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MANILA: Islamic militants in the Philippines
have beheaded the German hostage they were
holding for ransom, the government in Manila
said yesterday. A video posted by the Abu Sayyaf
group, which was monitored by intelligence
group SITE, showed Jurgen Kantner being killed
by a knife-wielding man. Shortly after the video
appeared, government envoy Jesus Dureza con-
firmed the German’s death.

“We grieve as we strongly condemn the bar-
baric beheading of yet another kidnap victim,”
Dureza said in a statement. “Up to the last
moment, many sectors including the Armed
Forces of the Philippines exhausted all efforts to
save his life. We all tried our best. But to no avail,”
said Dureza. Military officials in the south said
they had not yet found the German’s body.

In Germany, Foreign Minister Sigmar Gabriel
said Berlin had not yet received official confirma-
tion from Philippine authorities that the video
was genuine. “If this video is confirmed, then of
course this is one of the most horrible things
imaginable,” Gabriel said. The Abu Sayyaf,
blamed for the worst terror attacks in Philippine
history, had demanded a ransom of 30 million
pesos ($600,000) be paid by Sunday to spare the
70-year-old.

The group had previously released videos
showing a haggard Kantner appealing for pay-
ment of the ransom. Kanter was abducted from
his yacht, the Rockall,  off the southern
Philippines last year. The vessel was found drift-
ing on November 7, with the body of Kantner’s
female companion Sabine Merz with a gunshot
wound. The couple had been kidnapped and
held for 52 days in Somalia in 2008 before they
were freed, reportedly after a huge ransom was
paid, press reports said.

Perilous waters 
Despite his ordeal in Somalia, Kantner told

AFP in 2009 that he still intended to keep sailing
into perilous waters. “I know it’s dangerous sail-

ing off into Somali waters and I have no private
security guarding me, but I pray to God that
pirates won’t get me again. It’s a little bit like sui-
cide,” he said after being freed.

The Abu Sayyaf, whose leaders have pledged
allegiance to the Islamic State group, have been
kidnapping foreigners and Christians for
decades and holding them for ransom in the
jungles of the strife-torn southern Philippines.
They have frequently killed hostages if their
demands are not met, and last year murdered
two Canadians.

Apart from Kantner they are now holding at
least 19 foreigners and seven Filipino hostages,
military spokesman Brigadier General Restituto
Padilla said. The group, formed from seed money
provided by a relative of Al-Qaeda mastermind
Osama bin Laden in the 1990s, also carried out
the bombing of a ferry in Manila Bay in 2004 that
claimed 116 lives in the country’s deadliest ter-
ror attack. The military had been pressing an
assault against the Abu Sayyaf, attacking their
camps and bombing their hideouts just before
Kantner was killed. — AFP 
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WASHINGTON: A new military strategy to
meet President Donald Trump’s demand to
“obliterate” the Islamic State group is likely to
deepen US military involvement in Syria, pos-
sibly with more ground troops, even as the
current US approach in Iraq appears to be
working and will require fewer changes.

Details are sketchy. But recommendations
due at the White House are likely to increase
emphasis on nonmilitary elements of the
campaign already underway, such as efforts
to squeeze IS finances, limit the group’s
recruiting and counter IS propaganda that is
credited with inspiring recent violence in the
US and Europe. One official with knowledge
of the recommendations said the report
would present a broad overview of options as
a starting point for a more detailed internal
discussion. The official wasn’t authorized to
speak to reporters about the contents of the
document and demanded anonymity

Marine Corps Gen Joseph Dunford, chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, said Thursday
that the emerging strategy will take aim not
just at the Islamic State militants but at Al-
Qaeda and other extremist organizations in
the Middle East and beyond, whose goal is to
attack the United States. 

He emphasized that it would not rest
mainly on military might. “This is a political-
military plan,” he said. “It is not a military plan.”
Dunford’s comment suggests that Pentagon
leaders have a more nuanced view of the IS
problem than is reflected in Trump’s promise
to “obliterate” the group, as he put it on Friday.
Dunford said the US should be careful that in
solving the IS problem it does not create oth-
ers, hinting at the sensitive question of how to

deal with Turkey, which is a NATO ally with
much at stake in neighboring Syria, and
Russia, whose military action in Syria has had
the effect of propping up the Syrian regime.

Defense Secretary Jim Mattis is giving
the White House the ingredients of a strate-
gy, which officials say will be fleshed out
once Trump has considered the options.
Officials described the Mattis report as a
“framework” built on broad concepts and
based on advice from the State Department,
the CIA and other agencies. Officials have
indicated the recommended approaches
will echo central elements of the Obama
administration’s strategy, which was based
on the idea that the US military should sup-
port local forces rather than do the fighting
for them. Mattis already has signaled pub-
licly that he sees no value in having US com-
bat forces take over the ground war.

“I would just tell you that by, with and
through our allies is the way this coalition is
going against Daesh,” Mattis said last week in
Baghdad, using an Arabic term for the Islamic
State group. “We’re going to continue to go
after them until we destroy them and any
kind of belief in the inevitability of their mes-
sage.” Trump signed an executive order on
Jan. 28 giving Mattis 30 days to present a “pre-
liminary draft” of a plan. 

He said it should include a comprehensive
strategy that would not only deliver a battle-
field victory but also “isolate and delegitimize”
the group and its radical ideology. Asked if
adding more US troops or arming the Syrian
Kurds was under discussion, Mattis said he
will “accommodate any request” from his field
commanders. — AP 

New anti-IS strategy may mean
deeper US involvement in Syria

In this undated image made from militant video and released by SITE Intel Group on Feb. 24,
2017, shows German hostage Jurgen Gustav Kantner at an undisclosed location. — AP


