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“It’s very difficult to describe my feelings. We shouldn’t
stop coming here because all of us are Muslims,” the newly-
arrived “haji” from Zahedan in eastern Iran told AFP. The
breakthrough came after several months of negotiations
during which the two countries traded accusations of
obstructing an agreement.

Tehran and Riyadh stand on opposing sides in several
regional disputes, including the conflicts in Syria, Yemen
and Bahrain, as well as this year’s Gulf diplomatic crisis
between Qatar and a Saudi-led Arab bloc. The pilgrimage
now seems to be acting as an icebreaker between the two
powers. In the absence of diplomatic relations and with its
missions in Iran closed, Saudi Arabia agreed to issue elec-
tronic visas for Iranian pilgrims.

Saudi Arabia has also allowed Iran’s national carrier Iran
Air to fly in most of the Islamic republic’s pilgrims, while
some were transported by the kingdom’s carrier. Iranian
Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif said last week
that visas have been issued for diplomats from the two
countries to visit and inspect each other ’s empty
embassies and consulates. “We are waiting for final meas-
ures to be taken so diplomats from both countries can vis-
it,” he said. “This will probably happen after the hajj.”

Iran has set up temporary consulates in the kingdom to
assist its pilgrims, and it has instructed them to avoid
“arguments” with Saudi staff at airports and pilgrimage
sites. “We have tried to separate the bilateral relations
between the two countries from the pilgrimage,” a former
Iranian culture minister, Seyed-Reza Salehi Amiri, said last
month. In another key gesture, Tehran is to hold Shiite
prayers, normally accompanied by chants of “Death to
America” and “Death to Israel”, inside hotels rather than
outdoors, to avoid “security problems”, according to Ali
Ghazi Askar, an aide to Iran’s supreme leader Ali Khamenei.

In 1987, more than 400 people, most of them Iranian
pilgrims, were killed in clashes with Saudi security forces at
an anti-Western rally in Makkah. The hajj, which starts this
year tomorrow, is one of the five pillars of the Islamic faith,
which every Muslim is required to complete at least once
in a lifetime if he or she has the means to do so.

Meanwhile, Qatar has sent only dozens of its citizens
across the border to Saudi Arabia for the hajj because of
the increasingly bitter crisis between the Gulf neighbors.
The annual pilgrimage has become embroiled in a dispute
between Doha and Riyadh now nearing its third month.
Qatar’s only land border, which it shares with Saudi Arabia,

has been closed and travel, diplomatic and economic sanc-
tions imposed over charges that Doha supports Islamist
extremists and has too close ties to Riyadh’s regional rival
Iran. Doha has strongly denied the accusations.

Impacting on the hajj, only a few dozen Qatari nationals
have been able to travel to Makkah and Madinah, western
Saudi Arabia, according to a member of Qatar’s state-
linked National Human Rights Committee (NHRC).
“Through the border, we estimate 60 to 70 people (trav-
elled) last week,” he told AFP. “It’s not an official figure, we
are waiting for an official figure.” Media reports in Saudi
Arabia have put the number at up to 1,200 Qataris. In
sharp contrast, 12,000 Qataris took part in last year’s hajj,
according to the state-run Qatar News Agency.

Saudi Arabia temporarily suspended the border closure
on Aug 17, at the same time as it announced Qatari pil-
grims would be allowed into the kingdom for the hajj. With
flights between Qatar and Saudi Arabia suspended and
Qatar Airways banned from using Saudi airspace, Riyadh
had offered to ferry pilgrims using exclusively Saudi
Arabian Airlines planes. But the offer soon became mired
in the diplomatic spat, with Qatar charging that Saudi
authorities had politicized a religious right. 

The Saudi carrier accused Qatar of refusing to allow its
planes to land in the emirate on the grounds that they
lacked “the right paperwork”. In response, Qatar said the
Saudi airline had lodged the papers with the wrong gov-
ernment department. The decision to reopen the border
came a day after a surprise meeting between Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman and a little-known member
of Qatar’s royal family, sparking allegations Riyadh was
seeking regime change in Doha.

In past years, most Qatari pilgrims travelled to Makkah,
crossing the width of Saudi Arabia, in officially-sanctioned
groups. Those who crossed into Saudi Arabia this year have
travelled privately, ignoring official Qatari warnings over
the treatment they could receive in the kingdom. Doha has
said it is worried about potential “harassment” of Qatari pil-
grims who make the journey to Makkah.

Some 2,400 pilgrims were originally due to travel from
Qatar through official operators, although 24,000 people
had applied, according to the NHRC. The committee said
eight companies, which planned to transport pilgrims, had
lost 30 million riyals ($8.2 million) in potential earnings due
to the Saudi “restrictions”. Qatar has said it would seek a
total of billions of dollars in compensation for the sanc-
tions enforced since June by Saudi Arabia and its allies, the
UAE, Bahrain and Egypt. — Agencies 

Iran pilgrims flock for hajj, Qataris few 
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Ali’s cartoons were sometimes perceived as critical of
the Palestinian authorities and he had received several
death threats. Ali was shot in the plush Knightsbridge dis-
trict. The suspected gunman was described as being of
Middle Eastern appearance and aged about 25. He fol-
lowed Ali for about 40 seconds before shooting him,
Haydon said. The black automatic handgun, a 7.62 Tokarev
pistol, was found on open ground in London in 1989. Test

firings showed markings on the bullets that matched those
on the cartridge case recovered from the murder scene.

A second man, described as being in his 50s and of
Middle Eastern appearance, was seen running with his left
hand inside the right side of his jacket, as if he was con-
cealing something, and getting into a silver-grey Mercedes
car shortly afterwards. “We believe that this driver was
seen hiding the weapon in his coat, intending to dispose
of it,” said Haydon. The new Metropolitan Police appeal is
called Operation Amazon. — AFP 

British police seeking 1987 Qabas...

Afghan men shop for livestock at a market ahead of the Eid Al-Adha holiday on the outskirts of Jalalabad yesterday. — AFP 

MAKKAH: Seven women sit in front of computer screens
fielding distress calls from across Makkah ahead of the
annual hajj pilgrimage this week, in a first for Saudi
Arabia as it tries to expand participation in the workforce.
The seven, almost all wearing the black niqab over their
faces, form the first women’s section of an emergency call
center in the kingdom, which has begun offering more
education and employment opportunities to the half of
the population that has traditionally stayed at home.

The women verify a caller’s location and request,
which could be related to fire, crime, illness or a traffic
accident, before passing the information on to first
responders. In the conservative kingdom, that’s a big
shift. Saudi Arabia adheres to strict interpretations of
Islamic law and tribal custom, requiring women to have
male guardians and obey a modest dress code. They are
barred from driving.

However, the Saudi government has begun introduc-
ing gradual reforms to open new job opportunities for
women as part of a vision to wean the country off oil -
on which it relies for more than 60 percent of its income
- and transform society. “Saudi women are present in
multiple fields, so they can also be present in the securi-
ty sector,” 31-year-old Baara Al-Shuwaibi, who studied
English at a Makkah university, told Reuters, head-
phones hanging over her ears.

The women all speak English and received training
before starting their jobs in recent weeks. Dozens of
men sit in a separate room doing the same work. “I
receive a call, check the location and send the request to

the proper authority as fast as possible, especially if it’s
an emergency like fire or ambulance,” Shuwaibi said.

‘Step Forward’
The National Operations Centre in Makkah launched

two years ago, becoming the first in the kingdom to uni-
fy government response services. There are plans for
similar sites in Riyadh, Madinah and the Eastern
Province. This is the first year the women’s section will
operate during the hajj, which is expected to attract
about two million Muslims from around the world for a
week of sacred rituals starting today.

The world’s largest annual gathering of Muslims has
in the past seen numerous deadly stampedes, fires and
riots, and the authorities have been preparing for
months to handle any violence, disease or a crush like
the one that killed hundreds in 2015. Major General
Abdel Rahman Al-Saleh, who runs the operations center,
said it receives around 65,000 calls each day during hajj,
50 percent more than normal. “We consider the women’s
section a step forward to demonstrate that women can
work in any place and in any field,” Saleh said. There are
plans to increase the number of women and offer them
advanced training, he said. Hassa Al-Badi, who manages
the women’s section and has a master’s degree from an
American university, said women callers sometimes
asked to speak to another woman due to the sensitivity
of their request. “Women are now present in the security
sector and, God willing, they will continue to advance,”
she said. — Reuters 

For first time, Saudi women 
step into hajj emergency role




