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MAKKAH: Hisham Mostafa briefly forgot the war in Syria
and his financial worries as he looked upon Islam’s holiest
sites for the first time, standing among hundreds of thou-
sands of white-clad Muslims gathered in Makkah ahead of
the hajj pilgrimage. “This is the first time I see the Grand
Mosque and the Kaaba. It is the best feeling of my life to
be able to perform the hajj,” said Mostafa, 50, as he looked
at the cube-shaped structure towards which Muslims turn
in prayer five times a day.

The accountant traveled to Saudi Arabia from Turkey
where he has lived for five years since fleeing Aleppo in
Syria. “War destroys everything ... Life in Turkey is hard
and I barely earn enough.” But he was able to join about 2
million Muslims, including 1.68 million from abroad, flood-
ing Makkah’s narrow streets for the annual rite which

starts on Sunday. Nayef Ahmed, 37, told Reuters that in
order to afford the hajj he had to sell a plot of land in
Yemen, which is embroiled in a three-year proxy war
between Saudi Arabia and Iran. “Because of the war the
prices are very high. But being here I feel comfort and
peace and I pray to God for the war to end.” Saudi Arabia
stakes its reputation on its guardianship of Islam’s holiest
sites and organizing a peaceful hajj, which has been
marred in the past by deadly stampedes, fires and riots.

Quota system
The interior ministry has put in place measures to con-

front any security threat from militant attacks to political
protests, but no specific threats have been detected, a
spokesman said. “We will prevent any actions that are not

part of the hajj ritual and any act that may impact the safe-
ty of pilgrims or their ability to perform the rite,” Interior
Ministry spokesman Mansour Turki told Reuters. Every
able-bodied Muslim who has the means should perform
the hajj at least once in their lifetime under a quota system.
“I came for umrah (minor pilgrimage) in 2007 and today
after 10 years of registering and waiting, I am here,” said
Najwa, 59, from Tunisia. “I cannot describe the feeling. I
cry every day.”

The hajj itinerary retraces the route Prophet
Mohammad took 14 centuries ago. Saudi Arabia has made
use of technology to manage the flow of millions at the
same place at the same time. This includes electronic iden-
tification bracelets, connected to GPS, that were intro-
duced after a 2015 crush killed hundreds. “There is a com-

prehensive electronic agenda for every pilgrim and we
have provided many apps that offer guidance,” Minister of
Hajj and Umrah Mohammed Bintin told Reuters. “We have
a fleet of more than 18,000 buses, all of them linked to a
control system that tracks their path.”

He said a high speed railway between Makkah and
Madinah had been completed and was being now being
tested. Pilgrimage is the backbone of a plan to expand
tourism under a drive to diversify the kingdom’s economy
away from oil. The hajj and year-round umrah generate bil-
lions of dollars in revenues from worshippers’ lodging,
transport, fees and gifts. Officials aim to increase the num-
ber of umrah and hajj pilgrims to 15 million and 5 million
respectively by 2020, and hope to double the umrah num-
ber again to 30 million by 2030.  — Reuters 

Pilgrims flock to Makkah ahead of hajj
Saudi Arabia stakes reputation on maintaining peaceful hajj

Qatar accuses Saudis 
of barring hajj pilgrims 
RIYADH: Qatar has accused Saudi Arabia of barring its citizens from this year’s
hajj, something Riyadh denies, saying a diplomatic dispute is not stopping Qataris
from making the pilgrimage to Makkah. Although 1,200 Qataris are eligible to per-
form the hajj under a quota system, Qatar says it has become impossible to get
permits, blaming the campaign by Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain
and Egypt to cut trade and diplomatic ties with the country.

Abdullah Al-Kaabi of the state-run Qatar National Human Rights Committee
said Saudi Arabia had shut down an electronic system used by travel agencies to
obtain permits for pilgrims from Qatar. “There is no chance this year for Qatari cit-
izens and residents to travel for hajj,” he told Reuters. “Registration of pilgrims
from the State of Qatar remains closed, and residents of Qatar cannot be granted
visas as there are no diplomatic missions.” A Saudi official said Qatar had blocked
several registration links set up for its pilgrims.

An official at Saudi Arabia’s hajj ministry said a group of Qataris had arrived for
the pilgrimage which runs from Sunday to Aug 24, but he did not say how many
there were or whether they had travelled directly from Qatar. Last year, 1,624
Qatari pilgrims attended, he said.

‘Lost money’
Saudi Arabia says the Qatari government is using the issue for political ends

and it “rejects any effort to politicise the hajj or drag political differences” into the
pilgrimage, the official said, speaking on condition of anonymity. Saudi Arabia, and
the three other Arab countries, closed land, air and sea links with Qatar in June last
year, accusing it of funding terrorism, something Doha denies.

Saudi Arabia has said Qatari pilgrims can arrive on any airline other than Qatar
Airways. But three travel agencies in Doha told Reuters they had stopped trying
to sell hajj packages, which can cost up to 120,000 riyals ($33,000). “Last year we
lost a lot of money as the crisis started after we had booked everything in Makkah
and Medina and we had to pay people back,” said a manager of one travel agency
in Doha, declining to be named due to the sensitivity of the matter. “This year,
nobody is really trying as people have understood there is no way to go there in
these circumstances.”

Riyadh temporarily opened the land border for the hajj last year, but not this
time. A travel agency catering to migrant laborers in Doha said that had hit busi-
ness. “We sell hajj journeys by bus with accommodation for around 12,000 riyals,”
its manager said. “But as nobody can get visas and land borders are closed, it is
zero bookings this year.” The diplomatic crisis has defied mediation efforts by the
United States, which has strong alliances with both sides and fears the split among
its Sunni Muslim allies could benefit Shi’ite Iran.  In 2016, Iran boycotted the hajj
over security concerns after hundreds of people were killed in a crush there.
Iranian pilgrims returned in 2017. — Reuters 

MECCA: Muslim worshippers watch as others circumambulate around the Kaaba, Islam’s holiest shrine, at the Grand Mosque in Saudi Arabia’s holy city of Mecca on August 17, 2018 prior to the start of the annual Hajj pilgrimage
in the holy city.  — AFP 

Amazing rescue
stories from 
the floods
in Kerala 
KOCHI: A heavily pregnant woman stranded by
floods in the Indian state of Kerala gave birth
just after being airlifted to safety, an Indian
Navy spokesman said, as the military stepped
up rescue operations yesterday. Dozens of navy
helicopters have embarked on high-risk mis-
sions to save people from rooftops and isolated
land as the southern state battles a flood crisis
that has left at least 324 people dead.

Sajita Jabeel, 25, was winched up by
Commander Vijay Verma, who has been widely
praised for leading the rescue in the Aluva dis-
trict of the state’s main city Kochi. “The lady
was in labor, her water had broken,” Verma told
News18 television. He called the relief mission
“very challenging” and said his team had rushed
to find the family after receiving an emergency
call. “We took a doctor along, we winched her
up, it took some time though because we had to
winch down two people to help her.” Jabeel
gave birth to a healthy baby boy after being
rushed to hospital.

Kerala, popular among international tourists
for its tropical hills and beaches, has been bat-
tered by record monsoon rainfall this year.
About 60 military and coast guard helicopters
and hundreds of boats are scouring the flood
zones across the state for trapped victims. The
military said that tens of thousands have been
rescued in the past week, but thousands more
are feared trapped.

Another pilot winched 26 people up from a
rooftop in Kochi on Friday while hovering
between trees and other houses just two days
after receiving a medal for saving a fisherman last
year. A video of Captain P Rajkumar’s Sea King
helicopter pulling up the victims has been widely
shared on social media. He ended up with 32 peo-
ple on board. “It was a life-threatening mission

but it’s an unprecedented situation. We can’t leave
behind our people,” Indian Navy spokesman
Captain DK Sharma told AFP. Rajkumar was given
the Shaurya Chakra medal for bravery this week
after lifting a fisherman from the sea when cyclone
Ockhi hit India last year.

25 dogs rescued 
A woman refused to leave her flooded house

in India’s Kerala state without her 25 dogs, a
rescuer said yesterday, as the death toll contin-
ued to rise. The dogs were found cowering on
beds in the flooded house with water rising
when an animal welfare group arrived for a last-
gasp rescue, said Sally Varma of Humane
Society International. The woman, who uses
only one name Sunitha, was found by rescuers in

Thrissur, one of the districts worst hit by floods
in Kerala that have left at least 324 dead.

But she refused to leave her house unless her
dogs, all strays or abandoned pets, were taken
too, Varma said. “She sent back volunteers and
rescue officials because they said they could not
evacuate her dogs. “She was just not willing to
leave her dogs behind. She then managed to get
in touch with us,” Varma added. “When the res-
cue team reached her house, it was completely
flooded and the dogs were huddled on beds.”
Sunitha, her husband and the dogs are now
staying at a special shelter as the relief camps
set up for the disaster refused animals. Varma
said she has started a fundraiser for Sunitha and
her pets so a kennel could be built at her home
after the floods recede. — AFP 

THRISSUR, India: An Indian nurse holds a newborn boy next to his mother Sajita
Jabeel, 25, in a hospital after she was rescued while heavily pregnant from a roof in a
flood affected area of Kochi in the southern state of Kerala. — AFP 


