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I very much welcome 
the release of the Is-

raeli hostages held in 
Gaza.I am profoundly 
relieved that they have 
regained their freedom 
& will soon be reunited 
with their loved ones af-
ter the immense suffer-
ing they have endured. I 
reiterate my call for the 
release of the remains of 
the deceased hostages.

@antonioguterres

Today, our Epidemic 
and Pandemic In-

telligence Hub in Ber-
lin launched Epidemic 
Intelligence from Open 
Sources (EIOS) system 2.0.  
This enables all countries 
to detect and respond to 
potential threats daily by 
analyzing large

@DrTedros

President Donald J. 
Trump, alongside the 

leaders of Qatar, Egypt, 
and Turkey, signs the 
Gaza Peace Plan for peace 
in the Middle East.

@POTUS

We welcome the re-
lease of all hostag-

es after over two years of 
captivity. Their freedom 
stands as a tribute to the 
courage of their families, 
the unwavering peace ef-
forts of President Trump 
and the strong resolve of 
Prime Minister Netan-
yahu. We support Pres-
ident Trump’s sincere 
efforts to bring peace to 
the region.

@narendramodi

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stance)
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In exchange for the hostages, 
Israel is due to free nearly 
2,000 prisoners held in its 
jails, most of them Gazans 
detained since the start of 

the war.

KNOW WHAT

‘New birth'
Palestinians freed from Israeli jails return to loved ones
AFP | Ramallah, Palestinian 
Territories

With huge crowds wait-
ing to welcome them 
home, Palestinian 

prisoners released by Israel yes-
terday under a Gaza ceasefire 
deal were overwhelmed with joy 
as they returned to their loved 
ones.

Some threw peace signs while 
others struggled to walk with-
out assistance as they got off the 
bus and were met by a crowd 
cheering their return from Isra-
el's jails to the West Bank city of 
Ramallah.

"It's an indescribable feeling, 
a new birth," Mahdi Ramadan, 
newly released, told AFP, flanked 
by his parents with whom he said 
he would spend his first evening 
out of jail.

Nearby, relatives exchanged 
hugs, young men in tears pressed 
their foreheads against each oth-
er -- some even fainting from 
the emotion of seeing loved ones 
again after years, and sometimes 
decades, in jail.

The crowd chanted in celebra-
tion "Allahu akbar", meaning God 
is the greatest.

Among the Palestinians to be 
released under a US-brokered 
Gaza ceasefire deal, 250 are se-
curity detainees, including many 
convicted of killing Israelis, as 
well as about 1,700 Palestinians 
detained by the Israeli army in 
Gaza during the war.

Israel agreed to free them 
in exchange for the release of 
hostages held in the Gaza Strip, 
under the first phase of US Pres-
ident Donald Trump's plan to 
end the war that was sparked by 
Hamas's unprecedented attack 
on Israel on October 7, 2023.

'Beautiful moment'

Nour Soufan, now 27 years old, 
was due to meet his father Mous-
sa, who was jailed a few months 
after his birth, outside of jail for 
the first time.

Soufan and half a dozen rel-
atives came to Ramallah from 
Nablus, in the north of the West 
Bank, and spent the night in their 
vehicle.

"I have never seen my father, 
and this is the first time I will 
see him. This is a very beautiful 

moment," Soufan said.
Like him, many had defied the 

travel restrictions that puncture 
daily life in the Palestinian ter-
ritory, with Israeli army check-
points proliferating in two years 
of war.

Palestinian media reported on 
Sunday that families of detainees 
had been contacted by Israeli 
authorities, asking them not to 
organise mass celebrations.

"No reception is allowed, no 
celebration is allowed, no gather-
ings," said Alaa Bani Odeh, who 
came from the northern town of 

Tammun to find his 20-year-old 
son who had been jailed for four 
years.

AFP spoke to several prisoners 
who said that in their first hours 
of freedom, they would go home 
and stay with family.

During previous releases, mass 
gatherings had flooded entire 
streets in Ramallah, with people 
waving Palestinian flags as well 
as those of political factions in-
cluding Hamas.

'Live my life'
Dressed in the grey tracksuits 

of Israeli prisons, many prison-
ers also wore a black-and-white 
kuffiyeh around their necks 
-- the traditional scarf that has 
become synonymous with the 
Palestinian cause.

Some of the newly released 
prisoners happily let themselves 
be carried away on relatives' 
shoulders.

"Prisoners live on hope... Com-
ing home, to our land, is worth all 
the gold in the world," said one 
freed detainee, Samer al-Hal-
abiyeh.

"God willing, peace will pre-
vail, and the war on Gaza will 
stop," Halabiyeh added.

"Now I just want to live my 
life."

Journalists rushed to talk to 
the prisoners, but many declined 
to engage, sometimes explaining 
that before their release, they 
were advised not to speak.

In the south Gaza city of Khan 
Yunis, a crowd gathered near 
Nasser Hospital, in the hope of 
catching sight of the prisoners 
taken during the war with Israel.

In the afternoon, thousands 
cheered to welcome their loved 
ones as they caught glimpse of 
the buses carrying them home.

Tears of joy
Freed Israeli hostages hug loved ones

AFP | Tel Aviv, Israel

Freed Israeli hostages and 
their family and friends 
bounded into one anoth-

er’s arms yesterday, beaming 
and crying with joy at the end 
of the captives’ two-year ordeal 
in Gaza.

Wrapped in blue and white 
Israeli flags, those returning 
waved and smiled as military 
helicopters landed them back in 
Israel, AFP reporters saw, after 
Hamas freed the remaining 20 
living hostages from the Pal-
estinian territory under a US-
backed ceasefire deal.

None of the hostages spoke 
directly to AFP immediately after 
their return, but videos filmed 
and released by the Israeli mil-
itary captured some of the raw 
emotion of the reunions.

“My life, you are my life... you 
are a hero,” cried Einav Zan-
gauker as she embraced her 
smiling son Matan, in one video.

“Love of your mother, bless 
you, bless you, my dear.”

Eitan Mor’s father wailed in 
relief as he and the young man’s 
mother squeezed him tight, the 
footage showed.

Other young hostages such as 
Bar Kuperstein and Yosef Haim 
Ohana waved from the windows 
of vans that brought them to the 
Sheba medical centre near Tel 
Aviv, as cheering crowds nearby 
raised Israeli flags.

Freed Israeli-German twins 
Gali and Ziv Berman smiled and 
gave the thumbs-up, wearing the 
yellow and blue shirts of their 
favourite football team, Maccabi 
Tel Aviv.

Hostages' families rejoice
In nearby Tel Aviv, hundreds 

of people erupted in joy, tears 
and song on Tel Aviv’s Hostages 
Square Monday as news of the 
releases broke. Many had come 
at sunrise, carrying pictures of 
the hostages and waving Israeli 
flags bearing a yellow ribbon, a 
symbol of the movement calling 
for their release.

“It’s so exciting and over-
whelming that it’s finally hap-
pening,” said Shelly Bar Nir, 34.

“What we’ve been fighting for, 
for over two years -- finally our 
hostages are coming home.”

Another woman on the square, 
Noga, who wore a badge that 
read “Last day”, shared her pain 
and joy with AFP.

“I’m torn between emotion 
and sadness for those who won’t 
be coming back,” she said.

Hamas and its militant allies 

took 251 hostages into Gaza dur-
ing the unprecedented October 
7, 2023 attack. Many of them 
were released in earlier truces, 
but 47 people seized on October 
7 remained in Gaza. Only 20 of 
them are alive.

Since that day, Noga has worn 
a small badge each day, counting 
the days of their captivity.

‘Welcome home'
For the past two years, people 

have held frequent rallies and 
gatherings on this spot in Tel 
Aviv that has become known as 
Hostages Square.

When the news broke that 
the first seven of the remaining 
hostages had been released on 
Monday, the square broke out 
in cheers and song.

Israel later confirmed all liv-

ing 20 hostages had returned 
to the country, with a series of 
posts on X that read: “Welcome 
home”. The Hostages and Miss-
ing Families Forum, the main 
organisation representing their 
relatives, had called on people to 
gather at the site with the yellow 
ribbons.

As the war in the Gaza Strip 
has dragged on, the ribbons be-
came ubiquitous in public spac-
es in Israel, from roundabouts 
to car door handles and stroller 
grips. Israel did not expect all of 
the dead hostages to be returned 
on Monday. The families’ forum 
branded it “a blatant breach of 
the agreement by Hamas”.

“Our struggle is not over. It 
will not end until the last hos-
tage is located and returned for 
proper burial,” the forum said in 

a statement.
“Only then will the people of 

Israel be whole.”

Buses carrying Palestinians released from Israeli prisons under a Gaza ceasefire and hostage exchange deal with Palestinian factions, arrive outside the Nasser hospital 
in Khan Yunis in the southern Gaza Strip

One of the Palestinian prisoners, who was released in a prisoner-hostage 
swap and ceasefire deal between Israel and Hamas, is carried on shoulders

One (L) of the Palestinian prisoners, who was released in a prisoner-hostage 
swap and ceasefire deal between Israel and Hamas, is kissed by his brother

One of the Palestinian prisoners, who was released in a prisoner-hostage 
swap and ceasefire deal between Israel and Hamas, is embraced by a woman

A woman reacts as people celebrate at Hostage Square in Tel Aviv as news came 
out that a Red Cross convoy is on its way to pick up a second group of Israeli 
hostages to be freed by Hamas

Israeli soldiers and medics accompany 
Ariel Cunio (2L)

One of the Palestinian prisoners, who was released in a prisoner-hostage 
swap and ceasefire deal between Israel and Hamas, embraces a boy upon 
arrival

Israeli hostage Evyatar David

Elkana Bohbot is greeted upon his 
arrival

Israeli hostage Guy Gilboa Dalal

Released Israeli hostage Alon Ohel Israeli hostage Omri Miran (R)

Israeli hostage Eitan Mor (C)

 Israeli hostage Ziv (L) and Gali (R) 
Berman

Israeli hostage Matan Zangauker (L)

Israeli army identifies the twenty released Israeli hostages

Buses carrying Palestinians released from Israeli prisons

Family and friends of Israeli hostage Eitan Horn react to the news of his release at 
their house in the central Israeli city of Rosh Haayin

A former Palestinian prisoner (R), released as part of the seventh hostage-
prisoner exchange, is welcomed by relatives

A crowd welcomes Palestinians formerly jailed by Israel as they arrive in a Red 
Cross convoy to Ramallah in the occupied West Bank


