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Snatched in the night, Pak 
girl enslaved for a debt 

Syria army and civilians 
reclaim Aleppo streets

VALLETTA: Hijackers claiming to have a grenade took over a
Libyan plane yesterday and diverted it to Malta before releas-
ing everyone onboard and surrendering to authorities, offi-
cials said. “Final crew members leaving aircraft with hijack-
ers,”  Maltese Prime Minister Joseph Muscat said on
Twitter.Television pictures showed two men being led from
the aircraft in handcuffs. The prime tweeted minutes later,
“hijackers surrendered, searched and taken into custody.”

Libyan Foreign Minister Taher Siala said the two hijackers
were supporters of slain dictator Muammar Gaddafi had
requested political asylum in Malta. Siala, from Libya’s inter-
nationally backed Government of National Accord, said the
hijackers have also said they want to set up a pro-Gaddafi
political party.

The plane landed at 11.32 am (1032 GMT) in Malta. After
more than an hour on the tarmac, the door of the Airbus
A320 opened and a first group of women and children were
seen descending a mobile staircase. Dozens more passen-
gers were released minutes later following negotiations
that Maltese government sources said were led by the head
of Malta’s military. In all there were 111 passengers, includ-
ing 28 women and a baby, on board, as well as seven crew
members. Maltese government sources had earlier said only
a single hijacker was believed to be on the plane. The air-
craft had been on a domestic Libyan route operated by
Afriqiyah Airways from Sabha in southern Libya to the capi-
tal Tripoli but was re-routed.

Standoff on tarmac
“The Afriqiyah flight from Sabha to Tripoli has been divert-

ed and has landed in Malta. Security services coordinating
operations,” Muscat tweeted earlier.

MP Hadi Al-Saghir told Reuters that Abdusalem Mrabit, a

fellow member of Libya’s House of Representatives on the
plane, had told him the two hijackers were in their mid-20s
and were from the Tebu ethnic group in southern Libya.
Troops were positioned a few hundred metres (yards) from
the plane as it stood on the tarmac. Several other flights at
the airport were cancelled or diverted. A senior Libyan secu-

rity official told Reuters that when the plane was still in flight
yesterday morning the pilot told the control tower at
Tripoli’s Mitiga airport it had been hijacked. “Then they lost
communication with him,” the official said, speaking on con-
dition of anonymity. “The pilot tried very hardto have them
land at the correct destination but they refused.” The air-

craft had been flying from Sebha in southwest Libya to
Tripoli for state-owned Afriqiyah Airways, a trip that would
usually take a little over two hours.

Libyan airlines banned in Europe 
Muscat later spoke to Libya’s prime minister-designate

Fayez Al-Sarraj, the head of the north African country’s fledg-
ling unity government, the Maltese prime minister’s office
said. The plane could be seen on the tarmac of a secondary
runway surrounded by military vehicles. All flights in and out
of the airport were initially either delayed or diverted to des-
tinations in Italy, though some later took off and landed.
Malta International Airport said there had been “an unlawful
interference” but operations had now resumed.

An Afriqiyah Airways source said the two hijackers had
threatened the pilots with an explosive device, probably a
grenade, forcing them to continue to Malta instead of land-
ing at Tripoli’s Mitiga airport. Libya has been in a state of
chaos since the 2011 overthrow of Muammar Gaddafi left
warring militias battling for control of different parts of the
country.

Forces loyal to a national unity government recently
took control of the coastal city of Sirte, which had been a
bastion for the Is lamic State group since June 2015.
Western powers have pinned their hopes of containing
jihadism in the energy-rich North African state on the gov-
ernment but it has failed to establish its authority over all of
the country. A rival authority rules the country’s far east,
backed by the forces under military strongman Marshal
Khalifa Haftar who have been battling jihadists in second
city Benghazi. Only local airlines-banned from European air-
space-operate in Libya,  with flights to Tunis, Cairo, Amman,
Istanbul and Khartoum. —AFP

VALLETTA: A picture taken yesterday in Valletta, Malta, shows a crew member helping a group of hostages to disembark from the Afriqiyah Airways A320 after it was hijacked from
Libya. —AFP
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VALLETTA: An Afriqiyah Airways plane sits on the
tarmac at Malta’s Luqa International airport as mili-
tary personnel approach it yesterday. —AP


