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T 

he recently concluded haj 
season, in which an esti-
mated 1.8 million made 
the pilgrimage to Mecca 
in a show of Islamic unity, 

was a resounding success, accord-
ing to most accounts, despite ef-
forts by Iran to exploit the annual 
event in Saudi Arabia.

Saudi Arabia, reeling from last 
year’s tragic stampede in which 
hundreds of people died, worked 
to ensure this year’s pilgrimage ran 
smoothly. Officials utilised the lat-
est technologies and put forward 
new approaches to old problems. 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud and his cabinet oversaw the 
event.

Ahead of the haj, Iranian Su-
preme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei launched a tirade against the 
kingdom over 2015’s deadly stam-
pede, which prompted officials in 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
to rebuke Tehran, accusing it of try-
ing to politicise the annual Muslim 
pilgrimage.

“Saudi Arabia firmly rejects that 
this great ritual is used to achieve 
political goals or sectarian differ-
ences, especially that God has 
called upon all Muslims to perform 
pilgrimage without discrimina-
tion,” King Salman said.

“Exaggeration (in religion) and 
extremism are abhorred… When it 
enters the body of the Muslim na-
tion, it spoils its unity, future and 
image before the world. There is no 
salvation from this affliction except 
to uproot it without mercy and with 
the unity of Muslims, to destroy 
this epidemic,” he added.

With safety at the forefront of 
Saudi authorities’ planning, all pil-

grims travelling to Mecca were pro-
vided with electronic bracelets that 
carried information such as medi-
cal history and passport numbers.

The Saudi Interior Ministry estab-
lished an emergency civil defence 
plan, designed to utilise the king-
dom’s domestic defence forces. Ac-
cording to Director-General of Civil 
Defence Lieutenant-General Sulei-
man bin Abdullah al-Amr, more 
than 17,000 officers participated in 
the security plan, which addressed 
issues such as “13 probable haz-
ards”, based on scenarios from pre-
vious haj seasons.

Also in response to last year’s 
stampede, the Jamarat area was 
redesigned and infrastructure ex-
panded for better crowd control. 
The Haj Ministry introduced a strict 
timetable for pilgrims to perform 

the stoning ritual to avoid conges-
tion. Surveillance drones were 
deployed over Mecca, alerting au-
thorities if help or intervention was 
needed.

“The haj was extremely well-
organised. Every year it gets a little 
better but this year was a quantum 
leap,” Saudi journalist and TV news 
producer Essam al-Ghalib said.

Ghalib, who has covered the an-
nual Islamic gathering since 2002, 
said he noticed something differ-
ent this year. “I was very impressed 
with the soldiers and security per-
sonnel. Everybody had a smile on 
their face and were helpful and 
careful when interacting with pil-
grims,” he said. “They weren’t 
shouting at people like I’ve seen in 
previous years. It appears that they 
have had some training of how to 

deal with the public.”
Ghalib said this year’s planning 

resulted in less crowding, adding 
that, besides being the most organ-
ised haj, there was also a palpable 
sense of camaraderie.

“The king was there overseeing 
things and all government minis-
ters were there. You could see the 
minister of Health in his medical 
garb helping out the pilgrims,” he 
added.

On Twitter, the Saudi popula-
tion’s preferred platform of expres-
sion, users attributed the success of 
the haj to a lack of an Iranian pres-
ence.

“Iran was absent and so incidents 
[in the haj] were absent. The Mus-
lims were able to carry out the haj 
safely and securely, which proves 
that they are behind every inci-

dent,” Jeddah-based Fatima Bau-
mar posted on Twitter.

Zahra al-Jahshi, a Qatif-based 
Saudi-national who says she is 
Shia, tweeted; “Iran’s absence from 
the haj and there not being a stam-
pede is further proof that the latest 
Mina [2015 stampede] incident was 
planned by Iran.”

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

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the 
Gulf section editor of The Arab 
Weekly.
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W 

ith the diplomatic 
drive to end the 
16-month-old war 
in Yemen all but 
dead, fighting be-

tween the Iran-allied Houthi rebels 
and forces loyal to the internation-
ally recognised government of Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi has intensi-
fied.

Fighting on the outskirts of Taiz 
resulted in the death of 40 people 
September 15th, according to the 
Hadi government, in what it de-
scribed as an attempt at imposing a 
siege on the city.

Saudi forces earlier shot down a 
missile fired by Houthi rebels to-
wards the Khamis Mushait airbase 
in south-western Saudi Arabia. Re-
taliatory air strikes from the Saudi-
led coalition killed several Houthi 
leaders, local media reported.

Saudi officials, citing the firing 
of ballistic missiles into its terri-
tory, lodged a complaint with the 
UN Security Council over what 
it described as Iran’s continued 
smuggling of weapons to militias in 
Yemen.

A report submitted by Saudi UN 
Ambassador Abdullah bin Yahya 

al-Maalami charged that Tehran’s 
actions violated Security Council 
Resolution 2216 and demanded 
the international community stop 
it from sending weapons. He also 
emphasised the kingdom’s right to 
defend itself.

The complaint said Saudi Arabia 
had been subjected to “abrupt at-
tacks” by Houthi rebels and sup-
porters loyal to deposed president 
Ali Abdullah Saleh. Maalami said 
ballistic missiles fired from Yemen 
resulted in the killing of hundreds 
of civilians, damage to the infra-
structure, including schools and 
hospitals, in the southern Saudi cit-
ies of Najran and Jazan.

The Saudi ambassador also said 
the kingdom was targeted with 
nearly 30 ballistic missiles, which 
included an Iranian-made Zelzal 3, 
launched at Najran on August 31st.

Maalami cited several instances 
in which foreign naval forces inter-
cepted Houthi militia-bound ves-
sels laden with weapons shipped 
from Iran.

“The kingdom confirms its right 
to take the appropriate measures to 
confront the threats posed by the 
Houthis and Saleh forces who are 
financed by Iran and that it would 
spare no effort to protect its secu-
rity and integrity, Yemen and the 
region according to the UN charter 
and the international law,” Maalami 
added.

In what could be the start of new 
diplomatic drive, the Saudi-led coa-
lition allowed Houthi negotiators 
stranded in Oman since the col-
lapse of talks in August to return to 
Yemen.

The negotiators will be return-

ing with a comprehensive ceasefire 
proposal put together by the United 
States, which is providing the Hou-
this the plane ride home, according 
to Reuters.

Officials in Washington said the 
plan was an extension of the ef-
forts US Secretary of State John 
Kerry initiated in Jeddah. Kerry in 
late August said he had agreed in 

talks with Gulf Arab states and the 
United Nations on a plan to restart 
peace talks on Yemen with a goal of 
forming a unity government.

The war in Yemen began after 
Shia Houthis and their allies over-
ran Sana’a in September 2014, 
eventually seizing most of the 
country and leading to Hadi fleeing 
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 since 
the start of the fighting, with 2.8 
million people displaced.
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A Saudi security officer monitors live feed screens showing Muslim pilgrims in the holy city of Mecca, along with highways and high-
density areas, during haj, in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, on September 13th.

Officials utilised the 
latest technologies 
and put forward new 
approaches to old 
problems.
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With diplomacy on hold, Yemen fighting intensifies

A Yemeni fighter loyal to President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi stands on an armed pick up truck near 
Kahbub, on a mountainous area overlooking the strategic Bab el Mandeb Strait at the entrance to the 
Red Sea, on September 15th.
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The negotiators will be 
returning with a 
comprehensive 
ceasefire proposal put 
together by the United 
States.


