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Regional powers and US increase 
pressure against Kurdish referendum

With increased number of pilgrims, Saudi 
authorities strive to ensure incident-free haj

Washington

T 

he Kurdish independence 
vote in northern Iraq, 
scheduled for September 
25, is mixing up alliances 
around the Middle East 

and has major regional powers and 
the United States increasing pres-
sure on Kurdish authorities to post-
pone or cancel the vote.

In a sign of the growing concern 
in Washington that the referendum 
could create a new conflict in a re-
gion troubled by war and instability, 
US Defence Secretary James Mattis 
visited Erbil on August 22 for talks 
with Kurdish Regional Government 
(KRG) President Masoud Barzani. US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and 
US Central Command commander 
US Army General Joseph Votel also 
pressed the KRG to think again.

Iraq’s central government is 
strongly opposed to the referen-
dum as are many of the country’s 
Arabs and Turkmen. There are fears 
among some of Iraq’s pro-independ-
ence Kurds that the timing of the 
referendum is meant to consolidate 
Barzani’s power in Kurdistan.

Mattis stressed that the referen-
dum would be a distraction from the 
fight against the Islamic State (ISIS) 
but Barzani has not budged, even 
if fresh talks between Erbil and the 
Iraqi government in Baghdad are 
possible.

KRG officials say the referendum 
would not weaken the fight against 
ISIS. The KRG’s military forces, the 
peshmerga, played a major role in 
stopping an ISIS advance in northern 
Iraq in 2014 and have been receiving 
Western military aid to strengthen 

the fight against the jihadists.
The prospect of an emerging 

Kurdish state, a dream for many 
Kurds since world powers proposed 
an independent Kurdish entity after 
the first world war, is rattling Iraq’s 
neighbours Turkey and Iran, which 
have sizeable Kurdish minorities of 
their own.

The leader of Turkey’s national-
ists, Devlet Bahceli, suggested the 
KRG referendum should be officially 
labelled a cause for war by Ankara 
but Turkish Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim dismissed the idea. Turkey 
has been enjoying close ties with the 
autonomous Kurdish region in Iraq, 

which has become a major trading 
partner for Turkey.

Despite its good relations with the 
KRG, Ankara does not want to see an 
independent northern Iraq. Turkish 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavuso-
glu travelled to Baghdad and Erbil 
to stress, he said, that the “future of 
the Kurds lies in a united Iraq.”

Ankara is concerned that an in-
dependence vote for northern Iraq 
could become a model for north-
ern Syria, where Kurds have cre-
ated zones of autonomy along the 
Turkish border. Ankara sees those 
Kurds as affiliated with the Kurdis-
tan Workers’ Party (PKK), which has 

waged an insurgency against Turkey 
since the 1980s.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan has reiterated that Ankara 
would not allow a Kurdish state to 
develop in northern Syria. The Turk-
ish government also said it would 
not recognise a Kurdish state on KRG 
territory.

The referendum and activities of 
Kurdish rebels in the region have led 
to a rapprochement between Tur-
key and regional rival Iran. The two 
governments agreed during a recent 
visit of Iran’s military chief, General 
Mohammad Bagheri, to Ankara that 
the independence vote could be 

destabilising for the region.
The referendum is also opposed 

by the PKK, whose militants have 
bases in northern Iraq despite the 
KRG’s objections. The PKK-affiliated 
Yazidi militia, the Sinjar Resistance 
Units (YBS), said it would not allow 
the referendum to take place in the 
areas that it controls.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly. Mamoon Alabbasi, deputy 
managing editor, contributed to this 
report from London.

Mecca

T 

housands of daily flights 
to King Abdulaziz Inter-
national Airport in Jeddah 
and Prince Mohammad 
bin Abdulaziz Airport in 

Medina are ferrying hundreds of 
thousands of pilgrims to Mecca to 
perform the haj.

For the 2017 pilgrimage season 
and after the completion of the sig-
nificant expansion of the two Holy 
Mosques, Saudi officials allowed for 
a sizeable increase in the number of 
pilgrims and people performing the 
umra, an Islamic pilgrimage that can 

be undertaken any time of the year.
Following a decision by Saudi King 

Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, Saudi 
Arabia will be accommodating an ex-
pected 2.6 million pilgrims this year, 
compared to 1,862,909 last year.

The Saudi kingdom has focused 
efforts on ensuring the safety and 
comfort of the huge number of pil-

grims, who are said to come from 
178 countries. Saudi airspace will be 
closed to traffic August 28, which 
corresponds to the fifth day of Dhu 
al-Hijjah, the final month of the Is-
lamic calendar, in preparation for the 
beginning of haj rituals.

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz and Chair-
man of the Supreme Haj Committee 
Prince Abdulaziz bin Saud bin Nayef 
inspected security arrangements at 
the holy sites and attended a military 
parade to mark the start of the haj 
season.

The kingdom has completed major 
expansion projects in the holy sites 
of Mina, Muzdalifah, Arafat and the 
Holy Mosques of Mecca and Medina. 
Abdul Rahman al-Sudais, president 

of the General Presidency for the Af-
fairs of the Two Holy Mosques, said 
the northern expansion of the Holy 
Mosque in Mecca would increase its 
capacity. The mosque’s terraces will 
be used and pilgrims will be able to 
complete their rites with ease and 
comfort.

The holy site of Mina, where pil-
grims will be spending three full 
days, has undergone maintenance 
and development work. A pedestrian 
bridge was built near Mina Al Wadi 
Hospital.

Saudi Arabia has implemented 14 
projects directly related to haj opera-
tions. Sahl al-Sabban, deputy min-
ister of haj for Transport, said the 
Ministry of Haj installed specially 
designed software to track buses car-

rying pilgrims in Mecca and the holy 
sites. The system will make it pos-
sible for the ministry to monitor the 
movement and performance of the 
buses and guide them through traffic.

The 2017 haj season will also see 
the replacement of the traditional 
fabric tents with new, heat-resistant 
large tents equipped with high-per-
formance air conditioners.

Through their preparations, Saudi 
authorities are aiming for an inci-
dent-free haj.

Amine Ben Messaoud is a Tunisian 
writer who is currently performing 
the haj. He contributed this report to 
The Arab Weekly.

Mounting pressure. Iraq’s Kurdistan Regional Government President Masoud Barzani (R) receives US DefenceSecretary James Mattis in 
Erbil, on August 22.                                                                                                                                                                          (AFP)                                                                                          

Ankara is concerned 
that an independence 
vote for northern Iraq 
could become a model 
for northern Syria.

 Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz 
inspected security 
arrangements at the 
holy sites parade to 
mark the start of the 
haj season.
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