
WARSAW: Once all powerful in Poland, the Catholic
Church has been under severe pressure this year-from a
series of abuse scandals and a perceived association
with the country’s right-wing government. Negative
media reports and documentaries have hurt its image, as
has criticism from the Vatican itself.

Some Poles are even beginning to question the lega-
cy of the late Polish pope John Paul II. A poll published
earlier this month found that only 41 percent of Poles
have a positive view of the Church, a decline of 16 per-
centage points since March. The opinion poll found that
nearly half of Poles (47 percent) have a negative view of
the Church. The change “is considerable in such a short
space of time,” Katarzyna Zalewska, a sociologist at the
Jagiellonian University in Krakow, told AFP. The trend of
growing secularization seen in Poland in recent years
“has visibly accelerated”, she said.

Losing faith 
A Constitutional Court ruling in October aimed at

imposing a near-total ban on abortions was particularly
damaging for the Church, prompting a public outcry
and unprecedented demonstrations across the country.
Some of the criticism was aimed at the religious hierar-
chy and the reaction has been so strong that the gov-
ernment has held off on enacting the ruling.

Official figures show Poles are also taking their chil-
dren out of religion classes in schools in ever greater
numbers, and some are even formally renouncing their
Catholic faith-a process known as apostasy.

Two out of three Poles now want religious education
to be the responsibility of parishes, not schools, accord-
ing to an opinion poll published last week. A website for
people applying to give up their faith-
licznikapostazji.pl-tallied up more than 1,000 applica-
tion in the space of just two weeks.

Another site, apostazja.eu, said more than 30,000
people had filled out apostasy forms online-ready to be

printed and submitted to their parishes. “It has pretty
much exploded” since the abortion court ruling, said the
site’s creator, Krzysztof Gwizdala. While the numbers
are small in what is still a predominantly Catholic coun-
try of 38 million, there are signs the Church is beginning
to take notice. After a 10-year break, the Church’s sta-
tistics office has decided to once again keep track of the
number of apostasy declarations it receives.

In 2010, there were just 459 cases. ‘Operating in a
different system’ - Marcin Kaczmarek, a sociologist at
the University of Poznan, said the decline in influence of
the Church in Poland was not so much the result of sex-

ual abuse scandals, but “above all its reaction to them”.
“It seems torn between its corporate interest... and
respect of its own teachings,” he said. Zalewska said the
Church appears to “not hear the signals” and is acting
“as if it was operating in a different system” in which it
feels it does not have to react and is convinced of its
unshakeable position.

Zalewska said the abuse scandals could accelerate
secularization-as happened in Ireland in the 1990s. But
she said it was also possible that the difficult times
brought on by the coronavirus pandemic could help
restore Poles’ faith in the Catholic Church. —AFP
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Negative media reports and documentaries hurt Church’s image

Some Poles are even beginning to question the legacy of the late Polish pope John Paul II. — AFP

News in brief

Jordan detects virus variant cases

AMMAN: Jordan on Sunday confirmed two cases
of a particularly infectious coronavirus variant in a
man and his wife who had arrived from Britain.
Health Minister Nazir Obeidat said the Jordanian
couple travelled to the kingdom on December 19
and were found to be infected with the new strain of
the virus after being tested and isolated. The couple
were still in quarantine and being monitored by
medical experts according to virus protocols,
Obeidat said, adding they were both in “excellent
health” condition.  —AFP

Lebanon to get first vaccines in Feb

BEIRUT: Lebanon will receive its first shipment of
coronavirus vaccines in February from Pfizer-
BioNTech, the health ministry said Sunday.
“Lebanon will receive the vaccine in mid-February
in instalments,” it said in a statement. “It will cover
15 percent of the population.” The ministry said it
would later secure “additional vaccines” to cover
another 20 percent of the population as part of an
agreement with COVAX, without specifying which
brand. COVAX is an international initiative that aims
to ensure equitable access to coronavirus vaccines
for all countries. — AFP

10 killed in Boko Haram attack 

KANO, Nigeria: The jihadist group Boko Haram
killed at least 10 people including four security per-
sonnel in raids on three villages in northeast
Nigeria, local and security sources told AFP on
Sunday. Fighters in six trucks attacked the villages
of Shafa, Azare and Tashan Alade in Borno state on
Saturday and set fire to homes and public buildings
while firing sporadically at residents. “They killed 10
people and burt homes, shops and churches, said
Sani Mohammed, head of an anti-jihadist militia.
The assailants went from village to village. — AFP

Lebanon arrests 8 for camp blaze

BEIRUT: Lebanon’s army said Sunday it had
arrested eight people after a dispute led a group of
Lebanese nationals to set fire to an informal refugee
settlement in the country’s north. The army said it
“arrested two Lebanese nationals and six Syrians
over a personal dispute... between a number of
Lebanese men and Syrian workers,” according to a
statement. “The Lebanese men fired bullets in the
air and torched the tents of Syrian refugees,” it
added, without elaborating on the cause of the
altercation.   The fire on Saturday night tore through
the tented shelters of some 75 families near the
town of Bhanine in the north Lebanon Miniyeh
region, leaving only a charred wasteland. — AFP

Journalist wounded in Uganda clash

KAMPALA: A journalist covering an election rally
of Ugandan opposition leader Bobi Wine was hos-
pitalized on Sunday after being injured during a
clash between security forces and the candidate’s
supporters, police said. The unrest occurred near
the southern town of Masaka, some 130 kilometers
(80 miles) from the capital Kampala. Police said
Ashraf Kasirye, who works for a YouTube channel
devoted to Wine’s campaign, was in “serious condi-
tion”. Wine, 38, is a pop star and lawmaker who is
seen as the main challenger to incumbent President
Yoweri Museveni in the January 14 polls. — AFP

Sudan to deploy 
troops in Darfur 
after clashes
KHARTOUM: Sudan is to send troop reinforcements
to the south of its Darfur region after 15 people were
killed in tribal clashes, the official news agency SUNA
said. The governor of South Darfur state, Musa Mahdi,
announced “the deployment of a large number of mili-
tary forces in order to arrest those involved in the
clashes and to collect the arms”, it reported Sunday.

“The era of reconciliation conferences is over and
the era of implementing the law has started,” Mahdi
said, referring to talks in recent months, as quoted by
SUNA. A local official, also cited by the agency, said a
dispute between the Massalit and Fallata tribes in the
Gereida area had led to armed clashes in which two
members of the Fallata were killed. The Fallata mount-
ed reprisal attacks that left 13 dead and 34 wounded
among the Massalit, SUNA said, without specifying
when the violence broke out. Gereida has been the
frequent scene of deadly clashes between the rival
tribes over the past two years, but this was the first
since a reconciliation meeting held in October.

It comes less than a week after the United Nations
Security Council agreed to end the UN and African
Union’s long-running peacekeeping mission in Darfur,
UNAMID, when its mandate expires on December 31.
Conflict in the vast Darfur region of western Sudan has
largely eased in recent years apart from confronta-
tions, mostly over land and water resources, between
nomadic tribes and farmers.—AFP

Small delay in Pfizer
vaccine deliveries 
to 8 EU nations
MADRID: Pfizer has postponed the delivery of new
batches of its coronavirus vaccine to eight European
nations including Spain, the Spanish health ministry
said yesterday, a day after the EU began its immuniza-
tion campaign. The Spanish branch of Pfizer informed
Madrid on Sunday night of the delay in shipments to
the eight nations due to a “problem in the loading and
shipment process” at its plant in Belgium, the health
ministry said in a statement.

It did not specify which European nations aside
from Spain were affected, but said Spain’s next deliv-
ery would be today, a day later than expected. “Due to
a minor logistical issue, we have rescheduled a limited
number of our deliveries,” Andrew Widger, Pfizer’s
director for media relations said.

“The logistical matter has been resolved and those
deliveries are now being dispatched. There are no
manufacturing issues to report.” Asked about the delay
during an interview with radio station Cadena Ser,
Spain’s Health Minister Salvador Illa said it was due to
a problem “linked to the control of the temperature” of
the shipments which was “apparently fixed”.

The vaccine must be stored at ultra-low tempera-
tures of about minus 70 degrees Celsius (-112
Fahrenheit) before being shipped to distribution cen-
ters in specially designed cool boxes filled with dry
ice. Once out of ultra-low temperature storage, the
vaccine must be kept at two Celsius to eight Celsius to
remain effective for up to five days. Spain is scheduled
to received 350,000 doses of the Pfizer-BioNTech
coronavirus vaccine per week over the next three
months. Most European Union nations began their
immunization campaigns against the virus this week-
end with the Pfizer-BioNTech jab, beginning with the
elderly, health care workers and politicians.
Meanwhile, the United States surpassed 19 million
coronavirus cases Sunday, figures from Johns Hopkins
University showed, adding one million new cases in
less than a week. —AFP

Joy, hope as staff at 
Italy’s virus epicenter 
gets first jabs
CREMONA, Italy: Less than a year ago, doctors in
northern Italy were so overwhelmed with COVID-19
patients that they were carrying out triage in hastily
erected tents. The hospital at Cremona was at the
heart of the unfolding tragedy. On Sunday, its nurses
carried out the first vaccinations against the disease
that has claimed some 72,000 lives in Italy, nearly
25,000 of them in the northern Lombardy region.

The arrival of the vaccine has sent hopes soaring in
Cremona among healthcare workers at the frontline of
the tragedy back in late February. “Today is a big
moment when you think back to all that we have been
through... especially during the first wave of the pan-
demic,” said Isabella Palazzini, a nurse who was among
the first to get the jab on Sunday.

“They were very difficult times, both for the
patients and for us, the care givers,” said Palazzini,
three of whose colleagues died of COVID. Fifty of
Italy’s first lot of 9,750 doses arrived in Cremona, an
hour’s drive from Milan, aboard an ambulance escort-
ed by two police vehicles. The delivery of the precious
cargo took place with great fanfare, with the mask-
wearing mayor and local administration chief in atten-
dance. The uniformed police and hospital workers
broke out in spontaneous applause.

‘Moment of great happiness’ 
Armed police then accompanied the vaccines

packed in a grey container similar to a picnic cooler
and loaded it onto a trolley to be transferred into wait-
ing refrigerators where they will be kept under lock
and key. “It is a moment of great happiness,” said
Monia Betti, head of the hospital’s pneumology
department. 

“It is the hope of a change that has finally material-
ized after 10 months in which we have assisted very
seriously-ill patients.” Before the pandemic, Cremona
was best known as the home of the Stradivarius violin.
The town of some 70,000 residents boasts 160

luthiers, who already faced foreign competition before
the pandemic struck, devastating the economy and
bringing cultural life to a standstill.

The outbreak started on February 21 in northern
Italy, when it became the new epicenter of the pan-
demic after China where it originated. By February 22,
Italy counted 79 deaths from 2,500 cases. Within a
month, Lombardy alone had recorded more than 2,500
deaths. The arrival of the vaccines comes after Italy,
fearing a third wave, reimposed restrictions just before
Christmas to avoid an explosion of cases after the holi-
days. The country now hopes to launch a mass vacci-
nation program in early January with 470,000 injec-
tions scheduled each week.

In the meantime, Angelo Pan, head of the infectious
diseases department at Cremona, stressed the impor-
tance of Italians remaining vigilant.

“It will take time before the percentage of the pop-
ulation vaccinated has reached a level that seriously
limits the spread of the virus,” he said. “This is not the
end of the story, but we are on the right track.” The
government estimates that this proportion should be
between 75 and 80 percent, while fewer than 60 per-
cent of Italians say they intend to have the jab.

Enrico Sorti, head of Cremona’s intensive care
unit, did not hesitate and was one of the very first to
receive the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine. Nothing, he
said, supports “the thesis that the path taken to
arrive at the vaccine was less effective, less efficient
and less prudent”. — AFP

Chinese citizen 
journalist jailed 
for Wuhan reporting
SHANGHAI: A Chinese citizen journalist was jailed for
four years yesterday for her reporting from Wuhan as
the COVID-19 outbreak unfurled, her lawyer said,
almost a year after details of an “unknown viral pneu-
monia” surfaced in the central China city.

Zhang Zhan, a former lawyer, was sentenced at a
brief hearing in a Shanghai court for allegedly “picking
quarrels and provoking trouble” during her reporting in
the chaotic initial stages of the outbreak. Her live
reports and essays were shared on social media plat-
forms in February, grabbing the attention of authorities,
who have punished eight virus whistleblowers so far as
they defang criticism of the government’s response to
the outbreak. Beijing has congratulated itself for
“extraordinary” success in controlling the virus inside
its borders, with an economy on the rebound while
much of the rest of the world stutters through painful
lockdowns and surging caseloads a year on from the
start of the pandemic in Wuhan.

Controll ing the information f low during an
unprecedented global health crisis has been pivotal in
allowing China’s communist authorities to reframe the
narrative in their favour, with President Xi Jinping
being garlanded for his leadership by the country’s
ruling party.

But that has come at a serious cost to anyone who
has picked holes in the official storyline.    The court
said Zhang Zhan had spread “false remarks” online,
according to one of her lawyers Zhang Keke, but the
prosecution did not fully divulge its evidence in court.
“We had no way of understanding what exactly Zhang
Zhan was accused of doing,” he added, describing it as
“a speedy, rushed hearing.” In return the defendant
“didn’t respond [to questions]... She refused to answer
when the judge asked her to confirm her identity.” The
defendant’s mother sobbed loudly as the verdict was
read out, Ren Quanniu, another member of Zhang’s
defence team, told reporters who were barred from
entering the court.

Concerns are mounting over the health of 37-year-
old Zhang, who began a hunger strike in June and has
been force-fed via a nasal tube.  Her legal team said her
health was in decline and she suffered from headaches,
dizziness and stomach pain, and that she had appeared
in court in a wheelchair.  “She said when I visited her
(last week): ‘If they give me a heavy sentence then I will
refuse food until the very end.’... She thinks she will die
in prison,” Ren said before the trial. “It’s an extreme
method of protesting against this society and this envi-
ronment.” China’s communist authorities have a history
of putting dissidents on trial in opaque courts between
Christmas and New Year in an effort to minimize
Western scrutiny.—AFP

ROME: A healthcare worker receives the Pfizer-BioNTech
COVID-19 vaccine at the Tor Verrgata hospital in Rome
yesterday. — AFP

HONG KONG: Democracy activist Lee Cheuk-Yan speaks outside China’s Liaison Office in Hong Kong yesterday during a
protest calling on China to free a group of Hong Kong democracy activists facing trial in China, after they attempted to
flee the territory by speedboat to Taiwan last August, as well as Chinese citizen journalist Zhang Zhan (top left poster)
who was jailed for four years for her livestream reporting from Wuhan as the COVID-19 outbreak unfurled. — AFP


