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MAKKAH: Reza from Iran is torn
between the joy of taking part in
this year’s annual hajj pilgrimage to
Islam’s holiest sites and bitter mem-
ories of the 2015 stampede that
killed hundreds of his compatriots.
Iranian pilgrims stayed away from
the 2016 hajj after regional rivals
Saudi Arabia, custodian of the sites
in the west of the kingdom, and Iran
failed to agree on arrangements
and logistics.

Arrangements for the hajj, a reli-
gious duty which devout Muslims
must accomplish at least once in
their lifetime, are thorny and securi-
ty paramount for the two million
pilgrims who throng Islam’s holiest
sites in western Saudi Arabia. In
2015, a human river of pilgrims was
performing the final major rite of
the hajj, the “Stoning of the Devil”,
near Makkah when a stampede
killed hundreds of Muslims from
across the world. 

Riyadh issued a death toll of 769,
while figures compiled from foreign
officials in more than 30 countries
gave a tally of around 2,300 dead.
Tehran reported the largest num-
ber of stampede victims, with 464
Iranians among the dead. “They
were murdered, they (Saudi author-
ities) didn’t help them,” said Reza, a
63-year-old former oil company
official, seated in the lobby of a
Makkah hotel. But Reza said that
new security measures now left him
feeling safer. 

“Everything is clear this year,” he
said, speaking in English. “They’ve
taken more security measures other-
wise we would not have come,” he
said. And “the hajj leaders of Iran
have given us instructions and times”
for the rituals, to avoid any repeat of
the 2015 disaster. Iranian authorities
say more than 86,000 Iranian pilgrims
are taking part in this year’s hajj, each
equipped with an identity bracelet in
case of any accident.

The “made-in-Tehran” bracelets
can be connected to smartphones,
allowing access to information on
the hajj .  Iran lambasted Saudi
Arabia in the months following the
stampede, condemning its organi-
zation of the hajj and questioning
the kingdom’s very right to serve as
custodian of Islam’s holiest places.

‘Holy sites for all’
In January 2016, Sunni-dominat-

ed Saudi Arabia and Shiite Iran
broke off diplomatic ties after angry
Iranian protesters stormed Saudi
diplomatic missions over the king-
dom’s execution of a prominent
Shiite cleric. Tehran and Riyadh
stand on opposing sides in several
regional disputes, including the
conflicts in Syria,  Yemen and
Bahrain, as well as this year’s Gulf
diplomatic crisis between Qatar
and a Saudi-led Arab bloc.

But a breakthrough accord on
Iranian pilgrims taking part in this
year’s hajj was struck in March after
several months of negotiations dur-
ing which the two Gulf states trad-
ed bitter recriminations. “It was a
conflict between two countries,

Iranians wanted to come here,”
said Mohammed, a 38-year-old
engineer from the city of Arak,
southwest of Tehran. Mohammad
was at the doomed 2015 hajj and
said some of his acquaintances
had died in the stampede, while
he himself had lost consciousness
but survived.

According to Fariba Adelkhah
from the research and study centre
of France’s Sciences Po University,
Iran could not have stopped its citi-
zens from making the pilgrimage
to Mecca for much longer. “The
travel  ban could not last  long.
Could politics call into question a
religious duty? That question was
at the centre of  a debate in
Tehran,”  said Adelkhah.  “The
Iranian government did not want
to take responsibility for prevent-

ing their citizens again from going
to Makkah,” she said. At Reza’s
hotel filled with Iranian pilgrims in
Makkah’s bustling Al-Aziziya neigh-
borhood, the consensus was that
lifting the ban on travel for the hajj
was the right thing to do. Dressed
in a black chador,  Mariam, an
English-language teacher from
Babol in northern Iran, said holy
shrines should be open to al l
Muslims “and Saudi Arabia cannot
ban any country”. “I wish that one
day all Muslim countries will be able
control the holy shrines, not just
Saudi Arabia,” she said. Custodianship
of the Muslim holy places is a key
plank of the Saudi monarchy’s claim
to legitimacy, and the Saudi king’s
official title is “Custodian of the Two
Holy Mosques,” in Makkah and
Madinah.—AFP
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MAKKAH: Muslim worshippers, pray at Namirah mosque near Mount Arafat, also known as Jabal al-Rahmah (Mount of Mercy), where the Prophet Mohammed (PBUH) is believed to
have given his final sermon ahead of the climax of hajj.—AP/AFP photos


