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RIYADH: Saudi Arabia is treading a tightrope as
it bars Muslim pilgrims from Islam’s holiest sites
to contain the coronavirus, rolling out restrictions
that while essential could prove both expensive
and politically perilous. The kingdom has sus-
pended the “umrah” year-round pilgrimage over
fears of the disease spreading to Makkah and
Medina, raising uncertainty over the upcoming
hajj-a key pillar of Islam.

The pilgrimages, which pack millions of people
into relative small religious sites, could be a major
source of contagion and the move mirrors a pre-
cautionary approach across the Gulf to cancel
mass gatherings-from concerts to sporting events.
But the issue is still a potential powder keg in a
volatile region where it risks riling fringe hardliners
for whom religion trumps health considerations.
And some devout Muslims view the pilgrimages
as an important rite of passage, whatever the risks.

Already reeling from slumping oil prices, the
kingdom also risks losing billions of dollars it
earns annually from religious tourism as it tight-
ens access to the sites. Its management of the
crisis also shines a spotlight on the Saudi role as
the custodian of the holy sites-a pillar of its po-
litical legitimacy. The coronavirus turmoil gives
its critics and regional rivals fresh ammunition to
“raise questions about Saudi control over Islam’s
holiest sites”, said Middle East expert Yasmine
Farouk from the Carnegie Endowment for Inter-
national Peace.

State media has published a series of endorse-
ments by Islamic bodies-from the grand mufti of

New Zealand to Malaysia and beyond-which sug-
gest “a concern in Riyadh that such a move might
be politicized and used against it,” Farouk told
AFP. Pro-Saudi observers have sought to deflect
the focus onto the kingdom’s rivals, with some on
social media provoking ridicule after they called
the virus “the work of Qatar” or a conspiracy by
Iran. Authorities in Saudi Arabia, which on
Wednesday reported its second case of the virus,
did not respond to requests for comment.

Its measures stand in contrast to that of its re-
gional nemesis Iran, which has struggled to con-
tain the spread of coronavirus from its own Shiite
holy sites as pilgrims and clerics appeared to defy
health warnings. “Saudi Arabia is trying to project
itself as more responsible than Iran,” Umar Karim,
a visiting fellow at the Royal United Services In-
stitute in London said. “But there is apprehension
that its decision could reignite the political debate
in the Muslim world about whether it should be
the sole authority on the hajj and the two holy
cities.” The kingdom already appears wary of a
potential conservative backlash from a liberaliza-
tion drive by Saudi rulers that has allowed what
was once deemed un-Islamic-cinemas, concerts
and mixed-gender parties. Saudi Arabia has said
its umrah restrictions are temporary but they have
not gone down well with many pilgrims who en-
dure years-long waiting lists and invest their life
savings to make the trip. One foreign pilgrim in
Makkah told AFP last week that he would happily
die a “martyr” if he got infected, rather than skip
the pilgrimage.

The Indonesian embassy in Riyadh said it
was appealing to Saudi authorities to permit its
nationals to press ahead with their plans, after
many voiced disappointment over the decision.
Religious tourism, vital to Saudi finances amid
efforts to pivot away from oil, adds $12 billion to

the economy every year, according to govern-
ment figures. Capital Economics said the effects
of curtailing the pilgrimage will be “substantial”,
especially around the holy Ramadan period
starting in April, seen as an auspicious period to
undertake umrah.—AFP 

Saudi Arabia risks fallout with 
coronavirus curbs on holy sites

Makkah: Muslim worshippers wearing protective face masks walk in the sahn (mosque courtyard) sur-
rounding the Kaaba at the Grand Mosque complex in Saudi Arabia’s holy city of Makkah. — AFP 

Kingdom suspends ‘umrah’ year-round pilgrimage

DUBAI: The Houthi rebels arrived without
warning, heavily armed and in a furious mood,
as they barged into Ophelia, the only cafe for
women in the Yemeni capital Sanaa, and de-
manded it be shut down immediately. When
owner Shaima Mohammed asked for a little
time to allow her customers to gather their
things, one of the Houthis snapped at her:
“Women should be in their homes. Why are
they going out in public?” “Armed men filled
the street, directing obscenities at the women
as they left,” Shaima recounted in a Facebook
post as she announced the cafe’s closure.

The tense incident, one of a series in the
rebel-held north, illustrates the Houthis’ deter-
mination to impose their own moral order on
Yemenis who have already endured five years
of grinding conflict. In recent months, restau-
rants where men and women mingle have been
shut down, scissor-wielding militia have policed
men’s hairstyles, and rebel forces have patrolled
college campuses to enforce dress codes.

Much of the crackdown has been rolled out
without any official decree or documentation,
but AFP saw a copy of a Houthi letter sent to
non-government groups, illustrating the new
mood as it laid out rules for workshops. “Ex-
clude all activities that aim to stir laughter, joy

or entertainment among the trainees, and that
lead to the lowering of barriers and modesty
between women and men,” it read. “This is
something that completely contradicts the
teachings of Islam and the ethics of our Yemeni
society.”Yemen’s long war has pitted the
Houthis, who are backed by Iran and control
large swathes of the north, against the interna-
tionally recognised government which has the
support of a Saudi-led military coalition. The
conflict in what was already the Arab world’s
poorest nation has killed tens of thousands and
triggered what the United Nations calls the
worst humanitarian crisis on Earth, with millions
displaced and in need of aid. 

“The situation in Houthi-controlled areas
is getting tighter and tighter. People are
scared,” said Nadwa Al-Dawsari, a Yemeni
conflict analyst. She confirmed accounts of
women being harassed for wearing belts
around their traditional abaya robes, with
rebels tearing them off, saying the silhouette
they create is too “exciting”

“This is shocking for Yemeni society be-
cause it’s one thing to denounce certain behav-
ior and what people are wearing, and it’s
another thing to go and abuse these women like
Houthis are doing,” Dawsari said. “It goes

against our tribal values, it goes against our Is-
lamic values... The difference now is that
Houthis can force it down the throats of people
living under their control.” The Houthi cam-
paign collides with a society which, although
conservative, traditionally allowed space for in-
dividual freedoms and cultivated an apprecia-
tion of music and leisure, said Adel al-Ahmadi,
a Yemeni academic.

The rebels, who hail from the mountainous
north, have proved themselves to be a formida-
ble fighting force since they swept into Sanaa
in 2014, rallying behind their slogan: “Death to
America! Death to Israel! Curse on the Jews!
Victory to Islam”. The militia, which rose up in
the 1990s over alleged sectarian discrimination,
hail from the minority Zaidi Shiite sect of Islam
which makes up about one-third of the popu-
lation. “It is an ideological movement... which
has evolved from the status of oppressed to
that of oppressor,” Ahmadi said.

Valentines banned 
Witnesses in Sanaa told AFP of a rising

number of disturbing incidents since late 2019,
a period which has also seen the Huthis rack up
battlefield victories and crank up a confronta-
tion with UN agencies attempting to deliver

humanitarian aid. On February 13, on the eve of
Valentine’s Day, young people were beaten in
the street for failing to comply with the new no-
tions of acceptable dress.

Unlike the days before the conflict, when
people were free to celebrate with chocolates
and flowers, one young man had his red shirt
torn off by assailants who saw it as a symbol of
an event that runs counter to Yemeni values. In
January, men’s hair salons were told fashionable
styles were banned. Young men who fell foul of
the rule with longer styles have been hauled
onto major intersections where their locks were
publicly chopped back with large scissors. An-
other cafe owner in Sanaa told AFP his estab-
lishment had been shut down twice in three
months by armed rebels.

“We are completely opposed to these abu-
sive measures and the restrictions being im-
posed on people in the capital,” he said. Houthis
have also campaigned in schools and on college
campuses against young people being “im-
properly dressed”, said Hemdane al-Ali, a jour-
nalist and human rights activist who lives in
self-exile. At Sanaa University, they have
formed squads that “patrol the corridors to
prevent any contact between students of dif-
ferent sexes,” he told AFP.—AFP 
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