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Speaking in his small rental flat in an unfinished 

building, he recounted the day he was thrown into 
the salt room, which served as his holding cell ahead 
of a military court hearing. “My first thought was: 
may God have no mercy on them!” he said. “They 
have all this salt but don’t put any in our food! “Then 
I stepped on something cold. It was someone’s leg.” 

 
‘My heart died’  

Up to 100,000 people have died in Syrian regime 
prisons since 2011, a fifth of the war’s entire death 
toll, according to Britain-based monitoring group the 
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights. Abdo, fortu-
nate to have survived, described the salt room on the 
first floor of the red building as a rectangle of rough-
ly six by eight meters, with a rudimentary toilet in a 
corner. “I thought this would be my fate: I would be 
executed and killed,” he said, recalling how he curled 
up in a corner, crying and reciting verses from the 
Quran. The guard eventually returned to escort him 
to the court, and Abdo lived to tell the tale. 

On his way out of the room, he had noticed a pile 
of body bags near the door. Like tens of thousands of 
others, he had been jailed on blanket terrorism 
charges. He was released in 2020 but says the expe-
rience scarred him for life. “This was the hardest 
thing I ever experienced,” he said. “My heart died in 
Sednaya. If someone announced the death of my 
brother right now, I wouldn’t feel anything.” Around 
30,000 people are thought to have been held at 
Sednaya alone since the start of the conflict. Only 
6,000 were released. 

Most of the others are officially considered miss-
ing because death certificates rarely reach the fami-
lies unless relatives pay an exorbitant bribe, in what 
has become a major racket. AFP interviewed another 
former inmate, Moatassem Abdel Sater, who 
recounted a similar experience in 2014, in a different 
first-floor cell of around four by five meters, with no 
toilet. Speaking at his new home in the Turkish town 

of Reyhanli, the 42-year-old recounted finding him-
self standing on thick layer of the kind of salt used to 
de-ice roads in winter. 

“I looked to my right and there were four or five 
bodies,” he said. “They looked a bit like me,” 
Moatassem said, describing how their skeletal limbs 
and scabies-covered skin matched his own emaciat-
ed body. “They looked like they had been mummi-
fied.” He said he still wonders why he was taken to 
the makeshift mortuary, on the day of his release, 
May 27, 2014, but guessed that “it might have been 
just to scare us”. 

 
Black hole  

The ADMSP, after extensive research on the infa-
mous prison, dates the opening of the first salt room 
to 2013, one of the deadliest years in the conflict. 
“We found that there were at least two salt rooms 
used for the bodies of those who died under torture, 
from sickness or hunger,” the group’s co-founder 
Diab Serriya said during an interview in the Turkish 
city of Gaziantep. 

It was not clear whether both rooms existed at the 
same time, nor whether they are still being used 
today. Serriya explained that when a detainee died, 
his body would typically be left inside the cell with 
the inmates for two to five days before being taken to 
a salt room. The corpses remained there until there 
were enough of them for a truckload. The next stop 
was a military hospital where death certificates-often 
declaring a “heart attack” as the cause of death-were 
issued, before mass burials. 

The salt rooms were meant to “preserve the bod-
ies, contain the stench... and protect the guards and 
prison staff from bacteria and infections,” Serriya 
explained. US-based professor of anatomy Joy Balta, 
who has published extensively on human body 
preservation techniques, explained how salt could be 
used as a simple and cheap alternative to cold rooms. 
“Salt has the ability to dehydrate any living tissue ... 
and can therefore be used to significantly slow down 
the decomposition process,” he told AFP. 

A body can remain in salt without decomposing 
longer than in a purpose-built refrigerated chamber, 
“although it will alter the surface anatomy”, said Balta, 
who founded the Anatomy Learning Institute at Point 
Loma Nazarene University in San Diego. The ancient 
Egyptians are known to have used the mummification 

process, which includes the immersion of the body in 
a salt solution called natron. The tons of rock salt used 
in Sednaya are thought to have come from Sabkhat 
al-Jabul, Syria’s largest salt flats, in Aleppo province. 
The report by ADMSP is the most thorough study yet 
of the structure of Sednaya, which has manufactured 
death on a terrifying scale for years. It provides 
detailed schematics of the facility and of how duties 
were split between various army units and wardens. 
“The regime wants Sednaya to be a black hole, no-
one is allowed to know anything about it,” Serriya 
said. “Our report denies them that.” 

 
‘Salt was a treasure’  

The fighting in Syria’s brutal war has ebbed over 
the past three years, but Assad and the prison that 
has become a monument to his bloody rule are still 
there. New layers to the horror of the war are still 
being uncovered as survivors abroad share their sto-
ries, and investigations into regime crimes by foreign 
courts fuel a drive for accountability. 

“If a political transition ever occurs in Syria,” said 
Serriya, “we want Sednaya to be turned into a muse-
um, like Auschwitz.” Prisoners recall that, aside from 
torture and disease, their biggest torment was 
hunger. Moatassem said his weight more than halved, 
from 98 kilograms when he was jailed in 2011 to 42 
kilograms when he got out. 

The ex-inmates also see as a sickening irony the 
fact that the salt they craved so badly formed an inte-
gral part of the horrific death machine that was deci-
mating them. The wheat, rice and potatoes they were 
sometimes fed were always cooked without salt, or 
sodium chloride, a lack of which can have serious 
health impacts on the human body. Low sodium lev-
els in the blood can cause nausea, dizziness and mus-
cle cramps and, if sustained, coma and death. 

Detainees used to soak olive pits in their water to 
salt it, and would even spend hours sifting through 
laundry detergent to pick out tiny crystals which 
they treated like a delicacy. Former inmate Qais 
Murad recounted how, on a summer day in 2013, he 
was called out of his cell to see his parents, but on his 
way to the visitation area was shoved into a room. 
Inside, he stepped on something like grit on the floor. 
Kneeling with his bowed head against the wall, he 
caught a glimpse of guards dumping around 10 bod-
ies behind him.—AFP 

Syria former  
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TikTok ‘search  
results’ rife with  
misinformation 
 
 
SAN FRANCISCO: TikTok is serving up misin-
formation to users searching for news about poli-
tics, climate change, COVID-19, the war in Ukraine 
and more, according to a report released 
Wednesday. Toxicity and false claims are a “signif-
icant threat” at TikTok, which is becoming a go-to 
online venue for young people to search for infor-
mation, according to a study by NewsGuard, a 
media watchdog.  

NewsGuard describes itself as a “journalism and 
technology tool” that rates the credibility of web-
sites and online information. “Even when TikTok’s 
search results yielded little to no misinformation, the 
results were often more polarizing than Google’s,” 
NewsGuard said of its findings. NewsGuard in 
September analyzed the top 20 results from 27 
TikTok searches on news topics, finding that 19.5 
percent of the videos suggested contained false or 
misleading claims, the report stated.  

Researchers said that they compared TikTok and 
Google results from searches for information about 
school shootings, abortion, COVID-19, US elections, 
Russia’s war on the Ukraine and other news. False 
or misleading claims in results included conspiracy 
theories promoted by QAnon and supposed home 
recipes for hydroxychloroquine, a prescription drug 
used to treat malaria and lupus, according to 
NewsGuard. TikTok says the methodology used in 
the analysis is flawed, and that it makes a priority of 
fighting misinformation. 

“Our Community Guidelines make clear that we 
do not allow harmful misinformation, including med-
ical misinformation, and we will remove it from the 
platform,” a TikTok spokesperson said in response 
to an AFP inquiry. “We partner with credible voices 
to elevate authoritative content on topics related to 
public health, and partner with independent fact-
checkers who help us to assess the accuracy of 
content.”—AFP 

KAFR DAN, Palestinian Territories: A Palestinian 
teenager died Thursday during clashes with Zionist 
forces in the occupied West Bank that broke out as 
the military was pursuing targets allegedly linked to 
a soldier’s killing. 

The Palestinian health ministry identified the vic-
tim as Uday Salah, 17, saying he was “killed by a 
bullet to the head fired by the Zionist occupation 
soldiers in Kafr Dan, Jenin governorate”, an area 
that has seen near daily violence in recent months. 

The Zionist army said 
its forces were “mapping 
out the homes of the ter-
rorists who killed Major 
Bar Falah”, who was shot 
dead at a checkpoint north 
of Jenin in pre-dawn 
clashes on Wednesday. 
Two Palestinian, Ahmed 
Abed and Abdul Rahman 
Abed, also died in 
Wednesday’s violence. 

The army added that 
the aim of the mapping exercise was “to examine 
the possibility of demolishing the residences of the 
terrorists,” who killed Falah, part of Zionist’s contro-
versial practice of destroying the homes of 
Palestinian fighters accused of deadly attacks. 

“During the mapping process, armed suspects 
hurled explosive devices and Molotov cocktails and 
fired toward the soldiers,” the statement said. “In 

response, the soldiers fired toward the suspects. 
Hits were identified.” 

Palestinian news agency Wafa reported that sol-
diers had raided the family homes of both Ahmed 
and Abdul Rahman Abed, and arrested “Amer Taha 
Abed, who is the cousin of the martyr Ahmed 
Abed”. The army said that “two suspects were 
apprehended for assisting the terrorists who shot 
Major Bar Falah.” It said six more suspects were 
arrested in other West Bank locations. 

Hamas, the militant 
movement that rules Gaza, 
“saluted” the “heroes of 
Jenin who fought tonight,” 
praising Palestinians who 
“stand up to the daily 
raids by the occupation 
throughout the occupied 
West Bank.” 

The Al-Aqsa Martyrs’ 
Brigades, the armed wing 
of Palestinian president 
Mahmud Abbas’s secular 

Fatah movement, said its fighters were involved in 
Thursday’s clashes. The same movement had 
claimed responsibility for the Zionist major’s death 
on Wednesday. 

Jenin has suffered frequent violence in recent 
months, part of a deadly flare-up that began in mid-
March following deadly attacks on Zionist targets, 
mostly by Palestinians. In response, Zionist entity 

has launched near nightly raids on West Bank towns 
and cities that have killed dozens of Palestinians, 
including fighters. 

Last week, Zionist army chief Aviv Kohavi said 

“around 1,500 wanted people were arrested and 
hundreds of attacks prevented” in the operations. 
Zionist has occupied the West Bank since 1967 
when it captured the territory from Jordan. — AFP

NETANYA: Mother (C) of slain Zionist Major Bar Falah, killed overnight during operational activity adjacent to 
the Gilboa Crossing, mourns during his funeral in the coastal city of Netanya. —AFP
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Welsh turn against  
Prince William’s  
new title 

 
CAERNARFON, United Kingdom: The faded 
photo shows two tiny but unmistakeable figures atop 
Wales’ imposing Caernarfon Castle, a snapshot taken 
by a schoolgirl in 1969 that captured a moment in 
history. “He came to stand on this balcony here with 
his mum,” says Maria Sarnacki, holding up the pic-
ture in front of the balcony where Queen Elizabeth II 
and the newly anointed Charles, Prince of Wales, 
greeted the crowds. 

“It was an amazing day. I was convinced she was 
pointing and waving to me-being a little girl of 11 it 
was like something you see in films,” adds Sarnacki, 
now 66. The investiture of the now King Charles III as 
Prince of Wales by his mother in an archaic ritual in 
the magnificent 13th century castle was watched by 
millions of people around the world live on television. 

“But I don’t think there’s a purpose for it any 
more,” says Sarnacki, who is now mayor of the moun-
tain-fringed town on Wales’ north coast. Charles’s 
investiture may be the last at the castle, with growing 
opposition to any similar ceremony for his son 
William, whom he named Prince of Wales last week. 

The queen’s death has also sparked calls for the 
centuries-old title to be scrapped altogether, as 
nationalist sentiment swells in Wales and other parts 
of the United Kingdom. Almost 25,000 people have 
signed a petition to scrap the title as an “insult to 
Wales and a symbol of historical oppression”. 

 
‘Divided’  

“There is mixed opinion. A lot of people don’t want 

the title Prince of Wales because they think it should 
be a Welsh person,” said Sarnacki. The Welsh dragon 
flag and the British Union Jack fly together at half 
mast over the castle following the queen’s death, but 
Caernarfon’s royal history does not make it royalist. 

“Opinion would be very much divided” about pro-
claiming William Prince of Wales, said Geraint 
Thomas, 49, who runs a photographic gallery in 
Caernarfon. The town boasts the highest percentage 
in Wales of people who can speak Welsh-which 
Charles spent a term at university trying to learn 
before his investiture. 

While children play with toy spears in the castle 
courtyard, which is now a UNESCO world heritage 
site, the bloody history of England and Wales has nev-
er been forgotten here. The title Prince of Wales was 
originally used by native princes, but the last, Llywelyn 
ap Gruffudd, was killed in 1282 during the conquest of 
Wales by England’s King Edward I. —AFP 

Spain arrests  
Europe’s biggest  
money launderers 

 
THE HAGUE, Netherlands: Police have arrested 
“one of Europe’s biggest money launderers” after a 
raid in southern Spain, saying the British-Irish sus-
pect is believed to have shifted more than 200 mil-
lion euros ($200 million) in illicit cash. 

The operation led by Spain’s Guardia Civil and 
coordinated by Europol is seen as a major blow 
against the notorious Kinahan organised crime 
group, which US law officials called “a threat to the 
entire licit economy”. 

The chief suspect in the case was detained 
Monday “as a result of an international law enforce-
ment operation led by the Spanish Guardia Civil”, 
Europol said. “Two of his associates were also 
arrested in Spain, and one in the United Kingdom,” 
Europol said in a statement on Thursday. 

Europol did not name the suspect, but a source 
close to the investigation and Irish newspapers said 
he was John Francis Morrissey, 62, a known associ-
ate of the notorious Kinahan gang. 

Based out of Dubai, the Kinahan crime group-led 
among others by Irishman Daniel Kinahan-”smug-
gles deadly narcotics, including cocaine, to Europe, 
and is a threat to the entire licit economy through 
its role in international money laundering,” US 
Treasury Department Under Secretary Brain E 
Nelson said. 

Morrissey peddled a brand of vodka along 
Spain’s tourist-heavy Costa del Sol, allegedly to dis-
guise his white-washing activities, law officials said. 
He also worked as an enforcer for the Kinahan car-

tel and helped with drug shipments from South 
America. 

Morrissey “and his associates were in charge of 
collecting large amounts of cash from criminal 
organisations, which they would then ‘deliver’ to 
other criminal organisations in other countries,” said 
Europol. Using the so-called hawala underground 
banking system, which works on the base of face-
to-face transactions, “it is believed that the suspects 
have laundered over 200 million euros using this 
method”, Europol said. 

 
‘High-value target’  

Morrissey “is one of our high-value targets”, 
Europol spokeswoman Claire Georges told AFP. 
“His arrest followed a complex investigation,” she 
said. The probe was led by the Spanish Guardia 
Civil, who worked with the British National Crime 
Agency, Dutch police, the Irish Garda and Europol, 
which coordinated the international operation. 

Earlier this year the US Treasury Department 
sanctioned the Kinahan crime family, as well as 
Morrissey and several other alleged associates of 
the group. Morrissey was “designated for materially 
assisting, sponsoring, or providing financial, materi-
al, or technological support for, or goods or services 
to or in support of, the Kinahan group”, the US 
Treasury Department said in April. 

Employed as a “brand ambassador” for Nero 
Drinks, a British-based company that makes a pre-
mium vodka, Morrissey was “heavily invested in the 
company”, it added. Morrissey however has given “a 
significant portion of the business to Daniel Kinahan 
to compensate for loads of drugs seized by law 
enforcement”, the US Treasury Department said. 
“The main members of the organisation in Spain had 
created a brand of vodka promoted in nightclubs 
and restaurants in the Costa del Sol to disguise the 
source of their earnings,” said Europol. — AFP  

SANDRINGHAM, United Kingdom: Britain’s Prince 
William, Prince of Wales poses for a selfie photograph 
as he chats with well-wishers outside Norwich Gate on 
the Sandringham Estate in Sandringham. — AFP


