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

JERUSALEM

MILITANT group Hamas released two 
more Israeli women hostages on Thurs-
day with more Palestinian prisoners to 
be freed under an extended truce that has 
paused weeks of  deadly conflict.

With the current truce set to expire 
early Friday, international bodies have 
called for a lasting halt to the violence, 
sparked by deadly Hamas attacks on Is-
rael that prompted it to mount a devastat-
ing assault on the Gaza Strip.

US Secretary of  State Anthony Blink-
en met with Israeli and Palestinian lead-
ers to seek a longer pause that would al-
low further prisoner-hostage exchanges 
and more aid for displaced civilians in 
Gaza. The Israeli military said on Thurs-
day at least two women hostages had 
been returned from Gaza after being re-
leased to the Red Cross by Hamas.

More were expected to be transferred 
“in the next few hours”, it said. Israeli 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
office named the two as French-Israeli 
dual national Mia Shem, 21, and Amit 
Soussana, 40.

Israel is due to release more Palestini-
an prisoners in turn, after the sides 

agreed to extend 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 af-
ter 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 development 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 increase in hu-
manitarian assistance to go to innocent 
civilians in Gaza who need it desperately. 
So this process is producing results. It’s 
important, and we hope that it can 
continue.”

Blinken later told Netanyahu 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 Is-
raeli army said the “operational pause” 
would continue as international media-
tors negotiate the release of  hostages 
held by Hamas.  Agencies

2 more Israelis freed 
under extended truce

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

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 au-
thentic parties and debate rather than creating origi-
nal content themselves,” Nimmo said. “We anticipate 
that if  relations with China become an election topic 
in a particular country, we may see China-based influ-
ence 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 re-
port indicated. Meta’s security team expects efforts to 
sway coming elections to include bogus “leaks” of  sup-
posedly hacked material. The company has already 
seen influence campaigns try to “hijack” heated politi-
cal narratives, according to the security team. “For 
political groups, it’s important to be aware that height-
ened partisan tensions can play into the hands of  for-
eign 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 

E X P R E S S  R E A D
Russia bans movement for  LGBT rights, 
calls it extremist
MOSCOW: Russia on Thursday banned the “international 
LGBT movement,” claiming it was an extremist group in a 
move that cements a long crackdown on the community as 
the Kremlin pushes ultra-conservative social values. The 
conservative turn promoted by President Vladimir Putin — 
often portrayed as an existential fight against Western 
liberal values — has accelerated since the offensive in 
Ukraine. The supreme court handed down the ruling in 
Moscow on Thursday, AFP journalists in court reported.
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