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DUBAI/RIYADH: Pilgrims reported feeling the hands of
their relatives slip away into the crowd on Thursday morn-
ing when a crush at the Mina camp in Makkah killed at
least 769 in the deadliest hajj disaster in a generation.

Saudi Arabia has spent billions of dollars on making the
world’s biggest gathering of people safe. For nine years,
there had been no major disasters at the hajj, a much laud-
ed success after a period from 1990-2006 when crowd
crushes and fires that killed hundreds of people took place
every 2-3 years. But Thursday morning’s crush - as millions
of people tried to reach three walls to pelt them with
stones in a ritual intended to drive out Satan - proved that
those preparations were inadequate for the world’s great-
est crowd control challenge.

“There was no way out. You saw parents leaving their
children and the elderly to survive,” said a Nigerian sur-
vivor, Dahiru Shittu Ibrahim, 37. Saudi Arabia’s manage-
ment of the annual pilgrimage has been a divisive issue in
parts of the Muslim world for decades as the hajj has
grown in scale and danger.

Last week’s deaths have brought accusations of culpa-
bility, especially from Saudi Arabia’s regional rival Iran.
Iranian television has played video it says shows a motor-
cade blocking streets as it travelled through Mina that
morning. Critics of the Saudi government say the disaster
may have been caused by authorities halting crowds to
make way for a VIP.

Saudi Arabia strongly denies this and disputes the
veracity of the footage. Interior Ministry spokesman Major
General Mansour Turki said police do not close the main
pilgrimage routes and no vehicles had passed in areas near
the crush any time after early Thursday morning. Witnesses
have described police closing off roads, although they are
not able to say why. Closing routes in one location is a
standard measure to control crowds building up else-
where. Saudi officials have suggested that the crush may
have been caused by crowds failing to stick to the compli-
cated schedules laid out by its government to control the
movement of millions of people across the site.

An official inquiry into the disaster announced by King
Salman is to be carried out by Saudi officials alone. But
whatever the immediate cause of the bottleneck, it
appears to have taken place at a location not previously
identified as a major choke point, suggesting that the
Saudi authorities underestimated the work needed to
make the hajj safe.

Road block reports
At midnight on Wednesday, two million pilgrims ended

the day’s 20-kilometre trek at Muzdalifah, a rocky plain east
of Makkah. There, they rested under the stars and gathered
pebbles for the next day’s ritual: hurling stones at three
walls known as Jamarat, to reenact the stoning of Satan by
the prophet Ibrahim at a bridge.

The stoning has long been the most dangerous part of
the hajj, requiring a high level of coordination to ensure
that huge crowds arrive and clear away in time for the next
group. Between 1990 and 2006, stampedes and crushes
occurred regularly at the Jamarat site, killing hundreds of
people.

Much of the billions of dollars Saudi Arabia has invested
in crowd safety at the hajj has been spent upgrading the
Jamarat.  Access routes were widened. Vertical tiers and
entry and exit points were added to increase capacity and
safety. Advanced crowd monitoring software and video
cameras allow the authorities to control access, to make
sure people do not arrive faster than they can leave.

Jamarat is not the only danger point. Before the masses
descend on the walls, they first camp at Mina, a dense,
grid-like tent city built into the bottom of a narrow valley
and split into camps by nationality. The main danger at
Mina for years was from fires in the tents, which could
sweep across the camp, trigger stampedes and kill hun-
dreds of people. The authorities have invested in exten-
sively upgrading the tents and making them fireproof in
Mina. But less attention appears to have been paid to con-
trolling crowd movement there than at the Jamarat site
itself.

Upgrades of Mina are difficult because although reli-
gious tradition requires pilgrims to camp there, it is located
in a small area, bounded by steep rocky walls to the sides
and other religious sites at each end. Keith Still, Professor of
Crowd Science at Manchester Metropolitan University in
Britain who helped redesign the Jamarat after a disaster in
2004, said there was criticism at the time that the upgrades
at the Jamarat had not been extended to other areas.

“For complex systems that flow in and out, if you make
one change along the way it can have knock-on and ripple
effects elsewhere,” said Still. “Change any one part of sys-
tem with 3 million people, and there’s a danger of an acci-
dent like this.”

Stoning the devil
After dawn prayers on Thursday the pilgrims set off for

Mina and departed in groups throughout the day to “stone
the devil” at the walls. At 9:00 am there was a crush of
crowds at the northwest corner of the tent city, where
roads leading toward the Jamarat converge. Thousands of
pilgrims met at the intersection of two streets, numbered
204 and 223.

Witnesses reported seeing security personnel block off
a road leading to the Jamarat, then being overwhelmed by
waves of people continuing to press forward from within
the camp. Others said they were caught between groups
of pilgrims moving in opposite directions.

“The police started shouting at us ‘stop, stop’. They had
made a human chain, blocked the main route and didn’t
allow pilgrims beyond that point,” said Shahid Ali, 50, from
Pakistan. Others reported seeing luggage in the street,
which may have caused people to trip and the crowd to
press in.

A Nigerian provincial governor caught in the crush, Alh
Samalia Dabai Yombe, said that he saw Saudi soldiers and
military vehicles create a barrier along one of the routes,
blocking his group from passing. Behind him, thousands of
people continued to press forward, unaware of the block-
age. In heat of 47 degrees Celsius, he said, people begin to
collapse. “Pilgrims were like sardines,” he said. “We had to
jump on dead bodies to get to a relatively safe place.”

The authorities appear not have regarded the intersec-
tion, where a main through-route met a sidestreet, as a
danger spot. Street 223 was not monitored by cameras
provided by CrowdVision, a British company that provides
analytics technology to help the Saudi authorities reduce
the risk of crowd accidents in hajj locations, it said in an
email. Turki, the Saudi Interior Ministry spokesman, said the
area was not closely monitored because it is an internal
camp street, rather than a main through-route taking traf-
fic from Muzdalifa to Jamarat. He believed it was neverthe-
less partially covered by cameras on parallel roads.

Crowd control
The hajj is overseen by its own ministry within the Saudi

government, with a department known as Mutawwif that

After billions spent on safety, 

Saudis lost control of crowd
Pilgrims say road was blocked, police deny 

provides guides and other services for pilgrims. Mutawwif
staff work with police to schedule the movements of huge
crowds, with timetables posted around the camp at Mina
in six languages.

If a delay occurs elsewhere, the police tell the Mutawwif,
who are then responsible for rescheduling movements.
Saudi Arabia’s Health Minister Khalid Al-Falih suggested
that the disaster was caused by a failure to stick to the
schedule. “Some pilgrims moved without following instruc-
tions,” he said.

One African pilgrim, who did not want to be identified
because he was still in Saudi Arabia, said he was with a
large group heading towards the Jamarat through Mina on

a street that divided into two and then later joined up
again. “We were surprised to see a large number of camp
residents moving in the direction opposite to those who
had just thrown stones at Jamarat, wanting to take a short
cut,” he said, adding that soon afterwards “all bodies
meshed into each other”.

Somewhere in the crowd were the Pakistani parents of
22-year-old Muhammad Umar Arif from Lahore. “My moth-
er was holding my father’s hand, but then the hand
slipped. And when she turned to look, he had fallen,” he
said. “You can just imagine what she must have thought at
that time, when she saw her lifelong companion lose his
life.” — Reuters 

MAKKAH: In this Tuesday, Sept 29, 2015 photo provided by the Saudi state news agency Saudi Press Agency (SPA), an
official from the Saudi Health Ministry talks to a victim who was injured in Thursday’s stampede during the hajj pilgrim-
age in Mina, as he visits a hospital. — AP 

ERBIL: Kurdish forces said they drove Islamic State out of sev-
eral villages near the oil city of Kirkuk in northern Iraq yester-
day after US-led coalition airstrikes targeted insurgent posi-
tions overnight. The assault, which began at dawn, is the latest
of a number of offensives to consolidate Kurdish control over
Kirkuk and drive the militants away. It also brought the pesh-
merga, the military forces of Iraq’s autonomous Kurdistan
region, closer to the insurgents’ bastion of Hawijah.

Kurdish counter-terrorism forces said in a statement they,
along with the peshmerga, had driven the militants out of
four villages southwest of Kirkuk. “At six in the morning, the
peshmerga and counter-terrorism forces began to advance as
part of a plan to clear several more villages from Daesh terror-
ists and advance to the vicinity of the Hawijah district,” read
the statement. Daesh is a widely used Arabic name for the
Islamic State group, also known as ISIL or ISIS. The Kurds took
full control of Kirkuk last summer when Iraqi soldiers aban-
doned their bases in and around the city as Islamic State mili-
tants overran around a third of the country including Hawijah,
around 55 km  to the west.

Kurdish leaders say they will never give up the ethnically

mixed city, which sits outside the formal boundary of their
region on some of Iraq’s largest oil reserves, but to which they,
as well as Turkmen and Arabs, lay claim. The peshmerga have
been widening a buffer around Kirkuk city in a series of offen-
sives, clearing more than 530 square kilometers over the past
six months, according to the region’s security council.

The peshmerga, who gained battlefield experience fight-
ing Saddam Hussein’s forces when the autocrat was in power,
are seen by the United States and its coalition partners as a
vital deterrent against Islamic State, which wants to redraw
the map of the Middle East. Iraq’s army is seen as highly inef-
fective and corrupt, and depends heavily on Iranian-backed
Shi’ite militias in its efforts to contain Islamic State.

Apart from the gains around Kirkuk, the frontline between
peshmerga and Islamic State has hardly moved for months.
Islamic State has not been able to take ground from the pesh-
merga since the U.S.-led coalition started bombing the insur-
gents. The Kurds already control most of the territory they
claim as their own, and have little incentive to push further
into predominantly Arab towns and villages, except where
they pose a direct threat to their region. — Reuters 

GAZA CITY: A file picture taken on September 2, 2015
shows Gaza City’s well known street vendor Mohammed
Abu Assi, selling corn at the sea side promenade. — AFP 

Increasing suicide

rates plague 

devastated Gaza
GAZA CITY: Muammar Quider was set to marry, but he reached
his breaking point as he dealt with the unique pressures of life in
the Gaza Strip. The 21-year-old Palestinian recently tried to kill
himself by swallowing rat poison. “All doors were closed for me,”
he said after having survived and been treated, explaining that
police had repeatedly arrested him and shut down his fruit stand,
depriving him of an income.

Signs have emerged of an increase in suicides and suicide
attempts in the Gaza Strip, the Palestinian enclave run with an iron
fist by Islamist movement Hamas and devastated by three wars
with Israel since 2008. It is impossible to obtain official figures on
the subject, which remains taboo in a territory where traditional
and religious values dominate. Police insist that it has not become
widespread. But a source within the security services told AFP on
condition of anonymity that the numbers were “frightening”, say-
ing there were cases on a “near-daily” basis.

Doctors have also expressed alarm over the number of
patients having ingested toxic substances, but they say the police
have the final word on the causes of such poisonings.
Mohammed Abu Assi has been among them, having spent sever-
al days in a coma after swallowing poison. He said that “at 30 years
old, I did not even have enough to feed my young children”. “I pre-
ferred to die instead of seeing them die in front of me,” he said.

Unlivable by 2020
Gaza is filled with desperation, particularly following last sum-

mer’s conflict that left more than 100,000 people homeless and
killed more than 2,200. The small territory of 1.8 million people
faces an Israeli blockade and a closed border with Egypt, and
rebuilding following the 2014 war has been extremely slow.

Access to water and electricity is limited, while the unemploy-
ment rate is among the highest in the world at 42 percent, accord-
ing to the World Bank. More than 60 percent of young people do
not have work, while 39 percent of the population lives below the
poverty line and 80 percent depend on various forms of aid. The
United Nations development agency said recently that Gaza
could become uninhabitable for residents within five years. “The
social, health and security-related ramifications of the high popu-
lation density and overcrowding are among the factors that may
render Gaza unliveable by 2020,” it said. The crisis is so acute that
52 percent of Gazans want to leave the territory, a recent poll
showed, but closed borders prevent many from doing so.  Some
have attempted the treacherous journey across the
Mediterranean to try to reach Europe.

‘Nothing left for us’ 
Abu Assi said that the last straw for him was when police

closed his small seaside cafe named “Poor People’s Roots”-a play
on the name of the fancier “Roots” hotel and restaurant nearby.
Hamas authorities regularly close stalls or shops they deem to be
illegal. Abu Assi said he had lost all hope of providing for his fami-
ly, who live in a tiny flat of 30 square meters. “Everyone here,
young or old, lives in poverty,” he said. “When someone reaches
the point of preferring death over life, it means that nothing is left
for us.” His father blames Gaza’s leaders, accusing them of doing
nothing to help the population. “They know our children’s suffer-
ing, but they do nothing,” he said. “They repeat their slogan to us:
‘Be patient, o heroic people.’ The only thing they lead us to is
death.”—AFP

Kurds capture ground 

from IS in north Iraq

KIRKUK: Iraqi Kurdish Peshmerga fighters drive their military vehicle after they reportedly captured several villages
from Islamic State (IS) group jihadistst on the outskirts of the northern Iraqi oil capital. — AFP  

BAGHDAD: Sixteen Turkish workers who had been kidnapped
in Iraq nearly a month ago were freed yesterday and are in
good health, Turkish officials said. The men were among 18
employees of major Turkish construction firm Nurol Insaat
abducted on September 2 in the Sadr City area of north
Baghdad, where they were working on a football stadium proj-
ect.

Two of them were released in the southern city of Basra two
weeks later. The release of the other 16 had been expected
after a video in which the kidnappers said their demands had
been met was posted online on Sunday.

“Our 16 workers have just been received by our Baghdad
ambassador. I talked to some of them on the phone,” Turkish
Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu wrote on Twitter. “Thankfully,
they are in good health and are preparing to return (home) as
soon as possible,” he said. Ankara’s ambassador in Baghdad,
Faruk Kaymakci, told AFP they were released south of the capi-
tal yesterday morning.

“I can confirm they were released, around 60 kilometers
south of Baghdad, on the road to Karbala,” he said. “They are
now in embassy vehicles, the Iraqi authorities will probably
have a few questions to ask them,” he said. Kaymakci later
showed some of the hostages to the press in front of the
embassy. Some looked tired but they seemed in generally
good health.

“These people are really contributing to the development of
Iraq,” he said, referring to the construction of the stadium in
Baghdad. “They are serving the people of Iraq.” The kidnappers
had said Turkey must order rebel forces to stop besieging

Shiite villages in northern Syria, stop militants from travelling
from Turkey to Iraq, and cut the flow of “stolen oil from
Kurdistan through Turkish territory”.

Syria truce 
Over the past 18 months, dozens of Turks have been kid-

napped but later released in Iraq by the Islamic State (IS)
jihadist group, which overran large parts of the country last
year. But Sadr City, where the 18 Turks were kidnapped, is a
stronghold of Shiite paramilitary forces opposed to the
jihadists.

A soldier was killed earlier this month when security forces
clashed with the Tehran-backed Shiite militia Ketaeb Hezbollah
while searching for a person allegedly involved in the kidnap-
pings. The pair of Turkish workers released two weeks ago, one
of whom had health problems, were freed in Basra, a city some
450 kilometers south of the capital.

The release seemed designed to project political might and
rule out any suggestion that the kidnappings were perpetrated
by a purely criminal extortionist organization. The remaining 16
were held in the Baghdad area throughout their captivity, the
ambassador said. “They were moved to four different locations
but always in the Baghdad area,” Kaymakci said.

Of the three conditions set by the kidnappers, the one per-
taining to military developments in Syria appears to have been
the key factor in the negotiations. A deal was reached last week
for a truce in an area where Syrian regime forces backed by
Lebanon’s powerful Hezbollah group, also supported by
Tehran, have been battling Sunni Muslim rebels.—AFP

Remaining 16 Turkish 

hostages freed in Iraq 

Malian Islamist faces war

crimes judges over

Timbuktu destruction

THE HAGUE: An alleged Al-Qaeda-linked Islamist militant
accused of ordering the destruction of treasured monuments in
Mali’s fabled city of Timbuktu faced International Criminal Court
judges for the first time yesterday. The case is the first to be
brought by the world’s only permanent war crimes court over the
extremist violence that rocked Mali in 2012 and 2013.  Ahmad Al-
Faqi Al-Mahdi appeared in the dock at the tribunal in The Hague
after being handed over by authorities in Mali’s neighbour Niger
on Saturday. Wearing a dark suit, white shirt and red tie, Faqi told
judges he wished to be addressed in Arabic and to be referred to
by his full name. “My name is Ahmad Al-Faqi Al-Mahdi, I am from
the Al-Ansar Touareg tribe,” said Faqi, sporting a sparse beard and
wearing a pair of glasses. He declined to make any other state-
ment, saying he wanted to first consult his lawyers.

Faqi, a Tuareg leader also known as Abu Tourab, is accused of
war crimes over the deliberate destruction of buildings at a
UNESCO-listed desert heritage site in 2012. Nicknamed the “City
of 333 Saints”, Timbuktu, which is located around 1,000 kilometers
northeast of Mali’s capital Bamako, was overrun by Al Qaeda-affili-
ated jihadists in the spring of 2012. 

In June of that year, the militants destroyed more than a dozen
of the city’s mausoleums dating back to its golden age as an eco-
nomic, intellectual and spiritual centre in the 15th and 16th cen-
turies. Faqi was a leader of Ansar Dine, a mainly Tuareg group
which held sway over Mali’s desert north, together with Al-Qaeda
in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) and a third local group, until being
routed in a French-led intervention in January 2013.

‘Step against impunity’ 
Judge Cuno Tarfusser informed Faqi of the charges against

him after verifying his identity and the language in which he is
able to follow the proceedings. The judge set January 18 next year
as the date for a hearing to determine whether Faqi will face trial.
Born in Agoune, 100 kilometres west of Timbuktu, Faqi is
described by the ICC as having been “an active personality in the
context of the occupation of Timbuktu” as the alleged leader of
the “Hesbah” anti-vice squad.

A member of an Islamic court set up by the jihadists to enforce
strict sharia law, he is alleged to have jointly ordered or carried out
the destruction of nine mausoleums and Timbuktu’s famous Sidi
Yahia mosque. In 2014 the UN cultural body UNESCO began
rebuilding Timbuktu with the Malian government and other inter-
national organizations after a 2013 French-led military operation
drove the jihadists out of the city.  The 10 million euro ($11 million)
reconstruction project relies heavily on traditional building meth-
ods and local cultural knowledge.—AFP


