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VATICAN CITY: Tens of thousands of Roman
Catholics backed up for blocks at the Vatican
yesterday for the strictest security checks in liv-
ing memory as Pope Francis began a Holy Year
with a call to set aside “fear and dread”. Francis
launched the year-long religious event, also
known as a Jubilee, by pushing open the usually
bricked up bronze Holy Door of St Peter ’s
Basilica and passing through it, following a Mass
attended by about 70,000 people in the square
outside, according to a Vatican estimate.

Holy Year has long been expected to draw
millions to Rome but is opening in the immedi-
ate aftermath of attacks in Paris and California.
From early morning, police checked pilgrims,
reporters, diplomats and even priests entering
the area starting several blocks from St Peter’s
Square. Some underwent two body and bag
searches as they made their way forward before
passing through metal detectors. “The risk of ter-
rorism will never be zero, we cannot provide
absolute security, but we are working to attain
the level of security that people rightly ask for,”
Rome police chief Franco Gabrielli said.

In his homily, Francis urged the faithful to
have courage in their spiritual and daily lives:
“Let us set aside all fear and dread, for these do
not befit men and women who are loved.
“Instead, let us experience the joy of encounter-
ing that grace which transforms all things,” he
said. During the year-long celebrations, one of
the most important events in the 1.2 billion-
member Church, the faithful will make pilgrim-
ages to Rome and other religious sites around
the world. A frail looking former Pope Benedict,
88, made one of his few appearances since his
shock resignation in 2013. Benedict, who lives in
seclusion in the Vatican, embraced Francis
before the door.

Rite of passage
By passing through the holy door of a church

during a Holy Year, Catholics symbolically pass
from sin to grace. Holy Years normally take place
every 25 years unless a pope decrees an extraor-
dinary one to bring attention to a particular
need or topic. The next one was to be held in
2025 but Francis, 78, called a special one on the
theme of mercy, a major part of his push for a
less judgmental and more inclusive Church. “We
have to put mercy before judgment,” the pontiff
said in his homily.

The Church teaches that a Holy Year should
be a time of reconciliation with adversaries and
an occasion to promote solidarity, hope and jus-
tice in the world. Faithful who make pilgrimages
to religious sites or do good works during a Holy
Year can receive indulgences, or the remission of
punishment for sins, under certain conditions.
The airspace over most of Rome was closed and
transport of petrol, gas, weapons, explosives and
fireworks was banned. A no-go zone was insti-
tuted for vehicles around the Vatican and rub-
bish bins sealed or removed.

“This security was necessary. It worked very
well and it was worth it because we feel safe,”
said Corrado De Gioia, who came to Rome from
Treviso in northern Italy. Soldiers augmented
regular police for a total security force of around
3,000, making the area around the Vatican
sometimes seem more like one where a protest
demonstration was expected instead of a reli-
gious event. Some were unnerved by the show
of force. “Regarding the security, it made me
afraid. Those who come here as pilgrims meet
the soldiers carrying machine guns, it’s scary,
you feel threatened,” said Italian tourist Daniela
Santi. — Reuters

Pope Francis opens the 

door to Catholic Jubilee
Machine guns, no-fly zone guard opening of Holy Year

VATICAN: Pope Francis opens a ‘Holy Door’ at St Peter’s basilica to mark the start of the Jubilee
Year of Mercy in Vatican. — AFP 

A handout picture shows police officers arresting a woman suspected of collaborat-
ing with Islamic State on Spain’s Canary island of Fuerteventura. Spanish police yes-
terday arrested a man and a woman from Morocco suspected of recruiting jihadists
and launching terror threats against Spain and France, the country’s interior ministry
said. — AFP 

HONG KONG: The number of foreign fight-
ers in Iraq and Syria has more than doubled
since last year to at least 27,000, a report by
an intelligence consultancy said yesterday,
highlighting the global dimension of the
conflict. The figures, compiled by The
Soufan Group, indicate that efforts by coun-
tries around the world to stem the flow of
foreign fighters to Iraq and Syria and blunt
the appeal of violent organizations such as
the Islamic State group (IS) appear to have
made little impact.

“The foreign fighter phenomenon in Iraq
and Syria is truly global,” the New York-
based organization’s report said. “ The
Islamic State has seen success beyond the
dreams of other terrorist groups that now
appear conventional and even old-fash-
ioned, such as Al-Qaeda. “It has energized
tens of thousands of people to join it, and
inspired many more to support it.” In all,
between 27,000 and 31,000 foreign fighters

from 86 countries have travelled to Iraq and
Syria, The Soufan Group said, compared to a
figure of around 12,000 foreign fighters in
Syria when it last published a similar study
in June 2014. The largest number travelled
to the two countries, across which IS con-
trols a swathe of territory, from the Middle
East and the Maghreb, with around 8,000
foreign fighters each. Around 5,000 made
their way from Europe, with a further 4,700
from former Soviet republics. The Soufan
Group added that between 20 and 30 per-
cent of foreign fighters were returning to
their home countries, creating major chal-
lenges for domestic security agencies as IS
in particular looks to carry out an increasing
number of attacks overseas. The group
claimed responsibility for a massive attack
in Paris last month that left 130 dead, and
its fighters have been held responsible for
violence in a litany of countries ranging
from Iraq to Bangladesh. — AFP 
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DENVER: Paul Thompson started sniffing glue
at 10 years old. It seemed harmless enough at
first but it was the first step on a road to addic-
tion and crime. At 17 he was sentenced to 10
years in prison by a court in Boulder, Colorado
for armed robbery. After his release he spent
further stints in prison for parole violations,
Thompson says. Shunned by family and friends,
Thompson says he had no one to call. That’s
when, in 1989, the “tough love” of Peer 1 in
Denver, Colorado, came in. He contacted the
facility on the advice of a fellow inmate, and,
aged 36, was accepted into the program. More
than two decades later Thompson is still at the
treatment centre, where he is now the assistant
director.

Men at the 126-bed drug and alcohol reha-
bilitation facility, many having spent years in
and out of prison, are responsible to each other.
If one breaks the rules, others are obliged to
report it or suffer the same sanctions imposed
by their Peer 1 brothers. With histories of abuse
as children and living on the streets, the men
live in for up to 12 months. The therapy com-
prises sessions from family group therapy to
confrontational group accountability sessions
and trust-building exercises. 

“It’s hard for a person who’s been a criminal
all his life to tell on another Peer brother,” says
Thompson. “We teach them ‘no more victim, no
more victimizing’,” he says. “It’s OK to hold some-
one accountable.” Peer 1 is a Therapeutic
Community where members work to change
their lifestyles and support each other. More
than 600 such programmes operate in the
United States and Canada, focused on sub-
stance use and mental health, according to
Treatment Communities of America, a profes-
sional association.

Complex criminal histories
The program, part of the Department of

Psychiatry at the University of Colorado’s School
of Medicine, targets men with long and often

complex criminal histories for offences from
theft to burglary, possessing and dealing in
drugs to assault and fraud. Sanctions for break-
ing the rules - smuggling in cigarettes, making a
disallowed phone call - take the form of what
the community calls a “therapeutic benefit” such
as having to stare at a wall and meditate for
stretches of an hour at a time or making and
wearing an object that illustrates wrongdoing.

“It’s kind of humiliating but it forces them to
rethink their actions,” says Ilse Goethals, a lectur-
er at University College, Ghent, who has done
research on Therapeutic Communities in
Belgium. Under the program, the most serious
transgressions are possessing drugs and threat-
ening or using physical violence. Consequences
for participants range from having their heads
shaved publicly to being thrown out of the pro-
gram and sent back to prison. “Clients who are
in prison often start with less internal motiva-
tion but they tend to stay in therapy long
enough for it to have some benefit,” said
Goethals. About 60 percent of clients complete
intensive Therapeutic Community programs in
Colorado, Peer 1 among them, the state’s
Division of Criminal Justice (DCJ) says.

Most men who join Peer 1 display antisocial
behavior, program staff say. Their pasts include
parole violations, rejection from other programs
and failed probation. Where others have said
there’s no hope for them, Peer 1 aims to give
them another chance. Of those in Colorado who
complete intensive therapy such as this two-
year program in Denver, 11 percent commit
another crime within 1 year and 21 percent
within 2 years, the DCJ says.  

No comparable rates for prisoners who had
not taken part in such programs was available,
said Kim English, DCJ research director. “We are
not here to treat the career criminal,” says direc-
tor Kenneth Gaipa. “We believe that the crimi-
nality is tied to the substance abuse and if we
treat the substance abuse the criminality will go
by the wayside.” —Reuters

Denver ‘tough love’ therapy 

aims to turn lives around 

LOS ANGELES: Residents of Redlands, a small
town east of Los Angeles, tried to come to
terms Monday with their newfound fame as
the site of one of the deadliest mass shoot-
ings in America. The street where the hus-
band and wife behind the carnage that left 14
people dead and 21 others injured lived has
returned to a semblance of normalcy. But the
faces of residents betray the horror and shock
left in the aftermath of the December 2
attack. 

“My daughter wants to move out, she is
terrified,” said one woman who lives two
doors down from the townhouse that Syed
Farook and his Pakistani wife Tashfeen Malik
rented.  The woman, who did not want to give
her name and spoke in Spanish, said she had
never had contact with the couple who died
in a shootout with police following the car-
nage that President Barack Obama branded
an “act of terrorism.” “People don’t mix here. 

They go into their homes through their
garage and also go out that way,” she said.  “I
have been living in Redlands for 30 years and
nothing has ever happened here. “But now
everyone is scared,” she added. “I  am a
Jehovah’s Witness and nobody will open the
door anymore.” A few houses down the street,
Amanda Witherspoon, 37, a nurse’s assistant,
said she had once spoken to Malik as she
strolled down the street with her baby daugh-
ter, now aged six months. “She was friendly
but in a kind of standoffish way,” Witherspoon
said. “It didn’t seem she wanted to have a con-
versation.”

Traumatized schoolchildren
Witherspoon said her 11-year-old daughter

had been traumatized by the assault, refusing
to go to school for two days afterwards. “She
thought maybe they would come to the
school even though I told her they were no
longer around,” Witherspoon said. “She was
rattled by it.” An official at a nearby school said
several parents had not brought their children

to study since the carnage at a year-end party
organized by Farook’s employer.

Elizabeth Abbinante, 35, an administrative
assistant who works in the area, said she
didn’t feel safe anymore in the town that has a
large Arab and Muslim population. “I’m on
edge. I’m suspicious. When the phone rings,
I’m afraid something terrible has happened,”
she said. “You see this white truck?” she asked,
pointing to a vehicle nearby. “They were lis-
tening to Arabic music. I couldn’t help but
turn around.” At a gas station in the neighbor-
hood, customers were tense and said they
were now on the lookout for anything suspi-
cious. Doug Olson, a 72-year-old retiree, said

he feared having “a gun put to my head.” The
station’s owner, Daya Sing, who is Indian, said
he has already noticed a change in people’s
attitude. “People give me bad looks,” he said. “I
don’t have anything to do with this communi-
ty.” The local mosque, where Farook went
about three times a week to pray during his
lunch break, was deserted. 

Cesar Paredes, 28, whose house adjoins the
mosque and whose landlord is the mosque’s
owner, said he feared a backlash against the
community.  “It’s becoming crazy these days,”
he said. “How many Muslim people are there?
“Millions, and for a few bad apples everybody
starts thinking they are all like this.” — AFP 

Hometown of the California 

shooters reels after attack

CALIFORNIA: Khadija Zadeh takes a picture of a memorial to the 14 victims, including photos
of Yvette Velasco and Damian Meins, during an interfaith memorial service at the Islamic
Center of Redlands for the victims of the San Bernardino mass shooting. — AFP 

BERLIN: In past years, Angela Merkel has
been feted like a superstar at annual meet-
ings of her Christian Democratic Union
(CDU) party, earning thunderous ovations
for defending German interests in the euro
crisis and facing down Vladimir Putin over
Ukraine. But a CDU congress in the south-
western city of Karlsruhe next week is
shaping up to be a very different affair.
Under intense pressure from conservative
allies to reduce the flood of refugees into
Germany, the 61-year-old chancellor faces
the biggest test of her authority from with-
in the party in years.

The influential youth wing of the party
has openly defied her in the run-up to the
glitzy two-day event by demanding she

agree to an “Obergrenze”, or cap on the
number of asylum seekers Germany
accepts - a step she has repeatedly rejected
on the grounds it would be impossible to
enforce. Her Bavarian allies, the Christian
Social Union (CSU), have been pressing for
a cap for months, and even some of
Merkel’s own ministers are lobbying openly
for a tougher stance from the chancellor,
who marked 10 years in office last month
and must decide by next autumn whether
she will seek a fourth term in 2017. 

“Merkel has never endured such sharp
criticism from within her own ranks since
becoming chancellor,” read a front-page
editorial in conservative daily newspaper
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung on
Monday. “Under no circumstances can she
allow the congress to approve a resolution
on refugee policy that includes the word
‘Obergrenze’.”

Two recent developments are working
in Merkel’s favor ahead of the meeting in

Karlsruhe, a city which sits near the border
between Baden-Wuerttemberg and
Rhineland-Palatinate, two of three German
states that will hold elections in March.
First, the number of migrants arriving in
Germany has slowed significantly since late
November, largely because of colder
weather which has made it more difficult
for refugees to travel from Turkey to Greece
and then up through the Balkans. “It’s too
early to declare a change in the trend but it
is positive,” Interior Minister Thomas de
Maiziere said on Monday. 

Also, a sharp months-long slide in sup-
port for Merkel and her conservative bloc
appears to have come to a halt. An Emnid
survey last weekend put the CDU/CSU on
37 percent, up from 36 percent a month
ago, and still 12 points ahead of the rival
Social Democrats (SPD). A separate poll
from Infratest dimap showed Merkel’s pop-
ularity rising 5 points to 54 percent. “I see a
lot of support in the party for Angela
Merkel’s course,” CDU General Secretary
Peter Tauber said at the weekend, dismiss-
ing suggestions her authority was waning.

‘Catastrophic mood’
But some CDU members described the

mood in the party as abysmal. For the first
time in years, off-the-record conversations
with lawmakers in Berlin are littered with
criticisms of Merkel, echoing the era before
she became chancellor when a cabal of
conservative men worked behind the
scenes to undermine the protestant pas-
tor ’s daughter from communist East
Germany. Last week, former Saxony justice
minister Steffen Heitmann became the first
prominent member of the CDU to
announce he was leaving the party. In a let-
ter to Merkel which was leaked to the
media, he said he had never felt “so foreign
in my own country”.

The atmosphere could not be more dif-
ferent than it was back in 2012, when at a
CDU congress in Hanover, Merkel was re-
elected party leader by 98 percent of dele-
gates, a score so high that German reporters
jokingly likened it to the sham elections of
East German leaders during Merkel’s youth.
“The mood among conservative members
of parliament is really catastrophic right
now,” said one senior CDU lawmaker, declin-
ing to be named. “Merkel is totally isolated.”
“She needs to wake up,” said another top
ranking party member. “Merkel’s solution to
this crisis depends on the goodwill of peo-
ple like (Russian President Vladimir) Putin
and (Turkish President Tayyip) Erdogan. It
simply won’t work.”

A close aide to the chancellor, speaking
on condition of anonymity, played down
the extent of the discontent, estimating
that only a third of party members were
really in favor of a tougher course, through
caps, border closures or more radical meas-
ures. Merkel has resisted such steps, argu-
ing that the influx must be tackled outside
Germany, through negotiations to resolve
the war in Syria and by encouraging neigh-
boring Turkey to improve conditions for
refugees there and convincing European
partners to accept quotas of asylum seek-
ers. “Merkel will not budge on this,” the aide
said. “If there really is a majority at the con-
gress for caps on refugees, this would point
to a problem at the top, but we don’t
expect this.” — Reuters 

In rare test, Merkel battles

party’s rebels on refugees

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela
Merkel (center) casts her ballot after a
plenary session of the German lower
house of parliament Bundestag as
deputies vote on a stepped-up German
role in the fight against the Islamic State
group. — AFP 


