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LARNACA: The man accused of hijacking an
Egyptian plane with a fake suicide belt and
diverting it to Cyprus was remanded into cus-
tody yesterday, as social media buzzed with
ridicule about the bizarre incident. A judge in
Larnaca on the island’s southern coast ordered
58-year-old Egyptian Seif Al-Din Mohamed
Mostafa held for eight days as he made his
first court appearance after Tuesday’s hijack-
ing. Mostafa is accused of forcing the
Alexandria-to-Cairo flight to divert to Cyprus,
where he demanded to see his Cypriot ex-
wife, with whom he has children.

Police told the court that Mostafa-
described by officials as “psychologically
unstable”-faces possible charges of hijacking,
kidnapping, reckless and threatening behav-
ior, and breaches of the anti-terror law. Police
prosecutor Andreas Lambrianou said witness-
es saw the suspect wearing a belt around his
waist stuffed with cylindrical objects connect-
ed by wires to what appeared to be a hand-
held detonator button. At one point, the sus-
pect had threatened to detonate the belt if his
demands weren’t met, he alleged. Mostafa will
not face any formal charges until a later hear-
ing and only at that point will he be expected
to enter a plea.

He flashed journalists the victory sign as he
was driven away by police from the court-
house, which is less than a kilometer from
Larnaca airport where a six-hour standoff
unfolded after the hijacking. Most of the 55
passengers on the EgyptAir flight were quickly
released after it landed in Larnaca but it took
hours of negotiations, including a conversa-
tion with his ex-wife, before Mostafa surren-
dered to police. “What’s someone supposed to
do when he hasn’t seen his wife and children
in 24 years and the Egyptian government
won’t let you?” the police prosecutor quoted
him as telling officers after his arrest.

Some passengers and crew escaped only
minutes before the standoff ended, including

one uniformed man who was seen clambering
out of a cockpit window and dropping to the
ground. Among them was a 26-year-old British
man, Ben Innes, who asked crew to snap a
photograph of him standing beside Mostafa

that has been widely shared on social media.
The image features a grinning Innes standing
next to Mostafa, with what appears to be a
rudimentary suicide vest strapped to his chest.
“I figured if his bomb was real I’d nothing to

lose anyway, so took a chance to get a closer
look at it,” Innes, a health and safety auditor
from Leeds, told Britain’s The Sun newspaper.

“So I stood by him and smiled for the cam-
era while a stewardess did the snap. It has to

be the best selfie ever,” he said. As it became
clear on Tuesday that the hijacker was trying
to contact his ex-wife and was likely not a real
danger, Egyptians also took to social media to
poke fun at the incident, many using the
Twitter hashtag #loveisintheair. “This is what
happens when you block your ex,” one person
wrote on Twitter, while another opined: “Some
may wonder why the hijacker didn’t just email
his wife. They don’t realise how terrible Egypt’s
Internet is.”

‘Non-prohibited’ items
HA Hellyer, an Arab affairs specialist at the

Royal United Services Institute in London,
tweeted: “My wife just told me: ‘You don’t love
me enough. You haven’t hijacked a plane to
talk to me. Sort it out’” After several hours in
Larnaca, passengers on the flight were flown
to Cairo late on Tuesday. “Fifteen minutes after
departure we saw on the screens that the
plane was not going to Cairo and it was cross-
ing the sea,” passenger Noha Saleh said on
arrival in the Egyptian capital. “They said it was
a technical problem and they needed to go to
Cyprus or Greece to fix it... they were profes-
sional and their attitude was normal,” she said.

Concerns were raised about security at
Egyptian airports after a Russian airliner was
downed on October 31 over the Sinai
Peninsula, killing all 224 people on board. The
Islamic State group claimed to have smuggled
a bomb on board. 

The police prosecutor said Cypriot authori-
ties would seek the help of Interpol to discover
how the fake suicide belt passed through air-
port security in Alexandria. But Egypt’s interior
ministry said in a statement that all security
measures had been applied. The accused
hijacker and his luggage were scanned, it said,
and he had used “non-prohibited belongings”
in his handbag “to imply that he was wearing
an explosive belt and to threaten the crew and
passengers.” — AFP 

ANCHORAGE: A village not far from an
erupting Alaska volcano urged residents
to stay indoors after the mountain rained
down ash, coating ground areas and turn-
ing some rooftops and car windows black.
The volcano kept pumping out new ash
Tuesday that could threaten aircraft, but it
came in smaller amounts at lower heights,
according to the Alaska Volcano
Observatory.

Pavlof Volcano, 625 miles southwest of
Anchorage on the Alaska Peninsula,
erupted Sunday. The initial eruption con-
tinued for about 17 hours and put out an
ash cloud that reached 37,000 feet. US
Geological Survey geologist Kristi Wallace
said there were reports of a significant ash

fall in Nelson Lagoon, a village of 39 peo-
ple about 55 miles northeast of the vol-
cano. Residents reported one-eighth to
two-thirds of an inch of ash. Cpl Barrett
Taylor, a village public safety officer in
Nelson Lagoon, saw ash falling early
Monday. “It was raining ash for a little bit,”
Taylor said. “It turned everything black, the
rooftops, the fuel tanks, homes.”

The ash was worse Tuesday, he said,
because wind coming in off the ocean
was whipping it around. Officials say ash
can be hazardous to eyes, skin and
breathing passages. The community has
put out a health advisory to stay inside
until today. Taylor is hoping strong wind
or rain will sweep some of the ash away. “I

actually saw an eagle land on the grass
today, and as he landed, a big pile of ash
came up and flew away,” he said. The
plume blew northeast and by Tuesday
had reached Canada, but Dave Schneider,
a USGS geophysicist at the observatory,
said activity had calmed from the continu-
ous eruptive phase.

“Over the last six to eight hours the
activity is more intermittent,” he said
Tuesday. “There are short duration, small
explosive events that are occurring, as
opposed to sort of a continuous plume.”
The original ash cloud crossed Bristol Bay,
spread into interior Alaska, and stretched
into northern Canada, said Don Moore,
meteorologist in charge of the National
Weather Service Alaska Aviation Weather
Unit. “The extent of the plume is certainly
greater but the concentration of the ash is
becoming less,” Moore said. “The plume is
becoming thinner over time.”

Volcanic ash is angular and sharp and
can cause a jet engine to shut down.
Alaska Airlines canceled 41 flights within
the state Monday, and 28 more Tuesday.
Sherry Keever has lived in Healy, Alaska,
for only a year and was trying to get home
from a vacation in California when ash
from the volcano prompted the cancella-
tion of her flight.  “I’m kind of new, and I
wasn’t even aware there were volcanoes
that could affect the flight patterns, and
I’m OK with it,” she said while sitting in a
waiting area of Ted Stevens Anchorage
International Airport, waiting to see if she
could get her flight to Fairbanks on
Tuesday. The volcano in the 8,261-foot
mountain is one of Alaska’s most active. It
has had 40 known eruptions.

Pavlof eruptions in the past 20 years
have not been as intense, but the current
eruption is not unprecedented for the vol-
cano, Schneider said. The length of the
eruption was a major factor in the size of
the ash cloud, Schneider said. 

So were the winds and possibly the
smaller size of the ash, which takes longer
to fall out of the atmosphere. Pat Walsh, a
wildlife biologist for the Togiak National
Wildlife Refuge, saw ash 25 miles west of
Dillingham as a gray haze as he tracked
wolves from the air in the refuge. He could
also see traces of ash in fresh wolf tracks
and in the snow.

Tisha Christensen, a health aide at the
clinic in Port Heiden, said gray ash mixed
with snow fell Monday night in the com-
munity on the Bering Sea side of the
Alaska Peninsula. It affected her 8-year-old
son, who has asthma but tried going to
school Tuesday. 

“He didn’t even make it a half-hour and
had to come home and have a nebulizer
treatment,” she said. Only trace amounts
of ash had been reported from Pavlof
eruptions since 1996. In the past, the vol-
cano has erupted intermittently over
months or shut off abruptly. — AP 

Egyptian remanded as hijacking sparks online buzz
Cyprus detains hijacker who wanted to see ex-wife

LARNACA: Seif Al-Din Mohamed Mostafa, an Egyptian man who hijacked an EgyptAir passenger plane and forced it to divert to Cyprus
demanding to see his ex-wife, flashes the ‘V’ for victory sign as he leaves the court in Larnaca in a police car yesterday. — AFP 

Ash coats village areas near 
erupting volcano in Alaska

WASHINGTON: President Barack
Obama hosts an international summit in
Washington today and tomorrow aimed
at ensuring that nuclear material in the
world’s roughly 1,000 atomic facilities is
secured. Here is a breakdown of what’s
at stake:

Large stockpiles
Obama convened the first Nuclear

Security Summit in 2010, followed by
similar gatherings in Seoul in 2012 and
The Hague in 2014. The meetings focus
on preventing criminals from accessing
stockpiles of  radioactive materials,
reducing highly enriched uranium and
separated plutonium, enhancing the
detection of smuggling, and cybersecu-
rity. Considerable progress has been
made, with several countries reducing
or eliminating their stockpiles of nuclear
material. For example, Japan this month
is returning to the United States enough
plutonium to make 50 nuclear bombs.
But despite these advances, a January
report by the Nuclear Threat Initiative
(NTI), a leading US nonproliferation
watchdog, found basic weaknesses per-
sist in securing the world’s fissile materi-
als. And according to a 2015 study by
the International Panel on Fissile
Materials, enough plutonium and highly
enriched uranium stockpiles remain to
make the equivalent of 200,000
weapons of the magnitude that leveled
Hiroshima in 1945.

Narrow scope? 
The fissile materials in question do

not include state-owned nuclear
weapons, leading critics to say the sum-
mits are not broad enough in scope.
“This is an important mission, but it’s
beneath the pay grade of the 50 or 60
heads of state that are going to convene
in Washington,” said Bruce Blair, co-

founder of anti-nuclear group Global
Zero.  “We should have an agenda ... that
would cover all fissile materials, civilian
and military.”

New dangers 
Since the summits began, 14 nations

have eliminated their fissile material
stockpiles, and other countries have
stepped up efforts to secure theirs.  But
at the same time, other nations are
ramping up their nuclear capabilities.
Countries like Pakistan, India and North
Korea have built new bombs, and
experts warn these fall behind in safety
standards aimed at preventing acciden-
tal detonation.  

The Islamic State group has already
used chemical weapons, and experts
fear the jihadists are trying to secure fis-
sile material to make a “dirty bomb.”
Such a device is a regular bomb, but
would explode radioactive material
across an area. Highlighting the risks,
Belgian police investigating the
November 13 Paris terror attacks found
10 hours of video of the comings and
goings of a senior Belgian nuclear offi-
cial. One agenda item at the summit will
see leaders discussing a hypothetical
nuclear security crisis.

Possible outcomes 
Sharon Squassoni, director and sen-

ior fellow at the Center for Strategic and
International Studies’ proliferation pre-
vention program, said the latest summit
aims to consolidate progress made so
far, such as seeing countries that com-
mitted to certain actions implement
these. The 2014 summit saw 35 coun-
tries sign up to various pledges-but key
players including China, India, Russia
and Pakistan did not join in. “It would be
really important for those countries to
sign on,” Squassoni said. —AFP
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