
YEREVAN, Armenia: Pope Francis and Armenian President Serzh Sargsyan walk past a children’s choir during
a welcoming ceremony at Zvaretnots airport yesterday. — AP 

YEREVAN: Pope Francis began a three-day
visit to Armenia yesterday, just over a year
after he enraged Turkey by using the term
genocide to describe the mass killings of
Armenians under the Ottoman Empire.
The pontiff’s 14th overseas trip since his
2013 election is expected to see him high-
light Vatican concern over instability, con-
flict and the plight of Christians in the war-
torn Middle East, which has seen Armenia
take in many refugees.

But his visit will also be closely followed
in Ankara, which rejects the idea that a
genocide took place during World War I and
has accused international powers of using
disputed history as a means of bullying
Turkey. On his way to Yerevan, Francis told
reporters that Britain’s decision to exit the
European Union means Europe must bear
“great responsibility” to ensure the well-
being of its population. “The people’s will
has been expressed,” Francis said. “This
requires of us great responsibility to ensure
the well-being of the people of Great
Britain, as well as well-being and coexis-
tence of the whole European continent.”

Highlights of the papal trip will include
a visit to Armenia’s main memorial to the
1915-17 killings, a meeting with members
of the country’s small Roman Catholic
community and the release of two doves
in the direction of Mount Ararat from the
Khor Virap sanctuary near the border with
Turkey. The 5,160-m high Mount Ararat
was Armenian until 1915 and is now locat-
ed inside Turkey. It features in the Bible as
the place where Noah’s Ark supposedly
came to rest.

Francis is the second pope to visit
Armenia since it re-emerged as an inde-
pendent state from the ashes of the
Soviet Union. John Paul II went there in
2001 to attend celebrations marking
1,700 years of  the adoption of
Christianity in Armenia, which was the
first country to have the faith as its state
religion. John Paul was also the first pope
to recognize the slaughter of Armenians
as genocide, although he did so only in
writing. Francis pronounced the word
during a mass at St Peter’s last year, win-
ning great praise from Armenians at the

cost of infuriating Turkey, which with-
drew its ambassador in protest.

Suffering and Tragedies 
Francis’s visit “bears religious, political,

and humanitarian messages”, said Father
Shahe Ananyan, a cleric in the Armenian
Apostolic Church, to which the vast majority
of the country’s population belong. By visit-
ing the Tsitsernakaberd genocide memorial
today, “the pontiff makes it clear that he is
steadfast in his position on the matter,”
Ananyan added. “This is a message to the
entire Catholic world, to those who didn’t
yet recognize the genocide. This will favor
international recognition.”

Over 13,000 people have booked tickets
to attend the mass the pope will preside
over in Gyumri with pilgrims from Lebanon
and Georgia’s Armenian-populated
Javakheti region expected to be among
them. In an Armenian-rite mass at St Peter’s
basilica in April 2015, Francis said the mas-
sacres suffered by Armenians between 1915
and 1917 are “widely considered the first
genocide of the 20th century”. — AFP 
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Court rules Zuma can 
be charged over graft

JOHANNESBURG: A South
African court yesterday threw out
President Jacob Zuma’s attempt
to appeal against a ruling that he
should face almost 800 corrup-
tion charges, piling pressure on
the embattled leader. Zuma had
tried to overturn a court order in
April that the National
Prosecuting Authority (NPA)
should reinstate the charges that
were dropped in 2009 shortly
before he came to power. The
charges relate to alleged corruption, racketeering, fraud and
money laundering over a multi-billion dollar arms deal.

The president has battled several corruption scandals
while in office, as well as enduring growing criticism
focused on South Africa’s record unemployment and poor
growth rate. “We seriously considered whether the appeal
would have reasonable prospects of success and came to
the conclusion that there are no merits in the arguments,”
Judge Aubrey Ledwaba told the High Court in Pretoria. “The
applications for leave to appeal... are dismissed.” — AFP

VIERNHEIM, Germany: A masked
gunman barricaded himself in a
German multiplex cinema with dozens
of people Thursday before being killed
by police on high security alert follow-
ing a string of attacks around Europe,
officials said. No-one else was injured
at the complex in the western town of
Viernheim, 75 km south of Frankfurt,
the interior minister of Hesse state,
Peter Beuth, said. “The assailant moved
through the cinema complex... and
appeared confused,” he said. “There
were hostages inside and there was a
struggle (with police) until in the end
he was dead.” Beuth added: “We have
no information that anyone (among
the cinemagoers) was injured.”

Security sources quoted by German
news agency DPA said there was “no
link to terrorism”, after deadly attacks

in cities including Paris, Brussels and
Istanbul that have left European
authorities on edge. A police
spokesman said the attacker was seen
carrying a bag. Access to the cinema
was sealed off for several hours as
police searched for possible explosives
but the local Mannheimer Morgen
newspaper quoted the police later as
saying no explosives were found.

Initial reports had spoken of shots
fired and dozens of injured people as
the police dispatched heavily armed
elite units to the site, equipped with
helmets and bulletproof vests. “There
was an acute threat situation,”
Viernheim police said in a statement.
The reported injuries later appeared
to refer to the short-lived choking
sensation induced by the police use
of tear gas. — AFP 

VIERNHEIM, Germany: A policeman stands near a cinema where an armed
man barricaded himself on Thursday. — AFP 

Gunman killed as police storm German cinema
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Wade’s son freed 
after graft pardon

DAKAR: Senegalese President Macky
Sall yesterday pardoned Karim Wade,
the divisive son of his predecessor, let-
ting the former minister go free after
serving half of a six-year sentence for
graft. In detention since his 2013 arrest,
Wade was found guilty in March 2015
of illicitly amassing a fortune worth at
least Ä178 million ($198 million). Wade,
47, who held several government port-
folios during his father’s 2000-2012
rule, was freed in the early hours of yes-
terday morning, said Soro Diop, press
officer for the justice ministry.

Diop said Wade had left Dakar for Qatar. According to the
Senegalese media and the opposition, he left in a private jet. The
presidency later released a statement saying that the financial sanc-
tions against him remained in place. Wade was fined the equivalent
of more than Ä210 million and his assets were confiscated after his
conviction. Justice Minister Sidiki Kaba said the decision “does not
erase the conviction which will remain on his file”. 

Sall had raised the possibility of a pardon in an interview with
French broadcaster RFI on June 2, and had also hinted at a release
before the end of Ramadan - due to finish around July 6. “A lot of
people are asking that he be released,” the president told RFI on a
visit to France, adding that “they should not lose hope”. — AFP 
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