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They are designed to help pilgrims enter a state of purity,
called ihram. Uddin, who works in the Saudi city of Jeddah
less than 90 km from Makkah, says he is happy to see so
many of his compatriots among the pilgrims. “Indonesians
make up the single largest contingent, such is the will of
God,” he said.

Once on the hill, pilgrims sat or lay in whatever space
they could find. Many prayed, some cried and others
took selfies or streamed videos to friends and relatives
back home. Zaid Abdullah, a 30-year-old Yemeni who
works in a supermarket in Saudi Arabia, said he was
praying for his own country, where war has killed tens of
thousands of people and caused the world’s worse
humanitarian crisis, and for Muslims around the globe.
“We can tolerate the heat because our sins are greater
than that,” he said as he approached the Mount of Mercy.
“We ask God to alleviate the heat of the hereafter. As for
the heat of this life, we can bear it.”

Hamood Ismail and his wife Raghdaa travelled from Syria,
through Turkey, while taxi driver Khaled Maatouq came
from Libya. They all said they were seeking an end to the
suffering in their homelands which have been torn apart by
conflict. For others, the pilgrimage is a form of relief.
Egyptian merchant Ramadan Al-Jeedi said he was grateful
to accompany his mother after his father died last year. “It’s
the greatest feeling, to feel that God the almighty chose us to
be in this place,” he said. Nadzmi Maruji Naid from the
Philippines said he felt comfortable but a little nervous about
making haj for the first time: “God willing, everyone here will
be accepted by Allah.”

Pilgrims travelling from abroad account for 1.86 million
of the 2.48 million taking part in this year’s hajj, according
to official figures. Among them are 200 survivors and rela-
tives of victims of the attacks on two New Zealand

mosques in March. After sunset prayers, pilgrims made
their way down Mount Arafat to Muzdalifah, another holy
site where they will sleep under the stars to prepare for the
final stage of hajj, a ritual “stoning of the devil”. That marks
the beginning of Eid Al-Adha, the festival of sacrifice,
marked today. Sheep are traditionally slaughtered for the
three-day event, a tribute to Prophet Abraham’s (PBUH)
sacrifice of a lamb after God spared Ismael (PBUH), his
son. Pilgrims then return to the Grand Mosque to perform a
final “tawaf” or walk around the Kaaba.

The scale of the pilgrimage presents vast security and
logistical challenges, with tens of thousands of safety officers
deployed. Riyadh faced strong criticism in 2015 when some
2,300 worshippers were killed in the deadliest stampede in
the gathering’s history. This year’s hajj takes place to a back-
drop of Gulf tensions following a series of attacks on tankers,
the downing of drones and the seizure of ships. Riyadh
blames regional foe Tehran for the attacks on commercial
shipping, accusations Iran vehemently denies.

Despite the absence of diplomatic ties between the two
countries, some 88,550 Iranian pilgrims were due to take
part in the hajj this year according to Iran’s Tasnim news
agency. As in previous years, Saudi authorities have been at
pains to stress that the hajj is a religious event and have
sought to prevent its politicization.

Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei yester-
day condemned a US blueprint to end the conflict between
Israel and the Palestinians and called on haj pilgrims to
oppose it. The message was read at a rally held by Iranian
pilgrims inside their compound, according to Iran’s state
television which showed hundreds of pilgrims gathered in a
tent chanting slogans including “America is Allah’s enemy”
in Arabic, and holding signs that read “Death to Israel” and
“Death to America”.

Pilgrimage is also the backbone of a Saudi plan to
expand tourism under a drive to diversify the kingdom’s
economy away from oil. The haj and year-round umrah
generate billions of dollars in revenue from worshippers’
lodging, transport, fees and gifts. Officials aim to increase
the number of umrah and haj pilgrims to 15 million and 5
million respectively by 2020 and the umrah number to 30
million by 2030. — Agencies 
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officials as saying Epstein had hanged himself. The
city medical examiner’s office confirmed Epstein’s death
but said nothing about what caused it. It said a medical
investigation has been opened.

Epstein’s death comes a day after a tranche of sealed
legal documents were released for the first time provid-
ing new details about what prosecutors allege was
Epstein’s sex-trafficking operation. It also comes just
over two weeks after the 66-year-old was found uncon-
scious in his cell with marks on his neck after an appar-
ent suicide attempt. Epstein did not appear to be show-
ing any visible signs of injuries when he appeared in
court on July 31 following that incident, to be told that his
trial wouldn’t begin before June next year.

The hedge fund manager had been charged with one
count of sex trafficking of minors and one count of con-
spiracy to commit sex trafficking of minors. He was
denied bail last month in a New York court because he
was deemed a flight risk. Epstein denied the charges and
had faced up to 45 years in prison - effectively the rest
of his life - if convicted. 

The Metropolitan Correction Center, a federal facility
in Manhattan that is often used to house suspects await-
ing or during trial, is considered one of the most secure
penal establishments in the US. The infamous Mexican
drug trafficker Joaquin “El Chapo” Guzman spent more
than two years there before being convicted and trans-
ferred to a federal prison in Colorado.

Epstein’s death quickly raised questions about how he

could take his own life despite reportedly being put on
suicide watch after his first failed attempt. “We need
answers. Lots of them,” tweeted New York
Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. On Friday,
two thousand pages of documents focusing on testimony
by a victim who claimed she was a “sex slave” of Epstein
were released by a New York court. In them, Virginia
Giuffre, now an adult, claims that she was forced to have
sex with some well-known American political and busi-
ness personalities. They have all strenuously denied the
allegations. 

Prosecutors said Epstein sexually exploited dozens of
underage teenagers, some as young as 14, at his homes
in Manhattan and Palm Beach, Florida, between 2002
and 2005. They claim that Epstein was “well aware that
many of the victims were minors.” The girls were paid
hundreds of dollars in cash to massage him, perform sex-
ual acts and to recruit other girls, prosecutors allege.

They say Epstein had an army of recruiters, often not
much older than their targets, who would approach vul-
nerable teens. Epstein is also accused of paying off pos-
sible co-conspirators to “influence” them, US media have
reported. Epstein, whose friends have included President
Donald Trump, former president Bill Clinton and Britain’s
Prince Andrew, was convicted previously of paying
young girls for sexual massages at his Palm Beach man-
sion. They have all denied knowing anything about his
alleged crimes.

Epstein avoided federal prosecution under a plea deal
that required him to admit to a single Florida state
charge of soliciting prostitution from a minor and regis-
ter as a sex offender. He served 13 months in a county jail
before being released in 2009. Last month, Alex Acosta
resigned as US labor secretary amid a backlash over the
deal that he negotiated with Epstein in that case while he
was a federal prosecutor in Florida.  — AFP 
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humanitarian crisis gripping the rest of the coun-
try. UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres has
urged the parties to end hostilities and engage in
“inclusive dialogue”.

The clashes began on Wednesday after the sepa-
ratists accused an Islamist party allied to Hadi of com-
plicity in a missile attack on a military parade in Aden,
one of three separate attacks that targeted southern
forces. The Houthis claimed responsibility for the
parade attack that killed a senior southern commander.
Despite their alliance, the separatists and Hadi’s gov-
ernment have rival agendas for Yemen’s future.

Analysts say the Houthis may have used the parade

attack to test dynamics on the ground after the UAE in
June scaled down its military presence in Yemen under
pressure from Western allies to end the war and con-
cerns about rising tensions with Iran in the Gulf. The
United Nations is trying to implement a stalled peace
deal in the main port city of Hodeida, further to the
north, to pave the way for wider political negotiations
to end the war. The deal was reached in peace talks
between the Houthis and Hadi’s government in Sweden
in December, the first talks in more than two years.

The Houthis have also stepped up cross-border mis-
sile and drone strikes on Saudi Arabia. Yesterday, the
group said it launched a drone on the Saudi civilian
Abha airport. Saudi-owned al-Arabiya TV said air traf-
fic at the airport was normal. The Houthis control
Sanaa, Hodeida and other major urban centres while
Hadi’s government holds Aden and a string of western
coastal towns. The Yemen conflict is widely seen in the
region as a proxy war between Saudi Arabia and Iran.
The Houthis deny being puppets of Tehran and say
their revolution is against corruption. —  Reuters 
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Storm accidents killed eight people in the key Gujarat
cities of Ahmedabad and Nadiad. The worst fears are for
Kerala where the police spokesman said about 120,000
people have moved into emergency relief camps.

“There are around 80 places where flood and rains
have triggered mudslides, which we cannot reach,” Kumar
added. “About 200 people are stranded at one place. We
are trying to use air force helicopters to drop food to
them.” Kerala’s main airport at Kochi has been closed

since Friday. Kuwait Airways announced on Friday that it
had suspended all flights from and to Kochi owing to bad
weather conditions. Kuwait’s national carrier said in a
statement that it would resume flights to the flood-hit city
once weather conditions improve. About 500 people died
in floods in the state last year which were the worst in
nearly a century.

More than 600 relief camps in Karnataka are now
filled with 161,000 people, a state disaster manage-
ment authority official told AFP. “The rains have eased
in the region and we think the water will soon start to
recede. There are parts of northern Karnataka, coastal
regions and the Western Ghats which are badly hit,”
the official added. While the monsoon rains are crucial
to replenishing water supplies, they kill hundreds of
people every year. — Agencies 
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A Kashmiri man sells food and vegetables on a boat on Dal Lake during a lockdown in Srinagar yesterday. — AFP 

OSLO: A gunman armed with multiple weapons went
on a shooting spree in a mosque in a suburb of the
Norwegian capital Oslo yesterday, injuring one wor-
shipper before being arrested, police and witnesses
said. The head of the mosque described the assailant as

white and said he was wearing a helmet and a uniform.
“One person is shot. The severity of that person’s
injuries is unknown. One suspect is arrested. The police
are working at the location,” Oslo police said on Twitter.

The shooting occurred at the Al-Noor Islamic centre
in the town of Baerum, an Oslo suburb. Police said there
was no indication that more people were involved. They
said they had no information about the suspect, other
than he was described as “white”. “One of our members
has been shot by a white man with a helmet and uni-
form,” Irfan Mushtaq, head of the mosque, told local
newspaper Budstikka.

He later told broadcaster TV2 that the man had car-

ried multiple weapons. “An ethnically Norwegian man
with a shotgun and pistols entered the mosque and
broke glass windows. He started shooting around him,”
Mushtaq said.

‘Suspect subdued’ 
Public broadcaster NRK reported that police had

found multiple weapons inside the mosque, and that
someone in the building had managed to subdue the
suspect before police arrived on the scene. The
Norwegian Police Security Service (PST) said it was
monitoring the situation. “We’re following the events
and are continuingly evaluating. It’s to early to draw

any conclusions,” Martin Bernsen, information director
at PST, told NRK.

There has been recent spate of white nationalist
attacks in the West, including in the United States and
in New Zealand where 51 Muslim worshippers were
killed in March in shootings at two mosques in the city
of Christchurch. The suspect in the Christchurch killings
wrote a hate-filled manifesto in which he said he was
influenced by far-right ideologues including Norwegian
mass murderer Anders Behring Breivik. Breivik, who
said he was motivated by his hatred of multiculturalism,
killed 77 people in gun and bomb attacks in Norway in
July 2011, many of them teenagers. — AFP 
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