
Faith 2.0: Pilgrims turn to tech to boost hajj

International
Floods and landslides 
kill over 270 in India 

Page 9
The weird world of Trump’s conspiracy theories

Page 8

THURSDAY, AUGUST 15, 2019

MINA: Muslim worshippers arrive in Mina to throw pebbles as part of the symbolic Al-A’qabah (stoning of the devil ritual) at the Jamarat Bridge during the hajj pilgrimage, near Saudi Arabia’s holy city of Makkah.

Pilgrimage accelerates the growth of digital worship
MINA: The hajj pilgrimage underway in Makkah has been
accelerating the growth of digital worship and spawning a
slew of religious apps, tablet Qurans and faith-based
gadgets. At the peak of Mount Arafat, numerous Muslim
pilgrims were absorbed in Quranic verses displayed on
their smartphones - rapidly replacing traditional printed
holy books.

“Of course I read the Quran on my phone... it’s much
more simple,” said Egyptian teacher Ahmad Salim, 46,
who had travelled to Saudi Arabia for the hajj, one of
Islam’s five pillars. For the first time in the hajj’s history,
5G super high-speed mobile technology has been
deployed around the holy sites to allow the faithful to
transfer data at breakneck speeds. Tech giants Zain and
Nokia will even “demonstrate advanced virtual reality...
allowing users to experience the hajj remotely as if they
were there”, using 360 degree high-definition video
over 5G.

‘A success’ 
Many pilgrims snapped selfies over the five-day rite,

held this year August 9 to 14, and sent video clips to

friends and family back home. Almost 2.5 million Muslims
have travelled to Makkah in western Saudi Arabia, closed
to non-Muslims, for the religious gathering, which is one
of the world’s largest and most logistically complex. The
hajj has taken on an increasingly high-tech dimension in
recent years with the emergence of mobile phone apps
designed to help pilgrims from around the world navigate
their experience.

Software exists to help visitors get around Makkah
and the surrounding area as well as access medical serv-
ices and properly follow religious rites. Saudi’s hajj min-
istry even sends text messages to pilgrims with a variety
of information and advice. A major digital innovation for
this year’s hajj has been the introduction of electronic hajj
visas “delivered online for the first time without necessi-
tating a consulate visit. It’s been a success,” said hajj min-
istry official Hassan Qadi.

‘It’s very useful’ 
“It’s very practical, especially for those travelling with

family,” said Jordanian Abderrahman Shdaifat, 44, mak-
ing his first hajj. The authorities have also increasingly

turned to technology to improve the hajj experience and
avoid incidents like the stampede that claimed some
2,300 lives in 2015.

In the wake of that tragedy, pilgrims are now issued
with electronic bracelets containing their personal data.
“All of their information is loaded, a bit like an ID card. If
you can’t read or write and you get lost, you can give it to
anyone and they can help you find your address.
Technology helps ease the hajj,” said Sami Abdelaziz, a
37-year-old Saudi pilgrim. Shdaifat, the Jordanian pilgrim,
sheltering under an umbrella from the heavy rains that
have lashed the Mina Valley outside Makkah, said of the
bracelets: “If a pilgrim gets separated, their group can
locate them.

“It’s very useful.” Saudi authorities have also fitted GPS
trackers to 18,000 shuttle buses to monitor the flow of pil-
grims. Shdaifat brandished a second bracelet that gives
him access to the metro system connecting Makkah’s vari-
ous pilgrimage sites. Classic watches and alarm clocks are
also losing ground to phone-based tools that alert wor-
shippers to their five daily prayers. “Nearly all the pilgrims
have it,” said Egyptian Ahmad Salim. —AFP

MINA: Muslim worshippers throw pebbles as part of the symbol-
ic Al-A’qabah (stoning of the devil ritual) at the Jamarat Bridge
during the hajj pilgrimage in Mina.  —AFP Photos

Ecological disaster 
on Greek island as 
fire burns on
MAKRYMALLI: Firefighters on the Greek island of
Evia were still battling yesterday to contain a fire that
has caused massive damage to a pristine mountain
wildlife habitat after threatening four communities.
“Things are going better, but we must not relax our
vigilance,” Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis told
reporters aboard a fire department bus.

The blaze burned for a second day in a ravine at the
550-hectare wildlife habitat of Agrilitsa, causing major
damage to pine forests. “It’s a huge ecological disaster in a
unique, untouched pine forest,” said acting regional gov-
ernor Costas Bakoyannis. The fire that broke out in the
early hours of Tuesday on Greece’s second-largest island
prompted the evacuation of three villages and threatened
the town of Psachna during the night, officials said.

“From Psachna to Kontodespoti and Makrymalli
everything has been burned down. It’s fortunate that we
do not have human victims,” Thanassis Karakatzas, a
deputy regional civil protection officer, told state
agency ANA. Over 200 firefighters were in action
backed by 75 fire trucks, nine water-bombing helicop-
ters and seven planes along a 12-kilometre (seven-mile)
front, managing to avert damage to inhabited areas.

“We succeeded in protecting human lives and saving
properties,” said citizen’s protection minister Michalis
Chrisohoidis. A firefighter suffered burns on Tuesday

after trying to cross the fire on a motorbike, and three
cars belonging to campers were burned, a local mayor
said. “We should be able to tackle the fire by the end of
the day,” Yiannis Razos, a local official, told Athens
municipal radio.

The area faced power outages and water cuts yes-
terday, residents said. Two Italian water bombers
arrived after Greece requested EU assistance, and were
on standby, the fire department said. A third plane from
Spain was due to arrive by evening. EU Humanitarian
Commissioner Christos Stylianides called the mobiliza-
tion of Greek forces “exemplary”. “I think we will be
able to limit the ecological losses...European solidarity
is tangible,” Stylianides told reporters.

No injuries or respiratory problems that required
hospitalization were reported at the height of the emer-
gency on Tuesday, Health Minister Vassilis Kikilias said
in a tweet. But three ambulances were stationed close
to the area as a precaution. Greece has been hit by a
spate of wildfires since the weekend, fanned by gale-
force winds and temperatures of 40 degrees Celsius
(104 Fahrenheit). The PM, who cancelled his summer
vacation and returned to Athens on Tuesday, called for
the EU to take action.

“Climate change is taking its toll on southern Europe
and that is why it is imperative at European level to
strengthen the EU rescue mechanism,” Mitsotakis said.
He paid tribute to the fire crews coping with some 50
forest blazes daily on average. “I am aware that our
firefighters, particularly over the last five days, have
given their all, they are without sleep and often without
food,” Mitsotakis said. Other fires on Tuesday were
contained on the island of Thassos, the central region of
Viotia, and in the Peloponnese region. —AFP

Religious feast 
highlights interfaith 
unity in Senegal
DAKAR: When Senegal’s Muslim families gather for the
biggest Islamic religious feast of the year, they often encour-
age the Christian minority to join them in a tradition of toler-
ance rare in West Africa. Many Roman Catholics in Dakar
were invited Monday to join Muslim friends for Tabaski, the
local name for the Eid al-Adha or the Festival of the
Sacrifice, which commemorates Ibrahim’s willingness to
slaughter his own son if God commanded it. For Senegalese
student Grasse Diop, his preparations to welcome Christian
friends were placidly watched by Dembel, a family sheep
destined for imminent slaughter like the ram God told
Ibrahim to sacrifice as reward for obedience. “They come
every year for the Tabaski and I go to the Christmas mass.
We spend all our religious feast days together,” said Grasse,
whose name is derived from Grace, a Christian one.

The family courtyard in Dakar’s Ouakam district was
turned into both abattoir and kitchen. Women sang as
they cut up the freshly killed meat while children played
by bowls containing discarded entrails. “Jacques, Marie,
Joseph... All my Christian friends are wishing me a good
Tabaski,” Grasse said amid a flurry of calls on her mobile
phone. “When I visit them, I feel at home. There’s no dif-
ference.” “When a Christian dies, all the neighbours go to
the church for the funeral,” added her brother Pape
Doudou Diop. Though a Muslim like more than 90 per-
cent of the population, he said he regularly goes to

church for communion. Once their guests settled around
a huge platter of barbecued food, Christians could not be
told apart from the Muslims, though Yves-Martin
Kemden wore a special long robe to honour his hosts
during his tenth Tabaski. “It’s a custom,” the young dog
breeder said. “Here, you’re always invited by a neighbour
even if you don’t share the same religion.”

‘Indivisible’
Hardline Islamist militants have made their mark in

other parts of West Africa, trying to impose their more
intolerant and often violent vision of Islam on communi-
ties in countries like Nigeria and Mali. For those ultra-
conservatives, other religions and even other branches of
Islam are often seen as apostates. Sociologist Fatou Sow
Sarr believes Senegal’s religious harmony dates back to
the preachings of leaders of the widespread Mouride
brotherhood, who taught tolerance towards Christians
from the 19th century on. “You find Christians and
Muslims in the same family and they intermarry. Religion
comes second to blood ties, so the communities have
never been antagonists,” she said. “Today there’s more
risk of dissent among Muslims because of conflict
between the Mouridic communities and Wahabi influence
than between Muslims and Christians,” Sow Sarr said,
distinguishing between Senegal’s predominant Sufi order
and a more conservative Islamic branch. 

In their courtyard sheltered by palm trees, the Ndoye
family was packing boxes with mutton to take to
Christian friends no longer able to get around. “Our
cousins invite us at Easter, making sure not to cook
pork,” smiled Karim Ndoye, a house painter in his 50s
who added that one of his grandmothers was Catholic.
“It’s family, we’re indivisible.” —AFP


