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 Kaabi said he expected gas from the North Field 

to last more than 50 years. ConocoPhillips chairman 
Ryan Lance hailed the deal, saying it would be the 

“best in the world”. 
Qatar is expected to announced more partners in 

the coming days, with Chinese state energy firms 
among the names mentioned by industry sources as 
likely contenders. China is already one of the biggest 
customers for Qatari liquefied natural gas. Kaabi 
said there was “zero diplomatic element” in the deci-
sion on the companies taking part. He said the price 
paid, “competency” and ability to give access to new 
markets were the key elements determining the 
selection.  — AFP 

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis has fuelled the 
rumour mill with a postponed Africa trip and the 
curious timing of an upcoming meeting of cardi-
nals-but experts caution against assuming a resig-
nation is nigh. Hobbled by pain in his knee and 
forced to use a wheelchair in recent weeks, the 85-
year-old pontiff postponed a July trip to the 
Democratic Republic of Congo and South Sudan 
last week. 

That move, along with an unusual decision to 
hold a consistory to name new cardinals during the 
vacation month of August, triggered intense specu-
lation about his plans for the future, including the 
most radical-that he was planning to step down. 
Not so fast, many say. 

“In the pope’s entourage, the majority of people 
don’t really believe in the possibility of a resigna-
tion,” a Vatican source told AFP. Rumours within the 
insular Roman Curia-the Catholic Church’s powerful 
governing body-are nothing new, and often fuelled 
by those with an interest, said Italian Vatican expert 
Marco Politi. “These rumours are encouraged by 
the pope’s opponents who are only eager to see 

Francis leave,” he told AFP. 
 

Door to retired popes  
The resignation of a pope was once almost 

unthinkable. But when Benedict XVI stood down in 
2013, citing his declining physical and mental health, 
he set a precedent. In 2014, a year after being elect-
ed to replace Benedict, Francis himself told reporters 
that were his health to impede his functions as pope, 
he would consider stepping down too. 

“He (Benedict) opened a door, the door to retired 
popes,” the pontiff said then. More recently in May, 
as reported by various Italian media, Francis joked 
about his knee during a closed-door meeting with 
bishops: “Rather than operate, I’ll resign.” 

However, a trip to Canada at the end of July is 
still on the pontiff’s schedule, and the pope contin-
ues to receive injections in his knee and physical 
therapy, according to the Vatican.  As a child, 
Francis had one of his lungs partially removed. 
Today, besides his knee issue, he suffers recurring 
sciatic nerve pain. 

Rumours of a resignation also flared last year 
after Francis underwent colon surgery, prompting 
him to tell a Spanish radio station that the idea 
“hadn’t even crossed my mind”. But beyond his 
health, a series of calendared events in upcoming 
months have some Vatican watchers questioning 
whether Francis is laying the groundwork for retire-
ment, while ensuring that his reforms stay intact. 

 
Convening cardinals  

First was his decision to call an extraordinary 
consistory for August 27, a slow summer month at 
the Vatican, to create 21 new cardinals — 16 of 
whom will be under the age of 80, thereby eligible 
to elect his successor in a future conclave. Since 

becoming pope in 2013, the Argentine pontiff has 
created 83 cardinals in a move to shape the future 
of the Catholic Church, in part to counter 
Europe’s historically dominant influence, and to 
reflect his values. 

On August 28, Francis will pay a visit to L’Aquila 
and the tomb of Celestine V-the first pope to have 
resigned from the papacy, in the 13th century. He 
then joins the world’s cardinals-many of them meet-

ing their peers for the first time-in two days of dis-
cussions over the reform of the Roman Curia, which 
Francis announced in March with the unveiling of a 
new constitution. 

Francis’ shake-up of the Roman Curia attempts 
to shift the Church back towards its pastoral roots, 
allows lay Catholics to head Vatican departments 
and creates a dicastery specifically for charity 
works among other reforms. — AFP 

Pope’s future sparks debate,  
resignation seems unlikely

Resignation of a pope was once almost unthinkable

VATICAN CITY: File photo shows Pope Francis kissing a baby from the popemobile car within a canonization 
mass at St Peter’s Square in The Vatican. — AFP

“Rather than  
operate,  
I’ll resign”

LONDON: Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson (C) chairs a cabinet meeting at 
10 Downing Street in London. The UK government defended its controversial poli-
cy of sending asylum seekers to Rwanda, even as the entire senior leadership of 
the Church of England branded it shameful and immoral. — AFP

SYDNEY: Britain’s plan to send migrants 
and asylum seekers to Rwanda has left 
survivors of a similar scheme in Australia 
wondering why the “failed” policy that 
shattered their lives is being revived else-
where. For more than six years, Sudan-
born refugee Abdul Aziz Muhamat was 
detained by Australian authorities in a 
small tropical island camp off Papua New 
Guinea’s mainland, hidden from full legal 
and public oversight. 

“The simplest way to describe daily life 
on Manus Island is there’s no life,” 
Muhamat explained. 

“It’s worse than a prison,” he told AFP. 
“If you cry, no one will listen. If you shout, 
no one will come.” 

Muhamat’s detention was part of 

Australia’s “Pacific Solution”, under which 
thousands of people who attempted to 
reach the country by boat were moved to 
offshore centres on Manus and the tiny 
nation of Nauru. There, they were 
processed, given identification numbers 
and barred from ever permanently settling 
in Australia. Many languished in the camps 
for years, in conditions described by rights 
groups as “hellish”. 

“They never could have got away with 
the conditions in those camps if they had 
been in Australia,” said Nick McKim, a 
Greens senator who visited Manus five 
times before being refused entry. 

“I have no hesitation in describing what 
happened in those camps as torture.” 

After vast taxpayer expense, 14 

detainee deaths, a string of suicide 
attempts-some by detainees as young as 
five-and at least six referrals to the 
International Criminal Court, Australia’s 
scheme has been scaled back piece-by-
piece. As of last month there were about 
100 people still on Nauru. Now the con-
cept is being given new life by Britain, 
which plans to send asylum seekers to the 
land-locked African nation of Rwanda. 

M a nu s - d e t a i n e e - t u r n e d - a u t h o r 
Behrouz Boochani has urged the British 
public to resist plans “to copy the deeply 
dehumanising asylum policies of 
Australia”. But UK Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson-who has taken advice from a 
series of prominent Australian political 
strategists-has offered a familiar explana-
tion for why it needs to go ahead: 
Deterrence. Like his Australian counter-
parts, Johnson has argued the policy will 
convince would-be migrants not to under-
take perilous sea journeys on often rickety 
and overloaded vessels. — AFP 

Offshore detention survivors 
decry UK’s Rwanda scheme

BEIRUT: A jihadist ambush on a bus in remote 
eastern Syria left at least 15 pro-government fight-
ers dead on Monday, the Syrian Observatory for 
Human Rights said. The war monitoring group said 
it was not immediately clear if those killed were 

from the regular army or allied militia. 
The attack took place on the road linking the 

city of Raqa, which used to be a major IS hub and 
is under Kurdish control, to the government-con-
trolled city of Homs. The Observatory said several 
other fighters were critically wounded. The official 
state-run agency SANA confirmed 13 casualties 
and quoted a military sources saying that the 
ambush took place at around 6:30 am (0330 
GMT). 

Observatory head Rami Abdel Rahman said the 
ambush was the deadliest of its kind since a similar 
attack in early March also killed 15 in the Palmyra 
region. Another 10 soldiers and allied pro-regime 

forces were killed in an attack last month on an 
army bus by non-IS rebel forces in the northern 
province of Aleppo. This was the heaviest death 
toll reported in pro-government ranks from a rebel 
attack since a truce agreement brokered by Russia 
and Turkey in March 2020. 

Before Russia intervened in the Syrian conflict, 
the regime of President Bashar al-Assad controlled 
barely a fifth of the national territory. With Russian 
and Iranian support, Damascus clawed back much 
of the ground lost in the early stages of the war, 
which erupted in 2011 when the government bru-
tally repressed pro-democracy protests. 

The Islamic State group has not yet issued any 

statement claiming responsibility for Monday’s 
attack. Its once sprawling self-proclaimed 
“caliphate” straddling Iraq and Syria was defeated 
in March 2019 by US-backed local forces. But it 
has continued to carry out attacks against regime 
and Kurdish-led forces in eastern Syria. 

Raqa was once the de facto capital of the IS 
“caliphate”, which covered territory the size of 
Britain, printed its own schoolbooks, minted its 
own currency and collected taxes. Analysts have 
long feared a resurgence of the jihadist organisa-
tion but it still has no fixed positions and the inten-
sity of its attacks has remained largely unchanged 
since 2019.  — AFP

IS Syria ambush  
kills pro-regime  
fighters: Monitor
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 influential figure. The Duke of Cambridge, as 

he is officially known, accompanied his father 
when the queen missed the State Opening of 
Parliament in May and has also weighed in on 
important family decisions. 

He was reportedly a prime mover in blocking 
the participation of Prince Andrew, his sex scan-
dal-hit uncle, in the traditional Order of the 
Garter ceremony this month. “They (William and 
Kate) are the monarchy’s future, that was under-
lined at the balcony appearance at the end of the 
Jubilee” celebrations to mark the queen’s record-
breaking 70-year reign, said Fitzwilliams. 

William’s time has been devoted to the family 
since giving up his role as a helicopter ambu-
lance pilot in 2017. Significantly, he is reportedly 
planning to move out of London’s Kensington 
Palace and into a four-bedroom cottage, 
described as modest, on the grounds of the 
queen’s Windsor Castle home west of London 
where she spends most of her time. The move 
will allow him to get closer to the queen and 
strengthen his role in the family’s inner sanctum, 
commentators said. 

While he is becoming more committed to his 
royal duties, he is also determined to provide a 
normal life for his three children - Prince George, 
aged eight, Princess Charlotte, seven, and four-
year-old Prince Louis. This is partly driven by his 
own childhood, which was marked by the trauma 

of  h is  parents ’  very publ ic  separat ion and 
divorce, and the death of his mother Diana in a 
car accident in 1997 when he was only 15. 

His mother’s example is evident in his more 
modern outlook, which saw him break with the 
traditions of royal fathers and get his hands dirty 
with nappy changing, and help the older two with 
homework. The tall, blond, partially bald prince is 
also keen to carry on his mother’s legacy of help-
ing society’s most vulnerable members. He was 
spotted in London earlier this month selling The 
Big Issue, the UK’s homeless magazine, and has 
spoken out frequently on other issues such as the 
environment and mental health. 

William was “molded” by the “traditional” 
queen during Sunday lunches with her  at 
Windsor when he was studying at the elite Eton 
College nearby, Marc Roche, author of several 
books on the monarchy, told AFP. But “among 
William’s assets, there is... perhaps due to the 
influence of his mother, a great sensitivity to 
diversity and the environment”, he added. 

The prince has revealed little about what goes 
on behind palace walls but defended the family 
after his brother Harry and wife Meghan gave a 
shock interview on US television, in which they 
accused members of being racist. He vehemently 
denied the allegations and by all accounts, rela-
tions with Harry are strained.  

But William recognizes the need to modernize 
the age-old institution to enable it to survive after 
Elizabeth II and fend off the forces of republican-
ism that are stronger among younger generations. 
This need was emphasized during a recent tour of 
the Caribbean in March, which was criticised for 
being a throwback to colonial times. “One of the 
things that William is particularly concerned with 
is the image of the monarchy and how it moves 
forward,” said Fitzwilliams. — AFP 

Prince William’s 
influence grows...
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that Turkey could delay the Nordic countries’ bids 

indefinitely. 
Finnish Prime Minister Sanna Marin recently 

expressed fears that unless the issues are resolved 
“before Madrid, there is a risk that the situation will 
freeze”. Germany on Monday dampened hopes of a 
deal being reached that quickly. “I think this is about 
expectations management and to place this in its his-
torical context,” said a high-ranking German govern-
ment source, while stressing a solution was still in sight. 
“It would not be a catastrophe if we need a few more 
weeks,” the source said. “What is crucial is that in our 
view there are no insurmountable difficulties” between 
Sweden, Finland and Turkey. 

Ankara’s anger has primarily been directed at 
Sweden. “Sweden does view the PKK as a terrorist 
organization and has done so since 1984”, Levin said, 
adding that it was “arguably the first country apart from 
Turkey” to do so. “So in that sense Sweden does not 
really stand out” from other European countries. 

However, Sweden has expressed support for the YPG, 
a US-backed Syrian Kurdish group, and its political arm, 
the Democratic Union Party (PYD). Ankara views the 
YPG, which fought against the Islamic State group in 
Syria with Western support, as the PKK’s Syria offshoot. 
In a bid to ease Ankara’s concerns, Swedish Prime 
Minister Magdalena Andersson has stressed that 
Sweden has been beefing up its anti-terror laws in 
recent years, with new stricter legislation coming into 
force on July 1. 

Sweden has also said that its independent weapons 
export agency would be prepared to review its policy 
once the country was a NATO member. Levin noted 
that one area where Sweden does stand out in Europe 
is that it is “generally more sympathetic to the broader 
Kurdish cause”. The Scandinavian country is home to 
around 100,000 Kurds, which Levin described as 
“influential” and “successful in mobilizing”. “In that 
sense, maybe Turkey is right to put the spotlight on 
Sweden”, Levin said. 

Sweden’s government is also being squeezed on the 
home front, with its hands tied by an independent law-
maker with Kurdish roots. Amineh Kakabaveh is a former 
Left Party member of Iranian-Kurdish origin sitting in 
parliament as an independent since 2019. In November, 
she provided the deciding vote to bring the Social 
Democrats into power - in exchange for deeper cooper-
ation with the PYD. — AFP 

Hopes fade for swift 
NATO accession...


