How Success Can Be Messi
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ZAMBOANGA CITY, Philip-
pines—When the (1.8, traced ten-
driis of the al Qaeda network to
the Phitippines and-sent in troops
in February, military: officials
from  both npations had  high
Jopes;

Ozama hin Laden had eloded
the: 11.5.'s dragnet in Afghani-
stan, while Philippine scldiers
had spent months fruitlessly chis-
ing a tiny band of separatist
rabels through the jungle, With a
L&, commitment to help wipe out
the Abu Sayyal rebels and rescue
thair two American hostages, a
much-nesded public-relationg vic-
tory seemed Imminent,

Instead, they wers left wilh 2
messy mission, A detailed ag-
eount af the six-month campalgn,
Tittle of which has been made pub-
lie, shows how as the (L5, takes
{ts war on terrorism fo hot spots arcund
the-zlobe, its-broad geals can be compli-
caled by local eircumstances and unex-
pected twists.

[ this:case, even a mission that mili-
tary officials from both countries defined
a5 successiul was extremely messy and
carried a heavy cost. ULE. surveillance
equipment failed to pierce the dense jun-
gle-al -a crocial moment, leaving focal
troaps to track the rebels through the
mud, Hamperad by heavy rain, Philip-
pine forces npearly stumbled info the
rebels’ jungle camp, sparking & deadiy
firefight. Big breakthroughs: in the
search included following {he thermal im-
age of 4 pizes and the discovery of de-
signer underwear on the jungle fleor

Abu Sayyal was established with help
fram Mr, hin Laden's hrother-la-taw in
the early 19%0s. Led by Ahu Sabava, a
eriminology dropout with a penchant for
3120 Oakley sunglasses. the group be-
came well known [n recent years for kid-
nappings. Two years ago, it ralsed 315
million from kKdnapping foreign tourists
tn the Malavsian resort of Sipadan,

The. group struck again in May 2001,
This tire, three of Mr. Sabava's hos
tages were Americans, his favorite ear-
get, One was executed, ahd missionary
couple Martin and Gracia Burnham were
kept prisoner.

Thenan unexpected shift in .8, policy
breught a standoff closer. In February, the
Bush administration backed away from
the 118, s longstanding vow never o nego-
tiate with terrorists, [1s new policy was to
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rines waited in the darkness. An un-
manned spy plane flew overhead, Higher
in the sky, a L8, Orion gireraft circled, tak-
ing photographs. Two inflatable boats of
(5. Navy SEALs came along to videotape
the arebugh, and a twhn-rotor Chinook bebi-

copler fitted with & powerful spotlight was

probsed 1o fly to the scene.

Military Operation
Against Abu Sayyaf

Capl. Gieram Aragopes commanded

the marine speedboal. Onee agam, the tae-
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“make every elfort” to secure the release
of Americanhostages. Thatincluded offer.
ing support when private growps started
ransom Lutks.

With Lhis tact pod, the Burnham fam
ily wnd the Mew Tribes Mission to which
Martin and Gracia belonged began rais
ing cash, 1.8, military officials say. Thoy
pulled together S300,000 —sorme of it from
faderal coffers, 1L8, offictals say.

Tallks moved swilily, But the negotia
tors wera dealing with the wrong {aetion af
the Abu Sayyal, o locse-knit alliance of
rebel chisftains. Inslead of gring Lo Mr. Sa-
baya, the money wenl (0 ancliier Abu
Sayyval leader, Khadally Janjalanl,

Afler learning of the mix-up, an en-
raged Mr, Sabava calied Mr. Janjalani o
demand & share of the money wmd wis re-
buffed. “Tiut I have the hostages,” he said
before hanging up, atcording o record-
ings of the call,

Mr. Sabayvy didn't have much to Hme
te wallow in his [rustration, By May 27,
the Phillppine military decided o taunch
a full military assault on the rebels, That
assauit, lke the rest of the operation,
involved surprises, cregtivity and luck.

Phiippine troops, with 1.5, officers
helplng o the planning (the Philippine
Constitution prevented them from playving
a combatb roled, located Mr. Sabaya by
tracking the signal from his satellite
phone. But they necded (o know if hestill
had the hosteges. To find out, they tried a
nevel tactic: They tracked the thermal im-
ages from lake-away piins.

Mr. Sabaya regularly used couriers to

The speedbont bt the outrigger broadside
al full speed, and the startled rebels

opened fire, The Chinook, Pentagon offl-
cidls say, then swooped in and powereid

pregrranged signal that allowed the fwo
undercover erewmen o jump o safety.
up its spotlight. With the sea bathed in

his hoat approached the oulrlgger, Capt.
Aragones switched on two searchlights—a

pilot using night-vision gopgles. Just as

ez into subimission. At4: 2 a.m., the ma-
rings began o speed acrozs the waves, U

ming their boat and hepefully stunning

ties were unorthodoy. His orders were Lo
tackle the rebels oul on open water, ram-

light, the marines raked the crippled Abu
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deliver  hamburgers,  [Iried
chicken and gliza to his hostages
in the jungle, confidential mili-
tary documents say.

The pizzas, delivered piping-
kot to ag’ Abu Sayyaf courier,
worked particularly well. An un-
mannad spy plane would track the
thermal image on a boat as.it
made its way out of Zamboanga
City's crowded harkor. Then, the
spv plane could easiiy [ollow it
north to Mr. Sabaya's hideout
near the willage of Sibuco.

"We had tomake sure the pizza
was hot," says Col. Juancho Sab- -
ban of the Philippine marines,
wha led the search, "Otherwise
we would have lost the trail,”

The showdown came June 7,
With torrential raing hampering
electronic surveillance, Col. Sab-
bat satin Zamboangs City worry-
ing the rebels might slip away
agaln. “The jungls is 50 thick, the
heat-imeging aquipment couldn't pene
frata the foliage," Col, Sabban recalls.

Instead, forces relied on what Col. Sab-
pan called *old-fzshioned human intelli-
gonce.” For instance, scouts found i
brand-new pair of Playhoy underpants in
the undergrowth.

“We thoughl they belonged to the Abg
Sayyafl," Cpl. Rodelio Tuazon says. “Woaod-
gutters couldn't afford them."

Then, before they realized how close
theyw were, the soldiers neirly stumbted
into Abu Sayvaf, A group of armed men
was spatted about 20 yards away, As three
rangers Inched down @ steep slope fora
closer look, rocks loosened by the wet
weathir tumbled dovwn with them, Waorrled
that Me.Sabaya would order the Burnhams
killed, the rangers "had no choice bul to
apen fire,” Col. Sahban says.

Fifteen minutes lator, four rebels were
dead, The rangers found Mr. Burnham
slumped owver his wile, shot in the back at
cinse Tange, according to the Philippine
military's. report, Mrs. Burnham wis
wounded in the leg. A few vards away,
rangars fund the body of a third hostage,
Debarsh Yap. Mr, Sabaya, however, es-
caped with L1 of his men.

The Philippine military, lstening inon
Mr, Sabaya's phane calls, caught up with
hirn before dawe on June 21 Hewas rylng
to fee the area acound Slbuco on anoutrig-
ger boat ory which two undercover agents
posdd a8 erew members.

A speedboat carrying 16 Phillppine ma-
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