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How a Drug Kingpin is Running Flights
From Damascus to thRest of the World

Summary

A new travel agency with offices in Damascus and Dubai recently announced direct flights

from Damascus to European cities for the first time in over a decadess@archreveals that

the agency and its Greebasediexclusive partner airline are assotea with drug kingpin

Mahmoud Abdulilah aDj,® who has been sentenced to death in Libya for drug trafficking.

Al-Dj is also the exclusive agent of k&nctimed Cham Wings in bya which has been
accused of A[l aunderi ngnd nmo[nneoyv it g ]Jo uvgehaopua n & he
for the Syraér@aconcerred thahe Gréek avline, Air Mediterranean, could

wittingly or unwittingly be doing the same. Air Mediterranemaight havealsoengaged in the

unsafe aviation practice of switchiagransponder offluring a flight

Recommendations

1 In compliance with existing sanctions regulations, the EU, US, and other Western countries
should sanction &Dj and his affiliated persons and companies, such as his brother
Abdulfattah and FreeBird Travahd Tourism.

T Due to Air Mediterraneands cobanethe Sygams t o
regime, and its potentially unsafe aviation practices, the European Union (EU) should
consider blocking the airline from operating in EU airports until arestigation is
completed and, in accordance with EU regulations, threaten it with sanctions if it continues
its affiliation with alD.

T Western governments should coordinate with
operations in Dubai.

1 Western goernments should coordinate with authorities in Eastern Libya to halt Air
Mediterranean and Cham Wings flights to Benghazi.

1 The report highlights the need for enhanced monitoring of the activities of drug kingpins
and the affiliates of the Assad regime.

O®The family name haDsajajlos oanbde efinDasjpjedl liend sfioAulr ces we cite in this rep
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SECTI ON 1: nAHeNel AAr eE Bracke

On 5 March 2023, news began circulating about direct flights between Damascus and European
countries, which has not happened in over a decade following the Syrian uprisiace#ook
postfrom a company called FreeBird Tourism and Travel (FreeBird) invited readers to guess
which new destinations in Europe the company was about to announce.

The next day, FreeBird proclaimed in a new Facehmokk f He |l | ®©We Eaurreo pkeac k .
Il n that same post, FreeBird named itself f
Medi terranean. 0 The post did not edgeranéaon whe
(AirMed) agent in Syrialoneor the exclusive agent for Air Mediterranearerall.

The response was generally shocked but positive, with over 150 comments on the post. A few
people asked why someone in Europe would call a Syrian phone ninfilmerk a flightfrom
Europe, but for the most part people seemed excited.

On9 March, FreeBircannouncedhat the first plane from Athens to Damascus had landed.

The ACongageoh BséeBirdbés website |lists two b
another in Dubai. While the physical office in Dubabjgerational, ouresearchshowed no
evidence of a FreeBird branch in Athens.
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Photo(1&2): The Dubai brancbf FreeBird Tourism and Travel
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https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid02phopzRQUFavyEsvgjhg8f4wo5pjbVSUmFAn2hVsLvPrxcmpy5maFWVZqCo5FCYD9l&id=100090597044366
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid02phopzRQUFavyEsvgjhg8f4wo5pjbVSUmFAn2hVsLvPrxcmpy5maFWVZqCo5FCYD9l&id=100090597044366
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid02phopzRQUFavyEsvgjhg8f4wo5pjbVSUmFAn2hVsLvPrxcmpy5maFWVZqCo5FCYD9l&id=100090597044366
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid033RCNs1aFobjmQHu3Dq8LzaUUVvD4XnkhGCsAW5hQfgVRqYYdVdPTnywSN8DyBSzhl&id=100090597044366
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid033RCNs1aFobjmQHu3Dq8LzaUUVvD4XnkhGCsAW5hQfgVRqYYdVdPTnywSN8DyBSzhl&id=100090597044366
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid02TVELiwFUamkmxmGaE74MAvEaDZDgwUoJRYUd7i8SrVrDz1dFckHbEr5t5668KghNl&id=100090597044366
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid02TVELiwFUamkmxmGaE74MAvEaDZDgwUoJRYUd7i8SrVrDz1dFckHbEr5t5668KghNl&id=100090597044366
https://freebird.travel/contact-us/
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SECTION 2: FreeBird Tr avel 6s Owner and Hi s
Does He Also Ultimately Own Air Mediterranean?

2.1 FreeBird Travel and Tourism

According to its Facebook pageFreeBird Travel and Tourisia a Syriancompany based in

the Free Zone in Damascus with dmanch in Dubai® It claims to be a Licensed General
Sales Agent for AirMed, described as a Greek carrier. Because of strict business secrecy laws
in the Free Zone of Damascus, eaild not access the incorporation documents.

FREEBIRD

TRAVEL AND TOURISM L.L.C

Photo (3): FreeBirdTravel and Tourisnbogo.
Source: Facebook Page fpfiepetBd rd Travel Agency |

FreeBird maintains three Facebook pages:

1 FreeBird Travel Agency Int.

 Freebird Dubai

1 Freebird(FreeBird- Damascus) [the part in parentheses has been added since we began this
report, as well as the address for a Damascus office]

The ¢ onmpoaimweébsiis uggests that FreeBirdébés wor k i
with AirMed. Flights are routed from Damascus to Athens and then on to 11 European cities,

at least according to the Facebook page (from a grapbiteipos). But the booking site lists

only three European destinations from DamaddDfisseldorf, Stockholm, and Athens

itselfd plus what appears to be an upcoming addition of a flight between Athens and Erhbil,

Iraq (site accessed 24 August 2083¥)

@ There is a legitimate business calleecte Bird Travein Antalya, Turkey, selling tickets on numerous airlines (IATA member), and a

legitimate Turkish charter airline callédeebird Airlinesthat has operated since 2001. Both companies are subsidiatiég@i Holdings

in Istanbul (G°zends hbdiand haw sosknopm corfnectior wite FreeBird 8yriaf ooDuimad

® FreeBirdal so advertises L ux wagyoftizinbehsite, it theng is Morwaypte bdok such attrip frosn thé site

Dubai is not mentioned on the main booking page. A sepgeateon the site announces flights to other destinations, but they cannot be
booked either. It is possible that these flights acArMledbe booked fr
® On 14 August 2023, the FreeBird Dubai FacebBakebegan advertising Tourist peages for Umrah (the Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca)

by both bus and flight. Not mentioned on the website, bookings seem to be available only via phone, email, or WhatdAquzbblois

page alsadvertisesSouth Asian destinations and Egydiut names no carrier for them.



https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100090597044366
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100090597044366
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100090317092640
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https://freebird.travel/
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid0cNhHmHLxy74fb2EzNgKpcFdkBoyKMyax9eKiywfFxEQ1paLMYdKTcDhjB6jEqrJZl&id=100090597044366
https://www.freebirdtravel.com/
https://www.freebirdtravel.com/
https://www.freebirdairlines.com/
https://www.freebirdairlines.com/
https://gozenholding.com/
https://gozenholding.com/
https://www.zoominfo.com/c/gozen-holding-as/426062053
https://freebird.travel/flights-to-dubai/
https://freebird.travel/our-destinations/
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid02FeCxuMoKnpbL9UFemYUq22zKzJycExmr6vPGaEEDVG3cc7bFWx1GoHxQkbCeQ7ual&id=100090317092640
https://www.facebook.com/100090317092640/videos/252118807651736/
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Our opensourceresearclrevealed that FreeBird is owned by Mahmoud AbdulilabjaHis
Facebookwork page list includes FreeBird, AirMed, and Cham Wings, a Syrian air carrier
currently undetJS sanctionandsanctioned by the Efdfom December 2021 to 18 July 2022

The US sanctions on Cham Wings wengosecb ecause t he Treasury Dep
Foreign Assets Contratlaimed that Cham Wingsontinues to have ties to the couWry

already sanctioned national carrier, Syrian Air (RB, Damascus), as well as the Syrian
government at largg&Cham Wings was furtheaccusecoythe US Tr easury of fi[
money throughout the regiono and A[ moving] w

EU sanctions on Cham Wings weifeed on 18 July 2022. They had initially been imposed in
December 2021 because the EU had accused Cha
could then i1illegally cross the EUO®BnNamkter na
humanitarian crisis. o

FreeBird is part of a commercial group calféd.DJ GROUP¢ which is owned by Mahmoud
Abdulilah alDj (Chairman of the Board of Directors). According to lriscebook pagédne has

been the General Manager of FreeBird in Damascus, Dubai, and Athens since 2017, although
we foundno public evidence of the companryactivity in Syria before 2023.

But there may be more of a connection betweeljaFreeBird, and AirMed than a simple
booking arrangement.

2.2 ALDJ Group

FreeBird commenced itsctiviiesi n Syria in conjunction with
between Athens and Damasaurs8 March 2023 Additionally, on 22 June 2023, an obscure
Facebook page called Watani Press publishedsaabout a launch party of FreeBird that
revealed key leads intheperson behind the venture:

1 FreeBird Travel and Tourism was iotluced as an airline rather than a travel agency.

TA photo of the inauguration (bel ow) showec
background.

T The post states that the | aunch was attenc
Greece, the CzechRepubt , Ser bi a, and Romani a. 0

_ Photo(4): ALDJ Launch Party for FreeBird.
SourkE®2?® dis3(AivWat ani Pr e gostd2)JunE2023e book Page



https://sanctionssearch.ofac.treas.gov/Details.aspx?id=21244
https://sanctionssearch.ofac.treas.gov/Details.aspx?id=21244
https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/eu-lifts-sanctions-syrian-airline-cham-wings-2022-07-20/
https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/eu-lifts-sanctions-syrian-airline-cham-wings-2022-07-20/
https://www.ch-aviation.com/portal/news/51889-washington-blacklists-syrias-cham-wings-airlines
https://www.ch-aviation.com/portal/news/51889-washington-blacklists-syrias-cham-wings-airlines
https://www.ch-aviation.com/portal/news/51889-washington-blacklists-syrias-cham-wings-airlines
https://www.ch-aviation.com/portal/news/51889-washington-blacklists-syrias-cham-wings-airlines
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jl0690
https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/eu-lifts-sanctions-syrian-airline-cham-wings-2022-07-20/
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100035674425660&sk=about_work_and_education
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100035674425660&sk=about_work_and_education
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid0Jx4c7cq4dto54zKNo6X2eVyRQZWwMZELm44YmnM75CCfRWyYLyDDv5oafZbmPx4Rl&id=100076256741182
https://twitter.com/oulosP/status/1633717642262454275/photo/2
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=277741191444437&set=pcb.277741901444366
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=277741191444437&set=pcb.277741901444366
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=277741191444437&set=pcb.277741901444366
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As mentioned earlier, MahmoudR] states on his Facebook page that he is alsextiesive
travel agent for Cham Wingn Libya (sometimes referred to as Sham otSABm Wings).

The promotionaphoto for ALDJ Grouppublished 20 February 2023, contains a Cham Wings
plane and an AirMed plansuggesting continuous relations between FreeBird and Cham
Wings (although Cham Wings flights cannot be booked on the FreeBird website).

Tracking ALDJ Group online confirmed it is owned by MahmoudDyl We also found a
promoti onal header that appears to showcase
them is AirMed

ALDJ GROUP

GENERAL TRADING
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Photo (5): Promotional image for ALDJ Group. Note the Air Mediterranean logjoegplane on the left,
the Cham Wings logo on the plane in the center, and the FreeBird
logo atop the mountain peak just to the right of the Cham Wings plane.
Logos for other holdings are also visible in the image.
[Source: ALDJ Group Facebogost?20 February 2023]
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https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100035674425660&sk=about_work_and_education
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100035674425660&sk=about_work_and_education
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100035674425660&sk=about_work_and_education
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=136520415994959&set=a.136520432661624
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=136520415994959&set=a.136520432661624
https://bit.ly/3ZfcVkT
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Work Works at Member and Businessman at the Arab League 8
Works t aull Jsull dnel> s Jlacl Uz)s sunc June 202Bpresent;
gl s T Owns Nasmet Sham Restaurant & Park on Airport
Sl 3141 oL s s3iiog Al dla, Road, 8 June 2019resent;
e T Exclusive Agent for Air Mediterranean, 8 June 2018
qSJu;J \5_,-@; \_L.ScAlr Mediterranean present;
B B 1  Director General ofa-Tayr a-Hor (FreeBird) in
SR SN St T b PO 5. a3 5. 8055 s Damascus, Dubai, and Athens 8 June 26t&sent;

2 Present

1 Chairman of ALDJ Commercial Holding Group, 8
) AR B June 2017present;

e —— 1  Exclusive Agent for Cham Wings in Libya, 8 April
017 - Presen 2017 present.

8 April 2

Photo(6): The Work listing from Mahmoud Abdulilah-8#] 6 s Facebook profile. Engl i sh
Sour@@HKF fin Kb F( GayKg lpbeir Tmwans | -dahAlDafi M3 h @ @dbokh\dbe imé g e ,
Education accessed 4 September 2023.

OfnoteinalDj 6 s work | isting on his Facebook prof |
agent forAirMed. yet lists himself as the exclusive agentLibya for Cham Wings. This

suggests that he considers himself the exclusive agent for AieMergwhere The fact that
AirMed passenger flights cannot be booked on
suggests the latter is indeed the exclusivé&nt agent everywhere.

2.3 Who is Mahmoud aiDj?

Mahmoud alDj first appeared publicly in August 2013. Syrian state TV publishedtarview

with him after his arrest on charges of transferring money abroad without a license and
financing terrorisnthrough theal-Tayr Acompany o ( more bel ow)
released about the time-@] spent in detention, if arrested at all, or whether he was tried for
the crime in the first place. ADj disappearedrém public view until 2018.

Wwww,&cmmmum (.x.l -~
SO 0 Lalosd Guoq AN Lo LA e
Photo(7): Image fromMahmoudalDj 6 s i nterview on Syrian state tel
Source: Screenshot fromvaleoof the interview

According to various sources,-Bj is linked to drug trafficking, including hashish and
captagon. He has been allegedly linked t@aag that receives smuggled narcotics for
distribution; that gang was part of a notable drug seizure in 2018. However, the latest round of
sanctions from thelS, UK, andEU targeting individuals involved in producing and smuggling
narcotics did not include -&)j.



https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100035674425660&sk=about_work_and_education
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1C4OvEtopGVSGmeVj_QTzoYZ1ljGSpcCC/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1C4OvEtopGVSGmeVj_QTzoYZ1ljGSpcCC/view?usp=sharing
https://b2b-sy.com/news/13637/
https://b2b-sy.com/news/13637/
https://b2b-sy.com/news/13637/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pvXN7paEsRBDeE7Cg8Yw5JMsiuH-1f5u/view?usp=sharing
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1369
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/tackling-the-illicit-drug-trade-fuelling-assads-war-machine#:~:text=The%20UK%20and%20US%20have,worth%20up%20to%20%2457%20billion.&text=Seized%20captagon%20pills.,world's%20supply%20produced%20in%20Syria.
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/04/24/syria-eu-sanctions-drug-trade-benefitting-the-regime/#:~:text=The%20Council%20today%20decided%20to,trafficking%20of%20narcotics%2C%20notably%20Captagon.
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A reportby The New Aralfrom 2021 included a document obtained from a court case in
Benghazi relatedo the fiNoka shipmené The Noka as outlined in a subsequeBCCRP
researcheport is a cargo ship that, in December 2018, set off from the port of Latakia destined
for eastern Libyabut was seized by the Greek authorities before reaching its destination. It
was loaded with large quantities of drugs. Detailed in the Libyan sentencing document was that
al-Tayr International Trading, a company owned bippheadquartered in Latakia,dheented

a warehouse to receive the cargo and store the narcotics.

{"1 o\ ‘ W

R
| CAs ._,dJ.; “—MJ—A-‘U—!J\—-%LAJ‘\U&“- ) ;'u_ﬂ;-l‘
| cf ol Zgerecd of oMo Lgncel e eiie g can, il sty P "*':'"<
bl ot = s ALt s ol e
g ad et pubt e s e E VI Bs 2ol Sl A0 LY e Al il 'l“’:‘_ s
-__»L.) n.'o})L‘LLLL‘JJ_uL fLA-L_.Ayf\ e s dR 28 S
VX~ &1.«_ selarl asrid! u.qu fe Lt L Do G =t L) e 3019321  ju a3 ks L el il

I B9 LR TS .n,LJ‘ Al lc’.p: ol e s 2005 1T G A

- = | L)‘.—‘l._,.l.i,}uiju-dh Adaiand! bl 't'__uL‘.z_.-,‘-b' GLLL L dafos iy |-
Al M ol i s ke A o (p 82T AT ool Ll A2 et $

! 38 T4 P PR PN W\i)_.,g:‘,..:;li«ﬁ' othdil) dgpinag b

aLtyss ey 334t qaaSiic st W LGB — | PO A TO TR Sk TR
- — filpeit e — | PR Prr I IPATE WS O TR
— — @Al ’l—uﬂl et S B | S il el
—— — . i) (‘-‘“—b& e Ty = 2219 it 922 b, Sk g Sl baghl) Sl )
T Z ‘U “"“"“‘“u' ““*""‘J’*"‘ o I 1 inee A 2019/ 3 — GNR0ISL 286 wh b s ¥ |
x.};dU’M;UwV- Sk sl ¥ el s = . .u; IR T T 7 pallan LSl dde o dapa
r“}wtff“[“f“b‘-thlﬂ—’w_rﬂ—dluwu' =4 | s
. wMumwwt;wj,wmhwu-.cﬁ'w —
e ug,.!'u,uu.b(+‘,llrgw+u(‘>0d“t@‘+wd‘“ - | VY RSO T | TIY | PRSI W SN
-—ﬁ"‘ul“s“"“"‘lﬁ“*’w “‘*J‘LM\ ~ I i.b.,;.u..._._ et | s g ELU —{J'r'- u‘n"“-.f“r‘"" 2
b W,J‘_-m_gb’)uu%wu‘:‘ sl N e gl 1GFS e I e L ] 2o -
Sl allgae  Sflgeds bl )“‘ = = B T S L it hcthe ca
Tﬁ"““"—(—'é -y —— / —1— a Lot - R s erlo S - S.‘
Ti_ S "__';:w.x :,;«_/’ | DL G de el e At Bl 8
| — et ":"‘_“\T.',, — — e — ‘_I . k;..:'_- VTS Y NPT s LI I S
= —= = AN ‘ S/ ,,,1,|.;..:u-..¢:)1 if wpaliley 3008 <1315 Sola -y
e ¢ - e~ I . b
= 1 aull B . e . _iL’,,L“.u,'L’; ey P L Lossyosl g lgule - r‘—‘““'"l |
A WV Gk Lagleal, Ly, e P S L P etz GL 200,
L
Photo (8): A copy of the Benghazi court decision
SourceArticle from The New Arap(in Arabic, Google Translate
ASyrian drugs. .. smuggllaggd tnoe tlwiolrykad )t hprudbd g bs htehde 2Ba lJ un
The court document details the operations o

D a j jSyrian LidnyanOn 21 July 2019, the Benghazi Court of Appeals handed down a verdict
accusing aDj and his aides of involvement in the Noka shipment, as well as three other
shipments seized in Libya: one in the Al Khums port near Tripoli in western Libya, one in
Benghazi, and another in Tobruk in eastern Libya. The Benghazi court senteijedhal
absentia, to death by firing squad. ShouleDalever be caught on Libyan soil again, that
sentence will be carried out.



https://www.occrp.org/en/investigations/greek-captagon-bust-leads-to-a-criminal-gang-and-the-port-at-the-heart-of-syrias-booming-new-drug-trade
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How a Drug Kingpin is Running Flights
From Damascus to thRest of the World

Photo (9): Mahmoud alDj.
Sour@@HKF AN F( EGaKg lpeirTmans | -dahAl-Dafi dghmoud Abdel
Facebook page profile pictupest21 February 2022

In addition to his Syrian passport, MahmoueDgalholds anothepassport,dsued by Libyan
authorities in the city of Misratavhich makes his Liby&yria operations easier.

Also of note,Abdulfattah al-Dj works with his brother Mahmoud -&8)j at the FreeBird
Company in Damascus (according to lisebook profile

Photo (10): Abdulfattah alDj
Source:Facebook profil@hotof r o@p A Fos YKo o@JKe Transl ate AAbdel Fattah

SECTION 3: Air Mediterranean: Background and Operations

On its face, AirMed is owned by néByrian businessmen, but this report highlights its strong
connections to aDj and perhaps to th&ssad regime

3.1 Background

Air Mediterranean is a small carrier operating from Eleftherios Venizelos ItitarabAirport

in Athens, Greece (IATA: ATH). Incorporated in 2015,bikgan commercial flightin
November 2017 to six destinations: London, Stockholm, Khartoum (Sudan), Jeddah (Saudi
Arabia), Casablanca (Morocco), and Baghdad (Irag). But less than three months later
suspeded all flights,due to a disagreemebétween two of the shareholdé¥sGrounded on

©® NOTE: Linked article is in Greek.
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