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uslim pilgrims from 
across the world are 
gathering in Mecca for 
the annual haj, with 
safety precautions 

dominating authorities’ agenda 
ahead of the annual pilgrimage.

The haj is Islam’s fifth pillar; a 
ritual Muslims should perform at 
least once in their lifetime. Muslims 
believe successfully completing the 
pilgrimage, usually over five days 
during Dhu al-Hijjah, the last month 
of the Islamic calendar, gives the 
worshipper a place in paradise.

As of August 31st, 866,633 pil-
grims had arrived in Saudi Arabia, 
the majority of whom travelled by 
air; 26,525 pilgrims went by land 
and another 9,465 made their way 
by sea, according to the Saudi Gen-
eral Directorate of Passports.

The haj in 2015 was marred by a 
number of tragic incidents. Two 
weeks before the pilgrimage start-
ed, a crane in the Grand Mosque in 
Mecca collapsed in heavy winds, 
killing 107 people. That was fol-
lowed by the deadliest stampede 
in haj history. Saudi officials said it 
led to the death of more than 700 
pilgrims. However, independent 
estimates put the death toll at more 
than 2,000.

Because of the stampede, one of 
the main rituals of the haj will be 
under tighter control. The symbolic 
stoning of the devil will have a set 
schedule, according to the Ministry 
of Haj, and will no longer be a 24-

hour affair, local media reported
The Saudi Director-General of 

Civil Defence Lieutenant-General 

Suleiman bin Abdullah al-Amr said 
the agency had completed security 
preparations for the haj season and 

that the comprehensive emergen-
cy plan prepared after last year’s 
events was in place. Head of Haj 
Preparatory Committee Hisham al-
Falih has inspected all haj-related 
sites in Mecca, according to the Sau-
di Press Agency..

More than 17,000 security per-
sonnel will be participating in this 
year’s haj, with thousands of others 
from the kingdom’s Civil Defence 
on standby.

The Saudi branch of the Red Cres-
cent (SRCA) has allocated eight air 
ambulances for the transportation 
of sick pilgrims and for use in case 
of serious emergencies.

According to the Saudi Gazette, 
the SRCA has deployed 2,459 mem-
bers of its staff in Mecca, Medina 
and other holy sites to provide ser-
vices to pilgrims.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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oussef Chahed, at 40 
years of age Tunisia’s 
youngest prime minister 
in 60 years, formally as-
sumed his duties August 

30th and immediately started navi-
gating the daunting socio-economic 
and security challenges facing Tu-
nisia.

Chahed took charge of Tunisia’s 
seventh cabinet in five years fol-
lowing approval by the country’s 
fractious parliament. He must now 
tackle problems that have accumu-
lated since the overthrow of presi-
dent Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011, 
as well as long-simmering issues 
— including youth unemployment 
and regional development imbal-
ances — that date back decades.

Of immediate concern is the risk 
of financial insolvency and social 
discontent over unkept promises 
by successive governments.

The day before taking office 
Chahed was reminded of the terror 
problem when jihadists ambushed 
an army unit.

Many Tunisian analysts said 
Chahed must perform a juggling 
act with an extraordinary degree 
of diplomacy and political shrewd-
ness if he hopes to balance the dia-
metrically opposed pressure from 
the country’s combative trade un-
ions with the demands of interna-
tional financial institutions such as 
the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF).

The IMF and the World Bank “are 
perfectly aware of the nation’s fi-
nancial situation and the drift of 
the public”, Chahed acknowledged.

The country that currently can-
not afford big spending policies 
needs to secure the disbursement 
of a $2.9 billion IMF loan agreed to  
in June.

“We need to resume talks with 
[the IMF] to explain better the new 
context to try to find together the 
appropriate solutions,” Chahed 
said.

The reform package requested by 
the IMF includes austerity meas-
ures that are unpopular with trade 
unions but Chahed is counting on 
“dialogue” to avoid future instabil-
ity. Tunisian General Labour Un-
ion (UGTT) spokesman Sami Tahri 
warned that the unions “will fight 

any policies that add more hard-
ship to workers. This is a just cause 
in which the union and the people 
will come out as winners.”

Economists say Tunisia could be 
compelled to implement austerity 
measures, including the reduction 
of the 650,000-person public sec-
tor workforce and trimming of civil 
service salaries by up to 12% in or-
der to meet IMF conditions.

Chahed also has pledged to fight 
corruption. Chawki Tabib, head 
of the anti-graft body INLC, told 
Agence France-Presse that corrup-
tion and poor governance stand-
ards in public contracts cost Tunisia 
nearly $1 billion a year.

Tunisian President Beji Caid 
Essebsi, who was behind the ini-
tiative to form the national unity 

government, is likely to remain the 
Chahed government’s main backer 
as the new prime minister negoti-
ates with the trade unions and the 
seven political parties that are rep-
resented in the new cabinet.

The president recognises that the 
government must assume the main 
responsibility for success or failure.

“After the formation of this new 
cabinet, a positive message must 
be sent to the Tunisian people 
that there is a change in the ways 
of managing the government and 
quick decisions must be taken,” 
Caid Essebsi said.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Algerian pilgrims wait at Algiers airport on August 29th, 2016, 
ahead of their departure to the annual haj in the Islamic holy 
cities of Mecca and Medina in Saudi Arabia.

As of August 31st, 
866,633 pilgrims 
had arrived in the 
kingdom.
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Tunisia’s new Prime Minister Youssef Chahed (R) and Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi at the 
Carthage Palace near Tunis, on August 31st.
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