
SYDNEY: Vatican finance chief George
Pell is being investigated by Australian
police over child sexual abuse allega-
tions, a report by the national broadcast-
er said yesterday, as the leading Catholic
cleric denounced the claims as “totally
untrue”.

The new allegations against Pell
being probed by police in Victoria state
span two decades, the Australian
Broadcasting Corporation reported. They
came just months after the cardinal
admitted he “mucked up” in dealing with
pedophile priests in the state.

When he was the Catholic Archbishop
of Sydney in 2002 Pell was accused of
historic sex abuse claims but was later
cleared of any wrongdoing. The ABC said

it had obtained eight police statements
from complainants, witnesses and family
members helping the police investiga-
tion. But the 75-year-old strongly denied
the allegations in a statement to the
ABC, saying “claims that he has sexually
abused anyone, in any place, at any time
in his life are totally untrue and com-
pletely wrong”.

A Victoria police spokeswoman told
AFP they would not be making any com-
ment. Victoria police Chief Commissioner
Graham Ashton said in June police were
looking into allegations against Pell. The
allegations include claims from two men,
now in their 40s, who said they were
groped by Pell in summer 1978-79 at
Eureka pool in Ballarat, where the cleric

had grown up and worked. They also
include allegations that Pell was naked in
front of three young boys believed to be
aged eight to 10 in a Torquay surf club
changing room in summer 1986-87.

Widespread allegations 
The national Royal Commission into

Institutional Responses to Child Sexual
Abuse in Australia was established in
2012 after a decade of growing pressure
to investigate widespread allegations of
pedophilia. The police investigation into
Pell-which the ABC said has lasted more
than a year and involves allegations from
Ballarat, Torquay and Melbourne-is part
of a wider probe into complaints that
emerge from the royal commission.

The commission has spoken to almost
5,000 survivors and heard harrowing
allegations of child abuse involving
places of worship, orphanages, commu-
nity groups and schools. Pell previously
told the commission he was not aware of
offences that had occurred in Victoria,
where pedophile priests abused dozens
of children in the 1970s and 1980s. He
has also denied allegations raised during
the commission that he tried to bribe a
victim of the now-jailed pedophile priest
Gerald Ridsdale-with whom he once
shared church accommodation-to keep
him quiet.

While consistently denying any
wrongdoing, the high-flyer has admitted
he “should have done more” to follow up

on claims of abuse by other clergy. Pell
was ordained in Rome in 1966 before
returning to Australia in 1971 and rising
to become the nation’s top Catholic offi-
cial. He left for the Vatican in 2014 after
being hand-picked by Pope Francis to
make the church’s finances more trans-
parent. Francis has approved the cre-
ation of an internal church tribunal to
punish bishops who cover up sex abuse
by priests, but networks of abuse sur-
vivors are sceptical that much will
change. Other countries where alleged
or confirmed cases of sexual abuse have
come to light include Austria, Belgium,
Canada, Germany, Ireland, Mexico, the
Netherlands, Poland and the United
States. — AFP 
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AFINSA: This file photo taken on May 12, 2006 shows member of the police standing
guard outside the offices of Afinsa, one of two companies accused of selling overval-
ued and fake stamps to 350,000 small investors in a gigantic pyramid scheme, 12
May 2006. — AFP 

MADRID: Spain’s top criminal court said
yesterday it had sentenced 11 former exec-
utives of stamp firm Afinsa to up to 12
years in jail for their role in a vast scam that
ruined thousands of savers. The Madrid-
based Audiencia Nacional also ordered six
of the accused to pay 2.57 billion Euros
($2.8 billion) in compensation for the losses
incurred by investors-including former
Afinsa president Juan Antonio Cano, who
was sentenced to 12 years and ten months
in prison.

The court said the scam, which saw
Afinsa sell low quality and sometimes fake
stamps for highly inflated prices to more
than 190,000 people in Spain and Portugal
from 1998 to 2006, was “one of the biggest
frauds our courts ever experienced.” The
company promised to buy back people’s
stamps after these supposedly rose in val-
ue, which would see their clients recoup
their initial investment plus interest, the
court said. But given that the reportedly

rare stamps were actually of little value in
the collectors market, initial investors were
only paid thanks to the cashflow received
by other newer customers, in a classic Ponzi
scheme.

By 2006 when authorities started inves-
tigating the scam, Afinsa had accumulated
2.57 billion Euros in liabilities. According to
the court, the investors were largely mid-
dle-class people, “who in many cases lost
the savings they were keeping for retire-
ment or for crisis situations.” In one case
reported by the El Pais daily in May 2006,
nearly half of the 2,300 inhabitants of the
village of Dosbarrios, a farming community
in the heart of the country, lost their sav-
ings. Apart from Cano, who was found
guilty of aggravated fraud and criminal
insolvency, the other former executives
received prison sentences ranging from
two years and three months to 11 years.
They were also ordered to pay fines total-
ing more than 72 million Euros. — AFP 
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WARSAW: Outside the Polish prime minis-
ter ’s office, on an elegant tree-lined
avenue, a makeshift village of government
opponents has sprung up to condemn the
reforms to the country’s top court, changes
they see as a “violation of democracy”. For
nearly 150 days, dozens of members of the
Committee for the Defence of Democracy
(KOD) have camped out here in tents with
improvised kitchenettes and colorful ban-
ners, taking turns manning the fort to keep
the sit-in going.  Their source of discontent
lies in the reforms of the Constitutional
Court that the conservative Law and Justice
(PiS) party pushed through soon after
sweeping to power late last year.

The changes to the top court’s decision-
making rules, which according to the
opposition were intended to paralyze the
institution, have notably alarmed the
European Union and triggered several
demonstrations across the country.  The
KOD activists have been occupying the
three tents along a 100-meter stretch of the
avenue outside Warsaw’s large Lazienski
Park since March. They set up the makeshift
village in response to the government’s
refusal to publish a March 9 judgment by
the Constitutional Court that would strike
down the changes.

‘Democracy is being violated’ 
“The government refuses to publish the

rulings of the constitutional court.  And yet
that’s its job,” said Mateusz Kijowski, who
founded the KOD civic movement to
oppose what critics see as an attempt by
the PiS to marginalize the court.
“Democracy is being violated. Only global
public awareness will help us,” he told AFP. 

Their sit-in is peaceful.  Volunteers
engage passersby in discussion, distribute
pamphlets, gather petition signatures.
“We’re firmly against any kind of aggressive
rebellion. We’re protesting with smiles,” said
KOD activist Slawomir Milowy.  “We cherish
the freedom we won 26 years ago too
much to have it taken away from us now,”
he told AFP, referring to the events of 1989,
when the freedom-fighting Solidarity trade
union negotiated a peaceful end to com-
munism in Poland. Passersby have
responded every which way to the sit-in:

Car honks, victory signs, selfies-even swear
words. “One time, these Spaniards called
out: ‘We’re with you, we wish we could do
the same at home,’” recalls Jerzy Gogol,
who is one of the collective’s coordinators
and proudly wears his “I love KOD” badge.
Milowy said nearby residents have even
been dropping off food for them.  “One
woman brings excellent soup every day,”
said Aleksandra Juziuk, a 71-year-old pen-
sioner who came down from northern
Poland to join the protest.  She is proud of
belonging to KOD, which she calls the
country’s “second social movement after
Solidarity”-which she also joined a quarter
century ago. Juziuk may be able to spend
12 straight hours at the village, but others,
like lawyer Jerzy, have work commitments
to factor in. Still, he tries to come help out
for at least three hours a day.

Giant calendar 
The volunteers have at their disposal

piles of provisions stashed inside the tents
like an Aladdin’s cave: water bottles, coffee,
tea, sweets, newspapers, gadgets.
Concerned about their visibility, the volun-
teers feed the KOD social media accounts
with a steady flow of updates. Every day
they post a photo of the giant calendar
showing how many days have passed since
the March 9 judgment.  

Kijowski said the makeshift village has
authorization from Warsaw mayor Hanna
Gronkiewicz-Waltz, who belongs to the lib-
eral Civil Platform (PO) opposition. But a
couple of police officers still make daily
rounds to check that all the papers are in
order, for which Juziuk is grateful: “We
thank the police for carrying out controls.
They keep us safe.”

Just a couple of meters away is the tent
of another group, Citizens of Poland, which
KOD considers “more radical” because of
some of their tactics, like protesting before
parliament when it is forbidden.  “We’re ordi-
nary citizens. We distinguish ourselves from
KOD but we still support their actions,”
member Tadeusz Jakrzewski told AFP.  “Here,
there’s no hierarchy, we all have the same
position.” Their tent is more bare boned,
equipped only with essentials like water
bottles, cots and warm clothes. — AFP

BERLIN: The online magazine of the Islamic
State group has described how a 27-year-old
Syrian asylum-seeker who blew himself up at a
bar in the southern German town of Ansbach
spent months planning the attack, once even
hiding his home-made bomb in his room
moments before a police raid. The weekly Al-
Nabaa magazine’s report, published late
Tuesday, added that Mohammad Daleel had
fought both in Iraq and Syria with a branch of
al-Qaida and the IS group before arriving in
Germany as an asylum-seeker two years ago.

Daleel died and 15 people were wounded
when the bomb exploded in a wine bar Sunday
night after he wasn’t allowed entry to a nearby
open-air concert because he didn’t have a tick-
et. The Ansbach attack was the last one of four
attacks in the country in the span of a week,
two of which have been claimed by the Islamic
State extremist group. The attacks have left
Germany on edge and Chancellor Angela
Merkel’s policies of welcoming refugees under
renewed criticism.

Background checks 
Conservative lawmakers have called for an

increased police presence, better surveillance
and background checks of migrants and new
strategies to deport criminal asylum seekers
more easi ly.  Al  Nabaa’s  Arabic-language
report on the attacker said he initially fought
against government forces with Al-Qaida’s
branch in Syria before pledging alliance to IS
in 2013. He also helped the group with its
propaganda effor ts,  sett ing up pro - IS
accounts online. In Germany he started mak-
ing the bomb, a process that took him three
months, Al Nabaa wrote.

It added that German police once raided his
asylum shelter in an unrelated case and
searched Daleel’s room without noticing the
bomb that he hid moments before the raid. The
IS group earlier claimed the Ansbach attack,
publishing a video it said of Daleel pledging
allegiance to the group and vowing that
Germany’s people “won’t be able to sleep
peacefully anymore.” It appears to be the same
video as the one found by German investiga-
tors on the suicide bomber’s phone. Daleel
unsuccessfully applied for asylum in Germany
and was awaiting deportation, German author-
ities said.

The unprecedented bloodshed in Germany
began July 18, when a 17-year-old from
Afghanistan wielding an ax attacked people on
a train near Wuerzburg, wounding five people
before he was shot to death by police. The
Islamic State group claimed responsibility. The
deadliest attack came Friday night in Munich.
The German-born, 18-year-old son of Iranian
refugees went on a shooting spree and killed
nine people. The youth had obsessively
researched mass shootings, and authorities said
the attack does not appear to be linked to
Islamic extremists.

On Sunday, a 21-year-old Syrian used a
machete to kill a 45-year-old Polish woman in
the southern city of Reutlingen. Authorities said
assailant and victim knew each other from
working in the same restaurant, and the inci-
dent was not related to terrorism. Despite the
fact that not all the cases were terror-related,
they have caused concerns about the govern-
ment’s migration policy that saw more than 1
million people enter Germany last year.

‘Halt to Muslim immigration’ 
A senior figure in the nationalist Alternative

for Germany party, which has no seats in the
national parliament but saw its popularity surge
after last year’s migrant influx, suggested yester-
day that there should be “a halt to immigration
for Muslims to Germany” until all asylum-seek-
ers currently in the country have been regis-
tered, checked and had their applications
processed. “For security reasons, we can no
longer afford to allow yet more Muslims to
immigrate to Germany without control,”
Alexander Gauland, a deputy party leader, said
in a statement. “There are terrorists among the
Muslims who immigrated illegally and their
number is rising constantly.”

The Interior Ministry rejected the notion that
Germany is still seeing uncontrolled migration.
Spokesman Johannes Dimroth said that “for
some time” all new arrivals have been registered
and checked against security databases. “As for
the concrete question of whether you can act
differently according specifically to a person’s
religion, as I understand it that simply would be
incompatible with our understanding of free-
dom of religion,” he said.

German train operator Deutsche Bahn said
yesterday that following the attacks it would
invest heavily in increased security and hire
hundreds of security staff to control trains and
train stations across the country. The city of
Munich said it is re-evaluating its security con-
cept for the annual Oktoberfest and is consider-
ing banning all backpacks from the popular
beer fest. — AP 
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ANSBACH: Refugees from Syria stand near the site of the attack and hold up a sign reading ‘we
are Muslims and not terrorists’. — AP

KRAKOW: Pope Francis heads to Poland yester-
day for an international Catholic youth festival to
preach charity and openness to migrants, a mis-
sion made tougher by a jihadist murder of a
priest in France. The Argentine pontiff is flying in
to meet youngsters from across the world at a
week-long faith extravaganza dubbed “the
Catholic Woodstock”, but is expected to tackle
Poland’s rightwing government over refugee
rights before he joins the festivities.

The brutal killing of an elderly priest during
mass in France on Tuesday, in an attack claimed
by the Islamic State group, cast a shadow over
the gathering of the hundreds of thousands of
pilgrims gathered in Krakow and increased con-
cerns over security. A string of recent terror
attacks targeting civilians in Europe appears to
have dampened turnout however. Around
200,000 pilgrims attended the opening mass on
Tuesday, security sources told AFP, while organis-
ers had originally expected around half a million. 

The assassination of the French priest has also
complicated Francis’ desire to champion
migrants and emboldening Polish Prime Minister
Beata Szydlo and her rightwing government
who have refused to take in refugees for security
reasons. In an apparent swipe at the anti-
migrant US Republican presidential candidate
Donald Trump, Francis also sent a video message
yesterday to Hispanic faithful in Brownsville,
Texas, on the Mexican border. “Always look to the
future, don’t let anyone throw up walls in your
lives,” he said.  

Francis, 79, will meet Polish President Andrzej
Duda in Krakow’s Wawel Castle, before retiring
for a closed door question-and-answer session
with the country ’s bishops. The pope, who
voiced “pain and horror” at the “barbaric killing”
of the priest, is likely to slam religious violence
and the persecution of Christians while warning
Europe not to succumb to xenophobia. Poland is
on high security alert, deploying over 40,000
personnel for the visit. Authorities also charged
an Iraqi man Monday with possessing trace
amounts of explosive material. True to character,
Francis is refusing to bow to security concerns,
and will take to the road in his open-top pope-
mobile for some stages of his trip.

‘All mourning’ 
“World Youth Day is a great celebration and

we hope the attack in France will not ruin it,” said

Marcin Przeciszewski,  head of Catholic
Information Agency KAI, as groups of faithful
gathered Tuesday to pray for the fallen French
priest. One 20-year old French pilgrim, who gave
her name as Elisabeth, said: “I think we are all
mourning to some extent, it’s inevitable. “This
has to be the WYD (World Youth Day) of hope”. A
group of French pilgrims gathered in Krakow for
prayer on Tuesday night.

“The best answer to violence is love, peace
and prayer,” said one of the young pilgrims,
Pierre Darme, as some of his friends prayed with
their eyes closed. The pope will likely have to
work overtime to win hearts and minds in the
homeland of Polish pope John Paul II. The charis-
matic saint, hailed for his role in toppling
Communism, sponsored conservative Catholic
movements-a legacy which sits uncomfortably
with the Argentine pontiff ’s attempts to nur-
ture a more flexible, compassionate Church.
“Polish Catholics probably aren’t going to be
welcoming the pope they really want, but giv-
en their current social and political situation,
they may be getting exactly the one they
need,” Vatican expert John Allen wrote on the
Cruxnow.com website.

‘Testing time’ 
As Europe struggles to cope with the biggest

wave of asylum-seekers since World War II,
Francis has repeatedly called for the protection
of the downtrodden and persecuted, seeking to
set an example by sheltering Syrian Muslim fami-
lies in Rome. But Poland has refused to take part
in an EU deal to share the burden of migrants
arriving in Italy and Greece by boat. “Francis is
expected to face a testing time,” wrote
Christopher Lamb in Catholic weekly newspaper
The Tablet.

Many of Poland’s bishops are “at odds with
the direction of his papacy,” particularly Francis’
push to open church doors to traditional “sin-
ners” such as single mothers and divorced peo-
ple who have remarried. The off-the-record
meeting with church leaders will give the pontiff
a chance to call on dissident bishops to reconsid-
er their attitudes. At the heart of the visit will be
a meeting with Holocaust survivors at the former
Nazi death camp Auschwitz, where Francis will
pray for the camp’s 1.1 million mostly Jewish vic-
tims, before the five-day trip winds up with the
customary papal vigil and mass. — AFP 
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KRAKOW: A group of folk dancers rehearse prior to the arrival of Pope Francis at the military
airport. — AP 
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