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Hijacker’s claimed link

to Sunni group doubted

By William Beecher
Globe Staff

WASHINGTON - One of the hi-
jackers of the Pan American
World Airways airiiner in Karachi
last week has informed Pakistani
officials that he belongs tn an ob-
scure pro-Syrian Sunni Moslem
group based in Lebanon. Ameri-
ran sources said yesterday.

But they hastened to add that
both they and the Pakistanis sus-
pect that the admissiun is false.
aimed at masking the identity ot
the terrorist organization that
supported the hijacking.

“So far he's the only one of the
four in custody who has talked,”
one ufficial said. "We think he's
providing the cover story that was
worked out in advarce in case
thev were captured.

* "But the Pakistanis are prac-
ticed in the ungentle arts of inter-
rogation. and. in time. it wouldn't
be surprising it they have fulsome
accounts from all four of the hi-
jackers.”

The presumption ot _UJS and
ather Western ntellgpence ana-
lysts, otticials said. 1s that rhe hi-

jack was so woell plnned ang sq

trrutal that it has the earmarks of
an operation by the Abu Nidal ter-
rorist organizalion.

Officials said it a clear account
of who was behind the mission is
ascertained. it still may be very
difficult to carry out retribution.
They speculated that actions
could range from a covert mission
ngamst the headquarters of the
organization to econemic and dip-
fomatic pressures against govern-
fmenn that allow the group fo
drain and operate on their terri
dory.

For exampie. they point out
hat Abu Nidal has offices both in

ibva and Syria and conducts
raining in Libyva and in the Syr-

ian-controlled Bekaa Valley of
Lebanon.

After the Abu Nidal organiza-
tion was imvolicated in the fatai
shootings at the Rome and Vienna
airports last December. the United
States put pressure on Syrian
President Hafez Assad to ciose
down the group's operations in
his country. “But Assad insisted
he didn't know where Abu Nidal
was and that his office in Damas-
cus was only used for public rela-
tions. not operational planning.”
one ofticial said.

The trouble with bombs

Another said that if Abu Nidal
was fingered in the Pan Am case
and even if the United States
knew the exact address of his of-
fices in the Libvan capital ot Trip-
oli. it could not bomb for fear of
killing innocent civilians in the vi-
cinity. [t is in that connection that
one planner talked »f the possibtl-
ity of a covert raid by a special
American military team aimed at
capturing key operatives and
bringing them to 'rial.

Sources said Abu Nidal is not
believed to have his owr training
facilities in Libva but to use, on an
ad hoc basis. Libyvan terrorist
training sites.

On the other hand. theyv said.
the Israclis have bombed training
facilities 1n Bekaa behieved to be
used primarily by his crganiza-
tion.

Israeli sources said they sus-
pect Abu Nidal might have been
behind both the Karachi hijacking
and the shootings at an Istanbul
synagogue. Both were extremely
well planned and almost casually
bloody. In the case of the hijack-
ing, the men had blue security
force unitorms and entered the
airfield using a truck that closely
resembled a security vehicle. And
in Istanbul, the raiders struck a
synagogue on the morning it re-
opened after six weeks of repair.

The lIsraelis suggest that Abu
Nidal. a rencgade former ally of
Yasser Arafat of the Palestine Lib-
eration Organization. might be at-
tempting fo assume a yreater lead-
ership role over the PLO by dem-
onstrating that he can achieve
dramatic results with force while
Arafat's effort at pursuing the dip-
lomatic track with Jordan has
been woefully ineffectual.

Rumors of death

American analysts sav they
are not even sure that Abu Nidal.
whose real name is Sabri Khalil
al-Banna. is still alive; it is con-
ceivable. they sav. that rumors of
his death are accurate and his
work is being carried out by a
tight circle of associates.

His main base ol operations
was in Iraq from the early 1970s
until the earty 1980s. when he
was expeiled from Baghtdad.
sources said. During those years.
he frequently carried out oper-
ations against Syria. Iraq’s long-
standing rival.

Shifting his operations from
Baghdad to Damascus. he then
was used in part to back Svria's
etforts to pressure Jordan and the
PLO not to participate in the Mid-
east peave process, the sources
satd

Starting in mid-1984. he began
shifting his base to Libya. the
sources said. “There s evidence of
heavy Libvan linancing of his op-
erations.” one official declared.

But even though senior offi-

cials conceded there has been g

sudden flood of intelligence re-
ports suggesting new Libyan-syp-

ported terrorism in recent weeks

they have no evidence that Libya,
or in fact anv government. was

behind the Pan Am and Istanbul

atrocities.

“We need a lot more informa-
tion before we can consider doing
anything,” one planner said.
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