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VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis speaks after lighting a candle for aid and solidarity for the people of Syria during his Sunday Angelus prayer yesterday. — AFP 

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis lit a candle at the
Vatican yesterday for victims of conflicts around the
world, and in particular the children of war-torn Syria.
“Advent is a time of hope. Right now, my hope is for
peace for the children of Syria, tormented by a war
that has lasted eight years,” he said after the Angelus
prayer. “I am lighting a candle along with the many
Syrian children and believers across the world who are
lighting theirs,” he said, as he put match to wick in the
window of the papal apartment, which overlooks Saint
Peter’s Square. 

“Let these flames of hope dispel the shadows of
war!” the pontiff said. “May the flame of hope also
reach all those who are victims of conflicts and tensions
around the world, near and far”. The “Candles for Peace
in Syria” Christmas initiative was launched Sunday by
Aid to the Church in Need, a Catholic charity.

The tall candle, which rocked slightly in the wind on
the papal windowsill, was decorated by a local crafts-
man from the Bab Touma quarter of Damascus in Syria
and bore the photos of some 40 children, most of them
from Aleppo. Syria’s war has killed more than 360,000
and displaced millions, with over 13 million people in
the country in need of humanitarian aid. The UN
Children’s Fund warned last month that a funding gap

and the start of winter could leave nearly one million
children, including Syrians, “out in the cold” and prone
to dangerous diseases in the Middle East and North
Africa. 

2-year ‘kidnap’ ordeal
Meanwhile, a 54-year-old Argentinean woman who

was lured into war-wracked Syria two years ago on a
marriage promise was finally on her way home on
Saturday, a Syrian rebel official said. History teacher
Nancy Roxana Papa had accepted the invitation of a
Syrian man she had met online three years earlier and
travelled to Turkey in 2016, before entering Syria. “She
returned to Turkey on Saturday after the required legal
documents... were completed” for her entry into Turkish
territory, said Bassam Sahiouni, an official from the
local rebel authority in Idlib province.

On October 30, the “Salvation Government”-set up
in rebel-held Idlib by the Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS)
jihadist group-handed Papa over to the Humanitarian
Relief Foundation, a Turkish non-governmental organi-
zation, at the Bab al-Hawa border post. She then had to
remain in Syria for over a month to await completion of
administrative and legal procedures for her repatriation.
The Argentinean teacher had appeared on October 30

at a news conference organized by HTS at the border,
where she thanked her country’s diplomatic services,
the Turkish authorities and the “Salvation Government”.
“You saved my life,” she said that day, drying her tears
after Sahiouni explained the circumstances of her mis-
adventure.

Sahiouni had given an account of the teacher’s
apparent ordeal at the news conference. She met the
man posing as her future husband in a hotel in Turkey
and “he told her they would go to Syria to greet his
parents,” the rebel official said. She entered Syria ille-
gally in 2016 and was immediately kidnapped by a gang
that was waiting for her on the other side of the border
and contacted her daughter to demand a ransom,
Sahiouni said. He added that she managed to escape
from her captors after a year and survived in the war-
torn area by staying with residents and moving from
home to home.

The “Salvation Government” sought to address the
case earlier this year and tried without success to
contact Argentina’s foreign ministry, before the
Humanitarian Relief Foundation eventually dealt with
her situation, Sahiouni said. Last year, HTS reunited a
Belgian girl with her mother, after the death of the
four-year-old’s father, a radicalized criminal who had

entered Syria with the child in May 2017. In February
2018, the same authorities handed over to Turkish
officials two Canadian nationals who were held for
several weeks after entering Syria for obscure family
reasons.—Agencies 

Pope lights candle for Syria children 
Argentinean woman leaves Syria after 2-year ‘kidnap’ ordeal
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Nancy Roxana Papa, a 54-year-old Argentinean woman
who was recently released after being kidnapped since
2016, speaks to the press at the Bab Al-Hawa crossing
with Turkey. — AFP 

JAKARTA: Thousands of Indonesian Islamists attend a rally in Jakarta yesterday, to commemorate the second anniver-
sary of a demonstration which led to the fall of Jakarta’s then Christian governor Basuki Tjahaja Purnama. — AFP 

JAKARTA: Around 100,000 people marched in
Indonesia’s capital yesterday to mark two years since a
demonstration that led to the fall of Jakarta’s Christian ex-
governor, as presidential candidates seek to rally support
ahead of next year’s general election. Former governor
Basuki Tjahaja Purnama was voted out of office and later
jailed for two years for blasphemy following the 2016
protests, in a case seen as an example of rising religious
intolerance in Muslim-majority Indonesia. Indonesia, the
world’s most populous Muslim-majority country, has seen
its reputation for pluralism eroded by a surge in attacks on
minorities.

Analysts say identity politics and rising intolerance are
likely to feature prominently-along with the economy-in
campaigning for next April’s general election across the
sprawling Southeast Asian archipelago. Yesterday, some

100,000 people joined the peaceful rally, with 23,000 offi-
cers securing the event, Jakarta police spokesman Argo
Yuwono told AFP. The demonstrators-many dressed in
white and carrying Islamic flags-gathered at the National
Monument, where former general and presidential candi-
date Prabowo Subianto spoke.

Subianto supported the rally that led to Purnama’s
ouster in December 2016, and analysts say yesterday’s ral-
ly may have been politically motivated to boost his chance
of winning the presidential elections set for April. He will
face President Joko Widodo, who has chosen conservative
cleric Ma’ruf Amin as his vice presidential candidate, a
move analysts think will bolster the president’s Islamic cre-
dentials. Widodo also supported the 2016 rally, known as
“212 demonstration” after the date when it was held-the
second of December.— AFP 

Islamists march in Jakarta ahead of elections

DUBAI: Saudi Arabia and its coalition partners predicted a
quick victory when they launched a military intervention in
Yemen in 2015 to support the ousted government. But
more than three-and-a-half years later the Houthi rebels
remain undefeated and the conflict is a quagmire that has
set off a major humanitarian crisis. Here is a look at how
the outgunned rebels have clung on: 

Who are the Houthis? 
The Houthis come from the minority Zaidi Shiite sect of

Islam and have their traditional stronghold in the moun-
tainous north of Yemen. The movement, which takes its
name from late spiritual leader Badreddin al-Houthi and
his son Hussein, rose up in the 1990s over alleged sectari-
an discrimination. Between 2004 and 2010, the Houthis
fought six wars against Yemen’s then-government and bat-
tled Saudi Arabia in 2009-2010 after storming over the
border. 

Officially calling themselves the Ansarullah (Supporters
of God), the Houthis took part in the Arab Spring protests
that forced veteran ruler Ali Abdullah Saleh from office in
2012. In the chaos that followed they later sided with for-
mer foe Saleh and together ousted the internationally-rec-
ognized government of Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi that had
taken power. The rebel takeover of capital Sanaa set off
the Saudi-led intervention in March 2015. The Houthis lat-
er fell out dramatically with Saleh and killed the former
president in December 2017. 

Does Iran support the Houthis?
The war in Yemen is viewed by many as a front in the

broader struggle between regional titans Saudi Arabia and
Iran that has heated up under Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman in Riyadh. The Saudis and their ally the United
States say Shiite Iran provides military support to the
rebels, including components for ballistic missiles that have
been fired over the Saudi border.

Tehran denies the accusation and insists its backing for

the Houthis is purely political. Brigadier Jamal Al-
Moammari, a former Yemeni air force officer, told AFP that
Iranian arms, experts and “equipment to develop ballistic
missiles” arrived in 2015. Security analyst Aleksandar
Mitreski says Iran helps the Houthis both directly and indi-
rectly. “Where and when possible, Iran supplies the rebels
with equipment and training for the Houthis to remain a
formidable opponent,” he said. The Saudi-led coalition has
claimed that members of Iran-backed Lebanese militia
Hezbollah were also killed in Yemen while training the
Houthis. Hezbollah has denied this. 

Arms taken from government?
Despite the allegations over Iranian support, it appears

that the bulk of the Houthi’s weaponry comes from looted
official stockpiles. Brigadier Abdo Majli, a spokesman for
pro-government forces, told AFP that “90 percent of
Houthi arms came from the Yemeni army depots” taken
along with Sanaa in 2014. Majli said that despite coalition
warplanes destroying some of the weapons the Houthis
had managed to “hide them in secret stores” in their north-
ern strongholds. The rebel’s impressive arsenal has been
on display in the latest battles for the key port city of
Hodeida as they deployed tanks to halt the advance of
pro-government forces. The Houthis have also laid a large
number of landmines and manufacture some of their own
weapons, including rockets and reportedly even drones. 

Local backing?
The Houthis have benefited from home advantage and

local alliances as they have faced off against some of the
best equipped militaries in the region. Despite hailing
from northern Yemen, they know the rest of the country
and the terrain very well, said analyst Mitreski. “Aside
from geography, what aids the rebels is cooperation with
local tribes. Yemen remains a fragmented society along
tribal lines, and the rebels capitalize on that,” he said.
“Local tribal support goes a long way in this conflict.”
The International Crisis Group said in a report in
November that the Saudi-led coalition has underestimat-
ed the resilience of the Houthis. “The Houthis are
resourceful, committed, experienced and ruthless, and
that the core fighters are likely to fight until the last man
if called upon to do so,” the group said.— AFP 
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