
MANILA: Thousands of devotees thronged a
church in the Philippine capital yesterday for a
glimpse of a centuries-old statue of Jesus Christ
believed to have miraculous healing powers, after
an annual Catholic parade was cancelled due to
COVID-19. Ignoring official pleas to stay home
because of the virus threat, Catholics wearing
masks and face shields gathered along an avenue
outside the Quiapo Church in Manila where the first
of 15 masses for the feast of the Black Nazarene
began before dawn.

People patiently waited to enter the church or
watched the back-to-back masses broadcast live on
large screens outside. The orderly scenes were in
contrast to the normal frenzied procession involving
hundreds of thousands of pilgrims risking life and
limb to touch the icon in the belief it can heal the
sick. The life-sized statue-brought to the
Philippines in the early 1600s when the country was
a Spanish colony-is traditionally pulled through the
packed streets of the capital on a float in one of the
world’s biggest displays of Catholic devotion.

But fearing it could turn into a virus super-
spreader event this year, authorities cancelled the
parade for the first time in decades and instead
urged people to watch the masses livestreamed on
Facebook.

Worshippers attending the church were forced
to look but not touch the icon, which was placed

out of reach on the balcony above the entrance.  For
many, that was enough.

“I’m so happy with what I’m seeing here now,”
said George Arevalo, 32, after attending mass,
where social distancing rules have limited the con-
gregation to about 400 people for each service.

Arevalo said he touched the statue for the first
time during the 2017 procession, an act he believes
ensured his epileptic wife, who was pregnant at the
time, was able to deliver a healthy baby. 

The risk of catching the coronavirus, which has
infected nearly half a million people in the country,
did not bother Marlene Ordiales, 58, who believed
the Black Nazarene would protect her. “I don’t mind
the pandemic. I leave it up to him,” Ordiales told
AFP as she waited to enter the church.

‘Pandemic can’t stop us’ 
Several thousand police were deployed to ensure

social distancing in the devout crowd. Manila police
chief Brigadier General Leo Francisco estimated
hundreds of thousands had participated by mid-
afternoon.  About 80 percent of Filipinos consider
themselves to be Catholic.

The statue is cal led the Black Nazarene
because of its charred color, believed to have
occurred when it survived a fire aboard a ship en
route from Mexico. In the weeks leading up to
Saturday, it was taken to several churches around

the city to give devotees the opportunity to see it
in the hope of avoiding a huge crowd on feast day.
But many, like Jasper De Guzman, were deter-

mined to take part. “We shouldn’t be afraid
because Jesus is with us,” the 47-year-old said.
“The pandemic can’t stop us.” — AFP
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MANILA: Roman Catholic devotees wearing face masks, face shields and observing social distancing to prevent the
spread of the COVID-19 coronavirus attend mass on a road near Quiapo church in Manila yesterday, during the annual
celebration of the feast of the Black Nazarene. — AFP

Annual Catholic parade cancelled due to COVID-19

Devotees flock to Manila church 
for miracle from Catholic icon

News in brief
Three Sri Lankans charged in US

WASHINGTON:  The US Justice Department
charged three Sri Lankans on Friday with sup-
porting terrorism for their participation in the
2019 Islamic State Easter attack that killed 268
people. The department said the three were part
of the “ISIS in Sri Lanka” group behind the
attacks on three churches and three luxury hotels
in three cities on the Christian holiday on April
21, 2019. The IS claimed responsibility of the
attack. The charged are Mohamed Naufar, the
“second emir” and a recruiter and trainer for ISIS
in Sri Lanka; Mohamed Anwar Mohamed Riskan,
who allegedly helped manufacture the bombs
used in the attacks; and Ahamed Milhan Hayathu
Mohamed, who killed a police officer in the
attack, the Justice Department said. — AFP

Three held in India for killing dolphin

NEW DELHI: Police arrested three people in
the northern Indian state of Uttar Pradesh on
Friday for beating an endangered dolphin to
death with an axe. In a video shared widely in the
Indian press and on social media, a group of men
are shown beating the Gangetic dolphin with
sticks and rods before one of them drives an axe
into its body. “The incident happened on
December 31 and we have arrested three people
in connection with the assault,” local policeman
Dinesh Prasad told AFP over the phone.
According to the World Wildlife Fund, there are
only between 1,200 and 1,800 of the endangered
species left in the world. — AFP

Gambia discovers 3 tons of cocaine 

BANJUI: Law enforcement officers in The Gambia
discovered nearly three tons of cocaine in a salt
shipment from Ecuador, its drugs agency said
Friday, in the tiny West African country’s largest-
ever seizure. Officers searching a container in the
port of the capital Banjul on Thursday found 118
bags of the illegal white powder, which were
labeled as industrial salt, according to a statement
from The Gambia’s Drug Law Enforcement
Agency (DLEAG). The container was part of a
consignment of four containers originating from
the Ecuadorian port of Guayaquil. — AFP

BEIJING: Two Chinese cities south
of Beijing further tightened virus
restrictions yesterday and issued
week-long stay at home orders to
residents as authorities race to stamp
out a resurgence in infections. China
has largely brought its domestic out-
break under control after the coron-
avirus first emerged in Wuhan in late
2019 but a spike in Hebei province,
bordering Beijing, has sparked fresh
lockdowns ahead of the Lunar New
Year next month.

Hebei has reported over 130 con-
firmed COVID-19 cases in the past
week, with more than 200 more
asymptomatic infections. Most of the
cases were in Shijiazhuang city, which
along with its surrounding areas is
home to 11 million people. Several other
infections were reported in neighboring
Xingtai city, home to 7 million.
Overnight, both cities announced new,
week-long stay at home orders for
their residents, officials said.

Shijiazhuang also closed its subway
from yesterday morning to aid “pre-
vention and control of the outbreak”,
authorities said, with taxi services also
suspended.

Major highways leading into the

city, around 300 kilometers (200 miles)
south of Beijing, have already been
closed and inter-city passenger travel
halted. Supermarkets in Shijiazhuang
are now closed to walk-in customers,
officials said later yesterday, with pur-
chases limited to online orders and
contactless deliveries.

More than 16 million people across
the two cities had been tested for the
virus since Wednesday, state media
reported.  “We haven’t seen a clear
turning point yet in this outbreak,” said
Shijiazhuang official Ma Yujun. “The
risk of expansion still exists.”

The curbs come ahead of the Lunar
New Year, when hundreds of millions
criss-cross China to visit family and
friends, with National Health
Commission vice minister Zeng Yixin
warning yesterday the festival “will fur-
ther boost the risk of transmission.”
Authorities are racing to roll out vac-
cines, with more than 9 million doses
given so far, Zeng added.

Health authorities recently gave
conditional approval to a vaccine
candidate by Chinese pharma giant
Sinopharm, with emergency use jabs
already administered in the later part
of 2020.

WHO visit 
Meanwhile, China confirmed yester-

day that preparations were still ongo-
ing for a World Health Organization
mission to Wuhan to investigate the
origins of COVID-19, following a rare
rebuke from the UN body over a delay
to the long-planned trip. The com-
ments came after the WHO chief said
on Tuesday he was “very disappoint-
ed” that Beijing had yet to finalize per-
mission even as the team of experts
had begun travelling to China to
explore the beginnings of the virus,
which first emerged in late 2019 in the
central city.

Yesterday, National Health
Commission vice minister Zeng Yixin
told reporters: “The specific time is

being determined, and we are ready
here.” “As long as these experts com-
plete the procedures and confirm their
schedule, we will go to Wuhan togeth-
er to carry out investigations,” he said.

Earlier in the week, Chinese authori-
ties had refused to confirm details of
the visit, a sign of the enduring sensitiv-
ity of the mission-which has been beset
with delays and politics. The WHO pre-
viously said China had granted permis-
sion for a visit by a 10-person team.

“We are currently waiting for
WHO’s experts to arrive, and have
arranged for relevant expert groups to
receive them,” Zeng added. He
expressed hope the WHO investiga-
tions could further understanding on
the origins of the coronavirus. — AFP

BEIJING: People queue to receive vaccines against the COVID-19 coronavirus at a
temporary vaccination center in Beijing on Friday. — AFP

Pakistan protesters 
end blockade over 
deaths of miners
QUETTA: Thousands of mourners gathered in
Pakistan yesterday for the burial of 10 miners who
were killed in an attack claimed by the Islamic State
group that sparked an outcry over the lack of pro-
tection for workers. A six-day protest by the Shiite
Hazara community over the killings in the country’s
restive southwest was finally called off late Friday
after they reached an agreement with the provincial
government of Balochistan.

Shiite protesters numbering up to 3,000 had
blocked a road on the outskirts of Quetta demand-
ing personal assurances by Prime Minister Imran
Khan. The 10 miners from the minority community
were kidnapped by gunmen from a remote colliery
on Sunday before being taken to nearby hills where
most were shot dead, while some were beheaded.
Ethnic Hazaras make up most of the Shiite popula-
tion in Quetta, the capital of Balochistan-the coun-

try’s largest and poorest region, rife with ethnic,
sectarian and separatist insurgencies.

Their Central Asian features make them easy
targets for Sunni militants who consider them
heretics. Authorities on Friday promised the
arrest of the attackers, payment of compensation
to the bereaved families and better security for
the Hazaras.

A senior government official told AFP the prime
minister is expected to travel to Quetta on Saturday
after the Shiite community’s decision to call off their
protest. More than 4,000 people attended the last
rites of the dead miners whose bodies were laid to
rest amid tight security six days after their deaths.
The community’s refusal to bury the bodies was a
symbolic protest in Muslim-majority Pakistan,
where according to Islamic culture people should
be buried within 24 hours, before the next sunset.

Mourners chanted slogans of “down with terror-
ism and arrest the culprits”, an AFP photographer
at the scene said. “The provincial government will
form a joint investigation team to recommend action
against those found guilty of negligence leading to
the incident,” said the agreement, a copy of which
was obtained by AFP.  —AFP

China tightens curbs on new
cluster ahead of Lunar New Year

QUETTA: Mourners from the Shiite Hazara community gather for the burial ceremony of miners, who were killed in
an attack by gunmen in the mountainous Machh area, during the funeral at a graveyard in Quetta yesterday. — AFP

Three arrested 
for murder of 
Afghan activist
KABUL: Afghan forces have arrested three people
in connection with last month’s murder of a promi-
nent election activist, police said yesterday.

High-profile figures including journalists, politi-
cians and rights activists have increasingly been
targeted in recent months as violence surges in
Afghanistan despite peace talks between the gov-
ernment and the Taleban. “Three people have been
arrested for the killing of Mohammad Yousuf
Rasheed,” Kabul police spokesman Ferdaws
Faramarz told reporters. He did not immediately
specify when the three were arrested or if they
belonged to any group.

On December 23, gunmen ambushed Rasheed,
who led an independent election monitoring organ-
isation, in a southern suburb of the capital as he
drove to work.

He and his driver died from their wounds later at
a city hospital. Rasheed was head of the Free and
Fair Election Forum of Afghanistan (FEFA) which,
according to its website, has worked since 2004 to
promote democracy, good governance, and human
resource management in the conflict-wracked
country. His murder followed a similar pattern of
recent months, where prominent Afghans have been
ambushed during the often-chaotic morning traffic,
especially in Kabul. — AFP

A boy stands next to a closed shop at a market after
snowfall in Bamiyan province on Friday. — AFP

10 babies killed in
India hospital fire
MUMBAI: Ten babies were killed in a maternity
unit in the Indian state of Maharashtra early yester-
day when fire tore through a major hospital, a doc-
tor said. Staff rescued seven of the newborn infants
at the Bhandara district hospital but were beaten
back before they could get to the 10 others, Pramod
Khandate, a senior doctor, said.

All of those who died were aged between a few
days and three months, according to reports. “The
cause of the fire is not known yet but our staff extin-
guished the fire as soon as they could. The smoke
led to the babies suffocating,” Khandate said.

Nurses on duty noticed a fire coming from the
hospital’s neonatal unit and raised the alarm. The
fire brigade stopped the blaze from spreading to
other parts of the hospital and other patients were
moved to safety. “Heart-wrenching tragedy in
Bhandara, Maharashtra, where we have lost pre-
cious young lives,” Prime Minister Narendra Modi
said on Twitter. Opposition leader Rahul Gandhi
called the deaths “extremely tragic.” Authorities
ordered an immediate inquiry into the latest disas-
ter to raise doubts about safety in Indian hospitals.
More than 90 people died in an inferno in a Kolkata
hospital in 2011. A fire at a hospital in Ahmedabad in
August killed eight coronavirus patients. Another
five COVID-19 patients died in a blaze in a clinic in
Rajkot in November.  — AFP


