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Pope urges end to ‘carnage’ 
in Syria in Easter message

Appealing to the ‘consciences of all political and military leaders’

Established 1961 

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis yesterday called for an end
to “carnage” in Syria and “reconciliation” in the Middle
East in his traditional Easter message. “Today we implore
fruits of peace upon the entire world, beginning with the
beloved and long-suffering land of Syria,” the pontiff said
in the “Urbi et Orbi” (To the City and the World) address.

Appealing to the “consciences of all political and mili-
tary leaders,” Francis urged “that a swift end may be
brought to the carnage” in Syria as 80,000 pilgrims lis-
tened in St Peter’s Square and millions watched the speech
broadcast live around the
world. The head of the
world’s 1.2 billion Catholics
asked that “provisions be
made to facilitate access to
the aid so urgently needed
by our brothers and sisters,
while also ensuring fitting
conditions for the return of
the displaced” to Syria.

As he spoke, a final deal
was reportedly reached for
fighters and civilians to leave
the last opposition-held
pocket of Eastern Ghouta. That would mark a major mile-
stone in Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad’s efforts to
regain control of territory seized by rebel factions during
the seven-year civil war which has left some 350,000
dead and displaced millions.

The 81-year-old Francis said the Holy Land was “also
experiencing... the wounds of ongoing conflict that do not
spare the defenseless”, singling out the conflict in Yemen
where some 10,000 people have died since March 2015.

Francis then prayed for the “fruits of dialogue for the
Korean peninsula” and that the “discussions under way
may advance peace and harmony within the region”.

‘Relationships of trust’ 
“May those who are directly responsible act with

wisdom and discernment to promote the good of the
Korean people and to build relationships of trust within
the international community,” the Argentine pope said.
February’s Winter Olympics triggered a fast-moving
rapprochement that will see the North’s Kim Jong Un sit
down with the South’s President Moon Jae-in in late
April, with a US summit with President Donald Trump
planned for May.

Francis also spoke of
“hunger, endemic conflict and
terrorism” in Africa, calling for
dialogue and mutual under-
standing in strife-torn DR
Congo and South Sudan.
Earlier yesterday, the pontiff
celebrated Easter mass in the
flower-bedecked square,
which was under tight security.
Tourists and clergy alike
formed long queues to have
their belongings checked and
pass through metal detectors

to access the mass on the holiest day in the Christian cal-
endar, marking Jesus’s resurrection.

“Rome is the centre of the Catholic faith,” anti-terror
prosecutor Federico Cafiero de Raho said Saturday. “For
those who believe in the radical form of holy war, Rome
represents so many things put together-there’s the pope,
the Vatican...”  Italian authorities are concerned that some
of the estimated 120 radicalized Italians who left for Syria
or Iraq to fight with jihadist groups could be returning to
the country posing as migrants. Last week saw a wave of
anti-terror arrests, with Interior Minister Marco Minniti
warning of a high risk of an attack. —AFP 

SAN JOSE: Polling stations across Costa Rica opened
early yesterday for a presidential election that has split
the country between an ultra-conservative evangelical
preacher who slams gay rights and a former minister
from the center-left ruling party. The result will decide
who rules the small Central American nation of five mil-
lion people for the next four years. 

Pre-vote surveys suggest a neck-and-neck race
between Fabricio Alvarado, a right-wing 43-year-old
preacher, journalist and singer, and Carlos Alvarado (no
relation), a 38-year-old former journalist who was a
labor minister in the outgoing government. 

Fabricio Alvarado surged from nowhere in the first
round of the election held in February, triumphing over a
field of 13 candidates by fiercely criticizing gay mar-
riage. The Inter-American Court of Human Rights in
January urged the recognition of same-sex marriages,
setting off a polarizing debate in Costa Rica. The coun-
try is both socially conservative and proud of its pro-
gressive human rights record.

A ‘photo finish’? 
Carlos Alvarado, in contrast, ran on a broad campaign

to tackle the priorities identified by his Citizens’ Action
Party, which has been in power since 2014 under outgo-
ing President Luis Guillermo Solis.  Those issues include
reining in a steadily climbing deficit, boosting education
and upholding ecological standards.

In the first round, the preacher won 25 percent of the
ballots against 22 percent for the former labor minister-
both well short of the 40 percent required to avoid a
run-off. The last pre-election survey in March suggested
a very tight election:  Fabricio Alvarado was credited
with 43 percent support against 42 percent for Carlos
Alvarado. “Neither of the two candidates motivates me
sufficiently to give my support,” the head of the small
Liberal Progressive Party, Eli Feinzaig, wrote on his
social media accounts.

“But, ultimately, one of them has done enough to earn
my clear and unequivocal repudiation,” he said, declar-
ing he would vote for Carlos Alvarado. Winning over
undecided or ambivalent voters was key for the candi-
dates. “The population still isn’t clear on what develop-
ment model it wants,” a political analyst from the Latin
American Social Sciences Institute, Gustavo Araya, said.

“This is a photo finish. It isn’t statistically clear who
will be the victor between these opposing platforms,” he
said. Some 3.3 million voters were being called to decide
the election. Polling was taking place on Easter Sunday,
at the end of a four-day holiday weekend. Roads back to
the capital San Jose were choked as many voters drove
back home to cast their ballots. —AFP

Religion vs rights 
splits Costa Rica’s  
presidential election 

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis greets the crowd at St Peter’s square after the Easter Sunday Mass. —AFP 

Conflict do not
spare the

defenseless

Christians mark
Easter at 
Jerusalem’s Holy
Sepulchre
JERUSALEM: Hundreds of pilgrims filled into Jerusalem’s
Church of the Holy Sepulchre-believed to be the site of
Jesus’s resurrection-for Easter celebrations yesterday.
Western Christians marked Easter yesterday, while eastern
Orthodox Christians do so on April 8.  The eastern
Orthodox marked Palm Sunday yesterday and also held
mass at the church in Jerusalem’s Old City, with worship-
pers holding palm fronds as is tradition.

Some worshippers prostrated over a stone-where they
believe Jesus’s body was anointed before his burial-near
the towering wooden doors at the entrance to the church.
The church is built at the site where Christians believe
Jesus was crucified, buried and resurrected. A recently

renovated ornate shrine within the church surrounds the
cave where Jesus is believed to have been buried.

Easter marks the day when Christians believe the mira-
cle of his resurrection occurred. Catholic Archbishop
Pierbattista Pizzaballa held mass at the church yesterday
morning near the shrine over the cave, entering dressed in
the traditional purple Easter robe. He made reference to
the Middle East’s numerous conflicts in his homily, saying
“our times are marked by death”.

“Easter is the ability to come back and look at our his-
tory in the light of the promise of life that takes place
today,” he said. “Yes, today, at Easter, we announce a life
that death can no more extinguish.” On Friday, Christians
traced the route of the Stations of the Cross through the
Old City, which pass through the traditional sites of Jesus’s
condemnation up to his crucifixion.

In March 2017, renovations to the 19th-century shrine
covering Jesus’s tomb were unveiled following a $3.7 mil-
lion project that restored its stones to their original red-
dish-yellow and reinforced the heavily visited site. The
Greek Orthodox, Armenian and Roman Catholic denomi-
nations share custody of the church, but disputes between
the three had led to renovations being delayed for
decades. —AFP 

Protests continue 
over cop killing
in California
SACRAMENTO: About 200 people
demonstrated in Sacramento on
Saturday to protest the fatal police
shooting of Stephon Clark, in the lat-
est of nearly two weeks of rallies
since the unarmed black man was

gunned down in his grandmother’s
yard. Another vigil with about 150
people was held on Saturday night,
and a protester was hit by a
Sacramento sheriff’s vehicle, accord-
ing to a video posted on the internet
and the Sacramento Bee newspaper.    

The newspaper said the protester
was taken to a hospital by the fire
department and later released with
bruises. The sheriff’s office said in a
statement early yesterday that pro-
testers were yelling and kicking the

patrol car. “The collision occurred
while the patrol vehicle was traveling
at slow speeds,” it said.

The statement also said that the
patrol car was damaged with dents
and a shattered rear window from the
protesters. The California Highway
Patrol and the sheriff ’s office are
investigating the incident. Saturday’s
demonstration brought together a
multi-racial crowd, many holding
signs such as “Stop Police Rage” and
“Power to the People”. —AFP

JERUSALEM: The head of the Roman Catholic Church in the Holy Land, Apostolic Administrator of the
Latin Patriarchate Pierbattista Pizaballa leads the Easter Sunday procession yesterday, 2018 at the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre. —AFP 


