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ROME: Millions of Christians around the world
celebrated a second Easter under coronavirus
restrictions yesterday, as nations tried to control
worrying COVID-19 surges. Despite vaccine roll-
outs gathering pace in many countries, dramatic
spikes in cases have forced the reimposition of
deeply unpopular restrictions from Canada to
Europe and South America. 

Pope Francis urged Catholics to remain hopeful
in his Easter Sunday address, calling vaccines an
“essential tool” in ending the pandemic and urging
their swift rollout to the world’s poorest countries.

On the holiest holiday for the world’s 1.3 billion
Catholics and the second under the shadow of the
coronavirus crisis, the pope focused his message on
the world’s most vulnerable-the sick, migrants, peo-
ple facing economic hardship, and those living in
war zones like Syria, Yemen and Libya.

“The pandemic is still spreading, while the social

and economic crisis remains severe, especially for
the poor,” the 84-year-old Argentine said, speaking
to a congregation of only around 100 people inside
the vast St. Peter’s Basilica.  “Vaccines are an essen-
tial tool in this fight,” he said, calling on the interna-
tional community to overcome delays in distributing
vaccines “especially in the poorest countries”.

Francis, who has focused on the plight of vulner-
able groups since becoming pope in 2013, had
already warned rich nations against vaccine hoard-
ing in an address to the UN General Assembly in
September.

The pope said it was “scandalous” that armed
conflicts around the world had not ceased. He called
for an end to the war in Syria, “where millions of
people are presently living in inhumane conditions”,
and in Yemen “whose situation has met with a deaf-
ening and scandalous silence”. He also expressed
his closeness to Myanmar’s youth — “committed to

supporting democracy” — called for dialogue
between Israelis and Palestinians, and urged an end
to violence in Africa, citing Nigeria, the Sahel,
Northern Ethiopia’s Tigray region and Cabo
Delgado in Mozambique. “There are still too many
wars and too much violence in the world,” Francis
said, adding that April 4 marked an awareness day
against landmines, “insidious and horrible devices”. 

Key month for Italy 
The pope’s Easter “Urbi et Orbi” (“To the city

and the world”) message in the Vatican came as 60
million Italians spent the Easter holiday under lock-
down.  The whole of Italy — the first country in
Europe to have been hit by the coronavirus — has
been declared a high-risk “red zone” from Saturday
through Monday, with restrictions on movement
and restaurants closed along with non-essential
retail. Despite the gloom, there have been hopeful

signs that vaccinations are gaining pace in Italy,
while infection rates dipped in late March —
although emergency rooms remain under enormous
strain. April is set to be a crucial month for Italy’s
vaccine rollout, with authorities hoping to adminis-
ter 300,000 doses per day within two weeks,
according to the country’s coronavirus commission-
er, General Francesco Paolo Figliuolo. 

Three regions, including that of Veneto which
includes Venice, are also preparing to slightly
loosen their anti-coronavirus rules from Tuesday
onwards, passing from the most restrictive “red”
zones to “orange”. And celebrations have been
dampened in South America too, where Brazil is in
the grip of a devastating outbreak likely fuelled by a
more contagious variant. The worrying situation in
the continent forced Peru to go into an Easter lock-
down, Bolivia to seal its frontier with Brazil, and
Chile to close all borders.  —AFP 

Millions mark Easter under virus curbs
Pope urges vaccines for poor in Easter message

VATICAN CITY:  Pope Francis arrives to deliver his Urbi et Orbi Blessing, after celebrating Easter Mass yesterday at St Peter’s Basilica in The Vatican during the COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic. — AFP

Truck driver makes 
tearful apology over 
Taiwan rail crash
TAIPEI: A railway maintenance worker
whose truck rolled onto the tracks and
sparked Taiwan’s worst train disaster in recent
decades made a tearful apology yesterday,
saying he would cooperate with investigators.
At least 50 people were killed and more than
200 were injured in Friday’s crash, which sent
a packed eight-car train hurtling into the sides
of a narrow tunnel near the eastern coastal
city of Hualien.

Investigators say the Taroko Express hit a
truck on the line moments before it entered the
tunnel. The vehicle slipped down a steep
embankment and prosecutors are working on
whether the driver either failed to secure the
parking brake, or the brake suffered a mechani-
cal failure. Yesterday, the driver Lee Yi-hsiang
read out an emotional statement to a bank of
media cameras. “I am deeply remorseful and
want to express my most sincere apologies,” he
said, his voice cracking with emotion. “I will
cooperate with the investigation by police and
prosecutors to take the responsibility I should
take,” he added.

Lee, 49, was part of a team who regularly
inspected Taiwan’s mountainous eastern train
line for landslides and other risks.  He was
questioned over the weekend by prosecutors
and released on bail by a court pending further
enquires. As questions mounted over how
packed the train was and why there were not
fences on that section of the track, transport
minister Lin Chia-lung offered his resignation
yesterday. But it was not accepted by the gov-
ernment who said he should remain in place
until the results of the investigation are known. 

Survivors reported that the train driver was
honking his horn shortly before the crash but
did not-or was unable to-slow down before
striking the truck. The United Daily News
newspaper ran a report yesterday based on
initial analysis from footage of the train
recorder that showed the truck was on the line
before the train went into the tunnel and no
slowdown before impact. The crash has
plunged Taiwan into mourning. Some survivors
lost entire families and the youngest victim was
just four.  A French national and two Americans
were also confirmed killed. — AFP 

French tycoon 
Tapie tied up and 
beaten in burglary
PARIS: Former French minister and scandal-ridden
tycoon Bernard Tapie, the former owner of Adidas,
was attacked along with his wife during a night-time
burglary of their home, police said yesterday.

The couple were asleep when four men broke
into their house in Combs-la-Ville near Paris around
00:30 AM (2230 GMT Saturday), beat them and
tied them up with electrical cords before making off
with their loot.

Dominique Tapie managed to free herself and
made her way to a neighbour’s home, where she was
able to call the police. Slightly injured from several
blows to the face, she was taken to hospital for a
check-up but was expected to be released quickly.
“She is doing well,” Tapie’s grandson Rodolphe
Tapie said.

Jewellery and a Rolex 
Tapie himself, who is 78, received a blow to the

head with a club, prosecutor Beatrice Angelelli told
AFP, but he declined to be taken into medical care.
“My grandfather refused to be taken away,”
Rodolphe Tapie said. “He is shattered, very tired. He
was sitting on a chair when he was hit with a club.”
The burglars made off with two watches, including a
Rolex, earrings, bracelets and a ring, according to a
source close to the investigation.

Tapie is a former Socialist minister who rose from

humble beginnings to build  a sporting and media
empire, but later faced a string of legal problems. He
made a fortune in the early part of his career by tak-
ing over failing companies with allegedly dubious
methods, and often flaunted his wealth, including by
buying a 72-metre yacht and a football club,
Olympique de Marseille, who won the French cham-
pionship while he was their owner. He has also been
under suspicion of match-fixing in France’s top foot-
ball league. He was briefly minister for urban affairs
in Francois Mitterrand’s government in 1992.

Many legal troubles 
Tapie was found guilty in a string of cases for

corruption, tax fraud and misuse of corporate assets,
went to prison for five months and was stripped of

the right to stand in any election in France. After his
release from prison in 1997, Tapie added showbiz to
his various activities, trying his hand at acting and
hosting radio and TV shows. In 2012 he also became
a media boss, taking over southern French daily La
Provence and other newspapers. 

One fraud case has dogged Tapie for decades,
involving a hugely controversial settlement worth
400 million euros ($470 million at current rates)
awarded to him by a government arbitration panel,
the size of which sent shockwaves through France.
The panel judged he had been the victim of fraud
when he sold his stake in the Adidas sports apparel
company in 1993 to state-run French bank Credit
Lyonnais, which was found to have undervalued the
sportswear brand. — AFP

PARIS: Media and journalists stand outside the cordoned off area near the house of French businessman
Bernard Tapie and his wife Dominique Tapie in Combs-la-Ville, southeastern suburbs of Paris yesterday. — AFP

Actor Akshay tests 
positive as India 
virus surge worsens
MUMBAI: Bollywood star Akshay Kumar said yes-
terday he has tested positive for COVID-19,
becoming the latest Indian celebrity to contract the
virus as the vast nation battles a new wave of cases.
India reported 93,249 new daily infections yester-
day, according to health ministry data, the highest
increase since September, taking the total known
cases to almost 12.5 million. “I wish to inform every-
one that, earlier this morning, I have tested positive
for COVID-19,” the 53-year-old actor tweeted.
Kumar said last year that he drinks cow urine daily
to stay healthy-a practice some Hindus believe has
medical benefits, including against the coronavirus.

He tweeted that he is now under home quaran-

tine and has “sought necessary medical care”.
Saturday also saw Indian spin star Axar Patel
announce he had tested positive and was in isola-
tion ahead of the start of the lucrative Twenty20
Indian Premier League tournament. The news came
just a day after Indian cricket legend Sachin
Tendulkar said he had been hospitalized as a pre-
cautionary measure after testing positive a week
earlier. Single-day infections in the nation of 1.3 bil-
lion have been rising since early February when
they fell to below 9,000 after peaking at almost
100,000 in September. Experts have warned that
infections are increasing at a faster pace in India,
which has the world’s third-highest number of cases
after the US and Brazil, compared to last year.

Maharashtra, where the country’s financial capi-
tal Mumbai is located, has been the worst-hit state
or territory in recent weeks. The megacity of 20
million people saw its highest single-day spike on
Saturday with 9,090 fresh cases. Ahead of yester-
day’s figures, India had recorded more than
456,000 cases in the last seven days-an increase of

37 percent compared to the previous week, accord-
ing to an AFP database. Brazil recorded over
505,000 cases for the same period but with a
decreasing trend from the previous week, and the
US reported 451,000 infections. — AFP

Bollywood actor Akshay Kumar


