
VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis has removed two
prominent cardinals from his inner circle months after
they were tainted by pedophile scandals and ahead of a
Church-wide meeting on the “protection of minors”
next year. Australian Cardinal George Pell and Chilean
Cardinal Francisco Javier Errazuriz were both removed
from the so-called C9 Council of Cardinals, an interna-
tional advice body set up by Francis himself, the Vatican
said yesterday.

The last time the C9 met in September, Errazuriz,
who is accused of ignoring reports of abuse in Chile,
and Pell, who faces charges in Australia related to his-
torical child sexual offences, were both absent, and the
council said it was considering restructuring. Despite
being removed from the C9, Pell, 77, remains in charge
of Vatican finances, the third most powerful position in
the Roman Catholic Church. 

The Church has been hit by a series of child abuse
scandals in recent years, with widespread allegations of
cover-ups, including against the pope himself. The pope
clarified the composition of the C9 ahead of a February
meeting with leaders of bishops’ conferences from
around the world dealing with the “protection of
minors”, to which victims of priest sex abuse have been
invited. The meeting of bishops from around the world
will also have to deal with some Asian and African bish-
ops conferences who say they are not concerned by
the “Western” abuse problem.

“February’s meeting can’t resolve all the problems,
because there’s too much world diversity in the
Church. The American (US) episcopacy is panicking,

they want to be as radical (against sexual abuse) as
possible, while Africans don’t want any measures tak-
en,” said a source close to the pope.  “A code of
silence has been our culture for too long, February’s
meeting should mark a new beginning for bishops’
responsibility, or even for a new control system,” the
source said. Allegations in August from a conservative
archbishop that the pope had ignored abuse suspi-
cions concerning a prominent US cardinal have trig-
gered an internal investigation into Vatican archives
ordered by Pope Francis.

Internal rift
They also confirmed a rift in the Church between

some ultra-conservative Catholics and a pope they
see as a dangerous progressive interested in social
issues to the detriment of Church doctrine. The
Church was also rocked in August by a devastating US
report on child sex abuse which accused more than
300 “predator” priests of abusing more than 1,000
minors over seven decades in the state of
Pennsylvania. The commission set up by Francis has
said that the fight against abuse must be a Church pri-
ority and emphasized the importance of listening to
victims. While Pell faces prosecution in Australia, he is
also up for renewal in February as the Vatican’s
finance chief. Francis has in the past preferred to give
the accused the presumption of innocence and has
therefore not named anyone to replace Pell, despite a
senior Vatican official saying this week that Church
expenses were growing “unacceptably”.

Chilean Cardinal Errazuriz appears at the very least
to have given Francis bad advice. The pope’s mistaken
defense of a Chilean bishop accused of covering up for
an old paedophile priest overshadowed his trip to the
South American country in January and heaped embar-
rassment on the Church. Errazuriz, 85, met Francis last
month and subsequently announced his ‘“withdrawal”

from the C9. A third cardinal, Democratic Republic of
Congo’s Laurent Monsengwo, will also no longer attend
C9 meetings, effectively reducing the body to a “C6”.
Monsengwo, 79, has for years played an important
political as well as spiritual role in the war-torn African
nation, but recently gave up his position as archbishop
of Kinshasa. — AFP 

Nigeria warned
amid crackdown
on Shiites 
LAGOS: Nigeria yesterday faced calls
to prosecute soldiers for using excessive
force against Shiite Muslim protesters,
exactly three years after a military
crackdown killed more than 300. Human
Rights Watch said the security forces
had shown a “pattern of brutality”
towards the Islamic Movement of
Nigeria (IMN) and warned such action
could worsen national security. More
than 40 people were killed in three days
of protests in the capital, Abuja, in
October when the security forces fired
live bullets at crowds. 

The army maintained six people died
and that soldiers acted in self-defense
because protesters were trying to seize
weapons and ammunition, and that
troops came under attack. Aniete Ewang,
Nigeria researcher at Human Rights
Watch, said: “The repression against the

IMN Shia Muslim group by government
security forces risks creating grievances
that could worsen Nigeria’s already pre-
carious security situation. “The increas-
ing spate of protests by the group is a
cry for justice that authorities would do
well to heed.” She added: “Any unlawful
use of violent force against processions
and protesters is highly likely to be
counterproductive as well as a crime.”

Mass grave 
HRW called on the authorities to “end

impunity” for the attacks, investigate
crackdowns on other protests and “hold
anyone found responsible for using
unlawful force to account”. The IMN and
its leader Ibrahim Zakzaky have been at
loggerheads with the government for
years because of his call for an Iranian-
style Islamic revolution in Nigeria.

Nigeria is almost evenly split between
a mainly Sunni Muslim north and a
largely Christian south. On December 12,
2015, soldiers killed 347 IMN members
in a three-day crackdown in the northern
city of Zaria, after accusing them of
blocking the road and threatening the
chief of army staff. — AFP

In heated 
on-camera clash,
Trump battles with
top Democrats
WASHINGTON: US President Donald
Trump openly fought with the top two
Democratic lawmakers in the Oval Office on
Tuesday about government funding, throwing
into question whether a deal to avert a gov-
ernment shutdown was possible ahead of a
deadline next week. In a remarkable public
argument, the likes of which is seldom seen
before cameras, Trump brawled with US
Senate Democratic Leader Chuck Schumer
and House Democratic Leader Nancy Pelosi
about paying for a wall on the US-Mexico
border that they see as ineffective and waste-
ful. “If we don’t get what we want, one way or
the other - whether it’s through you, through
a military, through anything you want to call -
I will shut down the government,” Trump said
as the heated argument drew to a crescendo.

“I am proud to shut down the government
for border security, Chuck, because the peo-
ple of this country don’t want criminals and
people that have lots of problems and drugs
pouring into our country,” he said before
reporters left their ringside seats. Vice
President Mike Pence sat beside Trump, silent
and stone faced. While Trump’s fellow
Republicans control both the House and the
Senate until next month, Democratic support
is needed to pass any spending legislation. If
the impasse cannot be resolved by Dec 21,
about one-quarter of the federal government
immediately would be left without funding.
Money for the rest of the government already
has been appropriated.

Trump has asked Congress for $5 billion
for border security, while Schumer and Pelosi
have offered to extend funding at current lev-
els, around $1.3 billion. That is less than the
$1.6 billion a bipartisan Senate committee
approved. While the battle over border secu-
rity is contentious, the money being negotiat-
ed is a small portion of a $450 billion bill to
keep agencies operating through next
September. In an interview with Reuters later
in the day, Trump did not rule out a compro-
mise on the funding. “We have to see what
else is entailed,” he said.

Harsh words continued
The meeting did not last long after

reporters were ushered out of the Oval
Office. But the harsh words continued during
a closed meeting of House Democrats.
According to an aide in the room, Pelosi said
Trump’s fixation with building a wall was “like
a manhood thing for him. As if manhood could
ever be associated with him.”

Pelosi told reporters she had asked Trump
to pray about resolving the dispute, recount-
ing the biblical story of King Solomon asking
God for wisdom. Pelosi told reporters that
later in the day that she and Trump spoke by
telephone, and the president said he was
reviewing the offer made by Democrats dur-
ing the White House meeting. Despite the
rancor, Senate Majority Leader Mitch
McConnell, a Republican, told reporters, “I’d
still like to see a smooth ending here and I
haven’t given up hope that’s what we’ll have.”

If there is no deal, Trump would be shut-
tering the very agency in charge of border
security - the Department of Homeland
Security. In past shutdown battles, workers
deemed “essential” were instructed to work.
Other federal agencies that also would face
closures include the departments of State,
Commerce and Agriculture, and visitors
would not be allowed into federal parks. At
the Pentagon, Lieutenant Colonel Jamie Davis
said there were no plans now for the US mili-
tary to build sections of the border wall,
though the Defense Department could under

current law pay for some border barrier proj-
ects “such as in support of counter-drug
operations or national emergencies.”

‘It’s called transparency’
The rocky White House meeting was the

first Trump held with Pelosi and Schumer
since Democrats won control of the House in
Nov. 6 elections, possibly foreshadowing bat-
tles to come next year. Trump told Reuters he
thought it would be possible to work on leg-
islation with Democrats - unless they launch a
barrage of investigations into his administra-
tion and policies. “We’re either going to start
the campaign and they’re going to do presi-
dential harassment. Or we’re going to get
tremendous amounts of legislation passed
working together,” he said.

Tuesday’s fight kicked off when Pelosi
told Trump that Americans did not want to
see a “Trump shutdown,” touching a nerve.
Trump cut off Pelosi, arguing that he could
not advance a funding bil l  without
Democratic votes in the Senate. “If I needed
the votes for the wall in the House, I would
have them in one session. It would be done,”
Trump bragged. “Well then - go do it, go do
it,” Pelosi shot back. Senior White House
staff watched the melee from the edges of
the room. “I don’t think we should have a
debate in front of the press on this,” Pelosi
said, adding, “Let’s call a halt to this.” “It’s
not bad, Nancy - it’s called transparency,”
Trump said. — Reuters
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VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis meets with the faithful during the weekly general audience in Paul VI hall yesterday
at the Vatican. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump (2nd right) argues about border security with
Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer (D-NY) (right) and House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi
(D-CA) as Vice President Mike Pence sits nearby in the Oval Office in Washington, DC. —AFP 
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Strasbourg 
suspect: Violent
criminal with 
extremist ideas
STRASBOURG: The 29-year-old man being
sought by police over a mass shooting in
Strasbourg lived in a small apartment in a run-
down housing bloc and has spent time in
prison in France and Germany. The man, who
has not been named by French authorities,
lived in the Poteries area of Strasbourg about
a 20-minute tram ride from the centre of the
French city and its Christmas market, which he
was suspected of attacking on Tuesday night.

“It’s a building for desperate people. No
one wants to live there,” one local, Bemba
N’diaye, 37, told an AFP reporter near the
nine-storey concrete bloc in the Hohberg dis-

trict where the suspect lived. “People there are
very isolated,” N’diaye said. Others said the
man was known in the area owing to his crimi-
nal record, but he kept a low profile. “His fami-
ly has lived around here for a while, but he
lived on his own nearby,” Zach, a 22-year-old,
said. “He was discreet, not a thug.” The sus-
pected gunman has been sentenced 27 times
in France, Germany and Switzerland, mostly
for violence and robbery, prosecutor Remy
Heitz said at a press conference.

On his identity card, seen by an AFP
reporter, the suspect has dark eyes, black hair
and a short beard. He is “known for a number
of criminal offences (...) but has never been
linked to terrorist offences,” French deputy
interior minister Laurent Nunez told France
Inter radio yesterday. The man was added to
watchlist of possible extremists while in prison
in France in 2015 after he “called for practic-
ing a radical form of religion,” Nunez said. He
has since been monitored by France’s domes-
tic intelligence agency, the DGSI, which is
highly stretched due to the large number of
suspected extremists in France.

Some 25,000 people are currently on the
“S” extremism watchlist, 9,700 of them for
radicalism “linked mainly to Islamist terror
movements,” according to the interior min-
istry. In 2016, the suspected shooter was jailed
in Germany for robberies in the city of Mainz
and the state of Baden-Wuerttemberg before
being expelled back to France after serving a
year behind bars. German authorities were on
the lookout for the fugitive yesterday “along
the Rhine” river which serves as the border
between France and Germany, a spokesman
from the Baden-Wuerttemberg region said.

“But at the moment we do not believe that he
has crossed into the country,” he added. The lone
gunman, armed with an handgun and a knife,
shot and stabbed passers-by at the traditional
Christmas market on Tuesday evening. He killed
three people and wounded 13, eight seriously,
before fleeing in a taxi, prosecutor Heitz said.
Police had sought to detain him up Tuesday
morning in connection with an attempted murder
enquiry, but he was not at home, Nunez said. A
grenade, four knives and a pistol were found at
his home, police said. — AFP 


