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There is a legitimate 
concern among Saudi 
officials of Iranian 
pilgrims using the haj 
for political purposes.

Jeddah

S 

audi Arabia has completed 
security measures related 
to the world’s largest annu-
al Muslim gathering, with 
more than 2 million people 

expected to participate in the haj 
this year, the Saudi Ministry of Haj 
and Umra said.

More than 1.4 million pilgrims had 
arrived in Saudi Arabia by August 25 
to perform the haj, a 33% increase 
from the same period last year. 
SkyNews Arabia had reported that 
more than 2 million Muslims would 
perform the pilgrimage this year.

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz and the 
kingdom’s Chairman of the Supreme 
Haj Committee Prince Abdulaziz bin 
Saud bin Nayef inspected security 
arrangements at holy sites and at-
tended a military parade commem-
orating the start of haj season.

The security aspect of the haj is ar-
guably Saudi authorities’ main con-
cern, bearing in mind that pilgrims 
from Iran will be returning to Mecca 
after a one-year absence.

In 2015, after a stampede resulted 
in the death of 769 pilgrims, includ-
ing 131 Iranian nationals, Tehran 
refused to allow its nationals to 
participate in 2016. The ransacking 
of the Saudi diplomatic mission in 
Tehran earlier in the year, which re-
sulted in Riyadh severing diplomat-
ic ties with Iran, made negotiations 
related to that year’s haj almost im-
possible, so for the first time in 30 
years, Iran was absent from the pil-
grimage.

A breakthrough in talks was 
reached between both sides in 
March.

“All the necessary measures to 
ensure Iranian pilgrims perform 
haj” were completed, an official 
statement carried on the Saudi 
press agency stated.

Despite reports of Tehran want-
ing to improve diplomatic relations 
with Riyadh, there is a legitimate 
concern among Saudi officials of 
Iranian pilgrims using the haj for 

political purposes. “Where is the 
best place to talk about the mischie-
vous presence of America in the re-
gion? The haj is the best place,” Ira-
nian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei was quoted as saying on 
his official website on July 30, going 
against a pledge not to politicise the 
religious event.

Khamenei’s words recalled the 
1987 haj incident in which then Aya-
tollah Ruhollah Khomeini ordered 
pilgrims to demonstrate against 
Iran’s enemies, namely the United 
States and Israel. That led to clashes 
with Saudi security forces, resulting 
in the death of 400 people. Diplo-

matic ties between the two coun-
tries were severed for four years as 
a consequence.

The Saudi Interior Ministry set 
up 109 security centres around 
Mecca to inspect violations by pil-
grims and fake haj operators. The 
centres will be supported by police 
aviation and high-tech equipment. 

Saudi authorities, over the past few 
weeks, barred 95,400 individuals 
and 47,700 vehicles from entering 
Mecca because of a lack of permits.

With the dispute between Qatar 
and Saudi Arabia apparently esca-
lating, all eyes are on the arrival of 
Qatar’s pilgrims, who are the per-
sonal guests of King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud.

Unhappy by what they consid-
ered Doha’s attempts at politicising 
the haj, King Salman ordered the 
reopening of Saudi Arabia’s shared 
border crossing with Qatar to allow 
pilgrims’ access to Mecca by land. 
The king also ordered aeroplanes to 

the tiny Gulf state to transport pil-
grims to the haj at his expense.

While Qatari authorities refused 
to allow the Saudi planes permis-
sion to land and pick up pilgrims, 
approximately 440 Qatari pilgrims 
had entered through the Salwa 
border crossing. That figure was 
expected to rise before the formal 
start of the haj.

Most Muslims view Saudi Arabia 
as the leader of the Islamic world, 
particularly due to its geographical 
importance of being home to Islam’s 
holiest sites, Mecca and Medina. 
Saudi authorities say hosting and 
organising the haj is a sacred duty.
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“I
t honestly means the world 
to me,” said Nafisah Ahmed, 
speaking about her impend-
ing trip to Mecca to take part 
in the haj. “I’ve been waiting 

all my life to do the haj,” she said.
Ahmed, who has three children 

and four grandchildren, is one of 
tens of thousands of Muslims from 
Britain and millions worldwide 
planning to head to Saudi Arabia 
this year to fulfil the fifth pillar of Is-
lam — the haj.

Adjusting her white headscarf, 

Nafisah said she was most looking 
forward to praying in the Masjid al-
Haram in Mecca and performing the 
tawaf — the ritual circumambulation 
of the Kaaba.

“I’m going as part of a group with 
some friends and family. After I’ve 
performed the haj, I can die a happy 
woman,” she said of the annual pil-
grimage that Muslims are expected 
to make at least once in their life-
time.

Ahmed’s daughter, Khadijah, said 
she will be avidly watching the haj 
from home. “We would normally 
follow the haj on Islam Channel 
anyway but knowing that mum is 
going to be among the crowd there 
this year means that I’ll be glued to 
the TV,” Khadijah said.

Islam Channel Director of Produc-
tions Arfan Ali, who has reported on 
the annual Islamic pilgrimage four 
times, said the haj is always special. 
“We’ve been doing this since 2005 
and we are going out… to cover the 
haj again,” he said. “We’re honoured 
to do that and it’s one of the things 
that we’re most proud of.”

Islam Channel, a UK-based free-
to-air satellite channel, provides 
live coverage of the annual Islam-
ic pilgrimage, including 24-hour 
broadcast over the five days of the 
haj itself. The channel provides in-
terviews with pilgrims and short 
documentaries about the haj and 

Islamic history.
Ali said the haj experience is dif-

ficult to put into words. “It’s just 
awe-inspiring. You look on your 
right and you see someone from Af-
rica, you look on your left and you 
see someone from China, you look 
at the person in front of you and 
their jacket says they are from Bos-
nia, you look over there and it is the 
Malaysian contingency…,” he said. 
“It’s like all of humanity has come 
to this one place and all our differ-
ences have been put aside. Every-
one is together.”

For Muslims who grew up in the 
West, the experience is even more 
special, Ali said. “The volume of 
people that you get to see is just out 
of this world. It’s amazing. And for 
us Muslims living in Britain, when 

we are just 4 or 5% of the popula-
tion, when you find yourself in the 
midst of 3 million Muslims and eve-
ryone is doing the same thing… that 
is very special.”

Nafisah Ahmed’s daughter and 
millions of others will be able to 
watch from home. “Our mantra is 
to bring the experience of the haj to 
the people,” Ali said.

After Ramadan, the haj is one of 
the most important seasons for Is-
lam Channel and its viewers. How-
ever, it is not just Islam Channel that 
is focusing on the haj. British Mus-
lim celebrity chef Nadiya Hussain, 
who won the BBC’s “Great British 
Bake Off” cookery programme in 
2015, announced that she will be 
presenting a two-part documentary 
on the haj.

“The haj is one of the most intense 
and emotional experiences you can 
undertake and I’m delighted to be 
sharing my journey,” she said.

“I’m really looking forward to 
showing first-hand exactly what it 
is like to be there and meeting some 
of the other pilgrims and hearing 
their stories as well as finding out 
more about the cultural and histori-
cal significance of this incredible 
event.”

Khadijah said she intends to per-
form the haj in the future. “Yes, 
one day definitely. Maybe when 
the kids are older and I’m closer to 
my mum’s age. For now, it’s just a 
dream,” she said.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Alert and ready. Saudi policemen look at monitor screens showing footage from cameras set up around holy places.                              (Reuters)
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Haj, a special 
experience for 
Muslims in the West

The haj is one of the 
most intense and 
emotional experiences 
you can undertake and 
I’m delighted to be 
sharing my journey.
British Muslim celebrity 
chef Nadiya Hussain

Inspiring journey. Muslim pilgrims pray during a rest stop between Taif and Mecca, on August 19. (AFP)


