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BRUSSELS: The main terror suspect behind the
2015 Paris attacks, Salah Abdeslam, goes on trial
in Belgium under tight security next week over
a shootout in Brussels that led to his capture. It
will be the first public glimpse of the 28-year-
old who led police on a four-month international
manhunt following the attacks in the French cap-
ital that killed 130 people. Abdeslam, who is cur-
rently in jail in France, has stayed silent under
interrogation since his arrest but insisted on per-
sonally attending the trial over the March 15,
2016 gun battle in the Belgian capital.

The Brussels-born
French citizen and the
man arrested with him,
Sofian Ayari, 24, face
charges of “attempting to
murder several police of-
ficers in a terrorist con-
text” and of “carrying
prohibited weapons in a
terrorist context”. Ab-
deslam is the sole surviv-
ing suspect of the Paris attacks and is also linked
to the terror cell that carried out the March 22
suicide bombings in Brussels just days after his
arrest. The Islamic State group claimed both sets
of attacks that left a total of 162 people dead and
hundreds more wounded. Belgium’s federal
prosecutor Frederic Van Leeuw said he ex-
pected the trial to “yield clues” about the cell
behind the two attacks. “This is important for the
victims,” he added.

Massive security 
The trial opens early Monday amid heavy

security in the Palais de Justice, an imposing 19th
century Brussels landmark topped with a gilded
cupola towering more than 100 meters.  Under

arrangements for the trial in Brussels, the boy-
ish-looking former bar owner will be transferred
to a prison in the north of France, from where he
will travel to Brussels daily.

Abdeslam has spent nearly 20 months in iso-
lation under 24-hour video surveillance at
Fleury-Merogis prison near Paris, after being
transferred to France after his arrest. The trial
was postponed in December to allow his lawyer
Sven Mary to prepare the case.  Mary, who ini-
tially represented Abdeslam and then dropped
him because of his attitude, took him on again as

a client late last year.
Court sources said Ab-
deslam has refused to
speak to investigators
since his arrest. 

Police say Abdeslam
and Ayari were holed
up at a flat in the Brus-
sels district of Forest
when it was raided by
French and Belgian po-

lice in a joint operation, leading to a shootout.
Investigators say the pair fled via the back door
but a third suspect, 33-year-old Algerian Mo-
hamed Belkaid, was mortally wounded when he
exchanged fire with police smashing through the
main door, apparently providing cover for their
escape. Three officers were wounded.

Shot in the leg 
The discovery of the three suspects was

apparently a lucky break resulting from what
was described as a routine search for accom-
plices in the Paris attacks. Police say they
found Abdeslam’s fingerprints in the flat, con-
firming they were on the trail of the last sus-
pect in the rifle and bomb attacks on the

Bataclan concert hall, bars, restaurants and the
National Stadium in the French capital on No-
vember 13, 2015.

Abdeslam is suspected of being the driver
in the attacks. Three days after the Brussels
police raid, on March 18, TV cameras cap-
tured the drama as heavily armed police offi-
cers shot Abdeslam in the leg and captured
him and Ayari just yards from Abdeslam’s
home in Molenbeek, a gritty Brussels immi-
grant neighborhood. Molenbeek had long
been under the international spotlight as sus-
pects involved in other jihadist attacks over

the past two decades had either lived or
stayed there.

The arrests marked the end of the hunt for
Europe’s most wanted man, but relief soon
turned to yet another shock. Four days later,
other members of his alleged cell blew them-
selves up at Brussels airport and on a train in
a metro station next to the European Union’s
headquarters, killing 32 people. 

Investigators believe Abdeslam’s arrest
precipitated the suicide bombings by other
members of his alleged cell who feared they
too would be caught. —AFP 

The last surviving Paris attacks 
suspect faces trial in Belgium

Has stayed silent under interrogation since his arrest 

BRUSSELS: In this file photo taken on December 18, 2017 Policemen stand guard at the entrance
of Brussels’ courthouse, as a Belgian court is expected to set a new date for the trial of Paris at-
tacks suspect Salah Abdeslam (inset) over a shooting in Brussels that led to his capture. —AFP 

Important for
the victims 

For Saudi freed 
tycoons, cheers and  
business challenges 
RIYADH: Cheering supporters greeted Saudi
Arabian billionaire Prince Alwaleed bin Talal
when he arrived at his skyscraper offices in
Riyadh after his release from detention in an
anti-corruption crackdown. But he and other ty-
coons freed from a luxury hotel in the Saudi
capital face a challenge to get back into the
swing of running their financial empires in the
uncertainty hanging over the business commu-
nity since their detention in early November.

Their ability to do so could impact Saudi Ara-
bia’s attempts to lure investors to big projects,
an important part of Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman’s grand vision to transform the king-
dom and reduce its dependence on oil. “It will
need another six to nine months without disrup-
tion or another witch hunt before anyone would
be willing to move on anything major,” a regional

banker said of the business climate.  “This is not
the right time to bring anything to market.”

Uncertainty lingers 
Online footage showed Prince Alwaleed

waving from a luxury car in a convoy trailed by
police as he arrived this week at the Kingdom
Center skyscraper one day after his release,
and then walking inside with his private physi-
cian. A source familiar with the matter said the
prince received an operational update on his
global portfolio, which includes stakes in Twit-
ter, ride-hailing firm Lyft and French hotel op-
erator Accor.

In the first few days after his detention, the
share price of his investment firm Kingdom
Holding plunged 23 percent, erasing $2.2 billion
of his personal fortune on paper. After a jump
this week, the stock has regained almost all that
it lost, but during the prince’s detention the over-
all stock market rose 10 percent. Kingdom
shares do not reflect that gain, indicating in-
vestors are still applying a discount to his com-
pany because of the uncertainty.

Prince Alwaleed’s predicament suggests Saudi
tycoons who have long been content to focus on

amassing huge profits must now consider
whether the government’s anti-corruption drive
could stop them in their tracks. Saudi Arabia’s at-
torney general said on Tuesday that settlement
deals had secured just over $100 billion from
members of the elite. He did not provide a break-
down, and Reuters could not verify that figure. 

Back in the driving seat
In another video, property mogul Mo-

hammed Aboud Al-Amoudi sits in a black office
chair at his home in Jeddah receiving kisses on
the hand and forehead from a procession of
well-wishers who utter thanksgiving for his safe
return after nearly three months in the Ritz-
Carlton Hotel in Riyadh. A company represen-
tative reached by phone said Amoudi was in
good health.

“It is as if he was travelling and returned,
nothing more,” said the person who declined to
be named, adding it was not clear if he would run
the company again. Associates of other released
detainees, including media magnate Waleed Al-
Ibrahim and retail billionaire Fawaz Al-Hokair,
told Reuters they were at home catching up with
family and close friends. An email to MBC em-

ployees seen by Reuters described Ibrahim as
“fit and eager to get back”. It said he would
travel to Dubai in a couple of weeks to get “back
in the driving seat”. Hokair, meanwhile, is hosting
dinners for guests, according to one attendee.
The stock price of his company, fashion retailer
Fawaz Abdulaziz Alhokair Co, is still 13 percent
below its level just before he was detained.

“It’s as if he was on a business trip or in a
summer holiday or a religious trip. He is fully mo-
tivated, full of ambitions,” the attendee said. “He
does not talk about anything, he just says he was
happy and received good treatment.” These men
are among the last group released from the Ritz,
which had been used since November as a
prison and interrogation centre for dozens of
senior princes, ministers and businessmen and
was cleared out on Tuesday. Specific allegations
against the men and the settlements they agreed
before their release were kept secret. Some may
have been moved to prison after refusing to
admit wrongdoing and reach financial settle-
ments; they may stand trial.  Notably absent from
the final batch of releases were Prince Turki bin
Abdullah, the king’s nephew, and dismissed
Economy Minister Adel Fakieh. —Reuters 


