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ISTANBUL: Security barriers are seen outside the Saudi Arabian consulate in Istanbul yesterday. Saudi Arabia has dismissed accusations that Jamal Khashoggi was murdered by a hit squad inside its Istanbul consulate, as
Riyadh and Ankara spar over the missing journalist’s fate. — AFP 

DUBAI: Some Saudis are treating Turkish allegations
that prominent journalist Jamal Khashoggi was killed in
their country’s consulate in Istanbul as fake news.
Others see the alleged murder of Khashoggi, an outspo-
ken critic of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, as a
chilling message for opponents of the Saudi government
and a sign that the crown prince’s much heralded
reforms are unlikely to embrace real freedom of expres-
sion. Khashoggi, a high-profile commentator on the
Middle East, entered the consulate in Istanbul on Oct 2
to obtain marriage documents. Saudi officials say he left
shortly afterwards but Turkish officials and his fiancee,
who was waiting outside, said he never came out.

Turkish sources have told Reuters the initial assess-
ment of the police was that Khashoggi was deliberately
killed inside the consulate. Riyadh has dismissed the
allegation as baseless, saying that Khashoggi left the
building soon after he arrived. Neither Turkey nor the
Saudis have produced evidence to prove their asser-
tions. For some Saudis, the alleged killing is a story
cooked up by regional opponents to tarnish the king-
dom’s reputation. “I cannot talk about these things, but I
am sure the accusations against my country’s leadership
are wrong. We have enemies, you know,” Aziz Abdullah,
a law student in Saudi Arabia, told Reuters.

For others, though, it is a sign that Saudi Arabia may
be headed in the wrong direction. Only a few Saudis
interviewed by Reuters were prepared to criticize the

government openly. But several who spoke on condition
of anonymity said the allegations called into question the
crown prince’s promises to open up the deeply conser-
vative Muslim kingdom. “Everyone is spooked. It’s like
there are flies on the walls listening to everything. I don’t
believe freedom of expression falls at all into the reform
plans, just the opposite,” said a Saudi citizen in Jeddah.

“But on the other hand, you get cinemas and enter-
tainment. It’s like an unspoken
arrangement. No freedom, but
you’ll have amusements. Let’s
not mistake ‘amusements’ for
freedom please.” A Saudi
woman in her mid-thirties
described the case as “like
watching a movie”. “The gov-
ernment thinks they can get
away with things like these,
whether he was murdered or
kidnapped... There is always
this feeling that we need to
have our guard up and watch what we are saying. We
are not entirely safe,” she said. Saudi officials did not
respond to questions about such perceptions.

But they have consistently said they are committed to
the course of modernization charted under Prince
Mohammed, which aims to create jobs for young Saudis
and make the country a more attractive place to live for

locals and foreign investors. Saudi Arabia’s biggest
online newspaper Sabq accused the international media,
including Reuters, of using Khashoggi’s disappearance
to try to undermine that reform drive. “They used an
incident of a Saudi citizen’s disappearance to attack
Riyadh and to try to stir international opinion to distort
the bold steps of Saudi towards internal reform and to
block the bright, new reality of the region,” Sabq said.

‘Fake news’
The crown prince, who runs

the day-to-day affairs of Saudi
Arabia, has won admiration
from Western powers over the
last year for vowing to mod-
ernize Saudi Arabia. He has
implemented a series of high-
profile reforms, including end-
ing a ban on women driving
and opening cinemas in the
conservative kingdom. But

those moves have been accompanied by a crackdown
on dissent, a purge of top royals and businessmen on
corruption charges, and a costly war in Yemen. He has
also put all security entities under his central control. In
the week since Turkey alleged Khashoggi was killed,
tightly controlled Saudi newspapers have accused Qatar
and other enemies of the kingdom of whipping up a cri-

sis over the journalist’s disappearance. The aim, they say,
is to tarnish Saudi Arabia’s reputation.

Saudi Arabia’s Okaz newspaper dismissed the
reports of Khashoggi’s death as Qatari “theatrics,” lan-
guage echoed in a report on Abu Dhabi-based Sky
News Arabia. An Okaz columnist accused Khashoggi of
pursuing “terrorist objectives” like “inciting public
opinion” and “destabilising the country.” “When we
first heard the news (of Khashoggi’s disappearance), we
thought this could be true. Authorities would want him
for criticizing our leadership,” said Fatima, 29, a sales-
woman at one of Riyadh’s glitzy shopping malls. “But
when the Qatari media said they (the Saudis) killed him,
we now believe it is definitely fake news, it is a bunch of
lies, this is a game from Turkey and Qatar and both
support Iran.”

Abu Nasir, a 35-year old engineer, believes Saudi
Arabia will change for the better, even though
Khashoggi’s case has drawn fierce international criti-
cism of the crown prince, including from the United
States, his most important ally. “We believe in the
Vision and support our leadership,” he said. “My kids
will grow up in a country that is totally different than
the one where I grew up. This is all I care about.”If
MbS, as the crown prince is widely known, is to suc-
ceed, he will need billions of dollars in foreign invest-
ment, and the confidence of local and international
banks and companies. — Reuters

Journalist’s disappearance divides Saudis
Fake news or chilling message? Some see growing climate of fear
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Hackers access 
data of 29 million 
Facebook users
SAN FRANCISCO: Facebook said Friday
that hackers accessed personal data of 29
million users in a breach at the world’s lead-
ing social network disclosed late last month.
The company had originally said up to 50
million accounts were affected in a cyberat-
tack that exploited a trio of software flaws to
steal “access tokens” that enable people to
automatically log back onto the platform.
“We now know that fewer people were
impacted than we originally thought,”
Facebook vice president of product manage-
ment Guy Rosen said in a conference call
updating the investigation. The hackers —
whose identities are stil l  a mystery —
accessed the names, phone numbers and
email addresses of 15 million users, he said.

For another 14 million people, the attack
was potentially more damaging. Facebook
said cyberattackers accessed that data plus
additional information including gender, reli-
gion, hometown, birth date and places they
had recently “checked in” to as visiting. No
data was accessed in the accounts of the
remaining one million people whose “access
tokens” were stolen, according to Rosen. The
attack did not affect Facebook-owned

Messenger, Messenger Kids, Instagram,
WhatsApp, Oculus, Workplace, Pages, pay-
ments, third-party apps or advertising or
developer accounts, the company said.

‘Vulnerability’ in the code 
Facebook said engineers discovered a

breach on September 25 and had it patched
two days later. That breach allegedly related
to a “view as” feature - described as a priva-
cy tool to let users see how their profiles look
to other people. That function has been dis-
abled for the time being as a precaution.
Facebook reset the 50 million accounts
believed to have been affected, meaning
users would need to sign back in using pass-
words. The breach was the latest privacy
embarrassment for Facebook, which earlier
this year acknowledged that tens of millions
of users had their personal data hijacked by
Cambridge Analytica, a political firm working
for Donald Trump in 2016.

“We face constant attacks from people
who want to take over accounts or steal
information around the world,” chief execu-
tive Mark Zuckerberg said on his own
Facebook page when the breach was dis-
closed. “While I’m glad we found this, fixed
the vulnerability, and secured the accounts
that may be at risk, the reality is we need to
continue developing new tools to prevent this
from happening in the first place.” Facebook
said it took a precautionary step of resetting
“access tokens” for another 40 million
accounts which had accessed the “view as”
function.  —AFP 

Turkey court frees 
pastor after crisis 
with Washington 
WASHINGTON: An American pastor held for two years in
Turkey was expected back in the United States yesterday after
a court freed him in a case that sparked a crisis in Ankara’s ties
with Washington and trouble for its economy. The court in the
western town of Aliaga convicted Andrew Brunson on terror-
related charges and sentenced him to three years, one month
and 15 days in jail, an AFP correspondent said. 

However, he was released taking into account time served
and his good conduct during the trial, with the court lifting his
house arrest and overseas travel ban. After briefly going back to
nearby Izmir to collect belongings, Brunson was driven to the
city’s airport where he boarded a US military plane. Richard
Grenell, the US ambassador to Germany, later tweeted a picture
showing Brunson kissing an American flag he was given at an air
base where the plane landed for refueling.

“He’s almost home thanks to @realDonaldTrump. When I
presented him with the US flag, he immediately kissed it.
#agratefulnation,” wrote Grenell. The US President had pressed
Turkey to release Brunson, who has become a cause celebre for
Donald Trump’s conservative Christian base. Trump said he
would meet the pastor as soon as he returns. “Good news,
Pastor Brunson is in the air,” Trump told reporters as he arrived
in Cincinnati on a campaign stop ahead of congressional elec-
tions. “He is coming to the Oval Office, most likely yesterday.”

The president opened the rally by telling supporters he was
“proud to report” Brunson’s release. “I think he’s going to be in
great shape,” Trump said. Brunson, who was first detained in
October 2016, faced up to 35 years in jail on charges of aiding
terrorist groups and espionage. Prosecutors then demanded a
sentence of up to 10 years. He was convicted on charges of aid-
ing terrorist groups while not being a member of them. Brunson
and US officials insisted he is innocent of all charges. “I am an
innocent man. I love Jesus. I love Turkey,” he said in his final

defense. When the verdict was read out, Brunson wept and
hugged his wife Norine.

‘Navigate a minefield’
Brunson’s detention caused not just one of the worst diplo-

matic rows of recent times between NATO allies Turkey and the
US, but also led to a crash in the Turkish lira which exposed the
country’s economic fragility. But further strains remained. After
his release, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo urged Turkey to
free “quickly” other Americans in detention. “The world should
know that (Trump and the State Department) continue to work
hard to bring home all American hostages and those wrongfully
imprisoned and detained,” Pompeo tweeted.

NASA scientist Serkan Golge, a dual US-Turkish national,
was jailed for seven-and-a-half years in February on terror
charges, a term reduced to five years last month. And two
Turkish employees of US diplomatic missions remain in jail. One
of them, former Adana consulate staffer Hamza Ulucay, was on
Friday denied release in a separate court hearing. Anthony
Skinner, director of Middle East and North Africa at the Verisk
Maplecroft consultancy, said that the US and Turkey had plenty
of disagreements beyond Brunson. —AFP 

IZMIR: US pastor Andrew Craig Brunson (center left) arrives at
Adnan Menderes airport in Izmir, after being freed following a
trial in a court in Aliaga in western Izmir province. —AFP 


