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Socially distanced
robots serve
Makkah holy water
ahead of hajj

Robots began handing out bottles of
sacred water in Makkah this week in
preparation for a socially distanced

hajj pilgrimage in Islam’s holiest city, due to
the coronavirus pandemic. Saudi Arabia
announced on Saturday that 60,000 resi-
dents vaccinated against the coronavirus
would be able to perform the July pilgrim-
age-a number up from last year but drasti-
cally lower than in normal times. Some 2.5
million Muslims from around the world par-
ticipated in 2019.

Officials hoping to prevent any coron-
avirus outbreaks rolled out the small black-
and-white robots on Sunday, each loaded
with three shelves of water bottles, as a few
devotees helped themselves with a mixture
of bafflement and amusement. “The aim of
these robots is to provide personal services
without any human contact,” said Bader Al-
Loqmani. He manages water from the
sacred spring of Zamzam which emerges in
Makkah’s Grand Mosque, built around the
Kaaba, the black cubic building towards
which Muslims around the world pray.—AFP

France savored a fresh sense of freedom
yesterday as people were allowed to
remove face masks when outside for

the first time since last autumn and
Disneyland Paris  welcomed visitors after an
eight-month COVID hiatus. The easing of
coronavirus rules came as authorities hailed
a rapid decline in new cases on the eve of
summer holidays, raising hopes for a more
vibrant and relaxed tourist season. “I’m hap-
py, it frees us a little bit,” said Aicha Drame, a
student in the capital, where roughly half of
pedestrians on many busy streets enjoyed
the new-found freedom. “We’re getting back
to normal and it feels good,” she told AFP.

The nationwide curfew of 11 pm will be lift-

ed ahead of schedule on Sunday, the gov-
ernment announced Wednesday, reinforcing
a sense that France’s vaccination drive is
starting to pay off. Health Minister Olivier
Veran said 60 percent of adults have now
received at least one COVID jab, and youths
12 and over are now eligible as well. But he
urged people to continue wearing masks out-
doors, in particular in crowded areas. “It
doesn’t mean you can’t wear it, if you want to
protect yourself,” he told BFM television.

Miriam Rofael, an American lawyer visiting
from California, continued to wear a mauve
mask that matched her top as she crossed a
bridge over the Seine. “I trust the science and
I trust that I’m protected,” she said, but

acknowledged that “It is easier if it’s hot, not
to have to wear it.” Camille Wodling, a pho-
tographer, was not only savoring the sun at a
table outside a cafe. “Seeing strangers with-
out a mask, you want to stop and take a
good look at their face. And then you see
smiles, it’s good to see people smile,” she
said.

Showtime 
Mickey and Minnie Mouse led the re-

opening party for hundreds of families at
Disneyland Paris, Europe’s biggest tourist
attraction, which has been shut since
October 30. For the past weeks one of the
park’s conference centers has served as a
mass COVID vaccination site. As costumed
park employees danced and sang, others
walked through the crowds carrying
reminders to keep at least one meter (three
feet) from others. Masks remain required
wearing as well, even on the vast boulevards
stretching between rides, and attendance
has been capped for now.

“I’ve really been looking forward to the
opening of Disney, the joy, seeing people
smile again-there are still masks but it’s real-
ly, really great to be here,” said Cynthia
Castanier, who made the journey from the
eastern suburbs of Paris. For Lea Leroux,
who lives in Paris, it was the perfect day to
rediscover “the magic of Disney, this world all
its own.” “It’s incredibly important for every-
one-we need to get back to life almost as
normal, with some changes maybe but we
need to be here,” she said.— AFP

Yemen fishermen
hit jackpot with
million-dollar find 
in whale’s belly

For Yemeni fisherman Fares Abdulhakeem
and his friends, the day was like any other
as they headed out to sea to earn a living

in the war-torn country-until they hit the jackpot
in the belly of a whale. Abdulhakeem related
how he was among 35 fishermen who stum-
bled upon a floating sperm whale carcass in
February, about 26 kilometers (16 miles) off
the coast of the southern city of Aden. He said
they dragged the dead mammal back to shore,
where they sliced it open and struck “floating
gold”, or ambergris, a rare substance formed in
the whale’s digestive system which is used in

making perfume.
The 127-kilogram (280-pound) lump of

ambergris was sold to an Emirati businessman
for more than $1.5 million-an unimaginable
sum for many living in what the UN says is one
of the world’s poorest countries. Some of the
money was used to help those in need in the
community, while the rest was split among the
group of fishermen. Yemeni fishermen have
traditional knowledge that ambergris-a waxy
substance used to stabilize the scent in per-
fumes-can be found in sperm whales, but actu-
ally coming across one is a vanishingly rare
event. The discovery has transformed their
lives. “I head out to sea every day in search of
my daily catch, and on one of those days we
found a dead whale. It turned out to be whale
full of ambergris,” Abdulhakeem said.

‘Our lives changed’ 
“From one moment to another, our lives

changed,” he told AFP. “There are those who
bought boats, others built or fixed their houses.
I built my house, I built my future... the circum-
stances here are already difficult.” Salim Sharf,
another one of the fishermen, said the discov-

ery has allowed him to “lay foundations for the
future”. “We are simple people, fishermen look-
ing for our catch every day. If you found your
catch for the day, you thank God. Suddenly,
the Most Merciful gave us this,” he told AFP.
Life is not easy in Yemen, where millions have
been pushed to the brink of famine amid a
years-long civil war.

The country has been embroiled in a bloody
power struggle since 2014 between the gov-
ernment-supported by a powerful Saudi-led
military coalition-and the Iran-backed Houthi
rebels. The United Nations says Yemen is suf-
fering the world’s worst humanitarian crisis as
its civil war rumbles on, with tens of thousands
killed, millions displaced and two-thirds of its
30-million population dependent on some form
of aid. For Abdulhakeem and the group of fish-
ermen, it is back to the sea. “This ocean I will
never do without. The love for the sea runs in
my veins,” Abdulhakeem said. “The sea is a
better neighbor to you than a king,” he said,
reciting a popular Yemeni saying.— AFP

A picture shows a smart robot used for the first
time at the Grand Mosque in Saudi Arabia’s holy
city of Makkah, supplying worshippers with bot-
tles of Zamzam water to reduce direct contact
with staff as a measure to prevent COVID-19 infec-
tions during the yearly hajj pilgrimage. — AFP 

This file photo shows the entrance of the Walt Disney Studios in Disneyland Paris, in Marne-la-
Vallee, east of Paris.óAFP 


