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The shrine is the point towards which Muslims
around the world pray. “I feel so fortunate to be here,”
said Nazia Nour, 36, who came to Saudi Arabia from
Auckland. Pushing her father on a wheelchair, she
added: “I can’t believe he (God) chose me.”

Today, pilgrims will climb Mount Arafat for the cli-
max of the hajj, praying and reading the Holy Quran.
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) delivered his final sermon
from the rocky hill to Muslims who had accompanied
him on his final hajj. After sunset, pilgrims head to
Muzdalifah, halfway between Arafat and Mina, where
they stay at least until midnight. They gather pebbles to
perform the symbolic stoning of the devil on the eve of
the Eid Al-Adha feast.

Interpretation services 
Lost in translation? Not in Makkah, thanks to a ded-

icated squad of interpreters gearing up to help pilgrims
speaking dozens of languages at the hajj. Most of the
world’s Muslims do not speak Arabic - Indonesia is
home to the largest Muslim community by population,
while tens of millions of the faithful are native speakers
of Urdu. In all, 80 percent of pilgrims are non-Arabic
speakers, according to Mazen Al-Saadi of the official
hajj translation bureau.

His team provides 24/7 interpretation services in
English, French, Farsi, Malay, Hausa, Turkish, Chinese
and Urdu - the most widely spoken language among
hajj pilgrims. For Samir Varatchia, who made the trip to
Makkah from France’s Indian Ocean island of Reunion,
the men in grey vests - the uniform of the official hajj
translation team - are a welcome sight. “I really don’t
know much Arabic,” Varatchia told AFP. “The French
translation will help us understand things, including the

sermons.” Tunisian interpreter Abdulmumen Al-Saket is
happy to help, fielding frequent requests for his phone
number. “We try to help as much as we can, even with
reading the maps,” he said. “Some ask for our personal
phone numbers, to call us later if they need help,” he
added. Pilgrims come to Makkah from across the world,
including India, Pakistan, Nepal and Bangladesh. Many
speak only Urdu, Saadi said.

Many of the signs directing pilgrims are translated
into English, Urdu and in some cases, French. The
Grand Mosque provides a range of translation and
interpreting services to pilgrims. Specialist departments
deal with sermons and rulings, and a hotline is available
in dozens of languages to answer religious questions.
But for practical matters, Saadi’s 80-strong team is
indispensible. The department has been in place for
four years, he said, and is being continuously expanded
to deal with rising demand.

“Most (pilgrims) don’t speak Arabic and are
afraid to ask in the event of an accident,” Sanaullah
Ghuri, an Indian translator, told AFP in Arabic. A
deadly stampede in 2015 left more than 2,000 pil-
grims dead in Mina, where the symbolic stoning of
the devil ritual takes place during hajj. Many pil-
grims were unable to understand security forces’
instructions, delivered in Arabic.

The hajj presents Saudi authorities with vast logisti-
cal challenges. Islam is currently the world’s fastest-
growing religion, according to the Pew Research
Center, which says the number of Muslims in the world
is expected to rise from 1.8 billion in 2015 to three bil-
lion in 2060. Providing services for two million pilgrims
is no small feat, and authorities are pushing a “smart
hajj” initiative this year to meet the rising demand. 

That includes apps providing information on emer-
gency medical services and geographic guides to
Makkah and Madinah. One app will also translate hajj
sermons into five languages. But the Indian translator,
Ghuri, said the presence of real-life interpreters made
the experience of hajj easier for pilgrims. “When they
see someone speaking their language, they feel more
comfortable seeking help,” he said. — Agencies 
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In a few months, many of them got appointment
papers. Others waited for a few more months, some a
year, but these 80 nurses were left without being
appointed. In the nurses’ accommodation, they are fed
daily and have no complaints about this, but they need
jobs. “Many of those interviewed with us are already
working in the ministry. We, the unfortunate 80, are
patiently waiting. We are stuck without jobs for the past
2.5 years now,” Akhila lamented.

The nurses allege that the problem stems from cor-
ruption in the recruitment process, according to a
Kuwait Times source. The source claimed that the jobs of
these 80 nurses were taken by another batch of nurses
recruited through Dubai. In April 2015, the Indian gov-
ernment banned the recruitment of nurses through pri-
vate agencies in a bid to stop massive fee requirements
and corruption. Working with the Kuwait government, it
established six approved agencies that could recruit
nurses for Kuwait. But at the same time, some private
agencies rerouted recruitment through Dubai. That
recruitment process however was not recognized by the
Indian and Kuwait governments, but those nurses still
bagged jobs in Kuwait.  

“We were hired legally in India but because of the
hiring in Dubai (which was conducted without the
knowledge of the Indian government), some of us who
were recruited legally were affected. The corruption
issue was exposed, so the government of India and
Kuwait immediately blocked the recruitment of the nurs-
es,” the source said. “When that scandal broke out, we
were the last few remaining nurses waiting for the final
appointment papers. We hope that the government helps
us in this time of need,” Akhila appealed.

Another complicating factor that has added to the
wait is the new certification rules from the Civil Service
Commission. Previously, nurses recruited from abroad
could start work while their qualifications went through
the certification and licensing process. But in March this
year, the CSC changed the rules. New hires must submit
transcripts of overall grades of educational qualifications,
attest work experience certificates from the foreign
affairs ministry in Kuwait and verify certificates from
India’s higher education authorities.  Nurses recruited
from abroad cannot work in Kuwait for the ministry until
all procedures and paperwork are completed. Akhila
said the new rules have placed an additional burden on
them. “To have degrees verified is a very tedious process
because it takes time - at least two or three years -
because it will pass through several major authorities:

Kuwait’s health, education and foreign ministries. In India
we have to submit the papers to the Kuwaiti Embassy,
and from there it goes to our respective universities.
After that it will be back to the same process to authen-
ticate these certificates,” she explained.

“We are here for the last 2.5 years without work and
now because of this new regulation, we are going to start
the procedure all over again. We are not earning any
money. We were hired in 2015, but are deprived from
working and our families,” she added. The nurses have
appealed to Kuwaiti and Indian authorities for help, but
so far little has been done. “We filed complaints at the
Indian Embassy on November 12, 2017 (labor complaint
no. 3407), then to the Kuwait Nursing Association. They
said they are looking for a rightful solution of our case.
But time flies - we are now waiting for 2.5 years; this is
injustice,” Akhila said.  

A partial reprieve seemed near when more than half
of the nurses learned in January that they had been
approved for work visas from the health ministry.
“Unfortunately, it was blocked by the Civil Service
Commission pending some more documentation, which
they said is necessary. The CSC wants us to provide
documents that are not supposed to apply to us because
we were hired in 2015,” Akhila said. 

Joby Joseph, another complainant, said most of them
are working mothers and need to provide for their fami-
lies. Many paid recruiters to get a job in Kuwait or will
pay out of their first few months’ salaries, an illegal prac-
tice that continues despite the Indian government’s
efforts to reroute nurses’ recruitment through official
government agencies. 

“We have families to feed back in India, but we are
stuck here for years. We have stayed because we need
the job,” Joby said. “This is why we don’t say anything.
We want this ordeal to end soon. We are exhausted and
in an extreme situation, struggling and in deep frustra-
tion. If someone is ill, we cannot go to hospitals because
we do not have civil IDs.” Despite arriving legally in the
country with visas issued by the ministry, many of the
nurses are now ‘illegal’ as they have not received work
permits and have not had their visit visas renewed. 

The nurses are asking to be appointed as soon as
possible and compensated for the years they’ve been
stuck without employment in Kuwait. “I am the eldest in
my family of four. I told my fiance to wait for me because
I wanted to resolve the financial problems of my parents
first. If they are okay, then we can get married. That plan
is on hold for more than 2.5 years now,” said one of the
nurses who didn’t want to give her name for fear of more
trouble. “I cannot even provide for myself. I don’t have
even one dinar in my pocket. I am really very disappoint-
ed to the extent that I cry almost daily and pray that God
ends this predicament,” she sobbed.

80 Indian nurses in
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Thousands of army, navy and air force personnel
have fanned out across Kerala. The army said yester-
day that 250 people had been evacuated from
Pathanamthitta district, many of them sick after days in
the pounding monsoon rain. Food, medicine and water
has been dropped from helicopters to isolated areas. A
train from Pune in Maharashtra state headed south on
Saturday for Kerala laden with more than one million
litres of drinking water.

Roads and 134 bridges have been damaged, cutting
off remote areas in the hilly districts of Kerala which
are worst affected. Rising torrents of murky brown
water swallowed the only remaining road into the town
of Mannar, where an estimated 10,000 residents are
trapped, The Times of India newspaper reported. The
state’s Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan vowed yester-
day “to save even the last person stranded”.

Fishermen have sailed inland from Kerala’s coast to
join the search, as volunteers erected soup kitchens

and appeals went out worldwide for donations. At St
Peter’s Square in the Vatican yesterday, worshippers
held aloft signs reading “Pray for Kerala”, a state with
a large Christian population. “Our solidarity and the
concrete support of the international community
should not lack for our brothers,” said Pope Francis on
Sunday. 

Many panic-stricken flood victims have resorted to
appeals on social media, saying they cannot get
through to rescue services. In Mala, desperate villagers
had to improvise as the floodwaters rose, using kitchen
pots as rafts to reach their stricken neighbors. “They
used these huge cooking pots to rescue around 100
people in the first wave of flash floods, as no one was
prepared (for a rescue),” one local rescuer told AFP.
There have been moments of cheer amid the tragedy. In
the hilly district of Idukki, rescuers told the Press Trust
of India of working through the night to save a new-
born boy and his mother from the rising waters.

But dam levels remain dangerously high, swollen
by monsoon deluges, and more rain is forecast. The
Indian Meteorological Department has warned of rain
until August 23 across Kerala, including heavy down-
pours in the districts of Kozhikode, Kannur and
Idukki. Idukki has received more than 321 cm of rain
since June and is now virtually cut off from the rest of
the state. — AFP 
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That contrasts sharply from his 40-year-old daughter,
who has started maneuvering to build alliances and
expand her small party in the southern Davao region into a
new political juggernaut, as fissures appear in her father’s
ruling PDP-Laban party. She was instrumental in bringing
together political factions to stage a dramatic July 23 oust-
ing of divisive Duterte ally Pantaleon Alvarez as lower
house speaker, replacing him with veteran Gloria
Macapagal Arroyo, 71, a former president with clout and
connections to ensure support for Duterte and his agenda.

The move was helped by a relationship developing
between Sara Duterte and Imee Marcos, 62, a provincial
governor and key figure in the still influential family of late
dictator Ferdinand Marcos, who ruled the Philippines for
two decades before being ousted in a 1986 uprising. The
two women posed together for pictures last week, each
with one hand doing Duterte’s trademark clenched fist, and
making a “V” sign synonymous with the rule of Marcos
with the other.

Rodrigo Duterte’s rise has been a boon for the Marcos
family. Imee Marcos frequently attends his official events
and in 2016, Duterte granted her longstanding wish for her
father to be buried with military honors at a Manila
heroes’ cemetery. Duterte also said last week that if he
steps down, her brother, Ferdinand Marcos Jr, a former
senator better known as “Bongbong”, would have been a
capable replacement for him. Marcos Jr came a close sec-
ond to Leni Robredo, a rival of Duterte, in the 2016 vice
presidential election, but he has challenged the result in
the Supreme Court.

Richard Heydarian, an author, columnist and academic
who specializes in politics, said the Marcos family wanted to
stay relevant nationally and in a political culture where loy-
alties easily shift, Sara Duterte was now widely seen as a
figure worth rallying behind. “People around (Rodrigo)
Duterte are looking for a new center of gravity. They see
signs of an exhausted president and see there could be

some kind of succession that can protect their interests,” he
said. “He has a very shallow network of politicians, he’s not
at his peak. He just has to hold on as long as he can.”

Duterte acknowledges that, and on Tuesday said he can’t
resign because a constitutional succession would mean
handing power to opposition leader and vice president
Robredo, who was elected separately. He said Robredo isn’t
up to the job - which she refutes - and he’d prefer a junta
takes over. Duterte’s relationship with daughter Sara has
however often appeared rocky and she has portrayed her-
self as his reluctant successor as mayor of Davao City.

Like her father, she is feared and respected, and known
for being blunt, unpredictable and for openly trading barbs
with the president. Despite that, few doubt her loyalty to
him. Although she denies being interested, she and other
Duterte allies, including his spokesman, his special assis-
tant and his former police chief, are tipped to run for the
24-seat Senate in 2019, as is Imee Marcos. That could be a
game-changer for the president, who has built a strong
majority in the House of Representatives but needs control
of the upper house to deliver on his promises.

Among a raft of plans, he wants to redraft the constitu-
tion and deliver his centerpiece economic policy, a $180
billion infrastructure spree designed to modernize the
country, spur spending, create jobs and lure investment.
“Now is the chance to further consolidate power by con-
trolling both houses of congress and the local government
units so all of us can we move forward in cadence,” said a
member of a nine-party alliance formed by Sara Duterte
last week. He requested anonymity, saying only Sara
Duterte could speak about the alliance. “The goal is, fill the
Senate with people who can help ... We don’t want people
who will only obstruct his plans.”

Opposition lawmaker Antonio Tinio said Rodrigo
Duterte was essentially a local politician thrust into the
presidency and needed national level allies. “Hence, his
alliance with the Marcoses and Gloria Arroyo,” he said.
Tinio is sceptical about Duterte’s talk of retirement and is
among many opponents who suspect he’ll try to continue
beyond his permitted single six-year term - an idea
Duterte this week said was idiotic. Plan B, Tinio said, was
his daughter succeeding him. “If efforts to extend the term
of President Duterte through charter change fail, it’s very
likely that the Dutertes’ Davao formula for dynastic suc-
cession will prevail,” he said. — Reuters 

As Duterte flags, 
daughter enters...

A lightning bolt strikes in Culiacan, Sinaloa State, Mexico, early on Saturday. — AFP 


