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Security dominates Saudi preparations for haj
The Arab Weekly staff

Riyadh
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reparations for the largest 
Islamic gathering — the 
haj — are in place, Saudi 
authorities said, with an 
estimated 1.5 million pil-

grims expected to perform what is 
one of the pillars of Islam.

Pilgrims from all over the world 
have been travelling to Saudi Ara-
bia in recent weeks; however the 
spectre of 2016’s tragic stampede 
looms on people’s minds.

Last year’s haj was the site of a 
number of incidents, including a 
stampede that, the Saudi govern-
ment said, caused the death of 
more than 700 pilgrims (independ-
ent sources placed the death toll at 
more than 2,000).

Two weeks before the start of 
last year’s haj, a crane in the grand 
mosque in Mecca collapsed during 
heavy winds, killing 107 people. 
Two government officials and ex-
ecutives from the Saudi Binladin 
Group construction firm are among 
those on trial on charges related to 
the crane incident.

A leaked memo from a consul-
tancy firm to the Binladen Group 
preceding the accident in Mecca 
revealed that the construction firm 
had been warned about unsecured 
cranes at the grand mosque.

The memo, obtained by the Sau-
di daily Okaz, which has strong ties 
to the Interior Ministry, warned of a 
lack of monitoring and negligence. 
The memo said the crane system 
within the grand mosque posed 

a huge safety risk and that condi-
tions, if unchanged, set up a high 
probability of an accident.

With safety at the forefront of 
Saudi authorities’ planning and as 
preparations and services contin-
ue to become more e-friendly, the 
Saudi government is, for the first 
time, providing all pilgrims travel-
ling to Mecca with electronic brace-
lets.

According to the official Saudi 
press agency, the e-bracelets will 
carry information, including the 
pilgrim’s medical history and per-
sonal information, such as the 
wearer’s passport number. The 

bracelets have important address-
es, prayer times and the location of 
multi-lingual help desks in the holy 
city.

The bracelets are part of the king-
dom’s overall haj security strategy, 
as each can be accessed by Interior 
Ministry via global positioning sys-
tems (GPS).

The stampede and the crane ac-
cident in 2015 exasperated tensions 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Af-
ter the kingdom’s mission in Teh-
ran was attacked by a mob over the 
execution of a radical Shia preacher 
in Saudi Arabia at the start of this 
year, the kingdom insisted that Ira-
nian pilgrims obtain visas from a 
third country, because it no longer 
had a diplomatic presence in the 
country.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir said in an interview in May 
that the government in Tehran re-
fused to sign a memorandum stat-
ing its pilgrims would not stage 

demonstrations during the haj, so 
as not to politicise a spiritual event. 
Jubeir said Iran also refused to 
meet that condition.

“Iran refused to sign the memo-
randum and was practically de-
manding the right to hold dem-
onstrations and to have other 
advantages… that would create 
chaos during haj, which is not ac-
ceptable,” Jubeir said.

As a result, no Iranian pilgrims 
will be participating in this year’s 
haj,  for the first time since 1988 
when Iran boycotted the pilgrim-
age for a three-year period.

The Saudi Interior Ministry has 
established an emergency civil de-
fence plan, designed to utilise the 
kingdom’s regional defence forces. 
According to Director-General of 
Civil Defence Lieutenant-General 
Suleiman bin Abdullah al-Amr, 
more than 17,000 officers are to 
participate in the security plan, 
which aims to tackle security is-
sues including, “13 probable haz-
ards”, based on scenarios in previ-
ous haj seasons.

The haj, the fifth pillar of Islam, 
is a ritual Muslims should perform 
at least once. A pilgrim must be an 
adult Muslim with a sound mind 
and physical ability to perform the 
rituals. The worshipper must have 
the financial resources to make the 
pilgrimage and provide for their 
dependants.

Muslims believe that success-
fully completing the haj, usually 
over five days during Dhu al-Hijjah, 
the last month of the Islamic calen-
dar, gives the worshipper a place in 
paradise.

Pakistani haj pilgrims queue to embark onto a bus in Islamabad on August 23rd.
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S Secretary of State John 
Kerry announced a new 
peace initiative during a 
visit to Saudi Arabia to 
resolve the war in Yem-

en, including a major concession to 
the Iran-allied rebels fighting the 
Saudi-backed internationally recog-
nised government.

Kerry met with Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin 
Abdulaziz and Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz before sessions with Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) foreign 
ministers, British Foreign Office Un-
der-Secretary Tobias Ellwood and 
UN Special Envoy for Yemen Ismail 
Ould Cheikh Ahmed.

The initiative announced by Kerry 
and endorsed by the United Nations 
and Gulf Arab states is in effect UN 
Resolution 2216 but with the incen-
tive of a national unity government 
to include the Houthis, a major con-
cession by the government of Yem-
eni President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi.

“This war needs to end and it 
needs to end as quickly as possible,” 
Kerry said at a news conference 
with Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir, adding that there was no 
military solution.

“We managed to come out with 
a vision related to a road map for 
Yemen, which the UN envoy had 
discussed with us so there will be 
clarity on the final settlement which 
the UN envoy will discuss with the 
Yemeni parties,” Jubeir said.

Kerry said the initiative was unan-
imously endorsed by GCC leaders 
and will tackle political and security 
issues simultaneously. Besides the 

implementation of UN Resolution 
2216, which called for the Houthis 
to withdraw from areas they occu-
pied during the war and surrender 
all heavy weaponry, a national uni-
ty “government with power shared 
among the parties” would be estab-
lished.

Kerry also had harsh words for 
Iran regarding Tehran’s arming of 
the Houthis.

“The threat potentially posed by 
the shipment of missiles and other 
sophisticated weapons into Yemen 
from Iran extends well beyond Yem-
en and is not a threat just to Saudi 
Arabia and… the region,” Kerry said.

Kerry’s visit comes at a time US-

Saudi relations appear to be tested 
or at least changing.

Washington has significantly cut 
the number of intelligence advisers 
assisting the Saudi-led coalition’s 
air campaign in Yemen, from a team 
of 45 to less than five. US officials 
denied the downsizing was due to 
mounting civilian casualties, but 
said it was because Saudi requests 
for assistance had been fewer in re-
cent months.

“That’s the main reason behind 
it and it’s based on the number of 
requests that we receive from the 
Saudis.” US Navy 5th Fleet spokes-
man Lieutenant Ian McConnaughey 
told Agence France-Presse, adding 

that if the need arises the numbers 
could be increased.

Despite working closely on a 
number of regional issues, includ-
ing Yemen, Syria and the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS), divi-
sions between traditional partners 
the United States and Saudi Arabia 
have become more acute, especially 
with regards to the Iranian nuclear 
deal. Gulf leaders say the agree-
ment will bolster Tehran, enabling 
it to increase destabilising activities 
in the region, such as its arming of 
Houthi rebels.

Relations were further strained 
when, in an interview with the 
Atlantic magazine, US President 

Barack Obama said Saudi Arabia 
needed to “share the neighbour-
hood” with Iran and labelled Gulf 
allies “free riders”.

The war in Yemen began after the 
Shia Houthis and their allies over-
ran the capital Sana’a in September 
2014, seizing most of the country. 
Hadi later fled to Saudi Arabia.

An Arab coalition, led by Saudi 
Arabia and supported by the Unit-
ed States and Britain, began an 
air campaign against the rebels in 
March 2015. Arab coalition ground 
troops later entered the fight. Ac-
cording to UN estimates, more than 
6,600 people have been killed in the 
Yemen war.

US Secretary of State John Kerry (L) meets Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in Jeddah, on August 25th.
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