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VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis (right) addressing cardinals and bishops during the third day of a global child protection summit for reflections on the sex abuse crisis within the Catholic Church, at the Vatican. —AFP

VATICAN CITY: A Catholic nun told bishops yester-
day to acknowledge the church’s hypocrisy in its han-
dling of the sexual abuse crisis, and a cardinal admitted
case files had been destroyed. Sister Veronica Openibo,
a Nigerian who has worked in Africa, Europe and the
United States, spoke with a soft voice but had a strong
message for the prelates sitting before her, telling them:
“This storm will not pass”. 

She delivered her talk at the start of the penulti-
mate day of a Vatican summit of some 200 senior
Church officials convened by Pope Francis to confront
what he has called the scourge of sexual abuse by the
clergy. “We proclaim the Ten Commandments and
parade ourselves as being the custodians of moral
standards and values and good behavior in society.
Hypocrites at times? Yes! Why did we keep silent for
so long?” she said.

She told the pope, sitting near her on the dais, that
she admired him because he was “humble enough to
change your mind,” apologize and take action after he
initially defended a Chilean bishop accused of covering
up abuse. The bishop later resigned. “How could the

clerical Church have kept silent, covering these atroci-
ties? The silence, the carrying of the secrets in the
hearts of the perpetrators, the length of the abuses and
the constant transfers of perpetrators are unimagin-
able,” she said.

She spoke of her shock
when she watched the 2015
Oscar-winning film Spotlight,
which uncovered how Church
leaders in Boston moved
predator priests from parish
to parish instead of defrock-
ing them or turning them over
to civil authorities. “At the
present time, we are in a state
of crisis and shame. We have
seriously clouded the grace of
the Christ-mission,” Openibo said. “We must acknowl-
edge that our mediocrity, hypocrisy and complacency
have brought us to this disgraceful and scandalous
place we find ourselves as a Church. We pause to pray,
Lord have mercy on us!” she said.

Destroyed files
She said Church leaders must shed their habit of

hiding events for fear of making a mistake. “Too often
we want to keep silent until the storm has passed. This

storm will not pass by. Our
credibility is at stake,” she
said, adding that the Church’s
male hierarchy should allow
more women to be involved in
fight against abuse. German
Cardinal Reinhard Marx
called for more “traceability
and transparency” in dealing
with the issue, such as limiting
pontifical secrecy in cases of
abuse handled by the Vatican,
releasing more statistics and

publishing judicial procedures.
“Files that could have documented the terrible deeds

and named those responsible were destroyed, or not
even created. Instead of the perpetrators, the victims
were regulated and silence imposed on them,” Marx, a

leading progressive, said. “The rights of victims were
effectively trampled underfoot, and left to the whims of
individuals,” Marx said. “The thoughts of some abuse
victims can be summarized as follows: If the Church
claims to act in the name of Jesus, yet I am treated so
badly by the Church or its administration, then I would
also like to have nothing to do with this Jesus,” he said.
The abuse crisis has made 2018 one of the toughest
years for the pope since his election in 2013.

Chile’s 34 bishops offered to resign over the scandal,
the pope’s trip to Ireland exposed decades of abuse in
the once staunchly Catholic nation and a grand jury in
Pennsylvania revealed priests sexually abused about
1,000 people over seven decades in that US state alone.
Victims, some of whom told painful stories of abuse and
cover-up when the conference began on Thursday, ral-
lied in a Rome square before a march to the Vatican to
demand change and justice. The conference ends today
when the pope will make a final speech. The Vatican
says it will formulate follow-up measures to make sure
all bishop return home knowing how to put anti-abuse
procedures into place. —Reuters
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Delays, threats
and attacks 
fail to deter 
Nigerian voters
LAGOS: From first-time voters and the displaced
to the elderly and infirm, Nigerians on Saturday
defied delays, intimidation and violence to cast
their ballots. The presidential and parliamentary
elections are the sixth since the return of civilian
rule in 1999 and are seen as another step forward
on Nigeria’s democratic journey. But while focus
may be on the two main candidates, President
Muhammadu Buhari, and Atiku Abubakar, most
voters said regardless of who wins, they just want
life to improve.

“I came out because I want to vote for a good
leader,” said 80-year-old Hannatu Audu Kallo, as
she waited to vote in Buhari’s home town of Daura,
in northwest Nigeria. “I don’t have much time left
on Earth and my concern are my grandchildren... A
secure future for my grandchildren is my reason
for coming out to vote,” she said. The election was
supposed to have taken place last Saturday but
was delayed because of difficulties in delivering
ballot papers and other election material. In Lagos,
the country’s megacity commercial capital in the
southwest, there were chaotic scenes as vehicles
expected to distribute ballots and staff failed to
arrive on time. Materials were instead stuffed into
motorized three-wheeled rickshaws and whisked
away to polling units.

Civic right 
Across the mainly Muslim north, men and

women waited patiently in separate queues to reg-
ister and vote, braving high temperatures and
crowds. Voting was taking place at nearly 177,000
locations across Nigeria, with polling units set up
under trees, on open scrubland, in schools and by
the roadside. In Daura, civil servant Musa

Abubakar, 45, said the week-long delay was
“unfortunate” but he was not discouraged. “It’s a
sacrifice we have to make for a better Nigeria.  

“I don’t mind how long it takes me to cast my
vote. If it is going to take me the whole day to vote
I’ll stay until I exercise my civic right and vote for
my choice.” In the northeastern city of Maiduguri,
dense crowds surrounded polling booths set up in
camps for those made homeless by Boko Haram,
just hours after another attack. “The election is
going on peacefully for now,” said Goni Ali, a for-
mer speaker of the Borno state parliament, as he
voted with displaced from the Abadam area in
Maiduguri.

Warnings have been sounded about vote-buy-
ing during the campaign, and there were reports of
sporadic violence to coerce people to vote for a
particular candidate. Explosions were heard as
voting got under way in the southern city of Port
Harcourt, the hub for Nigeria’s oil and gas industry.
Police and residents blamed “hoodlums” setting off

dynamite to scare voters away from opposition
strongholds. “In this state, we’re used to this kind
of thing,” said local resident Godspower Ekaete.
“We only hope it does not escalate into violence.”

Rich vs poor
Enthusiastic voters had been in line from before

dawn. With traffic banned from the streets during
polling, many children took the rare opportunity to
play football in the empty streets. “I want to vote
for the candidate that will improve my life,” said
Jude Nwoke, 19, a first-time voter in Port Harcourt.
For many, improvement means a better economy,
with Nigeria limping out of recession and the gulf
growing between the haves and have-nots. Most of
the 72.8 million voters are among the latter. “The
stakes are big this year,” said Emmanuel Udayi, 34,
a businessman in Kaduna. “The economy is really
bad compared to 2015, the unemployment rate is
high. We... want a government enabling equal com-
petition not only favouring the elite.” —AFP

US ‘House of 
Horrors’ couple
pleads guilty 
to torturing kids
LOS ANGELES: A California couple pleaded
guilty Friday to imprisoning and torturing 12 of
their 13 children in a grisly “house of horrors”
case that gained international attention. David
Allen Turpin, 57, and his wife Louise Anna Turpin,
50, each pleaded guilty to 14 felony counts-
including one count of torture and three counts
of willful child cruelty-involving their children
who range from three to 30 years old, the
Riverside County District Attorney’s office said. 

There were no charges involving the
youngest child. “This is among the worst, most
aggravated child abuse cases that I have ever
seen or been involved in my career as a prosecu-
tor,” District Attorney Michael Hestrin told
reporters following the court hearing.  Hestrin
said he was satisfied with the plea as it would
spare the children from having to testify at a trial.
“We needed to determine whether proceeding
to trial was worth having the victims testify in
this case that has received worldwide media
attention,” he said.

“We decided that the victims have endured
enough torture and abuse. I personally met with
the victims and, rest assured, they all are relieved to
know this case has been resolved.” The elder
Turpins, who had initially pleaded not guilty in the
case, face between 25 years to life in prison at their
sentencing in April. The case came to light last year
when one of the children - 17-year-old daughter
Jordan-escaped through a window from the cou-
ple’s home in the town of Perris, about two hours
southeast of Los Angeles, and called the emer-
gency services.

‘They chain us’ 
According to excerpts of the call released

during court proceedings, she told the dispatcher
that two of her siblings were chained to their
beds so tightly that their skin was bruised and she
struggled to tell the operator the home address.
“I’ve never been out. I don’t go out much,” the
teen said in the call.  She told responding officers
that the house was so dirty she couldn’t breathe
and that she and her siblings never took baths.

“They chain us up if we do things we’re not
supposed to,” she said. “Sometimes, my sisters
wake up and start crying (because of the pain).”
An officer who interviewed the teen after her
escape said she was so emaciated that he first
thought she was a child. He said the girl described
a routine in which the children were forced to
sleep 20 hours a day and in the middle of the
night ate a combination of lunch and dinner that
most often consisted of peanut butter sandwich-
es, chips and microwaved food.

Hestrin said during previous court hearings
that the children had been subjected to pro-
longed abuse, were allowed to shower once a
year and never saw a doctor. “If the children were
found to wash their hands above the wrist area,
they were accused of playing in the water and
they would be chained up,” he said. One of the
older children also told investigators that the
couple would lock him and his siblings in cages
as punishment and beat them with paddles.

Since their rescue, the children have been in
the care of child and adult protective services. “I
met with all the victims prior to today, all of them,
including the three-year-old,” Hestrin said. “I was
very taken by them, by their optimism, by their
hope for their future. “They have a zest for life
and huge smiles and I’m optimistic for them. And
I think that’s how they feel about their future.”
The Turpins moved from Texas to California in
2010. Investigators have said it is unclear what
prompted the abuse. Under California law, both
will be eligible for parole in 25 years because of
their age.  —AFP 

PORT HARCOURT, Nigeria: Staff of the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC)
checks electoral materials before delivering to polling stations in less than three hours to
the scheduled opening voting time for the presidential and parliamentary elections at a
Regional Area Centre in Port Harcourt, southern Nigeria. —AFP 


