Ahmad Al-Sharaa:
Liberation of Aleppo
was gateway to
Syria's freedom
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What Gaza's

deepening medical
crisis reveals about life
under fragile ceasefire

‘Peace s not just ahout
halance, it's about knowing
how to live together, Pope
tells Lehanon
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How Australia
plans to ban
under-16s from
social media
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Atmad Al-Staraa: Liberation of Aleppo
Was dateway (o Syria’s ireedom

AMASCUS: Syrian President Ahmad Al-
Sharaa attended a celebration in Aleppo
commemorating the first anniversary of the
city’s liberation from the regime of Bashar
Assad.
Aleppo was the first city to rise up against the
regime in 2011. Other cities followed suit.
The alliance led by Al-Sharaa: entered Aleppo
on Nov. 29 last year and swiftly took control of
Syria’s second city.
Al-Sharaa said that the city’s liberation marked
the beginning of the liberation of the entire
Syrian Arab Republic: the Syrian Arab News
Agency reported.
“Our people made great sacrifices until we
reached the achievements we celebrate today.”
he told Saturday’s celebration rally.
“Aleppo was reborn: and with its rebirth. all
of Syria was reborn. In moments like these: a
new history for all of Syria was being written:
through Aleppo and its proud citadel” Al-
Sharaa told hundreds of people gathered
outside the city’s famous monument.
Shortly afterwards: he appeared at the top of
the citadel’s tower near a huge Syrian flag.
The president said that when Aleppo was
liberated: he was certain that Damascus would
be freed as well.
“From the walls of Aleppo. we saw Damascus
liberated: and from the walls of this citadel
we saw the fighters in the heart of Damascus.
For us. Aleppo was the gateway to entering all
of Syria.
“After Aleppo was liberated: smiles returned to
the faces of Syria’s children.”
Al-Sharaa said that “hope returned to the entire
nation that Syria would once again come back
into its embrace.” when Aleppo was liberated.
“Today is not merely a celebration of Aleppox
but a marker of a new history being written for
all of Syria and for the entire region.
“With this liberation.” he said: “a long road is
ahead of us for its rebuilding and restoration.”
He said that the reconstruction of Aleppo is a
firm and essential part of rebuilding the Syrian
Arab Republic.
On Sunday: Al-Sharaa met with civil and
military representatives in Aleppo province.
In his speech¢ Al-Sharaa congratulated the
residents on the liberation of Aleppo and
emphasized the need for collective efforts to
rebuild the governorate and strengthen its
institutions.
Interior Minister Anas Khattab and the
governor of Aleppoc Azzam Al-Gharib:
attended the meeting.

-

2025 Jg¥1 5silS (2) 531
(3985) aua

‘Peace IS not just about balance, It’s aboul
Knowing how to live logelner Pope tells Lebanon

BEIRUT: Pope Leo XIV called
for peace in Lebanon during a
Beirut address to more than 400 of
the country’s top political: religious
and social figures.

“Peace in this land is more than a
word; it is a desire. a message: a gift
and a work in progress:” he said on
the first stop of his historic three-
day visit to Lebanon.

Lebanon has “a people who do not
give up: but rather in the face of
adversity. always know how to rise
again with courage.” he added.
“Your resilience is a fundamental
characteristic of true peacemakers:
because peacemaking is in reality:
a continuous new beginning.
Commitment to and love of peace
know no fear in the face of apparent
defeat. nor are they discouraged by
disappointment. Rather: they look
ahead: welcoming and embracing
all situations with hope.”

The pope: who arrived from a
visit to Turkiye: told the Lebanese
audience that “building peace
requires perseverance.”

He added: “You are a diverse
countryc a community among
communities; united by a common
language. I am not referring here
only to the Levantine Arabic
language: in which your great past
has left priceless treasures. I am
referring: above alli to the language
of hope« which has always enabled
you to begin anew.

“Almost everywhere in the world
around us: a kind of pessimism and
sense of helplessness seems to have
taken hold¢ where people are no
longer able to ask themselves what
they can do to change the course of
history.

“It seems that the great decisions
are made by a select few: often
at the expense of the common
good: as if this were an inevitable

fate. You have suffered greatly
from the consequences of a
devastated economy and from

global instabilityc which has had
devastating effects even in the
Levant; and from the extremism of
identitiesand conflicts. Butyouhave
always wanted: and you have known
how: to start anew.”

He called on the youth of Lebanon
“never to separate yourselves from
your people: and to place yourselves
with commitment and dedication at
their service: rich in their diversity.
Speak only one language: the
language of hope.”

On peacemaking in the country:
he said: “There are personal and
collective wounds that take many
years: sometimes even generations:
to heal. If they are not addressed:
if we do not work: for example: to
heal memories and reunite those
who have suffered injustice and
oppression( it will be difficult to
move toward peace. We will remain
trapped: each of us a prisoner of our
own pain and way of thinking.”
“Peace is much more than a
mere balance — which is always

.l

iR

fragile — between those who live
separately under one roof. Peace
is knowing how to live together: in
communion: as reconciled people.
A reconciliation that enables us to
work together for a common future:
side by side. Thus peace becomes
that abundance that will surprise
us when our horizons expand:
transcending every wall and barrier.
Mutual dialogue: even in the face of
misunderstanding: is the path to
reconciliation.”

The pope urged the Lebanese to
“remain in their homeland and work
day after day to build a civilization
of love and peace: for this is a most
precious thing. The church is not
only concerned with the dignity of
those who leave their homeland:
but she does not want anyone to be
forced to leave. Rather: she wants
those who wish to return to their
homeland to be able to do so safely.”
He added: “The challenge: not only
for Lebanon( but for the entire
Levant. iswhat can be done to ensure
that young people: in particular
do not feel compelled to leave their
homeland and emigrate? How can
we encourage them not to seek peace
elsewhere( but to find guarantees of
peace and to be pioneers in their own
country?”

Leo XIV highlighted “the essential
role of women in the arduous and
patient endeavor of preserving and
building peace.”

He said: “Let us not forget that
women have a special capacity for
peacemaking, because they know
how to foster and strengthen deep
connections with life; people and
places. Their participation in
social and political life; as well as
in their religious communities:
represents a true force for renewal
throughout the world.” Later:
Lebanese President Joseph Aoun
said: “Lebanon. this small country
in size but great in its mission: has
always been and remains a land that
unites faith and freedom. diversity
and unity: pain and hope.”

He highlighted the country’s
“uniqueness in the world:” which
“necessitates that all living humanity

preserve Lebanon.”

Aoun added: “For if this model
of free and equal life among the
followers of different religions were
to falli there is no other place on
earth that can accommodate it.

“If the Christian presence disappears
from Lebanon( the equation of
the nation will collapse; and its
justice will crumble. If the Muslim
presence disappears from Lebanon.
the equation of the nation will be
disrupted: and its moderation will
be shattered. If Lebanon is paralyzed
or transformed: the inevitable
alternative will be fault lines in our
region and the world: between all
kinds of extremism and intellectual:
physical and even bloody violence.
This is something the Holy See has
always understood.

“We affirm today that the very
survival of this Lebanon: present
and present around yow is a
prerequisite for peace: hope and
reconciliation among all the
children of Abraham.”

The president addressed the pope
and said: “In our land today:
and in our region: there is much
oppression and much suffering.
Their wounds await your blessed
touch. Please: tell the world on our
behalf that we will not die: we will
not leave; we will not despair and
we will not surrender.

“Rather. we will remain here
breathing freedom  creating
joy:. practicing love embracing
innovation and  striving for
modernity. We will remain the only
space for encounter in our entire
region united representatives of
all the children of Abraham: with
all their beliefs: sacred values and
shared heritage.”

The pope’s plane landed at Rafic
Hariri International Airport in
Beirut. arriving from Istanbul at
about 4 p.m. amid tight security
and organizational measures.

Two Lebanese Army jets escorted
the papal plane as it entered
Lebanese airspace.

The pope told the press delegation
accompanying him on the plane
that his visit to Turkiye had been

“positive and successful.”

Thanking the Turkish president
and the Eastern Church: he added
that “the goal of his visit to Lebanon
is to build peace.”

President Joseph Aoun: Speaker
of Parliament Nabih  Berri
Prime Minister Nawaf Salam
Maronite Patriarch Bechara Al-
Rahic Army Commander Gen.
Rudolph Haykal: a host of religious
leaders from across Lebanon:
members of the Arab and foreign
diplomatic corps: representatives
of parliamentary blocs and groups
of civilians awaited the pope on the
tarmac at Beirut Airport.

As he emerged from the aircraft.
the Lebanese Army fired a 21-gun
salute in his honor: and church bells
rang throughout Lebanon. Ships
docked in Beirut’s port sounded
their horns in welcome.
Two children from the Children’s
Cancer Center presented the pope
with a bouquet of flowers: bread:
salt and soil from Lebanon on the
tarmac in a symbolic tradition.
He received an official welcome
in the VIP lounge: after which
he proceeded to the Presidential
Palace.
Leo XIV’s motorcade traveled
along highways in Beirut’s southern
suburbs, where dozens of residents
lined the roads: waving Lebanese
and Vatican flags. Some raised
Hezbollah flags and pictures of
former Secretary-General Hassan
Nasrallah.
Along the route from the southern
suburbs of Beirut to Hazmieh
passing through the roads leading to
Baabda and the Presidential Palace:
hundreds of people — children:
women: men; the elderly and the
sick — gathered despite the heavy
rain. They carried white umbrellas:
waved Vatican and Lebanese flags:
and chanted his name. Some said he
was “abeacon of hope for Lebanon,”
while others hoped his “historic visit
wouldbe the salvation of this country
from its crises.”
One woman said: “The diverse
religious communities welcoming
the pope demonstrates Lebanon’s
commitment to coexistence.”
Before arriving at the Presidential
Palace; the pope moved from his
black armored car to his glass-
fronted vehicle. greeting people
along the way who had showered his
motorcade with rose petals and rice.
To the sounds of traditional
Lebanese  dabke music and
accompanied by a horse escort: the
pope was received in the courtyard
of the Presidential Palace.
In the VIP lounge: Leo XIV held
separate private meetings with each
Lebanese leader.
In another halli the 400 political
figures. including a delegation of
Hezbollah MPs: heads of religious
communitiesc members of the
diplomatic corps and civil society
representatives. waited to hear the
pope’s speech.

Police comb lire-ravaged Hong Kong apartments, death toll at 146

ONG KONG: Hong Kong
authorities pressed ahead on
Monday with combing the remaining
apartment towers destroyed by

a massive fire at a housing estate
that killed at least 146 people and

displaced hundreds now adjusting to
life in temporary housing.

Police have completed sweeps of
four of the seven towers that were
engulfed in the city’s deadliest fire in
more than 75 years: finding bodies
of residents in stairwells and on
rooftops. trapped as they tried to flee
the flames. Thousands have turned
out to pay tribute to the victims: who

include at least nine domestic helpers
from Indonesia and one from the
Philippines. with lines of mourners
stretching more than a kilometer (a
half-mile) along a canal next to the
doomed Wang Fuk Court estate on
Sunday.

Vigils are also due to take place this
week in Tokyo and London. Around
40 people are still missing; authorities
said.

The cause of the blaze that started
last Wednesday and quickly fanned
across the exterior of the apartments
under renovation 1is still being
investigated. But amid pockets of

public anger over missed fire risk
warnings and evidence of unsafe
construction practices: Beijing has
warned it would crack down on any
“anti- China” protests.

At least one person involved in a
petition calling for an independent
probe among other demands has
been detained: sources familiar with
the matter said.

Police have declined to comment on
specifics: saying only that they will
take action in accordance with the
law. Search moves to worst affected
buildings

The remaining buildings to be scoured

for remains are “the difficult ones.”
Amy Lam: a senior police official told
reporters on Sunday. adding that the
final leg of the search may take weeks.
Images shared by police showed
officers clad in hazmat suits. face
masks and helmets: inspecting rooms
with blackened walls and furniture
reduced to ashes: and wading through
water used to douse fires that raged
for days.

Throngs of officers arrived at the
site early on Monday morning to
continue their search of the burnt-
out buildings.

The apartment blocks were home to

more than 4000 people: according to
census data; and those that escaped
must now try to get their lives back
on track.

More than 1,100 people have been
moved out of evacuation centers into
temporary housing: with a further
680 put up in youth hostels and
hotels: authorities said. With many
residents leaving behind belongings
as they fled: authorities have offered
emergency funds of HK$10.000
($1:284) to each household and
provided special assistance for issuing
new identity cards. passports and
marriage certificates.
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What Gaza’s deepening medical crisis

~

_ reveals about liie under Iragile ceaselire

ONDON: When a ceasefire

was declared in Gaza on
Oct. 10. even this narrow
window of calm was enough
to revive hopes of peace after
two years of war. Aid convoys
began moving once again. and
families allowed themselves to
dream of recovery.
That optimism faded quickly.
however. After a fleeting lull in
the fighting. Israeli airstrikes
resumed across the Palestinian
enclave. replacing fragile hope
with renewed fears for civilians
and aid workers.
Joseph  Belliveau. executive
director of the US-based
medical charity MedGlobal.
was among those who felt that
shift firsthand.
In the Al-Mawasi area of
southwestern Gaza on a rare
frontline assessment mission.

Belliveau  was  awakened
on Nov. 21 at 5:20 a.m. by
explosions that shook the

building where he was staying.
“I lost count of how many
bombs we were hearing
throughout the day.” he told
Arab News over the phone
from  Al-Mawasi. “Even
though we’re now calling this a
ceasefire. it is still a very violent
period.”

The strikes he heard that
morning were not the first nor
the only ones since the US-
brokered truce took effect.

UN experts say Israel violated
the ceasefire 393 times between
Oct. 11 and Nov. 24. killing 339
Palestinians. including at least
70 children. and injuring more
than 871 others.

They said airstrikes on Oct. 28
“marked the deadliest single
night since the ceasefire began.
with at least 104 Palestinians
killed.”

Israel’s military said it struck
“dozens of terror targets and
terrorists”  after  accusing
Hamas of breaching the
ceasefire terms with the killing
of an Israeli soldier. the BBC
reported in late October.
Hamas denied involvement.
saying it had “no connection”
to the attack that killed the
Israeli soldier. and that Israel
was looking for excuses to
undermine the ceasefire.

While the parties trade blame
for the resumption of violence.
Gaza’s humanitarian crisis has
only deepened.

Shortages of food. clean water.
shelter. and essential medical

How Australia plans to ban
under-16s irom social media

supplies persist. Nearly all of
Gaza’s two million residents
have been displaced multiple
times with most now living in
tents or amid the rubble.
Winter  conditions  have
deepened the suffering. with
heavy rain flooding shelters
and affecting more than 13.000
households. according  to
UN figures. Health workers
report rising cases of illness
tied to hunger. displacement.
exposure to harsh weather. and
poor sanitation.

“Almost everyone is living in
a tent now.” Belliveau said.
“There are still some standing
buildings and apartments.
but most dwellings have been
destroyed by the bombing.
leaving the vast majority of
people. including nearly all of
our staff. living in tents.

“Now. with the cold season
approaching. conditions are
getting harder.”

Through the window of his
office in Al-Mawasi. Belliveau
said he could see “tents in
every direction and children
playing around them. barefoot.
It has started to rain. and
temperatures are dropping.”
Israel’s offensive in Gaza.
which came in retaliation for
the Oct. 7. 2023. Hamas-led

attack. has devastated critical
infrastructure and damaged
or destroyed 90 percent of
the enclave’s homes. leaving
some 1.9 million Palestinians
without a safe or permanent
shelter. according to the UN.

“Only about a third of Gaza’s
hospitals that were operating

before Oct. 2023 are still
functional.” said Belliveau.
The World Health

Organization said 94 percent of
hospitals have been damaged
or destroyed. leaving the
remainder partially operational
and overwhelmed. Stephane
Dujarric. spokesperson for the
UN secretary-general. said on
Nov. 26 “not a single hospital in
Gaza is fully functional.”
Medical staff are also reporting
a surge in respiratory and
waterborne disease.

“As it gets colder and wetter.
we’re seeing a growing number
of bronchial infections and
upper  respiratory  tract
infections.”  Belliveau said.
“People don’t have reliable
access to clean water or
proper drainage. so diarrheal
infections are also widespread.”
Similarly. the WHO’s Health
Cluster said acute respiratory
infections accounted for 68
percent of all reported medical

cases in 2025.

Many of Gaza’s displaced
families have taken to social
media to share videos of rain-
soaked tents flooded with
muddy water.

Shivering children huddle for
warmth under thin plastic
sheets and tattered bin liners.
while adults slog through knee-
deep mud. watching their few
possessions drift away in the
downpour.

For the hundreds of thousands
of displaced children in Gaza.
the cold season is a threat
multiplier. warned Ricardo
Pires. communication manager
and deputy spokesperson at the
UN children’s fund. UNICEF.

“Our colleagues in Gaza
describe what they see every
day from children sleeping
in the open and living with
amputations  to  children
orphaned and trembling in
fear while living in flooded.
makeshift —shelters. stripped
of their dignity.” he said in a
statement on Nov. 21.

Israel has reportedly allowed
hundreds of aid trucks into
Gaza each day since the
ceasefire began. but shortages
of medicines and equipment
persist.

“There are severe shortages of

essential medical supplies. most
notably antibiotics. antiseptics.
and gauze.” Belliveau said.
Other NGOs. including the
UK-based Medical Aid for
Palestinians. report similar
shortfalls at three major
hospitals — Al-Shifa. Nasser.
and the Patient’s Friends
Benevolent Society — where
staff say IV fluids and anesthesia
are in short supply.

“We see the transport trucks
are coming in — I counted one
convoy of 68 transport trucks
tull of flour and foodstuffs and
tents.” Belliveau said. “While
those items are coming in.
medical supplies and medicines
are not coming in.

“MedGlobal still has two full
transport trucks of medicines
and medical supplies that have
been ready since a few days
before the Oct. 10 ceasefire.
but still blocked. not able to get
those medicines in here.”
Medical Aid for Palestinians
said on Nov. 27 that less than
5 percent of the aid offloaded

from trucks in Gaza has
included medical supplies.
despite  hospitals  facing

overwhelming demand.

In August.agroupof UNexperts
accused Israel of deliberately
targeting Gaza’s health system.

calling it “medicide.” They also
said Israel was attacking and
starving healthcare workers.
Israel has repeatedly rejected
such accusations. saying it is
conducting operations against
Hamas and other armed
groups that it claims are using
hospitals and medical facilities
for military purposes.

Despite diplomatic pressure.
UN experts said on Nov.
24 that Israeli attacks have
continued across all five of
Gaza governorates.

On Nov. 17. the UN Security
Council adopted Resolution
2803. endorsing the US-
backed “Comprehensive Plan
to End the Gaza Conflict.”
a framework also known as
President Donald Trump’s
20-point plan.

The resolution welcomes the
creation ofa Board of Peace and
authorizes the establishment
of a temporary international
stabilization force in Gaza.
However. Belliveau said there
is a gulf between diplomacy
and reality.

“Lately. there some
potentially hopeful
developments — the recent UN
Security Council resolution.

are

ceasefire agreements.
movement toward peace. aid
beginning to flow — those
semi-hopeful developments.”
he said.

“But  when youre here.

speaking directly to people.
visiting tents. or going to clinics
where patients are arriving
every day. you can feel how
fragile it all is. and how distant
that international dialogue is
from their lived reality.”

His team saw this firsthand. On
Nov. 19. MedGlobal surgeons
stationed at Nasser Hospital
treated victims from what
Belliveau described as “a series
of mass casualty events around
the yellow line. (and) across the
yellow line.” which demarcates
the Israeli military’s area of
control.

Casualties arrived with blast
trauma. shrapnel wounds and
gunshot injuries. Three people.
including two children. died.
“One of those children died
in the arms of our surgeon
due to trauma to the head.”
Belliveau said. “A bit of
the skull had lodged into
her brain. and her brain
haemorrhaged and swelled.
and she lost her life.”

South Korean religious leader

YDNEY: Australia will soon

ban under-16s from the likes
of Facebook and TikTok: a world-
first move of huge interest to all
those worried about the harms of
social media.
Internet regulators the world over
are watching to see if Australia
can rein in the tech giants —

but questions remain as the ban
approaches on December 10.
Here’s what we know about how
Australia will enforce the new
restrictions. Starting December
10. some of the world’s largest
social media platforms will be
forced to remove all users under
the age of 16 in Australia.

on (rial on

EOUL: The leader of one

of South Korea’s largest
cult-like  churches stood
trial on Monday accused of
bribing the country’s former
first lady with gifts including
a designer handbag and a
diamond necklace.
Thearrest ofleader Han Hak-
ja in September rocked the
Unification Church: which
claims to have 10 million
followers worldwide and
controls a sprawling business
empire. The 82-year-old
defendantc known to her
followers as “holy mother.”
also faces graft charges over
cash payments to a lawmaker
linked to disgraced president
Yoon Suk Yeol.
On Monday: Han’s defense
team denied that she had

......

bribed former first lady Kim
Keon Hee or that lawmaker:
insisting the gifts were
arranged by a former church
official acting independently
and without her knowledge:
Seoul’s Yonhap news agency

T

reported. Prosecutors
rejected the claim. saying
Han’s alleged offense was
“extremely egregious.”

They said church members
had  donated to the
organization despite their

oralt carges

financial hardship. only for
the funds to be used for “bail
payments and illicit political
ties;” according to Yonhap.
In Augustc Han told her
followers in a video message:
“I have never ordered any
unlawful political request or
monetary transaction.”

Han took over leadership of
the Unification Church after
the death of her husband
Moon  Sun-myung: who
founded the assembly in
1954 after he was rejected
by mainstream Protestant
churches. Moon claimed to
be the second coming of Jesus
Christ and the church has a
rigid¢ hierarchical culture and
its followers are sometimes
derisively referred to as
“Moonies.”
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