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ROME: Three boats overcrowded with migrants were 
brought safely to Italian ports on Saturday, the coast-
guard said, as thousands of marchers remembered the 
victims of last month’s deadly shipwreck off Calabria’s 
coast. The rescue of more than 1,300 migrants came 
the same day as three more bodies from the shipwreck 
nearly two weeks ago were found, bringing the death 
toll to 76. The bodies recovered were those of two girls, 
both under the age of 10, and that of an adult male, said 
Italian news reports.

The February 26 shipwreck just off the shore of Ca-
labria, has drawn sharp criticism of the right-wing gov-
ernment led by Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni for its 
failure to intervene in time to save the migrants.

In Cutro on Saturday, near the site of the disas-
ter, thousands of marchers accompanied a cross 
made of splintered wood from the shipwreck, which 
was carried through the streets to the water’s edge. 
“This cross is a symbol of suffering today,” said Do-
menico “Mimmo” Lucano, a former Calabrian mayor, 
the ANSA news agency.

“During these emergencies, Calabrian communi-
ties are shaken, and what prevails is a spirit of sol-
idarity that the government doesn’t show,” he said. 
Lucano is known for his activism on behalf of mi-
grants. On Friday, the coastguard began a rescue op-
eration of three boats, one south of the Calabrian city 
of Crotone and two further south off Roccella Ioni-
ca. Coastguard videos showed a large fishing boat 
pitching violently back and forth in nightime rough 

seas with dozens of people visible on the deck. Other 
images showed inflatable rescue boats approaching 
another fishing vessel packed with people.

The 487 migrants onboard the first boat were 
safely brought to the port of Crotone at about 0200 
GMT Saturday morning, the coastguard said. Anoth-
er operation in which 500 migrants were rescued to 
a coastguard ship was wrapping up, it added. ANSA 
had earlier reported that the ship had docked at the 
port of Reggio Calabria.

Two coastguard patrol vessels rescued a third 
boat carrying 379 people, transferring the migrants 
to a Navy ship headed to the Sicilian port of Augus-
ta, it said. Italy’s defence ministry said it had begun 
to air transfers of migrants away from the crowded 
migrant centre on the island of Lampedusa, which it 
said was now over capacity.

The recent shipwreck has put the government on the 
defensive. On Thursday, Meloni held a cabinet meeting 
at Cutro, near the disaster site, and announced a new 
decree that included stiffer prison sentences for human 
traffickers, but no new measures to help save lives.

Her far-right Brothers of Italy party, which won 
elections last year, had promised to curb arrivals, but 
Italy has recently seen a sharp rise in the number of 
migrants attempting to reach its shores via the dan-
gerous Mediterranean crossing.

The interior ministry says more than 17,500 people 
have arrived by sea so far this year-almost three times 
the number for the same period last year. — AFP

More migrants brought ashore to 
Italy as locals march for victims

487 migrants onboard the first boat were safely brought to the port of Crotone

STECCATO DI CUTRO: Relatives of victims of the February 26, 2023 shipwreck take part in a 
protest march in Steccato di, Cutro, Calabria region, southern Italy, as part of the movement 
‘Stop the massacre, now!’ — AFP

German Catholics 
challenge Vatican 
with reforms 
FRANKFURT: Germany’s Catholic Church has 
ended a landmark renewal project by agreeing a 
slew of reforms including blessing same-sex mar-
riages and allowing female deacons, at the risk of 
angering the Vatican. Bishops, priests, nuns and lay 
representatives of the Church gathered in Frankfurt 
from March 9-11 for the last assembly of Germany’s 
“Synodal Path”, a process launched in 2019 in re-
sponse to the clerical sex abuse scandal.

Some 200 delegates voted on 15 separate is-
sues, among the most high-profile of which was the 
overwhelming agreement to ordain women into the 
diaconate. Deacons can assist priests during Mass, 
perform baptisms and bless marriages.

The final decision on whether to allow female 
deacons remains with Pope Francis. The delegates 
in Frankfurt did not go so far as to vote in favour 
of female priests, a far more contentious issue. The 
“Synodal Path” participants also backed offering 
blessings for same-sex couples, in defiance of the 
Vatican which considers homosexuality a sin.

Crucially, the measure was supported by a ma-
jority of German bishops, who have the authority to 
perform the ceremonies in their diocese without Vat-
ican approval. The result was welcomed by the head 
of the German Bishops’ Conference Georg Baetzing 
as a “very good” outcome. Blessings for same-sex 
relationships are already offered in Germany by 
some Catholic priests, but the public show of sup-
port is likely to encourage more such ceremonies.

The German reform drive, which has included 
controversial discussions about priestly celibacy and 

changing the decision-making structure in Church, 
has sparked deep tensions with Rome and even 
triggered fears of a schism. Baetzing played down 
those concerns in Frankfurt. “The Synodal Path nei-
ther leads to a division nor is it the beginning of a 
national Church,” he told delegates. Baetzing hopes 
the German proposals will be incorporated in Pope 
Francis’s global synod, which will see a discussion 
about Church reforms in October.

Germany’s Catholic Church remains the country’s 
largest religion, counting  21.6 million members in 
2021. But it has lost around three million members 
over the last decade and struggled to recruit new 
priests, spurring calls for modernisation and renewal.

Much of the exodus came in the wake of revela-
tions of child sex abuse by clergy, mirroring similar 
scandals around the world. A study commissioned 
by the German Bishops’ Conference and released in 
2018 showed that 1,670 clergymen had committed 
some type of sexual attack against 3,677 minors, 
mostly boys, between 1946 and 2014. — AFP

VATICAN CITY: File photo shows Pope Francis (R) 
arrives to lead his weekly general audience at Paul 
VI hall at the Vatican as people take pictures of 
him with their cell-phone. — AFP

Death sentence 
for Swedish-Iran 
dissident
TEHRAN: Iran’s judiciary on Sunday confirmed a 
death sentence for a Swedish-Iranian dissident for 
“terrorism” more than two years since his disap-
pearance at an airport in Turkey. Habib Chaab has 
been held in Iran since October 2020 after he van-
ished during a visit to Turkey and was put on trial 
in Tehran-which does not recognise dual nationality.

Chaab, convicted of “corruption on earth” for head-
ing a rebel group, was sentenced to death on Decem-
ber 6. On Sunday, the judiciary’s Mizan Online website 
said Iran’s Supreme Court had upheld the ruling.

“The death sentence of Habib Farajollah Chaab 
on charges of corruption on earth... was approved 
by the Supreme Court,” Mizan report. It said he was 
sentenced for “the formation, management and lead-
ership of a rebel group called Harakat al-Nidal, and 
the design and execution of numerous terrorist op-
erations in Khuzestan province”.

Iran has accused Harakat al-Nidal of “coopera-
tion with other terrorist groups” including in a 2018 
attack on a military parade in Ahvaz, the Khuzestan 
provincial capital, that authorities said killed 25 peo-
ple and wounded almost 250.

Chaab is the latest person to be sentenced to 
death over membership of Harakat al-Nidal, or 
Arab Struggle Movement for the Liberation of Ah-
vaz, which Iran considers a “terrorist group”. Irani-
an prosecutors have said the group’s main objective 
was “the disintegration of the Iranian province of 
Khuzestan” in the country’s southwest.

According to the prosecution, other leaders of 
Harakat al-Nidal are based in Denmark, the Nether-
lands and Sweden, with the group receiving financial 
and logistical support from Saudi Arabia. Last week, 
Mizan said a court in Ahvaz had sentenced to death 
six members of the group over attacks carried out by 
“orders of their European leaders”.

They had been found guilty of “armed opera-
tions” between 2017 and 2019 that killed four peo-
ple, including a soldier and two members of Iran’s 
Basij paramilitary force, the report said. Iranian state 
television had aired a video of Chaab in which he 
claimed responsibility for the 2018 military parade 
attack and admitted to working with Saudi intelli-
gence services. Oil-rich Khuzestan is home to a large 
Arab minority, and its people have long complained 
of marginalisation. 

Dual nationals on death row 
Iran executes more people yearly than any oth-

er nation except China, according to rights groups 
including Amnesty International.  Three dual nation-
als including Chaab have been sentenced to death 
or executed over security-related charges since the 
start of the year, according to the judiciary.

In January, the judiciary executed Alireza Akbari, 
a former Iranian official with British citizenship who 
had been convicted of espionage, bringing the tense 
ties between London and Tehran under new strain.

The Tehran Revolutionary Court in February sen-
tenced to death German-Iranian Jamshid Sharmahd, 
67, over his connection with a deadly mosque bomb-
ing in 2008. Sharmahd’s sentence is pending confir-
mation by the Supreme Court. At least 16 Western 
passport holders, most of them dual nationals, are 
detained in Iran. Tehran insists all have been subject 
to proper judicial process. — AFP
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punished the banking sector in total on Thursday, 
but by Friday, shares in some larger banks post-
ed gains. However, regional lenders remained un-
der pressure, including First Republic Bank, which 
slumped nearly 30 percent in two sessions on Thurs-
day and Friday, and Signature Bank, a cryptocur-
rency-exposed lender, which has lost a third of its 
value since Wednesday evening. Yellen said on Sun-
day that the government was working with the US 
deposit guarantee agency, the FDIC, on a “resolu-
tion” of the situation at SVB, where approximately 
96 percent of deposits are not covered by the FDIC’s 
reimbursement guarantee.

“I’m sure they (the FDIC) are considering a 
wide range of available options that include ac-
quisitions,” she said. Yellen said reforms made af-
ter the 2008 financial crisis meant the government 
was not considering a bailout for SVB. “During the 
financial crisis, there were investors and owners of 
systemic large banks that were bailed out... and 

the reforms that have been put in place means that 
we’re not going to do that again,” she said. “But 
we are concerned about depositors and focused 
on trying to meet their needs.”

Following the 2008 failure of Lehman Brothers 
and the ensuing financial meltdown, US regulators 
required major banks to hold additional capital in 
case of trouble. US and European authorities also 
organize regular “stress tests” designed to uncover 
vulnerabilities at the largest banks. SVB’s implosion 
represents not only the largest bank failure since 
that of Washington Mutual in 2008, but also the 
second largest failure ever for a retail bank in the 
United States.

Little known to the general public, SVB special-
ized in financing start-ups and had become the 16th 
largest US bank by assets: At the end of 2022, it had 
$209 billion in assets and approximately $175.4 bil-
lion in deposits. Earlier on Sunday, Britain’s finance 
minister Jeremy Hunt warned that the country’s 
technology and life sciences sectors were at “serious 
risk” following the SVB closure, noting that the bank 
manages the money of some of the UK’s most prom-
ising businesses. He added, however, that the gover-
nor of the Bank of England had made it “very clear” 
that there was no systemic risk to the UK’s financial 
system due to the SVB’s collapse. — Agencies 

Saudi unveils new
airline to compete...
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 “close to a deal” with Boeing for an aircraft order 
“valued at $35 billion”.

The kingdom’s busiest international airport is 
currently in the Red Sea coastal city of Jeddah, 
where flag carrier Saudia is based. Known as the 
“Gateway to Makkah”, the city welcomes millions 
of Muslims performing the hajj and umrah pilgrim-
ages each year. Officials have in recent years tried 
to position Riyadh, in central Saudi Arabia, as a rival 
to business hub Dubai.

“They want to make it a cosmopolitan city compet-

ing with the likes of Dubai and the likes of Doha from 
an investment perspective, from a tourism perspective, 
from an infrastructure perspective,” Khalil Lamrabet, 
former CEO of the Saudi Air Connectivity Program, 
told AFP last November. “And to do that you need the 
country to develop a dedicated hub in Riyadh.”

The capital currently has around eight million 
people, but officials have said they want the popu-
lation to grow to 15-20 million by 2030. The Sau-
di strategy hinges partly on tapping the domestic 
market in a country with a population of around 35 
million, which officials see as a major advantage for 
national carriers over rivals Emirates and Qatar Air-
ways. “There is sizable outbound traffic out of the 
kingdom as well as sizable domestic traffic,” Lam-
rabet said. “The reliance on transfer (flights) will not 
be as high as the other hubs in the region.” — AFP 
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Sudani said the government was working on a 
wider “Iraqi vision for climate action”, speaking at a 
conference in the southern city of Basra attended by 
foreign ambassadors and UN officials. The plan would 
include promoting clean and renewable energy, new 
irrigation and water treatment projects and reduced 
industrial gas flaring, he said, without announcing 
details on funding or timeframes. Sudani said Iraq 
was “moving forward to conclude contracts for con-
structing renewable energy power plants to provide 
one-third of our electricity demand by 2030”.

Sudani also cited “efforts to preserve Iraq’s rights 
in the waters of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers”, the 
two waterways whose flows have been reduced, with 
Iraqi officials blaming dams upstream in Turkey and 
Iran. “The unilateral water control in the upstream 

countries increases the vulnerability of countries 
challenged by the effects of climate change,” the 
Iraqi premier told the Basra meeting.

As part of the wider plan, the government cited the 
creation of green belts around cities to act as wind-
breaks against dust storms. Iraq was once dubbed “the 
country of 30 million palm trees”, but decades of con-
flict and failing public policies have ravaged the nation-
al symbol as urbanization has shrunk traditional green 
spaces. Lush palm groves that once protected large 
cities such as Baghdad or Karbala have given way to 
concrete neighborhoods.

Sudani pledged that Baghdad would soon orga-
nize a regional conference to strengthen cooperation 
and exchange expertise on combating climate change 
and other environmental pressures. “I call on friendly 
countries and all United Nations organizations to sup-
port us in facing the effects of climate change,” Sudani 
said. Saudi Arabia, Iraq’s wealthy neighbor, in 2021 an-
nounced a plan to plant 10 billion trees on its territory 
within a decade, as well as to plant 40 billion additional 
trees in collaboration with other countries. — AFP 

Pence slams
Trump over
Capitol attack
WASHINGTON: Former US vice president Mike 
Pence said Saturday that history would hold former 
president Donald Trump “accountable” for his role in 
the 2021 attack on the US Capitol, US media reported. 
The remarks are likely to widen the rift between the 
former running mates, who have been at loggerheads 
since Pence refused to go along with Trump’s efforts to 
overturn the 2020 election results and remain in power.

“President Trump was wrong,” Pence said in a 
speech at the annual Gridiron Dinner in Washington, 
a white-tie gala put on by journalists that draws top 
politicians. “I had no right to overturn the election. 
And his reckless words endangered my family and 
everyone at the Capitol that day. And I know that 
history will hold Donald Trump accountable,” Pence 
was quoted as saying by multiple media outlets.

Some of the thousands who stormed the US Cap-
itol on Jan 6, 2021, called for Pence to be hanged, 
forcing him to seek a safe location. Trump has al-
ready declared his intention to seek a new term as 
president in 2024 elections, and Pence indicated he 
may challenge him for the Republican nomination. 
The Gridiron Dinner is usually a light-hearted event 
with skits and musical entertainment, and Pence ini-

tially sought to poke fun. “I will wholeheartedly, 
unreservedly support the Republican nominee for 
president in 2024 - if it’s me,” he said. Near the end 
of his speech, Pence said there was one issue he 
would not joke about. “The American people have 
a right to know what took place at the Capitol on 
January 6th,” he said, according to The Washing-
ton Post newspaper. “But make no mistake about 
it, what happened that day was a disgrace, and it 
mocks decency to portray it in any other way.”

Pence’s sharp remarks aimed at Trump were un-
expected at the gala. “Was at the dinner and can 
confirm @Mike_Pence definitely caught the room by 
surprise - lots of dropped jaws,” tweeted Maryam 
Mujica, a former State Department official. — AFP 

Mike Pence


