
Israeli strike on Gaza’s only Catholic church kills three
• 600 displaced 
sheltered at church

• 54 with special 
needs present

• Pope Leo XIV 
“deeply saddened”

AFP | Gaza City

An Israeli strike on Gaza’s 
only Catholic church killed 

three people yesterday, the Latin 
Patriarchate of Jerusalem said, 
as Israel said it “never targets” 
religious sites and regretted any 
harm to civilians.

Pope Leo XIV said he was 
“deeply saddened” by the loss 
of life, which a witness said was 
the result of a tank shell hitting 
the church.

AFP footage showed those in-
jured being treated at Gaza City’s 
Al-Ahli Hospital, also known as 
the Baptist Hospital, with one re-
ceiving oxygen and blood while 
lying under a foil blanket.

Mourners knelt next to two 
white body bags laid out on the 
floor.

“In the morning a tank shell 
targeted us and hit the church 
and a number of civilians were 
killed and wounded,” said Sha-
di Abu Daoud, a displaced man 
whose 70-year-old mother was 
killed in the strike.

The Latin Patriarchate of Jeru-
salem named the dead as Najwa 
Abu Daoud, Saad Issa Kostandi 
Salameh and Foumia Issa Latif 
Ayyad.

“This morning, at approxi-
mately 10:20 am (0720 GMT), the 
Compound of the Holy Family in 
Gaza... was struck by the Israeli 
army,” it said in a statement.

“As of this hour, three individ-
uals lost their lives as a result of 
the injuries sustained and ten 
others were wounded,” including 
the community’s parish priest, 
Father Gabriel Romanelli, it add-
ed, revising a previous toll of two.

An AFP photograph showed 
Father Romanelli with a bandage 
around his lower leg at Al-Ahli 
Hospital.

Gaza civil defence spokesman 
Mahmud Bassal confirmed that 
three people were killed in an 

Israeli strike on the church in 
Gaza City, with which the late 
Pope Francis kept regular con-
tact through the war.

Cardinal Pierbattista Pizza-
balla, the Latin Patriarch of Je-
rusalem, told Vatican News that: 
“What we know for sure is that a 
tank, the IDF says by mistake, but 
we are not sure about this, they 
hit the Church directly”.

 ‘Serious act’ 
The patriarchate, which has 

jurisdiction for Catholics in 
Israel, the Palestinian Territo-
ries, Jordan and Cyprus, said it 
“strongly condemns this strike 
and this targeting of innocent 

civilians”.
The site was sheltering around 

600 displaced people, the major-
ity of them children and 54 with 
special needs.

“The people in the Holy Fam-
ily Compound are people who 
found in the Church a sanctuary 
-- hoping that the horrors of war 
might at least spare their lives, af-
ter their homes, possessions and 
dignity had already been stripped 
away,” a statement read.

It came as Gaza’s civil defence 
agency reported that Israeli 
strikes elsewhere across the Pal-
estinian territory killed at least 
22 people.

Israel expressed “deep sorrow” 

over the damage and civilian 
casualties, adding that the mili-
tary was investigating, as foreign 
leaders, including from France 
and Italy called the strike “un-
acceptable”.

“Israel never targets church-
es or religious sites and regrets 
any harm to a religious site or to 
uninvolved civilians,” the Israeli 
foreign ministry said on X.

Out of the Gaza Strip’s popu-
lation of more than two million, 
about 1,000 are Christians. Most 
of them are Orthodox but ac-
cording to the Latin Patriarchate, 
there are about 135 Catholics in 
the territory.

Pope Francis repeatedly called 
for an end to the war which 
erupted in October 2023 and in 
his final Easter message, a day 
before his death on April 21, he 
condemned the “deplorable hu-
manitarian situation” in the Pal-
estinian territory.

Monsignor Pascal Gollnisch, 
the head of Catholic charity 
l’Oeuvre d’Orient, said the raid 
was “totally unacceptable”.

Iraq mall fire kills 61
Newly opened shopping centre in Kut becomes site of deadly overnight fire

• Fire started 
on first floor

• AC explosion 
suspected cause

• Many suffocated 
in bathrooms

• No fire suppression 
system installed

AFP | Kut

A fire tore through a newly 
opened shopping mall in 
the eastern Iraqi city of 

Kut overnight, killing at least 61 
people, authorities said yester-
day, as grief-stricken families 
searched for missing relatives.

Officials said many people suf-
focated in bathrooms, while one 
person told AFP that his five rel-
atives died in an elevator.

The blaze -- the latest in a 
country where safety regulations 
are frequently neglected -- broke 
out late Wednesday, reportedly 
starting on the first floor before 
rapidly engulfing the five-storey 
Corniche Hypermarket Mall.

The cause was not immedi-
ately known, but one survivor 
told AFP an air conditioner had 
exploded.

Several people told AFP they 
lost families including mothers 
and children who had gone to 
shop and dine at the mall, days 
after it opened in Kut -- around 
160 kilometres (100 miles) south-
east of Baghdad.

Footage shared on social media 

showed people including chil-
dren standing on the roof, calling 
for help.

Ali Kadhim, 51, has been shut-
tling between the mall and the 
main hospital, where the victims 
were taken, looking for his cous-
in, who is missing with his wife 
and three children.

Back at the mall, he waited 
anxiously as rescuers searched 
for victims in the wreckage, with 
an ambulance on standby.

“We don’t know what hap-
pened to them,” he said.

An AFP correspondent at the 
scene said the blaze had been 
contained and the front of the 
building was severely charred.

The interior ministry said in 
a statement that “the tragic fire 

claimed the lives of 61 innocent 
citizens, most of whom suffo-
cated in bathrooms, and among 
them 14 charred bodies yet to be 
identified.”

 ‘We couldn’t escape’ 
INA news agency later quoted 

a medical source who put the toll 
at 63 dead and 40 injured.

Wasit province governor Mo-
hammed al-Miyahi told the of-
ficial INA news agency the vic-
tims included men, women and 
children.

A medical source in Kut said 
there were “many unidentified 
bodies”.

A correspondent reported see-
ing charred bodies at the prov-
ince’s forensic department.

The mall had opened 
just days before 

the fire, with some 
victims among the 

first employees hired 
— one had worked only 
three days before the 

disaster struck
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Air India probe of Boeing 787 fuel 
control switches finds no issues
• Fuel switch 
inspections complete

• No locking 
mechanism issues found

AFP | New Delhi

Air India’s inspection of the 
locking feature on the fuel 

control switches of its existing 
Boeing 787 aircraft found no is-
sues, an internal communication 
circulated within the airline said.

The switches have come under 
scrutiny following last month’s 
crash of an Air India jet that 
killed 260 people after a prelim-
inary probe by Indian investiga-
tors found that they had flipped 
from run position to cutoff short-
ly after takeoff.

India’s aviation regulator ear-
lier this week ordered the coun-
try’s airlines to investigate the 
locking feature on the switches 
of several Boeing models.

The order came after Boeing 
notified operators that the fuel 
switch locks on its jets were safe.

But it was in line with a Spe-
cial Airworthiness Information 
Bulletin (SAIB) issued by the US 
Federal Aviation Administra-
tion (FAA) in 2018, which rec-
ommended inspection of the 
locks to ensure they could not 
be moved accidentally.

Air India’s probe, however, 
found no problems with the lock-
ing mechanism.

“Over the weekend, our Engi-
neering team initiated precau-
tionary inspections on the lock-
ing mechanism of Fuel Control 
Switch (FCS) on all our Boeing 

787 aircraft,” the airline’s flight 
operations department said in a 
communication to its pilots.

“The inspections have been 
completed and no issues were 
found,” the communication said, 
noting that it had complied with 
the regulator’s directives.

Debris of Air India flight 171 is pictured after it crashed in a residential area near the airport in Ahmedabad
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Bu i l d i n g  o u r  o w n 
strength. More weap-

ons production. Deregu-
lation. Closer cooperation 
with partners. Justice. 
Digitalization. Better care 
for our heroes and their 
families. These are key 
priorities I outlined for 
the new government.

@ZelenskyyUa

A great day for science 
and partnership! The 

Republic of Korea joins 
Horizon Europe. The larg-
est innovation programme 
in the world, which we 
propose to double in the 
next EU budget. Together, 
we’ll drive cutting-edge 
research, from digital to 
clean tech.

@vonderleyen

Here in KwaZulu-Natal 
for the #G20SouthA-

frica Finance Ministers 
and CB Governors’ Meet-
ing. Looking forward to 
insightful exchanges on 
how to enhance economic 
resilience & spur growth, 
and on debt sustainability 
for low-income countries.

@GitaGopinath

Germany has commit-
ted to change their 

law so we can disrupt 
the supply of small boats. 
Working with our inter-
national partners gets re-
sults for British people. 
We will smash the people 
smuggling gangs and se-
cure our borders.

@Keir_Starmer
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editorial stances)

02

News in brief 
 u A rare painting 
of Mahatma Gandhi, 
believed to be the only 

oil portrait that the Indian independence 
leader ever sat for, has sold at auction in the 
UK for £152,800 ($205,000). The 1931 painting 
by British-American artist Clare Leighton fetched 
more than twice the estimated price when the 
auction closed on Tuesday in London, Bonhams 
auction house has revealed. “Thought to be 
the only oil painting of Mahatma Gandhi which 

he sat for, this was a very special work, which had never before been offered at 
auction,” said Rhyanon Demery, Bonhams’ head of sale.

 u The United 
States is moving 
to get weapons 
to Ukraine quickly under President 
Donald Trump’s plan for Europe to buy 
arms, and is weighing selling Patriot air 
defense systems from its own stocks, 
Washington’s envoy to NATO said 
yesterday. “We are all moving with haste 
to facilitate this and get this done, and, you 
know, I think things are actually moving very 
quickly,” US ambassador to NATO Matthew Whitaker told journalists.

 u 
Bangladesh 
police said 

yesterday they had arrested 20 
people, a day after clashes between 
supporters of ousted premier Sheikh 
Hasina and security personnel killed 
at least four people. The clashes 
erupted in Hasina’s hometown of 
Gopalganj on Wednesday after members 

of her Awami League party tried to foil a rally by the National Citizens Party 
(NCP), made up of many students who spearheaded the uprising that toppled her 
government last year. Bricks, stones and shattered windows littered the area 
where the clashes occurred. More than 1,500 police, as well as soldiers and border 
guards, have been deployed in the district to enforce a curfew.

Rare Gandhi portrait smashes 
estimate to sell for nearly £153,000

Bangladesh police arrest 20 after deadly 
clashes in ousted premier’s hometown

US ‘moving at haste’ to get Ukraine 
weapons under Trump plan: envoy

54 people killed in 24 hours of 
heavy monsoon rain in Pakistan

AFP | Islamabad

Heavy rains have been 
linked to 54 deaths in 

the past 24 hours in Pakistan, 
taking the toll to about 180 
since the arrival of the mon-
soon in late June, the govern-
ment’s disaster agency said  
yesterday.

Torrential rain has poured 
almost without pause across 
parts of Punjab province since 
Wednesday morning, causing 
urban flooding and houses to 
collapse.

Rescue teams used boats to 
evacuate families from villages 
along the river further south 
in the morning, but the water 
had begun to recede by the 
afternoon.

“Children were screaming 
for help, and women stood on 
rooftops, waving their shawls 
and begging to be rescued,” 
said Tariq Mehbood Bhatti, a 
51-year-old farmer in Ladian 
village.

Residents living in low-lying 
areas near the Nullah Lai river 
that runs through Rawalpindi 
city, neighbouring the capital 
Islamabad, were ordered to 
evacuate after a sharp rise in 

the water level.
“Rescue teams are on stand-

by for more evacuations,” a 
spokeswoman for the disaster 
agency said.

“Residents of vulnerable 
areas should prepare emer-
gency kits with food, water, 
and essential medicines for 
three to five days in case of an 
emergency,” the National Dis-
aster Management Authority 
(NDMA) added in an alert.

The Rawalpindi government 
declared a public holiday yes-
terday to keep people at home, 
with the national meteorolog-
ical department warning that 
heavy rain would continue 
until Friday.

Around 180 people have 
been killed, including 70 chil-
dren, and about 500 injured 
since the start of the monsoon 
on June 26, according to the 
disaster agency.

“In the last 24 hours, 54 
people were killed and 227 in-
jured across Pakistan, with the 
majority of fatalities report-
ed from Punjab,” the NDMA 
spokeswoman said, adding 
that the toll had been counted 
at 8:00 am (0300 GMT) yes-
terday.

A man along with his dog while a car wade through a flooded street during 
heavy monsoon rains in Rawalpindi

The struck church was 
where Pope Francis 
maintained regular 

contact during the war, 
and remembered in his 

final Easter message 
before his death
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64 1334 1925 2012
Great Fire of 
Rome begins 
under the 
Emperor Nero

Bishop of Florence blesses the first 
foundation stone for the new campanile 
(bell tower) of the Florence Cathedral, 
designed by artist Giotto di Bondone

Adolf Hitler publishes Mein Kampf, 
original title was the catchy “Four 
and a Half Years (of Struggle) Against 
Lies, Stupidity and Cowardice”

Kim Jong-un is officially appointed 
Supreme Leader of North Korea 

and given the rank of Marshal 
in the Korean People’s Army

S P O T L I G H T

Syria troops quit Druze region
Syria cedes security to Druze leaders after Israeli strikes force troop withdrawal

• Syrian army 
withdraws from Sweida

• Bodies found 
on streets

• US, Turkey, Arab 
nations mediate truce

AFP | Damascus

Syrian troops pulled out of 
the Druze heartland prov-
ince of Sweida yesterday 

on orders from the government, 
leaving bodies strewn on the 
street, journalists reported from 
the provincial capital.

The southern province has 
been gripped by deadly sectari-
an bloodshed since Sunday, with 
hundreds reportedly killed in 
clashes pitting Druze fighters 
against Sunni Bedouin tribes and 
the army and its allies.

In a televised speech, Islamist 
interim President Ahmed al-
Sharaa said community leaders 
would resume control over se-
curity in Sweida after the de-
ployment of government troops 
on Tuesday fuelled the sectarian 
bloodshed and prompted Israeli 
military intervention.

Government troops told AFP 
that the order to withdraw came 

shortly before midnight (2100 
GMT Wednesday) and they com-
pleted their pullout from the 
province at dawn.

A photographer counted 15 
bodies on the street in the centre 
of Sweida yesterday after govern-
ment forces pulled out.

The Syrian Observatory for 
Human Rights has said more 
than 370 people have been killed 

in sectarian clashes in the city 
since Sunday.

Israel had pounded govern-
ment troops with air strikes 
during their brief deployment 
to the southern province and 
also struck army headquarters 
in Damascus, warning that its 
strikes would intensify until the 
government pulled back.

Sharaa announced in a tele-

vised address that “responsibili-
ty” for security in Sweida would 
be returned to community lead-
ers “based on the supreme na-
tional interest”.

 Promise of ‘protection’ 
Sharaa, whose interim gov-

ernment has had troubled rela-
tions with ethnic and religious 
minority groups since it toppled 

veteran leader Bashar al-Assad in 
December, also pledged to pro-
tect the Druze.

“We are keen on holding 
accountable those who trans-
gressed and abused our Druze 
people, as they are under the 
protection and responsibility of 
the state,” he said.

March saw massacres of more 
than 1,700 mostly Alawite civil-
ians in their hub on the Medi-
terranean coast, with govern-
ment-affiliated groups blamed 
for most of the killings.

Government forces also bat-
tled Druze fighters in Sweida 
province and near Damascus in 
April and May, leaving more than 
100 people dead.

Israel framed its 
airstrikes as Druze 
protection – though 
analysts suggest it 
really aims to push 
Syrian forces from 

their shared border

KNOW WHAT

A cleaning operation starts outside the charred building
A member of Syrian security forces looks at burnt vehicles in the southern city of Sweida

A view of the damage to the Holy Family church in Gaza City following an Israeli strike on the church, in the Zeitoun 
neighborhood of Gaza City


