24/ 07/ 2000

Crisis drawing to a cl ose

THERE is every indication that the Jolo hostage crisis is ending. The

rel ease of four nore Ml aysi an captives on Friday augurs well for the on-
goi ng negotiations to free the remaini ng Mal aysi ans from anong severa
host ages held by rebels in the southern Philippine island of Jolo.

As Mal aysi an Anbassador to the Philippines Arshad M A. Hussein put it,
"Monday is the dawn of a newweek ... let's see what it holds.” He is
optim stic that the remai ning three Mal aysi ans and the foreigners held
host age woul d be turned | oose soon.

The trio is the last of nine Ml aysians originally abducted al ong with
12 other foreign tourists fromthe Ml aysian resort of Sipadan on Apri
23. Apart fromthe three remaining Mal aysi ans, the rebels are stil
hol ding two Germans, two French nationals, two Finns, two South Africans,
two Filipinos and a Lebanese. The ki dnappers have so far freed six
Mal aysi ans and a Ger man

Fol I owi ng the freeing of hostages from nei ghbouring Basilan |sland, many
are hopeful that the three Mal aysians held in Jolo woul d be rel eased
shortly. That nmeans the negotiating teamcan concentrate its efforts on
obtai ning the freedomof the rest of the Sipadan captives.

If the disclosure of a senior Wsnma Putra official is any index, the
three Mal aysi ans could be set free any minute now. The negotiating teamis
wor ki ng overtinme to gain the freedomof the Malaysians in time for
Presi dent Joseph Estrada's 12-day official visit to the United States,
whi ch begi ns today.

Congratul ati ons to the Philippine Governnent for its efforts in the
| ong- dr awn- out cat astrophe whi ch has been going on for three nonths now.
The co-operation between the Philippine and Mal aysi an Governnents is
paying off. We are so grateful for that and so are the famlies of the
freed hostages and the renai ning ones. The m ssion of any hostage
negotiating teamis to pursue peaceful resolutions.

Specul ations are rife that the freedomof the four Ml aysi ans was
bought. The Phili ppi ne and Ml aysi an governnents have repeatedly denied
ransomwas paid for the rel ease of the hostages.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad said Mal aysia did not pay
any ransomto secure Friday's liberation of the four Ml aysians. Even so,
the Mal aysi an Gover nment had no power to stop other countries from paying
ransomfor the delivery of their nationals, he added.

It is vital that the hostages in captivity hang in there a while | onger.
They are experiencing a terrible ordeal and it is understandable if they
are full of despair. They nust keep up their spirits and persist in
believing that their nightmare will stopin alittle while. Although
negotiating efforts have not been tied to any specific date, they may be
rel eased earlier than they expect. To those in the negotiating team carry
on the good work.

What next, now that the crisis is drawing to a close? It should lead to
a great deal of introspection in those who are concerned with such issues.
As is the case in other critical situations, there are | essons to be
| earnt fromthe Sipadan ki dnappi ng.

Al t hough such incidents are not so comon, they are increasing, and
pl anni ng ahead can save lives, time and noney for the Governments
i nvol ved. The best thing countries can do to protect thensel ves agai nst
such incidents is to take threats seriously.
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