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VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis welcomed the poor,
homeless and unemployed as guests of honor for a
Mass and gourmet meal in the Vatican yesterday, say-
ing that helping the needy was one way of obtaining a
“passport to paradise”. Francis celebrated a Mass
marking the Roman Catholic Church’s first yearly
World Day of the Poor, which the pope established to
draw the attention of the world’s 1.2 billion Catholics to
the neediest.

Volunteers from charity organizations brought about
7,000 needy people to St Peter’s Basilica for a special
Mass celebrated by the
pope, who has made
defense of the poor,
immigrants and down-
trodden a major plank of
his papacy. About 1,500
of them were having
lunch with the pope in
the Vatican’s large audi-
ence hall and others were
being taken to eat as
guests in nearby pontifi-
cal colleges. Most of the
needy people were from
Rome and other parts of
Italy but charity groups also brought groups from
France, Spain, Germany and Poland.

“If in the eyes of the world they (the poor) have little
value, they are the ones who open to us the way to
heaven; they are our ‘passport to paradise’. For us it is

an evangelical duty to care for them ...,” he said in his
homily. “God will not ask us if we felt righteous indigna-
tion, but whether we did some good,” he said, labeling
indifference as a sin of omission. The pope said this “is
when we say, ‘that doesn’t concern me; it’s not my busi-
ness, it’s society’s problem.’ “It is when we turn away
from a brother or sister in need, when we change chan-
nels as soon as a disturbing question comes up, when
we grow indignant at evil but do nothing about it.”

The menu for the poor was selected by Sergio
Dussin, the same chef who prepares meals for visiting

dignitaries at Vatican
conferences. It consisted
of dishes the poor can
only dream of: mini
gnocchi, fish with toma-
toes, olives, Venetian
cheese, veal with veg-
etables and Venetian-
style tiramisu for dessert.
Three days after his
election in 2013, Francis
said: “Oh, how I would
like a poor Church, and
for the poor.” He since
given up some of the

trappings of the papacy, shunning the spacious papal
apartments in the Vatican’s Apostolic Palace for a mod-
est residence in a guest house. He also has put aside the
papal limousine and is driven around Rome in a simple
blue Ford Focus. —Reuters
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Train hits elephants
GAUHATI: Two endangered Asian elephants have
been hit and killed by a passenger train near the city
of Gauhati in northeastern India. Wildlife warden
Prodipta Baruah says the elephants were part of a
herd of about 15 that had ventured into the area in
search of food before dawn yesterday. He says the
other elephants crossed the track and the final two
were attempting to cross when the train struck them.
Wildlife workers and veterinarians arrived to perform
autopsies on the elephants before burying them in
nearby pits. Gauhati is in Assam state, which is home
to several thousand wild Asian elephants. The animals
are revered in Asia but are considered endangered
due to habitat loss and poaching. Roaming elephants
in the region are struck by trains fairly regularly.

Bootlegging allegations 
KABUL: European investigators are looking into
allegations that alcohol imported by the EU’s diplo-
matic mission in Kabul was illegally sold on the city’s
black market, an EU spokesman confirmed yesterday.
Bottles of wine and spirits meant for European offi-
cials were allegedly smuggled out of the compound
and bootlegged in the Afghan capital, the Guardian
reported, citing social media messages now being
examined by the European Anti-Fraud Office
(OLAF). “The EEAS (European External Action
Service), the European Commission and the EU
Delegation in Kabul... became aware of these allega-
tions end of August,” an EU spokesman said. He said
they “immediately informed the European Anti-Fraud
Office on the alleged fraudulent activities referred to
by the press”. The possession and consumption of
alcohol by Afghans is prohibited in the majority-
Muslim country but bootleggers can be found
throughout the city. 

Islamist leader arrested 
DHAKA: Bangladesh police said yesterday they had
arrested a suspected leader of an Islamist group
wanted in connection with the death in 2015 a US
blogger critical of religious extremism. Deputy police
commissioner Masudur Rahman said the man, identi-
fied as Mojammel Hossain, 25, head of the intelligence
wing of the al Qaeda-inspired militant group Ansar
Ullah Bangla Team, was suspected of taking part in
the killing of writer Avijit Roy. Roy, a US citizen of
Bangladeshi origin, was hacked to death by machete-
wielding assailants in February 2015 while returning
home with his wife from a Dhaka book fair. Roy’s
widow, Rafida Ahmed, was seriously injured. Rahman
said Hossain, who was identified after analyzing
CCTV footage, was arrested on the outskirts of the
capital, Dhaka, on Saturday. “Acting on a tip-off, the
counter-terrorism police unit arrested him,” he said.
In the primary interrogation, he confessed his
involvement in the killing of four other secular
activists, Rahman said. 

Bull gores tourist 
JAIPUR: An Argentine man holidaying in India has
been gored to death by a bull in the popular tourist
city of Jaipur, police said yesterday. The 29-year-
old was walking along a street near Jaipur’s main
market on Saturday afternoon when he was
attacked and seriously injured by the animal.  “He
was struck by the bull’s horn in the neck and stom-
ach. He was rushed to the hospital but did not sur-
vive,” Chaina Ram, a local police officer said. The
Argentine embassy had been informed of his death,
The Press Trust of India reported. Jaipur, also
known as the Pink City, is the capital of the western
state of Rajasthan and one of India’s most popular
tourist attractions, drawing visitors to its ornate
palaces and forts. Stray cattle are a common sight
in India. The beasts are considered sacred by many
Hindus and are allowed to roam freely on highways
and throughout cities.  A 2012 livestock census
found there were more than five million stray cattle
across India. 
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VATICAN CITY: A general view shows the Paul VI audience hall where Pope Francis welcomes 500 people in
need and those who assist them to have lunch yesterday in Vatican. Pope Francis celebrated a mass yesterday
to mark the first World Day of the Poor. —AFP 

Brazil marks Black 
Awareness Day 
under racism cloud
RIO DE JANEIRO: Brazil promotes itself as a harmonious
blend of races, but the reality as the country celebrates
Black Awareness Day today is that the darker your skin,
the less chance you have of getting ahead. The numbers
are hard to ignore. According to the state statistics office,
only about five percent of management jobs are held by
non-whites, who account for 54 percent of the population,
according to the latest census. 

Among the richest 10 percent of Brazilians, 70 percent
are white. Among the poorest 10 percent, 74 percent are
black. Blacks are also hard to find in prominent media jobs
or in fashion. These inequalities are highlighted in a video
called “White Privilege Game” published by the anti-racism
group ID_BR that has received 1.2 million views so far on
Facebook and been aired on several television programs.

Based on an original version created by BuzzFeed in the
United States, the video shows a contest where participants
have to take steps back or forward from the starting line
depending on how they answer questions about their color
or wealth-or if they have been the target of racist remarks
about their hair. In highly graphic form, the process shows
how people get a head start, or are held back. Inevitably it’s
blacks who end up at the back of the line.

Affirmative action  
“White privilege means getting a whole range of

advantages over others without even realizing,” said
Giovana Freitas, a historian at Rio Federal State University.
A survey from the Institut Locomotiva, which studies
poverty, found that black men with university degrees in
Brazil earn about 29 percent less than white men with the
same qualification, while the figure was 27 percent for
black women.

“If blacks earned the same salaries as whites, there’d be
808 million reais ($247 million) injected into the economy,”
said Locomotiva president Renato Meirelles. There have

been positive changes over the last decade and a half as
the effects of racial quotas at universities, introduced by
the leftist government at the time, take effect. The propor-
tion of non-whites entering higher education has risen
from eight percent to 27 percent.  “All these policies of
affirmative action have started to produce results,” said
Esteban Cipriano, who manages education programs at
ID_BR. The problem is what happens after. “These people
with degrees then have a really hard time on the jobs mar-
ket,” Cipriano said.

Changing tastes   
ID_BR lobbies companies to open doors to non-whites.

It has worked especially closely with the fashion brand
Maria Filo, which last year prompted a scandal with a line
of clothing that reproduced scenes from artworks depict-
ing slavery. “Thanks to dialogue, our views have changed.
Now, everyone is more aware,” said Maria Filo’s marketing
director Isabel Beaklin. Each month, she joins a dozen or so
employees from different departments in the company to
discuss racial issues with ID_BR. “During some of these
meetings, we ourselves have suggested ditching campaigns
that might be seen as offensive” to non-whites, Beaklin
said. Product development manager Catia Fernandes, one
of the two blacks in the group, said she appreciated the
chance to air sensitive issues. —Reuters

‘My eyes are burning’: 
Delhi marathon goes 
ahead despite smog
NEW DELHI: Tens of thousands of runners yesterday
choked through smog for the Delhi half marathon, ignoring
dire health warnings from doctors who fought for the con-
troversial race in the heavily polluted capital to be post-
poned. More than 30,000 people, some sporting pollution
masks, braved a hazy morning to run through the Indian
capital despite almost two weeks of hazardous smog that
forced schools shut for several days.

The US embassy website yesterday showed levels of the
smallest and most harmful airborne pollutants hovered near
200 - eight times the World Health Organization’s safe maxi-
mum-for the duration of the 13.1 mile race. Some athletes
complained of side effects from the polluted conditions
which worsened as amateur runners-the bulk of competi-
tors-huffed and puffed around Delhi’s smoggy streets later
in the morning. “My eyes are burning, my throat is dry. I have
a running nose,” said running enthusiast Rohit Mohan, a 30-
year-old from the southern city of Bangalore who was
among the minority donning a mask. “It’s been terrible since
I landed here yesterday.”

Others expressed frustration at being forced to take pre-
cautions unnecessary elsewhere, like wearing masks that filter
pollutants but also restrict breathing.  “It’s obviously much
harder to breathe, so you’re not doing your best here, and you
can’t take it off,” Abhay Sen, 30 said. “Makes you think
whether you want to do this again or not.” But the overwhelm-
ing majority ran without masks and expressed relief Delhi’s
atrocious air-recently so bad doctors declared a public health
emergency-had lowered to levels considered merely
“unhealthy”. “It’s bright and pleasant. We are simply loving it,”
said 28-year-old runner Saikat Banerjee, despite the high level
of airborne pollutants.

Scared to run
Race organizers declared the event an unequivocal suc-

cess that “lived up to its legacy of being the world’s most
prestigious half marathon”. Birhanu Legese of Ethiopia, who

won the men’s race yesterday, said elite competitors “were
scared” before the race but the pollution was “not that bad”.
“I would say it was perfect to run,” he said.

Ethiopia’s Almaz Ayana won the women’s event. Other
sporting events in the capital-such as a top-level state crick-
et match yesterday and a recent international golf tourna-
ment-have attracted less attention despite the hazardous
levels of pollution. Doctors warn running in severe pollution
can trigger asthma attacks, worsen lung conditions and
increase the risk of heart attacks and strokes. A satirical
video widely shared on social media in recent days showed a
runner chain smoking cigarettes and inhaling exhaust fumes
to prepare for the race. The Indian Medical Association had
asked the Delhi High Court to postpone the event, but were
told organizers had taken proper precautions.  

The course was sprayed with salted water to keep dust
levels down. Light drizzle in the capital early Saturday also
eased the toxic highs of last week.  But as the race pro-
gressed pollution readings climbed above 200 — levels at

which active people “should avoid all outdoor exertion”, the
US embassy warns. “But here we are running a marathon,”
said Ashish Shakya, 31, who for his part decided not to race
because of the unhealthy air and watched from the sidelines
in a mask. “Whatever health benefits we get from running
are negated because of the smog. I chose not to run because
of the health risks.”

Pollution regularly spikes across north India and Pakistan
at this time of year as farmers burn post-harvest crop stub-
ble and cooler temperatures prevent pollutants from dis-
persing. Delhi is often ranked one of the world’s most pollut-
ed capitals, and local authorities have been blasted for fail-
ing to offset this annual scourge. Some runners saw their
participation yesterday as an act of defiance. “I know pollu-
tion is bad and it can affect my health but I am still partici-
pating,” said Sitam, who like many Indians goes by one
name. “I want to send a message to the government to do
something for fitness enthusiasts and ensure a pollution-free
environment for them.”—AFP 

China army sets up 
website to report 
leaks, fake news 
BEIJING: China’s military yesterday launched a website
inviting the public to report leaks and fake news, as well as
illegal online activities by military personnel, the latest step
in a push to ensure Communist Party control over the
internet. Beijing has been ramping up measures to secure
the internet and maintain strict censorship, a process that
accelerated ahead of the party’s five-yearly National
Congress that took place in October.

The new website is an effort to implement the guiding
spirit of the Congress and will help maintain a “clear inter-
net space” surrounding the military, according to 81.cn, the
military’s official news portal. Citizens are encouraged to
use the platform to report online content that attacks the
military’s absolute leadership and distorts the history of
the military and the Communist Party, the website said.
Cases of military personnel illegally opening online social
accounts and publishing unauthorized information should
also be reported, it said. President Xi Jinping has made
China’s “cyber sovereignty” a top priority in his sweeping
campaign to bolster security. He has also reasserted the
ruling Communist Party’s role in limiting and guiding online
discussion. 

‘Toilet revolution’ 
In another development, China yesterday announced

plans to build and upgrade 64,000 public toilets between
2018 to 2020 as part of its “toilet revolution” aimed at
boosting tourism and lifting the sector’s contribution to
economic growth. China has been keen to develop and
expand services industries to move away from debt-fueled
and investment-driven growth, while offseting the impact
of persistently weak global demand for its exports.

Particularly, it has been looking at the emerging tourism
industry, pledging late last year 2 trillion yuan ($290 bil-
lion)in investment which it hopes will help lift the sector’s
contribution to annual economic growth. —Agencies

NEW DELHI: A woman wears a face mask as she takes part in the Airtel Delhi Half Marathon 2017 in New
Delhi yesterday.—AFP 

RIO DE JANEIRO: Demonstrators run away from
tear gas during a protest outside the state legislature
in Rio de Janeiro. —AFP 


