

The pontiff is in Ireland to close the 2018 World
Meeting of Families (WMOF) - a global Catholic gathering
that addressed issues including the treatment of gay peo-
ple in the Church. Street vendors in Dublin selling papal

souvenirs complained of sluggish trade, as protesters
rubbed shoulders with devout Catholics in the streets of
the city. In Tuam, a town in western Ireland not far from
Knock, a silent vigil was planned in solidarity with victims
of “mother and baby” homes-institutions accused of being
punishment hostels for unwed pregnant women. — AFP
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Sweden’s far-right 
poised for record 
election score 
STOCKHOLM: Barring a major upset, Sweden’s far-right
is on course for a record result in September 9 legislative
elections, capitalizing on the mood of voters who feel they
are being left behind in favour of hundreds of thousands of
newly-arrived asylum seekers. With two weeks to go to
the election, opinion polls suggest the anti-immigration
Sweden Democrats (SD) could sweep around 20 percent
of votes, making them the second- or third-biggest party. 

That could give SD - an offshoot of the neo-Nazi
movement but now clamoring for political legitimacy - sig-
nificant influence over Swedish politics. SD has said it is
willing to collaborate with either the left or right, as long
as it can shape the country’s immigration policy. However,
it will have a hard time wielding any newfound clout.

While some parties on the right-wing have occasionally
appeared tempted to court the SD for informal support to
pass legislation in parliament, none of them seems ready to
forge a more formal collaboration with a party still seen as
pariahs by a large majority of Swedes. The far-right first
entered parliament in 2010, garnering 5.7 percent of votes
cast. Four years later, they more than doubled their score,
taking 12.9 percent of votes and 42 of the 349 seats in the
2014 election. SD also holds one of three deputy speaker
positions in parliament, a post occupied by Bjorn Soder, a
hardliner who in June said the country’s Jews were “not
Swedes”.

Founded in 1988 and headed since 2005 by Jimmie
Akesson, SD appeals to young voters and those disillu-
sioned by social democracy, as well as those in declining
rural areas where industries, schools and maternity wards
are shutting down. Prime Minister Stefan Lofven’s Social
Democrats are expected to remain the country’s biggest
party, but polls suggest they are headed for their worst
election result since proportional representation was
introduced in 1911. They are seen winning around 25 per-
cent of votes, down from 31 percent four years ago.

Social inequality
While Sweden’s economic indicators all look rosy -

unemployment is at its lowest level in a decade, growth is
forecast at around three percent this year - income
inequality is growing faster than in any other OECD coun-
try, a thorn in the side of a nation that has long prided
itself on its egalitarian values. “These new social gaps have
to be addressed to keep Sweden cohesive. If we do that,
then there’s no room for extremism,” Goran Persson, who
served as Social Democratic prime minister from 1996 to
2006, told AFP on Friday. The Social Democrats, which
have dominated Sweden’s political scene since the 1930s,
are paying the price after welcoming in more than 300,000

asylum seekers since 2015 — the highest number in Europe
per capita, pushing the Swedish population over the 10 mil-
lion mark. At the height of the migrant wave in the autumn
of 2015, the Scandinavian country was overwhelmed:
migrants were crammed into overcrowded school gyms,
social services were swamped, and asylum housing centers
were torched by angry locals. Three years later, after the
government sharply curbed its refugee policy and sus-
pended family reunifications, the situation has calmed down
considerably. The massive chaos predicted by those
opposed to the initially-generous refugee policy never
materialized. But Sweden now finds itself confronted with
the challenge of integrating its new arrivals. — AFP

ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed
yesterday pledged the 2020 election would be “free
and fair” and promised a democratic transition if his
party loses, as he pushes forward with lightning
reforms to transform the one-party nation. Abiy, who
took office in April, has prioritized reconciliation
between critics and the ruling Ethiopian People’s
Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), which has
held power unopposed for 27 years. 

In an announcement on Saturday night, he said work
had been done to make the Electoral Commission “non-
partisan and credible”, adding that the country could
adopt an electronic voting system for the upcoming
polls. In his first press conference since taking office, he
ruled out postponing the polls and said the ruling party
wanted to “conduct truly democratic elections”.

“EPRDF’s desire at this moment is to conduct a truly
democratic election,” he said. “If EPRDF wins a truly
democratic election it can implement its agenda with
full confidence, and if EPRDF loses, it will fulfil its long-
held pledge to implement democratic transition.” The
EPRDF has held power unopposed since the elections
of May 2015 when it scooped up all 547 seats in the
parliament, in a ballot denounced by the opposition as
a “farce”. Observers say the EPRDF, which has held
power since 1991, has been forced to change course
due to a wave of anti-government protests by the
country’s two largest ethnic groups that began in late
2015, leaving hundreds dead.

A year later, with the unrest ongoing, the govern-
ment of then prime minister Hailemariam Desalegn
imposed a state of emergency. But he resigned in
February this year, paving the way for Abiy to take over,
becoming the first leader to ever come from the Oromo
people, Ethiopia’s largest ethnic group. Since then, Abiy
has launched a series of sweeping changes which have
shifted the power balance within Africa’s second-most
populous country. He has shaken up the security servic-
es, ended the state of emergency, freed jailed dissidents
and signed a peace deal with neighboring Eritrea, end-
ing two decades of hostilities. — AFP 
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SUNDSVALL, Sweden: File photo show Jimmie Akesson - leader of the Sweden Democrats, campaigns in
Sundsvall, Sweden. General elections will be held in Sweden on September 9, 2018. — AFP 

Italy lets
migrants off
stranded boat 
as deal reached
ROME: Nearly 140 migrants who had been
stranded on a boat at a port in Sicily were
allowed to disembark early yesterday after
Ireland and Albania agreed to take some of
them in. The boat docked at Catania port
on Monday but Italy had refused to let
those on board disembark in the absence
of any EU commitment to relocate them,
prompting a new bitter row with Brussels. 

But following a deal brokered by the
Catholic Church late on Saturday, Italy’s
far-right Interior Minister Matteo Salvini
agreed to allow them to leave the Diciotti,
the Italian coastguard ship which rescued
them some 10 days ago. There were initial-
ly around 180 migrants on board when it
arrived at Catania, but Rome allowed 27
unaccompanied minors to disembark on
Wednesday and a dozen women and men
left the boat Saturday following a request
from health authorities. 

Albania, which is not a member of the
EU, was the first to offer safe haven to 20
of the migrants. The migrants disembarked
several hours after Sicilian prosecutors
said they had opened an inquiry into
Salvini for “illegal confinement, illegal
arrest and abuse of power” over his refusal
to allow the migrants to disembark, media
reports said. EU migration commissioner
Dimitris Avramopoulos welcomed the deal,
saying it was the result of “solidarity

across borders and communities”. “But we
cannot always wait for this type of good-
will solidarity. We need to have structural
measures,” he said in a statement. 

A warning to Italy 
The Diciotti standoff was the latest in a

string of incidents involving Italy’s recent-
ly-installed populist government, which has
increasingly refused to take in boats carry-
ing migrants rescued off Libya, prompting
sharp divisions across the EU. On Friday,
Rome threatened to pull funding for the EU
unless it agreed to take in some of those on
board the Diciotti. But Avramopoulos
warned that Italy would end up “shooting
itself in the foot” by its ongoing attacks
over the bloc’s policies on migrants. “I
think that politicians in your country need
to understand that you are not alone, that
Europe is trying to help you. On the con-
trary, anyone who attacks the EU is shoot-
ing himself in the foot,” he told Sunday’s
edition of La Repubblica newspaper.

Leading the charge has been Salvini,
who heads the far-right League party and
Luigi Di Maio, leader of the anti-establish-
ment Five Star. “The Commission has
clearly said ‘no’ to threats, that they are
unacceptable. All governments are
required to respect their obligations
regarding membership in the EU,”
Avramopoulos said. And he stressed the
need for a clear policy on how to handle
any future incidents involving migrants res-
cued at sea. “We cannot move ahead with
ad hoc solutions for each boat. The migra-
tion phenomenon is not going to stop
overnight so we need to manage it togeth-
er as one European family,” he said. 

‘Once we were Eritreans’
On Saturday, Albania’s Foreign Minister

Ditmir Bushati sent a message to his Italian
counterpart Enzo Moavero Milanesi which
was published on Twitter, saying Tirana
was “ready to help”. “We cannot replace
Europe but we are always here, on the oth-
er side of a sea where once we were the
Eritreans suffering for days and nights in
the middle of the sea, waiting for Europe to
wake up,” Bushati wrote. After the fall of
communism in early 1990s, Italy accepted
thousands of people who fled Albania by
sea, with Tirana keen to return the favor.
“Yesterday, Italy saved us, today we are
ready to give a hand,” the minister said. 

Race to the bottom
Migration is a hot-button issue in Italy,

where hundreds of thousands of people

have arrived since 2013, fleeing war, perse-
cution and poverty in the Middle East,
Africa and Asia. Under EU rules people
must seek asylum in their country of arrival,
but Rome has recently moved to block
boats from docking at its ports. Speaking on
Friday, UN High Commissioner for Refugees
Filippo Grandi said Europe had “a funda-
mental moral and legal obligation” to help
those fleeing war and persecution. “The
time has come to end the back-and-forth
that has seen countries competing in a race
to the bottom on who can take the least
responsibility for people rescued at sea,” he
said. “It is dangerous and immoral to put the
lives of refugees and asylum-seekers at risk
while states engage in a political tug-of-war
on long-term solutions.” — AFP 

DUBLIN, Leinster: Pope Francis leads the Holy Mass at Phoenix Park in Dublin yesterday, during his visit to
Ireland to attend the 2018 World Meeting of Families. — AFP 

CATANIA: Migrants gather on the deck of the Italian Coast Guard vessel
‘Diciotti’ in the Sicilian port of Catania as they wait to disembark following a
rescue operation at sea. — AFP 

Russia calls Black 
Sea interceptions 
‘dangerous’
MOSCOW: Russia accused Britain’s Royal Air Force (RAF)
of intercepting its military aircraft over the Black Sea in a
dangerous fashion designed to provoke Moscow after the
RAF made two such interceptions in a single week. The
accusation, leveled by Russia’s embassy in London, came
after the RAF intercepted a Russian maritime patrol air-
craft over the Black Sea on Friday and scrambled to inter-
cept two suspected Russian fighter aircraft on Wednesday.
“.... What kind of threat to Britain or even its allies does a
Russian patrol aircraft hypothetically pose while conduct-
ing flights near Russia’s own coastline, more than 2,000
km (1242.74 miles) from the British Isles,” the Russian
embassy said in a statement released on Saturday.

“Instead of strengthening anyone’s security, the British
authorities are using such a military presence (in the Black
Sea area) for provocative actions. Not just by making ver-
bal statements, regrettable as they are, but also in real mil-
itary terms, which is simply dangerous.” The British
defense and foreign ministries declined to comment yes-
terday. Three countries bordering the Black Sea -
Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey - are NATO allies of Britain.

Britain’s Minister of State for the Armed Forces, Mark
Lancaster, spoke about “an ever more assertive Russia” in
a speech in London in July. He said the RAF had been
forced to intercept Russian military aircraft more than 80
times over the last decade. — Reuters


