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MILITANT group Hamas re-
leased two more Israeli wom-
en hostages on Thursday 
with more Palestinian pris-
oners to be freed under an ex-
tended truce that has paused 
weeks of  deadly conflict.

With the current truce set 
to expire early Friday, inter-
national bodies have called 
for a lasting halt to the vio-
lence, sparked by deadly Ha-
mas attacks on Israel that 
prompted it to mount a devas-
tating assault on the Gaza 
Strip.

US Secretary of  State An-
thony Blinken met with Is-
raeli and Palestinian leaders 
to seek a longer pause that 
would allow further prisoner-

hostage exchanges and more 
aid for displaced civilians in 
Gaza. The Israeli military 
said on Thursday at least two 
women hostages had been re-
turned from Gaza after being 

released to the Red Cross by 
Hamas.

More were expected to be 
transferred “in the next few 
hours”, it said. Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanya-

hu’s office named the two as 
French-Israeli dual national 
Mia Shem, 21, and Amit Sous-
sana, 40.

Israel is due to release more 
Palestinian prisoners in turn, 
after the sides agreed to ex-
tend the pause in combat op-
erations until Friday. 

International bodies have 
called for more time to allow 
medical supplies, food and 
fuel into the besieged Gaza 
Strip after fierce combat and 
bombardments sparked by 
Hamas’s bloody October 7 at-
tacks on Israel.

“We have seen over the last 
week the very positive devel-
opment of  hostages coming 
home, being reunited with 
their families,” Blinken said 
at a meeting with Israeli 

President Isaac Herzog in Tel 
Aviv. “It’s also enabled an in-
crease in humanitarian as-
sistance to go to innocent ci-
vilians in Gaza who need it 
desperately. So this process is 
producing results. It’s impor-
tant, and we hope that it can 
continue.”

Blinken later told Netan-
yahu it was “imperative” to 
protect civilians in southern 
Gaza “before any military op-
erations there”.

The latest extended truce 
had been due to end at 0500 
GMT Thursday, but the Israe-
li army said the “operational 
pause” would continue as in-
ternational mediators negoti-
ate the release of  hostages 
held by Hamas.  
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2 more Israelis freed under extended truce

Palestinian activist Ahed Tamimi (centre) in the West Bank town of Ramallah 
after she was released from prison by Israel on Thursday |  AP

SAN FRANCISCO

META on Thursday warned that deceptive online 
campaigns based in China were taking aim at 2024 
elections in the US and elsewhere.

The tech giant behind Facebook and Instagram said 
it has taken down five coordinated influence networks 
out of  China this year. “Foreign threat actors are at-
tempting to reach people across the Internet ahead of  
next year’s elections, and we need to remain alert,” 
Meta global threat intelligence lead Ben Nimmo said 
during a briefing about its latest security report. 

Meta said that it removed 4,789 Facebook fake ac-
counts that were part of  one campaign posting about 
national politics and relations with China. The ac-
counts in the network praised China; bashed its crit-
ics, and copy-pasted real online posts by US politicians 
with the potential to stoke partisan divisions, accord-
ing to the threat report. “As election campaigns ramp 
up, we should expect foreign influence operations to 
try and leverage authentic parties and debate rather 
than creating original content themselves,” Nimmo 
said. “We anticipate that if  relations with China be-
come an election topic in a particular country, we may 
see China-based influence operations pivot to target 
those debates.” 

Meta tracked the source of  the networks to China, 
but did not attribute them to the government. The 
most prolific source of  such networks continues to be 
Russia, with operations based in that country focusing 
primarily on undermining support for its war against 
Ukraine, according to Meta. Websites associated with 
Russia-based campaigns recently shifted to using the 
war between Hamas and Israel to tarnish the image of  
the US, the security report indicated. Meta’s security 
team expects efforts to sway coming elections to in-
clude bogus “leaks” of  supposedly hacked material. 
The company has already seen influence campaigns 
try to “hijack” heated political narratives, according 
to the security team. “For political groups, it’s impor-
tant to be aware that heightened partisan tensions can 
play into the hands of  foreign threat actors,” Nimmo 
said. Online deception campaigns extend beyond Meta 
to other social networks, blogs, chat forums, and web-
sites, according to the security report.  AFP

Chinese influence 
networks targeting US 
polls, Meta says DUBLIN

SHANE MacGowan, songwriter and lead 
singer of  Celtic folk-punk band The 
Pogues, has died aged 65 after a long ill-
ness, his wife said on Thursday.

“Shane who will always be the light that 
I hold before me... has gone to be with Je-
sus and Mary and his beautiful mother 
Therese,” wrote MacGowan’s wife 
Victoria Mary Clarke in an Insta-
gram post. 

MacGowan, who had been in 
and out of  hospital in Dublin since 
July, is most famous for penning 
the Christmas classic Fairytale of  
New York, a duet sung with Kirsty Mac-
Coll in 1987. Clarke’s post did not say when 
he died.

Co-formed by MacGowan, the Pogues 
fused punk and Irish folk music. He was 
born in England but spent much of  his 
childhood in Ireland with his mother’s 
family. The band became an international 

symbol of  Irishness, both at home and for 
the sprawling diaspora, with MacGowan’s 
contribution recognised in a slew of  trib-
utes from political leaders.

“Shane will be remembered as one of  
music’s greatest lyricists,” Irish President 
Michael D. Higgins said in a statement. 
“So many of  his songs would be perfectly 
crafted poems, if  that would not have de-

prived us of  the opportunity to 
hear him sing them,” he said.

Taoiseach (prime minister) Leo 
Varadkar called MacGowan “an 
amazing musician and artist”.  
“His songs beautifully captured 
the Irish experience, especially the 

experience of  being Irish abroad,” he 
wrote on X. Micheal Martin, Varadkar’s 
deputy, said he was “devastated” by 
MacGowan’s death, calling him “iconic”. 
“His passing is particularly poignant at 
this time of  year as we listen to Fairytale 
of  New York — a song that resonates with 
all of  us,” he wrote.  AFP

Irish folk-punk band Pogues’ lead 
singer MacGowan dies aged 65
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 LR:  Light Rain  HR:  Heavy Rain  
 TDS: Thundershower  LC:  Light Cloud  SNY:  Sunny

GLOBAL
WEATHER

Beijing 29 16 SNY
Colombo 29 24 LC
Dhaka 32 27 SNY
Dubai 39 31 SNY
Houston 31 23 SNY
Istanbul 29 17 SNY
London 24 13 LC

Los Angeles 26 17 LC
Melbourne 25 12 HR
Moscow 21 8 HR
New York 26 16 LC
Singapore 32 27 SNY
Toronto 19 11 LC
Washington 27 14 SNY

13,000
people killed by Israel’s bombardment and  
ground invasion in Gaza as per Hamas 

US Secretary of State Blinken says temporary ceasefire producing results, urges Israel to extend it further
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