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DUBAI: A crush and stampede last month
outside of Saudi Arabia’s holy city of Makkah
killed at least 1,313 people during the annu-
al Hajj  pilgrimage to the kingdom, an
Associated Press count showed yesterday,
over 500 deaths more than the official toll.

The AP count of dead from the disaster -
the worst tragedy to strike the hajj in a quar-
ter-century - is based on tolls offered by 17
countries through their officials or state
media broadcasts, saying specifically the
deceased were killed in Mina, near Makkah.

That puts the Sept. 24 tragedy, as hun-
dreds still reported missing, even closer to
the deadliest disaster to ever strike the hajj:
a stampede in 1990 that killed 1,426 people
at an overcrowded pedestrian tunnel lead-
ing to holy sites in Makkah. Saudi officials

have said their official figure of 769 killed
and 934 injured in the Mina disaster remains
accurate, though an investigation into its
causes is ongoing. Health authorities in the
kingdom previously said civil defense offi-
cials would be offering any new casualty fig-
ures, though no new toll has been released
by authorities since Sept. 26.

Authorities have said the Mina crush and
stampede happened as two waves of pil-
grims converged on a narrow road, causing
hundreds of people to suffocate or be tram-
pled to death. Shiite power Iran, the Mideast
rival of Sunni Saudi Arabia, has blamed the
disaster on the kingdom’s “mismanage-
ment.” It also accused Riyadh of a cover-up,
saying the real death toll exceeds 4,700,
without providing evidence to support its

claim. Diplomats in Indonesia, Pakistan and
India have said Saudi officials gave them
some 1,100 photographs of dead from the
Mina disaster. Saudi officials say those pho-
tographs include pilgrims who died of natu-
ral causes at the hajj as well. Recent Indian
paperwork from the disaster also refers to at
least 2,046 photographs of the dead in Saudi
Arabia, though its consular officials say some
bodies were photographed multiple times.

The AP count of the dead includes totals
from 17 of the over 180 countries that sent
pilgrims to this year’s hajj. Iran said it had
465 pilgrims killed, while Egypt had 148 and
Indonesia 120.

Others include Pakistan with 89; India 81;
Mali 70; Nigeria 64; Bangladesh 63; Senegal
54;  Cameroon 42; Ethiopia 31; Morocco 27;

Algeria 25; Ghana 12; Chad 11; Kenya eight
and Turkey with three. Hundreds of pilgrims
still remain missing, according to these
countries.

In previous years, the hajj has drawn
more than 3 million pilgrims without any
major incidents and Saudi Arabia has spent
billions to prepare for the pilgrimage in
recent years. Able-bodied Muslims are
required to perform the five-day pilgrimage
once in their lifetime, and each year poses a
massive logistical challenge for the king-
dom.

The crush and stampede was the second
disaster to strike Saudi Arabia around the
hajj this year. On Sept 11, a construction
crane crashed into Mecca’s Grand Mosque,
killing at least 111 people. — AP

‘Hajj disaster may have killed at least 1,310’

IRBIL: Fourth grade students participate in a lesson at a makeshift school in a Syrian Refugee camp, Irbil, northern Iraq.
As many teachers have migrated from Iraq to Europe, schools are facing a severe shortage so that often more than 45
students have to study in each class. —AP

Syria army in ‘vast offensive’ 
backed by Russian strikes

NATO voiced alarm at escalating Russian military activity

300 migrants
arrested in Libya

SULAIMANIYAH, Iraq: Blood tests show the Islamic
State used mustard agent in an attack on Kurdish
peshmerga forces in August, the autonomous Iraqi
region’s government said yesterday. “The results of
the tests on blood samples from 35 Kurdish fighters
reveal traces of mustard gas,” the peshmerga ministry
said.

“During the attack on Gweyr and Makhmur, Daesh
(IS) launched around 50 mortar rounds,” a statement
said, referring to two frontline towns southwest of the
regional capital of Arbil.

The ministry said 37 of them released white dust
and black liquid when they exploded. Thirty-five
peshmerga fighters were exposed and some taken
abroad for treatment. The Kurdish authorities did not
say how seriously the affected peshmerga were
wounded in the August 11 attack.

The ministry urged all countries battling the
jihadist group to provide the peshmerga with anti-
chemical gear. At the time of the attack, the Wall
Street Journal cited US officials as saying they
believed IS had used mustard agent.

At that point, the peshmerga only spoken of
the possible use of chlorine and minimised the
incident. —AFP

BEIRUT: Regime forces advanced yesterday
in western Syria in a “vast offensive” against
armed opposition groups, as NATO voiced
alarm at escalating Russian military activity
in the war-torn country.

Moscow has dramatically stepped up its
nine-day-old air war against foes of
President Bashar al-Assad, with heavy
bombing by warplanes and cruise missile
strikes from the Caspian Sea.

A Syrian military source told AFP yester-
day that the army, backed by Russian raids
and allied militia including the powerful
Lebanese group Hezbollah, had advanced
in a key mountain range.

“They have seized most of the hilly
region of Jeb Al-Ahmar” which overlooks
the strategic Sahl Al-Ghab plain to the east
and Assad’s coastal stronghold of Latakia to
the west, the source said. The plain has
been the focus of a months-long offensive
by a rebel alliance including Al-Qaeda’s
Syrian affiliate, Al-Nusra Front. 

The Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights, a British-based monitoring group,
confirmed that regime forces had
advanced in the area. Moscow says it is

striking the Islamic State jihadist organiza-
tion and “other terrorists”. But Washington
has accused Russia of targeting groups oth-
er than IS or Al-Nusra in more than 90 per-
cent of its raids.

‘Consequences for Russia’ 
US Defense Secretary Ashton Carter said

yesterday Russia would soon begin to suf-
fer casualties. “This will have consequences
for Russia itself which is rightly fearful of
attacks ... in coming days, the Russians will
begin to suffer from casualties,” Carter said
at a NATO defence ministers meeting in
Brussels. NATO Secretary General Jens
Stoltenberg said there had been a “trou-
bling escalation” in Moscow’s air campaign.

“We will assess the latest developments
and their implications for the security of the
alliance,” he added. “This is particularly rele-
vant in view of the recent violations of
NATO’s airspace by Russian aircraft,”
Stoltenberg said. Tensions between Russia
and NATO member Turkey shot up this
week after Russian aircraft infringed on
Turkish airspace at least twice. 

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan

yesterday warned Russia risked losing a
deal to build his country’s first nuclear pow-
er plant and its status as its main gas suppli-
er, as the diplomatic row intensified. The
Russian air war has provided cover for
Assad’s ground troops, who have lost
swathes of the north, east and south of the
country to jihadists and rebel groups since
the conflict erupted in 2011.

The army appeared to regain ground
yesterday, after its chief of staff General Ali
Abdullah Ayoub announced “a vast offen-
sive to defeat the terrorist groups” and
restore control over opposition-held areas.
Although Ayoub did not specify where the
operation would take place, Syrian state TV
reported that the army had targeted “ter-
rorist positions” in the central province of
Hama, killing 32 militants and destroying
four armored vehicles.

Russian and Syrian warplanes also con-
ducted “precise strikes” on positions held
by Al-Nusra Front in Latakia province, it
said.  A military source on the ground in the
Sahl Al-Ghab plain told AFP that Russian air
strikes had targeted at least three villages
there yesterday morning.—AFP

TRIPOLI: Libyan authorities said almost 300 migrants, a third
of them from Senegal, were arrested yesterday as they pre-
pared to board boats for the Mediterranean crossing to
Europe.

“After having received information on their meeting
place, we managed to apprehend 289 migrants preparing to
cross the Mediterranean headed for Europe,” said Taher el-
Naas, a senior official in Libya’s anti-illegal immigration unit.

A colleague said the migrants, including more than 100
Senegalese and found 10 kilometres (six miles) east of
Tripoli, were transferred to a detention facility in the centre
of Libya’s capital.

The incident came one day after European warships
launched “Operation Sophia” to seize traffickers’ boats in
international waters and stem the tide of people making the
perilous Mediterranean crossing. At least 3,080 people have
died or are feared drowned in the Mediterranean since the
start of this year in their attempts to reach Europe, according
to the UN refugee Agency (UNHCR). Libya has for years been
a stepping stone for migrants seeking to travel to Europe.
People smugglers have taken advantage of conflict and
political chaos in the North African country since its 2011
revolution to step up their lucrative business. —AFP 

IS used mustard gas 
in Iraq attack: Kurds


