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Islamic State frees six Syrian 
Druze women and children 

Government agrees to pay a ransom of $27 million
BEIRUT: The Islamic State group has released
two women and four children among 27 surviving
Druze hostages it seized during a deadly July
attack on the minority community’s heartland in
southern Syria. State television broadcast footage
of the six arriving in the city of Sweida yesterday,
joyful at being reunited with their families but
haggard after their three-month ordeal. The
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a Britain-
based monitoring group, said their release was the
first part of a deal that would see at least 60 IS
prisoners released in exchange and a $27 million
ransom paid.

The jihadists
abducted around 30
people-mostly women
and children-from
Sweida province in late
July during the dead-
liest attack on Syria’s
Druze community of the
seven-year civil war. As
negotiations for their
release dragged on,
families led a series of
protests outside gov-
ernment offices in Sweida to demand more be
done. “I cannot describe my joy,” Rasmia Abu
Amar told state television after being reunited
with her husband. “But it is incomplete-my son
has not yet been released,” she said, her hair cov-
ered by a white headscarf.

A second woman appeared with her four chil-
dren, their clothes still dirty from their long cap-
tivity and her sons with their heads shaved.
Observatory chief Rami Abdel Rahman told AFP
that the six were freed on Friday night and that
further hostage releases were expected “in the
next few days or hours”. He said that in return for
the release of all of the hostages, the Syrian gov-
ernment had agreed to free 60 Islamic State
group prisoners and pay a ransom of $27 million.
“Nine IS women prisoners held by the regime
have already been handed over to the group along
with seven children,” Abdel Rahman said.

During the coordinated assaults on July 25, IS
carried out suicide bombings, shootings and stab-
bings that left more than 250 people dead, most
of them civilians. Sweida province is the heartland
of the country’s Druze minority, which made up
around three percent of Syria’s pre-war popula-

tion-or around 700,000 people. Followers of a
secretive offshoot of Islam, the Druze are consid-
ered heretics by the Sunni extremists of IS. The
jihadists executed a 19-year-old male student
among the hostages in August and then a 25-
year-old woman in early October. IS said a 65-
year-old woman being held by the group also
died from illness.

Stiff price
Negotiations between regime ally Russia and

the jihadists for the release of the hostages had
stalled. But the latest
round of talks
appeared to have paid
off-albeit it with a stiff
price. The
Observatory said IS
had also demanded the
halting of an offensive
against them in
Sweida.  Government
forces have battled its
fighters in the volcanic
plateau of Tulul al-
Safa in the east of the

province since the July attack. 
Abdel Rahman said the Syrian Democratic

Forces, a Kurdish-led alliance that controls
swathes of the north and northeast with the sup-
port of a US-led coalition, “should also release
some IS detainees” but he did not specify the
number. There was no immediate comment from
the SDF, which has been taking heavy casualties
fighting IS in its last pocket of control in eastern
Syria, around the Euphrates valley town of Hajin.

On September 10, the group launched a major
assault on the pocket where they estimate some
3,000 jihadists are holed up. Hundreds of jihadists
have been killed, but at the cost of scores of SDF
fighters Coalition air strikes on IS targets around
the Hajin pocket killed at least 41 civilians, 10 of
them children, on Thursday and Friday, the
Observatory said. Syria’s grinding civil war has
claimed more than 360,000 lives since it erupted
with the bloody repression of anti-government
protests in 2011. A caliphate which the jihadists
proclaimed across large swathes of Syria and
neighboring Iraq in 2014 has crumbled in the face
of multiple offensives against them but they
remain a potent force.  — AFP 

60 Islamic
State group
prisoners to
be released

RIYADH: Saudi Arabia yesterday sacked two top
aides to Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman after
conceding that critic Jamal Khashoggi was killed
inside its Istanbul consulate. Deputy intelligence
chief Ahmad Al-Assiri and royal court media advisor
Saud Al-Qahtani were both part of Prince
Mohammed’s inner circle. Their ouster came along-
side the arrests of 18 Saudi suspects and the dis-
missal of other intelligence officials. Here are the
profiles of the top aides: 

Ahmad Al-Assiri
Assiri, said to be in his 60s, was a high-ranking

advisor close to the royal court and often sat in dur-
ing Prince Mohammed’s closed-door meetings with
visiting foreign dignitaries. Prior to his promotion as
the deputy head of general intelligence in 2017,
Assiri served as the spokesman for the Saudi-led
military alliance in Yemen which has been battling
Houthi rebels since March 2015. Fluent in French,
English and Arabic, the hard-charging official had
developed a reputation for hassling journalists
whose reports were not to his liking.

The Saudi daily Al-Hayat once described the
major general, who trained at the renowned French
military school Saint-Cyr, as the “best known Saudi
pilot in the world”. Last year Britain apologized
after an anti-war activist attempted to make a citi-
zen’s arrest of Assiri, over Saudi Arabia’s role in the
Yemen conflict, and threw an egg at him during a
London visit. Before his sacking yesterday, the New
York Times reported earlier this week that Saudi
Arabia would assign blame for Khashoggi’s disap-
pearance on Assiri to help deflect blame from the
powerful crown prince.

Saud Al-Qahtani
A key counselor to Prince Mohammed, Qahtani

was a media advisor in the royal court. He organized
interviews with the prince for foreign journalists and
also served as the head of the “Centre for Studies
and Media Affairs”, a unit operating inside the royal
court. Saudi sources say Qahtani, said to be 40-
years-old, steered online propaganda campaigns
against the kingdom’s adversaries such as Qatar and
Iran on social media.

With 1.3 million Twitter followers, the firebrand
official was known for aggressively targeting dis-
senters and rivals on the platform. Writing for the
Washington Post earlier this year, Khashoggi
alleged Qahtani maintained a “blacklist” for writers
critical of the kingdom and was known to intimidate
them. In an off-record interview to Newsweek mag-
azine prior to his death-which was published yester-
day-Khashoggi described Qahtani and another
Saudi top official Turki al-Sheikh as “thuggish”. 

“People fear them. You challenge them, you
might end up in prison, and that has happened,”
he was quoted as saying. He called Qahtani the
“most important man in media”, saying he con-
trolled the government’s PR activities. A known
loyalist to Saudi rulers, he tweeted last year: “I
don’t do anything from my own head without an
order. I am an employee and executer to my king
and my crown prince.” — AFP 

Saudi Arabia Crown
Prince ousted aides

SE Asia boosts fight 
against ‘real and 
present’ threats
SINGAPORE: Southeast Asian nations seeking to combat the threat
of militancy have agreed to share intelligence, Singapore’s defense
minister said yesterday, as he warned of a “real and present” danger
to the region. More than a year after Islamic State-linked fighters
seized the southern Philippine city of Marawi, the terrorist threat is
as potent as ever, said Ng Eng Hen after hosting a meeting of
defense ministers.

“Unfortunately even as the situation in Iraq and Syria improves,

we are expecting more foreign fighters to come this way,” he added.
Ng said all 18 ministers at the gathering in Singapore, from
Southeast Asia and key partners outside the region, viewed “terror-
ism as a real and present threat”. The Southeast Asian delegates
adopted an information-sharing platform called “Our Eyes” that will
be used to share real-time intelligence that can immediately be act-
ed upon, the minister added.

This came after the countries realized that they had underesti-
mated the threat before the attack on Marawi, where the rebuilding
effort could cost around $1 billion, he said. Proposed by Indonesia,
the platform is based on an intelligence-sharing alliance set up by
the United States, Britain and three other countries after World War
II to monitor the former Soviet Union. The weekend security meet-
ing was attended by the 10-member Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN), as well as US Defense Secretary Jim Mattis and
their counterparts from countries including China, Australia, India
and Russia. — AFP

Jamal Khashoggi: 
From Saudi royal 
insider to a critic
DUBAI: A complex man of contradictions, journalist Jamal
Khashoggi went from being a Saudi royal family insider to
an outspoken critic of the ultra-conservative kingdom’s
government, and was ultimately killed inside its consulate
in Istanbul. In his final column for The Washington Post,
Khashoggi perhaps presciently pleaded for greater free-
dom of expression in the Middle East. “The Arab world is
facing its own version of an Iron Curtain, imposed not by
external actors but through domestic forces vying for
power,” he wrote. “The Arab world needs a modern ver-
sion of the old transnational media so citizens can be
informed about global events. More important, we need to
provide a platform for Arab voices,” Khashoggi wrote.
Now his voice has been permanently silenced.

The Saudi journalist - who disappeared after entering
his country’s consulate in Istanbul on October 2 to obtain
marriage papers - went into self-imposed exile in the
United States in 2017 after falling out with Saudi’s power-
ful Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman. His disappear-
ance has been shrouded in mystery, and triggered an
international crisis for both Riyadh and Washington as
Turkish officials accused Saudi Arabia of a state-spon-
sored killing. Riyadh, after insisting that Khashoggi left its
consulate alive, finally said over two weeks after his disap-
pearance that he died in a fight that arose from a dispute
with people he met there.

Bin Laden to Muslim brotherhood 
Khashoggi came from a prominent Saudi family with

Turkish origins. His grandfather, Mohammed Khashoggi,
was the personal doctor of Saudi Arabia’s founder, King
Abdul Aziz al-Saud. His uncle was the notorious arms
dealer Adnan Khashoggi. A friend of a young Osama bin
Laden, a Muslim Brotherhood sympathiser, an aide to the
Saudi royal family, a critic of the kingdom’s regime and a
liberal — such conflicting descriptions were all ascribed to
Khashoggi. 

After graduating from Indiana State University in 1982,
he began working for Saudi dailies, including the Saudi
Gazette and Al-Sharq al-Awsat. When he was sent to cov-
er the conflict in Afghanistan, a picture of a young
Khashoggi holding an assault rifle and dressed in Afghan
clothing was widely disseminated. Khashoggi did not fight
in the country, but sympathized with the mujahideen in the
1980s war against the Soviet occupation, which was fund-
ed by the Saudis and the CIA. 

He was known to have been drawn to the Muslim
Brotherhood’s policies seeking to erase the remnants of
Western colonialism from the Arab world. It was this shared
vision that brought him closer to a young Osama bin Laden,
who went on to found Al-Qaeda, which carried out the
September 11, 2001 attacks on the United States. As a young
journalist, Khashoggi interviewed bin Laden several times,
garnering international attention. But later in the 1990s, he
distanced himself from the man who called for violence
against the West. Born in the Saudi holy city of Madinah on
October 13, 1958, Khashoggi spent his youth studying
Islamic ideology and embraced liberal ideas.  

But Saudi authorities came to see Khashoggi as too
progressive and he was forced to resign as editor-in-chief
of the Saudi daily Al-Watan in 2003 after serving just 54
days.  Over the years, he maintained ambiguous ties with
Saudi authorities, having held advisory positions in
Riyadh and Washington, including to Prince Turki al-
Faisal, who ran Saudi Arabia’s intelligence agency for
more than 20 years. — AFP

SWEIDA: A handout picture shows a woman and four children among the six released of 27 Druze hostages held by the Islamic
State (IS) group in a prisoner swap and ransom, upon their arrival at a government-controlled building in Syria’s southern city
of Sweida. — AFP 


