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RIYADH: Saudi Arabia’s King Salman said yester-
day that “irresponsible comments” and criticism
of the kingdom’s management of the hajj will not
affect his country’s oversight of the annual
Islamic pilgrimage. It was the king’s first official
response to denunciations by regional rival Iran,
which has questioned Saudi Arabia’s custodian-
ship of the hajj following a deadly crush Sept 24
that killed at least 1,480 pilgrims, according to an
AP count based on official statements from
nations whose citizens died.

Iran’s death toll of 465 is the highest
announced by any country thus far. Egypt’s
Foreign Ministry on Monday said the death toll
among Egyptians has climbed to 181, with 53
still missing. Immediately after the disaster, Iran’s
leaders accused Saudi Arabia Sunni rulers of mis-
management and ineptitude, and top Shiite cler-
ics and lawmakers are calling on the
Organization of Islamic Cooperation to manage
the hajj.

In an apparent reference to those comments,
Salman said the kingdom “will not allow any hid-
den hands” to politicize the tragedy and divide
Muslims. “Irresponsible comments that aim to
take political advantage of this incident, and
cause dissention and division in the Muslim
world, will not affect the role of Saudi Arabia and
its great duty and responsibilities in the service
of pilgrims” the king said in remarks carried by
the official Saudi Press Agency. The king deliv-
ered his remarks during a Cabinet session in the
capital Riyadh. Salman stressed that Saudi Arabia
has been honored by God to serve Islam’s holy
sites in Makkah and Madinah, and is dedicated to
ensuring the comfort and safety of pilgrims, who

are commonly referred to by the kingdom as
“guests of God”.

The king’s comments come a day after Saudi
Prince Turki Al-Faisal, whose brother is governor
of Makkah, told AP that the kingdom would not
be entertaining Iranian calls to share manage-
ment or security of the hajj because Riyadh con-
siders it “a matter of sovereignty” and a “privi-
lege”. The royal Al Saud family, which governs
Saudi Arabia and for which the country is named
after, derives enormous prestige and legitimacy
from being the caretakers of the hajj and holy
sites in Makkah and Madinah, which draw mil-
lions of pilgrims from around the world annually.
King Salman, in line with past Saudi monarchs,
holds the title of “Custodian of the Two Holy
Mosques” in reference to the Grand Mosque in
Makkah and Prophet Muhammad’s (PBUH)
mosque in Madinah, where he is buried.

Saudi Arabia’s Health Ministry has said 769 pil-
grims were killed in this year’s hajj disaster.
Health and security officials have not immediate-
ly responded to AP requests for clarification on
the death toll figures announced by individual
countries and the tally given by Saudi officials.
Saudi Arabia is investigating the tragedy, which
took place just outside Makkah in an area called
Mina. Survivors say a large crowd heading to per-
form one of the final rites of hajj met another
large crowd coming from the opposite direction
on a narrow street flanked by iron gates. People
in the middle were crushed and suffocated as
crowds in the back, unaware, continued to push
forward. It was the second tragedy to strike this
year’s hajj. On Sept 11, a massive crane collapsed
onto the Grand Mosque, killing 111 worshippers

in Makkah.
Efforts to identify the dead continue at a

health ministry facility guarded by security offi-
cers in the Makkah suburb of Muaissem, sources
say. Representatives from foreign consulates are
allowed in to the single-storey building to try to
identify bodies through albums of photographs,
said a source familiar with the operation.
Authorities are also using DNA and fingerprint
analysis. Access to the site by journalists is
denied. Muaissem is home to the Muala ceme-
tery which many Saudis choose as their final rest-
ing place because it is near Islam’s holy sites.

Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia is planning to triple
the number of visas it issues for the umrah pil-
grimage, newspapers reported yesterday. The
Saudi Gazette and Okaz newspapers quoted Hajj
Minister Bandar Al-Hajjar as saying that as many
as 1.25 million pilgrims are expected to arrive
each month starting next year. That compares
with 400,000 a month now, the reports said. The
new system would allow full use of massive
expansion projects at the kingdom’s holy sites,
Hajjar was quoted as saying. Umrah is a lesser pil-
grimage carried out any time during the year.

The major hajj pilgrimage, which all Muslims
with the means are expected to complete at least
once in their lives, this year drew about two mil-
lion faithful. The number had declined, particu-
larly because of a multi-billion-dollar expansion
which began four years ago at the Grand Mosque
in Makkah. The 400,000-sq-m (4.3-million-square-
feet) Grand Mosque enlargement is the equiva-
lent of more than 50 football pitches, and it will
allow the complex to accommodate roughly two
million people at once. — Agencies 
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People release 88 doves as political leaders and families of victims of the Bali bombings gather on Sydney’s Coogee Beach yesterday to mark the 13th anniversary of the terrorist attack that killed
88 Australians. Twenty locals from the eastern Sydney suburb died in the bombings at Kuta in 2002. — AFP 

BEIRUT/WASHINGTON: US forces have car-
ried out an air drop of small arms ammuni-
tion to Syrian Arab rebels in northern Syria,
barely two weeks after Russia raised the
stakes by intervening in the war on the side
of President Bashar Al-Assad. A US military
official, speaking on condition of anonymity,
said yesterday the air drop of supplies to the
opposition fighters on Sunday was part of a
revamped US strategy announced last week
to help rebels in Syria battling Islamic State
militants.

Last week, Washington shelved a pro-
gram to train and equip “moderate” rebels
opposed to Assad who would join the fight
against Islamic State. The only group on the
ground to have success against Islamic State
while cooperating with the US-led coalition is
a Kurdish militia, the YPG, which has carved
out an autonomous zone in northern Syria
and advanced deep into Islamic State’s
stronghold Raqqa province.

Yesterday, the YPG announced a new
alliance with small groups of Arab fighters,
which could help deflect criticism that it
fights only on behalf of Kurds. Washington
has indicated that it could direct funding and
weapons to Arab commanders on the
ground who cooperate with the YPG. Syrian
Arab rebels said they had been told by
Washington that new weapons were on their
way to help them launch a joint offensive
with their Kurdish allies on the city of Raqqa,
the de facto Islamic State capital. The Russian
intervention in Syria has wrong-footed the
US administration of President Barack
Obama, which has been trying to defeat
Islamic State while still calling for Assad’s
downfall.

After joining the 4-year-old war in Syria,
an attempt by President Vladimir Putin to win
over opponents of Russia’s bombing cam-

paign was snubbed on Monday, with Saudi
sources saying they had warned the Kremlin
leader of dangerous consequences and
Europe issuing its strongest criticism yet.
Putin met Saudi Defence Minister
Mohammed bin Salman on the sidelines of a
Formula One race in a Russian resort on
Sunday.

Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov
said yesterday that those talks, along with
discussions with the United States, had yield-
ed progress on the conflict, although
Moscow, Washington and Riyadh did not
agree in full “as yet”. But a Saudi source said
the defence minister, a son of the Saudi king
and one of the chief architects of its regional
policy, had told Putin that Russia’s interven-
tion would escalate the war and inspire mili-
tants from around the world to go there to
fight. Riyadh would continue to support
Assad’s opponents and demand that he
leave power, the source said, speaking on
condition of anonymity.

European foreign ministers, meeting in
Luxembourg, issued a statement calling on
Moscow to halt its bombing of Assad’s mod-
erate enemies immediately. They were unable
to agree on whether Assad should have any
role in ending the crisis but they did decide to
extend sanctions by essentially freezing the
assets of the spouses of senior Syrian figures.
“The recent Russian military attacks ... are of
deep concern and must cease immediately,”
ministers said in their most strongly-worded
statement on Russia’s intervention in a war
which has claimed the lives of 250,000 people
and caused a refugee crisis in neighbouring
countries and Europe. “The military escalation
risks prolonging the conflict, undermining a
political process, aggravating the humanitari-
an situation and increasing radicalization,”
said the ministers. — Reuters 
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