
ANTANANARIVO: An estimated one million people
gathered at Madagascar’s Soamandrakizay stadium in
the capital yesterday to hear Pope Francis say mass on
the second leg of his three-nation African tour. The
massive crowd had waited patiently, stretching into the
distance from the early hours, to see the first pontiff to
visit the Indian Ocean island nation in 30 years.
“Organizers estimate there are around one million peo-
ple,” a Vatican spokesman said.

Some described it as the biggest public gathering in
Madagascar’s history.  Many people wore pope-embla-
zoned white and yellow caps-the colors of the Vatican,
and they cheered as the pope-mobile made its way
through wind-swept clouds of red dust picked up from
the stadium floor. During the homily, the Argentine pon-
tiff urged them “to build history in fraternity and soli-
darity” and “in complete respect for the earth and its
gifts, as opposed to any form of exploitation”.

He spoke out against “practices that lead to the cul-
ture of privilege and exclusion” and criticized those
who consider family “the decisive criterion for what we
consider right and good”. “How hard it is to follow him
(Jesus) if we seek to identify the kingdom of heaven
with our personal agenda or... abuse the name of God
or of religion to justify acts of violence, segregation
and even murder”. In Madagascar-home to 25 million
people-the vast majority live in poverty on an income
of less than two dollars a day. 

More than half its young people are jobless. The
country ranks 152 out of 180 nations on Transparency
International’s Corruption Perceptions Index in 2018.
President Andry Rajoelina, who attended the mass with
his wife, welcomed the pope’s remarks. “As a Christian
and a man of the state, I am fighting relentlessly against

corruption, poverty and the ills that plague Madagascar,”
Rajoelina tweeted. “We act first for the weak.”

After mass the pontiff will visit Akamasoa, a city
founded by Argentinean priest Father Pedro, who has
lifted thousands of Malagasy waste-pickers out of
poverty. “The mass was well done, despite the dust,”
said Randria Nomena, one of those attending. “I feel my
faith has been revived.”

Two-hour journey 
Yesterday morning, in Antananarivo’s

Andravoahangy church, pastor Jean-Yves
Ravoajanahary had briefed 5,000 people on the two-
hour trek they would have to make to get to
Soamandrakizay. “We are going to divide worshippers
into groups of 1,000 because the road is very danger-
ous. At this time pickpockets and bandits are out to
mug people,” he said. One by one the groups started
the journey, huddled together in the cold and singing
praise to the Virgin Mary. Traffic was gridlocked.

Rado Niaina, 29, told AFP he left early, at 2:00 am,
for fear “of not finding space”. Many had already set up
tents on the outskirts of the city on Friday, festooned
with posters of the pontiff. Prospere Ralitason, a 70-
year-old farm worker, arrived with 5,000 fellow pil-
grims from the central eastern town of
Ambatondrazaka, 200 kilometers away. “We are tired,
but it’s worth making all these sacrifices to see the pope
with our own eyes and receive his blessing,” he said.  

‘Hope for change’ 
Thousands of young people-mainly scouts-gathered

for a vigil at Soamandrakizay on Saturday, waiting
hours in the heat for Francis to arrive. “All this gives me

hope for change in my country,” said student, Antony
Christian Tovonalintsoa, who lives on the outskirts of
the capital. During the vigil, Pope Francis lauded the
“joy and enthusiasm” of the singing crowd. He encour-
aged the youth not to fall into “bitterness” or to lose
hope, even when they lacked the “necessary minimum”
to get by and when “educational opportunities were
insufficient”.

On Saturday, Francis made an impassioned plea to

Madagascans to protect the Indian Ocean’s unique
environment from “excessive deforestation”. Weeks
after a spike in fires in the Amazon, the Argentine pon-
tiff told his hosts they should “create jobs and money-
making activities which respect the environment and
help people escape poverty”. The last pope to visit
Madagascar was John Paul II 30 years ago. Francis vis-
ited Mozambique earlier in the week and is due to trav-
el to the island of Mauritius today.— AFP 

Bahamians flee 
as Dorian death 
toll mounts  
MARSH HARBOR: Bahamians scrambled
to escape the islands hardest-hit by Dorian,
which has killed at least 43 people, while
the storm wreaked “havoc” farther north in
Canada after making landfall near Halifax
Saturday. Even as some Bahamians began
to reunite with their loved ones, the death
toll - 35 so far in the Abaco Islands and
eight in Grand Bahama - was likely to climb
“significantly,” according to Prime Minister
Hubert Minnis.

A loosely coordinated armada of pas-
senger planes, helicopters and both private
and government boats and ships - including
redirected cruise liners - converged in the
Bahamas on the horribly battered Abacos
to help with evacuations, both to Nassau
and to the US mainland. Evacuees began
flowing out of the region as a cruise ship
carrying 1,400 people docked Saturday in
Riviera Beach, Florida, CNN reported. All
had documents to enter the United States.

The Coast Guard said all Bahamian ports
had now reopened and it had deployed nine
cutters to the islands. Six of its MH-60
Jayhawk helicopters had so far rescued 290
people. And more than 260 Abacos resi-

dents arrived Friday in Nassau on a govern-
ment-chartered ferry, part of the first wave
of people to be evacuated off the archipel-
ago’s most decimated islands.

Thousands of miles north, Dorian, now
classified as a post-tropical cyclone, was
“wreaking havoc over the Canadian
Maritimes,” the US-based National
Hurricane Center said. More than 500,000
power outages were reported according to
the Canadian Hurricane Centre, which said
the problem extended across the Maritimes,
a three-province region in east Canada
comprising Nova Scotia, New Brunswick
and Prince Edward Island. Dorina made
landfall south of the port city of Halifax but
was now back out at sea early Sunday after
tracking across Nova Scotia.

Television images showed a downpour
and howling winds in the empty streets of
downtown Halifax where a crane collapsed
onto a semi-constructed building and a roof
was torn off another apartment. There were
“countless reports of downed or uprooted
trees” and storm surge flooding in several
Atlantic coastal areas including Halifax
Harbor, the Canadian Hurricane Centre said.
No serious injuries or fatalities have been
reported, CTV said. 

‘Catastrophic and devastating’ 
Bahamas residents said conditions on the

devastated islands were brutal and that the
smell of unrecovered bodies, along with
mounting piles of garbage, was oppressive
and unsanitary. Hundreds or even thou-

sands of people were still missing, officials
said, as search-and-rescue teams continued
their grim retrievals. Meanwhile, Minnis
said Nassau “cannot possibly accommo-
date” all the Abaco victims.

For now, he said, supplies of food and
water were adequate, although several wit-
nesses from Abaco contested that. While
the prime minister called the loss of life
“catastrophic and devastating,” Health
Minister Duane Sands said the final death
toll “will be staggering.” UN relief officials
said more than 70,000 people on Grand
Bahama and Abaco were in need of assis-
tance. The WFP was sending food and sup-
plies. A UN World Food Program team esti-
mated that 90 percent of buildings in Marsh
Harbour were damaged.

The US Coast Guard, Britain’s Royal
Navy and private organizations have been
helping evacuate island residents to
Nassau, hampered by damaged piers and
airport runways.

Chamika Durosier was waiting Saturday
at the Abaco airport. The island, she said,
was unsafe. “The home that we were in fell
on us,” she said. “We had to crawl - got out
crawling. By the grace of God we are alive.”
She described the increasingly desperate
plight of those left behind. “People have no
food. People have no water, and it’s not
right. They should have been gone. “Dead
bodies are still around and it’s not sanitary.”

‘Stay safe and listen’ 
Dorian, a monstrous Category 5 hurri-

cane when it raked through the Bahamas,
was buffeting eastern Canada with winds
equivalent to those of a Category 1 hurri-
cane. Although it was packing hurricane-
force maximum sustained winds of 80 miles
per hour, Dorian was at sea heading across
the Gulf of St Lawrence, the Canadian
Hurricane Centre said its advisory at 0900
GMT Sunday. Storm surges were causing

widespread flooding and three to five inch-
es of rain were reported over Nova Scotia,
southeastern New Brunswick and western
Prince Edward Island. Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau was briefed on the storm. “The
safety of Canadians is our number one pri-
ority and we’re ready to help Atlantic
Canada through this storm,” he said on
Twitter.  — AFP 
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ANTANANARIVO: Pope Francis’ waves faithful as he arrives to lead a Holy Mass at the Androhibe Soamandrakizay diocesan grounds in Antananarivo yesterday. — AFP photos

Million turn out for Madagascar mass
Pope condemns clan culture of privilege, graft

MARSH HARBOR: Debris is seen scattered in the ‘Mudd’ neighborhood in Marsh Harbor, Great
Abaco in the aftermath of Hurricane Dorian. —AFP 

ANTANANARIVO: Priests wait at the Androhibe Soamandrakizay diocesan grounds as Pope Francis’ holds a Holy
Mass in Antananarivo. 


