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More than 360 flights in and out of Manila were 

cancelled, diverted or delayed, affecting around 
56,000 passengers. The outage hit as many people 
began returning to the capital for work and school 
after the Christmas and New Year break. There 
were chaotic scenes at check-in counters across the 
country as thousands of people tried to re-book 
tickets or find when their flights might take off. 
Others who had boarded their aircraft before the 
glitch was announced waited for hours and were 
then disembarked. 

Airport officials did not initially specify the cause 
of the problem. But transportation department sec-
retary Jaime Bautista said the air traffic manage-
ment center, which controls inbound and outbound 
flights, “went down” due to a power outage that 
resulted in the loss of communication, radio, radar 
and Internet. “The secondary problem was the 
power surge due to the power outage which affect-
ed the equipment,” he said. 

Airport authorities said the air traffic management 

system was partially restored by 4:00 pm (0800 
GMT) and flights were beginning to take off and land 
in Manila. “The flight delays and diversions are only 
precautionary measures to ensure the safety of pas-
sengers, crew, and aircraft,” the Civil Aviation 
Authority of the Philippines said. Stranded travelers 
were outraged and annoyed by the malfunction and 
lack of information given by airport staff. 

A woman who was supposed to fly to Singapore 
said she spent several hours sitting in a plane on the 
tarmac. She and her fellow passengers were eventu-
ally taken off the plane and offered hotel rooms. 
“We were told it was a complete failure of radio 
comms at air traffic control,” she told AFP. Tycoon 
Manny Pangilinan tweeted that he had been flying 
from Tokyo to Manila when the plane was diverted 
to Haneda due to “radar and navigation facilities” 
going down. 

“6 hours of useless flying but inconvenience to 
travelers and losses to tourism and business are 
horrendous. Only in the PH. Sigh,” Pangilinan wrote. 
Manila passenger Daryll Delgado said she had 
managed to rebook her flight for a later date after a 
“frustrating” experience. An AFP reporter in the 
southern city of Davao said travelers were advised 
not to go to the airport but many only found out 
their flights had been cancelled after they arrived to 
check in. — AFP 

Power outage 
strands travelers...
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She met Croatian Prime Minister Andrej Plenkovic 

and Slovenian President Natasa Pirc Musar at a bor-
der crossing with EU member Slovenia, and was then 
to head on to Zagreb. 

Experts say the adoption of the euro will help 
shield Croatia’s economy at a time when inflation is 
soaring worldwide after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
sent food and fuel prices through the roof. But feel-
ings among Croatians are mixed. While they wel-
come the end of border controls, some fear the euro 
switch will lead to an increase in the cost of living as 
businesses round up prices when they convert them. 
“It will be difficult. Prices that are already high will 
become even higher,” said Ivana Toncic, a teacher 
from Zagreb. 

But tourist agency employee Marko Pavic said 
Croatia was joining “an elite club”. “The euro was 
already a value measure - psychologically it’s nothing 
new - while entry into Schengen is fantastic news for 
tourism,” he told AFP. Use of the euro is already 
widespread in Croatia. Croatians have long valued 
their most precious assets such as cars and apart-
ments in euros, displaying a lack of confidence in the 
local currency. 

About 80 percent of bank deposits are denomi-
nated in euros and Zagreb’s main trading partners are 
in the eurozone. Officials have defended the decision 
to join the eurozone and Schengen, saying that the 
country thus completes its full EU integration. 
Croatia, a former Yugoslav republic of 3.9 million 
people that fought a war of independence in the 
1990s, joined the European Union in 2013. 

Experts say the adoption of the euro will lower 
borrowing conditions amid economic hardship. 
Croatia’s inflation rate reached 13.5 percent in 
November compared to 10 percent in the eurozone. 
Analysts stress that eastern EU members with cur-
rencies outside of the eurozone, such as Poland or 
Hungary, have been even more vulnerable to surging 
inflation. French President Emmanuel Macron on 
Sunday hailed Croatia’s switch to the euro, describ-
ing it as a “stable and solid” currency that had con-

tributed to Europe’s resilience in facing the conse-
quences of the war in Ukraine. 

Earlier on Sunday, Croatian National Bank gover-
nor Boris Vujcic symbolically withdrew euros from a 
cash machine in downtown Zagreb. In recent days, 
customers have queued at banks and ATMs to with-
draw cash, fearing payment problems during the 
immediate aftermath of the transition period. As the 
clock struck midnight, a series of events were held 
along Croatia’s borders with its EU neighbors to 
symbolize barrier-free travel. 

Foreign Minister Gordan Grlic-Radman took part 
in a ceremony at a crossing point with EU member 
Hungary, where the New Year countdown ended 
with a traffic barrier being raised. A similar ceremony 
was held at the Slovenia border, with Interior 
Minister Davor Bozinovic and Slovenian Public 
Administration Minister Sanja Ajanovic Hovnik. 
“Tonight we are celebrating New Year, new Europe 
with Croatia in Schengen,” Bozinovic told reporters. 

Croatia’s entry into the Schengen borderless area 
is expected to provide a boost to the Adriatic 
nation’s key tourism industry, which accounts for 20 
percent of its GDP. Previously long queues at the 73 
land border crossings with Slovenia and Hungary will 
become history. But border checks will only end on 
March 26 at airports due to technical issues. And 
Croatia will still apply strict border checks on its 
eastern frontier with non-EU neighbors Bosnia, 
Montenegro and Serbia. —AFP 

Colombia strikes ceasefire  
deal with main armed groups

BOGOTA: Colombia’s government has agreed to a 
six-month ceasefire with the five largest armed 
groups operating in the country, President Gustavo 
Petro announced on New Year’s Eve. The truce was 
the main objective of Petro’s “total peace” policy, 
which aims to end the country’s armed conflict, 
which has persisted despite the dissolution of the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) 
in 2017. 

The armed groups still operating in Colombia, the 
world’s largest cocaine producer, are locked in deadly 
disputes over drug trafficking revenues and other ille-
gal businesses, according to the Institute for 
Development and Peace Studies (Indepaz), an inde-
pendent think tank. 

“We have agreed to a bilateral ceasefire with the 
ELN, the Second Marquetalia, the Central General 
Staff, the AGC and the Self-Defense Forces of the 
Sierra Nevada from January 1 to June 30, 2023, 
extendable depending on progress in the negotia-
tions,” Petro tweeted. 

 
50 years of conflict  

Despite the government’s efforts to negotiate 
with Colombia’s various armed groups, which 
include a combined total of more than 10,000 fight-
ers, it has so far failed to contain the spiral of vio-
lence engulfing the country. Indepaz recorded near-
ly 100 massacres last year.  

The National Liberation Army (ELN), the last rec-
ognized insurgency in the country, has been negotiat-
ing with the government since November. The 
Segunda Marquetalia and Estado Mayor Central 
groups-splinter factions of FARC which broke from 
the 2016 peace pact-have held separate talks with the 
government. 

AGC, the country’s largest drug gang, is made up 
of the remnants of extreme right-wing paramilitaries 
that demobilized in the early 2000s. The government 
is offering the groups “benevolent treatment from the 
judicial point of view” for the armed actors “in 
exchange for a surrender of assets, a dismantling of 
these organizations and the possibility that they stop 
exercising these illicit economies”, Senator Ivan 
Cepeda recently told AFP. 

Some dissidents refused to lay down their arms 
alongside their FARC comrades six years ago, when the 
fearsome rebel army signed the deal with Bogota to 
end more than five decades of conflict. Colombia has 
suffered more than 50 years of armed conflict between 
the state and various groups of left-wing guerrillas, 
right-wing paramilitaries and drug traffickers. 

When he took power last August, Petro, the coun-
try’s first leftist president, vowed to negotiate with all 
Colombian armed groups as part of a “total peace” 
policy. There are currently around 90 political and 
criminal groups operating in the country, according to 
Indepaz.  —AFP

Indepaz recorded nearly 100 massacres last year

13 Moroccans  
drown trying  
to reach Spain 

 
RABAT: The bodies of 13 Moroccans have been recov-
ered after their boat sank off the country’s southern coast 
while attempting to reach Spain’s Canary Islands, 
Moroccan media reported. 

Spain is one of the main gateways for migrants to 
reach Europe. Tens of thousands also try each year from 
the coastlines of other North African countries, including 
Libya where coast guards on Saturday rescued hundreds 
of migrants. 

The 45 passengers on board the ill-fated Moroccan 
boat were attempting to reach the Canary Islands’ main 
city of Las Palmas when it hit a rock and sank Friday, “10 
minutes after” embarking near the town of Mirleft, 
according to online news service Hespress. 

About half of them, 24, were rescued from the water, 
the Arabic-language site reported. 

One woman was among the dead, and eight of the 
passengers remained unaccounted for. 

AFP contacted Moroccan authorities to confirm the 
deaths but received no immediate comment. 

Morocco’s 2M news service reported the passengers 
had used an inflatable boat which was quickly “damaged 
and the victims found themselves in the middle of the 
waves”. Passage on the vessel had cost between 20,000 
and 25,000 Moroccan dirhams ($1,900 to $2,400), 
Hespress said. Located at Africa’s northwestern tip, 
Morocco is a transit country for many migrants, particu-
larly sub-Saharan Africans. Fleeing poverty and violence, 
they seek to reach Europe from Morocco’s Atlantic or 
Mediterranean coasts. 

Others attempt the crossing from Morocco’s neigh-
bours further east on the Mediterranean. 

Thousands dead, missing 
Naval special forces in eastern Libya, northwest of 

Benghazi city, intercepted a trawler carrying nearly 650 
migrants trying to reach Europe, according to the media 
bureau of eastern naval headquarters, in a Facebook 
statement on Saturday. 

The migrants included Bangladeshis, Syrians and 
Egyptians, the media bureau quoted naval commander 
Ramzi Najem as saying. 

The west of war-scarred Libya had been the centre 
of clandestine migrant departures. However, crossing 
attempts using trawlers and large-capacity fishing ves-
sels have multiplied from Libya’s east, where a rival 
administration is in charge. 

In October, the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM) said more than 14,000 migrants had 
been intercepted and returned to Libya during the year. 

Libya is regularly criticised for its treatment of 
migrants, with human rights groups alleging horrific 
treatment at the hands of smuggling gangs and inside 
state-run detention centres. Off the coast of neighbour-
ing Tunisia, more than 22,500 migrants had been inter-
cepted this year, according to official figures up to 
October. 

Spanish human rights group Caminando Fronteras 
(Frontline Defenders) said in early December that more 
than 11,200 migrants have died or gone missing while try-
ing to reach Spain since 2018, an average of six per day. 

The route between Morocco and the Canary Islands 
alone accounted for 7,692 of these deaths, the group 
said. The second most dangerous route is between 
Algeria and Spain where 1,526 people died over the 
same period. 

Since late 2019, the number of migrants attempt-
ing clandestine crossings along the perilous Atlantic 
migration route surged as patrols in the 
Mediterranean intensified. 

Spain’s interior ministry said on December 15 that a 
total of 27,789 migrants had reached Spanish territory 
illegally this year, including 15,742 arrivals in the 
Canary Islands. —AFP 

2 dead, 200 rescued 
in Lebanon migrant  
boat sinking: Army 

 
TRIPOLI: Two migrants died and another 200 were 
rescued Saturday when their boat sank off Lebanon’s 
northern coast, from where increasing numbers make 
the risky journey to flee a collapsed economy. 

An AFP correspondent in the impoverished port 
city of Tripoli said men, women and children-mostly 
refugees from Syria but also about 50 Lebanese-
were on board the vessel when it got into difficulty. 
“Three naval ships, accompanied by another from 
UNIFIL (the UN mission in Lebanon), arrived at the 
site... off Selaata and personnel saved some 200 peo-
ple,” the army said on Twitter. 

A separate tweet said two people had died. 
Earlier, the army said a naval patrol had been dis-
patched to rescue the vessel packed with people 
attempting to “illegally leave Lebanese waters”. On 
Twitter, UNIFIL confirmed it was assisting the 
Lebanese Navy “in search and rescue operation at 
sea between Beirut & Tripoli where a boat in distress 
with a large number of people on board was found.” 

Dozens of relatives of those rescued streamed into 
Tripoli port to await their return to shore, AFP’s cor-
respondent said. Lebanon is mired in what the World 
Bank describes as one of the worst economic crises 
in modern history. The country also hosts more than 
a million refugees from Syria’s civil war. 

It was once just a launchpad for foreign migrants, 
but nearly three years of economic collapse have left 
Lebanon’s own citizens increasingly joining Syrian 
and Palestinian refugees clamouring to leave by dan-
gerous sea routes. 

“We can no longer live in this country-or Syria,” 
said Younes Jomaa, a Syrian originating from Idlib 
and a brother of one of the surviving migrants. They 
are among millions displaced over more than a 
decade by Syria’s war. 

“I had planned to go with my brother, but was 
unable to get enough money together,” Jomaa said, 
adding that his brother had taken on debt to fund his 
voyage. In late September around 100 migrants died 
when their boat sank off the Syrian coast after 
departing from Lebanon, in one of the deadliest such 
episodes. 

Migrants departing from Lebanon head for 
Europe, with one of the of the main destinations 
being Cyprus, only 175 kilometres (110 miles) away. 
The UN’s refugee agency UNHCR has said at least 
1,570 individuals, including 186 Lebanese nationals, 
had embarked or tried to embark on illicit sea jour-
neys from Lebanon between January and November 
2021. —AFP

BOGOTA: Colombian senator Ivan Cepeda uses his computer during an interview with AFP at his apartment in Bogota. 
Colombia President Gustavo Petro, a former urban guerrilla and the country’s first ever left-wing president, has vowed to 
negotiate with armed groups, including left-wing rebels and drug traffickers, in a bid to achieve “total peace” in the 
country.  —AFP

TRIPOLI: Members of the Lebanese Army deploy as families 
await news of their relatives at the entrance of the port in 
the northern city of Tripoli, following a rescue operation by 
the navy of a sinking migrant boat in Mediterranean waters, 
off Lebanon.  —AFP

Croatia adopts 
euro, enters

BREGANA, Croatia: Vehicles pass without stopping at 
the Bregana border crossing between Croatia and 
Slovenia on Jan 1, 2023.  — AFP  

MANILA: Passengers wait for information about their flights at terminal 3 of Ninoy International Airport in 
Pasay on Jan 1, 2023. — AFP 


