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Prologue: The Gulf crisis between the State of Qatar and some of the Arab Gulf States, particularly Saudi Arabia, has had many civil and cultural repercussions which have led to undermining the right to practice religion both directly and indirectly. Saudi Arabia imposed restrictions on the travel for Qatari nationals to Saudi Arabia, including those wishing to travel to the country to practice Islamic religious rites and in particular the performance of Hajj and Umrah. Pilgrimage to the Kaaba in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, is considered to be one of the five basic obligations that every Muslim in the world must perform once in their lifetime, should they have the financial capacity and health to do so. Muslims comprise over 1.6 billion of the world’s population; about 23%. Umrah entails visiting the same holy sites, but can be performed any time of the year, unlike Hajj. It is practiced by millions of Muslims annually—52.8 million pilgrims during the last 10 years, according to the Ministry of Hajj and Umrah. For nearly 100 years, the ruling Al-Saud family decided who would enter Mecca, and set quotas to determine the number of pilgrims coming from other countries based on interim agreements for the purposes of organizing the pilgrimage.
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Despite the importance of this worship to Muslims, these agreements appeared to be connected to political backgrounds, or connected to attempts to exploit the negative presence of this advantage in the territory of Saudi Arabia to achieve political ends, which prevented many civilians from performing their religious rites. Such prevention is considered an unfortunate violation of a set of fundamental rights in international human rights law, including the right to practice religious rites enshrined in article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. It also violates the right to non-discrimination in which the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination was found. The recent crisis between Qatar and some Arab countries, including Saudi Arabia, is a prominent example of the violation of this right. The Euro-Mediterranean Monitor has observed several obstacles that Saudi Arabia has placed in the face of Qatari pilgrims wishing to travel to Saudi Arabia over the past months. Moreover, a delegation from the Euro-Mediterranean Monitor visited the headquarters of the National Committee for Human Rights in Qatar on Tuesday, November 14, 2017 where they met with the Director of the Legal Department of the Commission.
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Euro-Med meeting with Qatar National Human Rights Committee



This report seeks to shed light on some of the most important findings of the Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Monitor on the obstacles faced by Qataris in traveling to Saudi Arabia during the past months. It also sheds light on some of the politicized practices by Saudi Arabia in its religious sites. It aims to alert the danger of this policy to the violation of a fundamental human right and calling for its immediate cessation.
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Blocking the way to Hajj for Qataris Following the Gulf crisis, which began on June 5, 2017, about two months before the start of Hajj, Saudi Arabia refused to communicate with the Ministry of Awqaf in Qatar to receive the list of pilgrims and complete procedures to facilitate their rituals and provide guarantees for their safety, according to the Qatari Human Rights Committee. Saudi Arabia continued to block land and air routes to pilgrims from Qatar until the other pilgrims from all over the world arrived to Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia then announced that it would open the way for Qatari pilgrims (without other expatriates residing in Qatar even if they had Hajj permits). Saudi Arabia has set Saudi Arabian Airlines exclusively for the transportation of Qatari pilgrims. It has allowed them to come and leave through King Abdulaziz International Airport in Jeddah, Prince Mohammed Bin Abdulaziz Airport in Madinah only, and through transit stations, where direct travel to Saudi Arabia was banned from Doha Saudi Arabia also did not allow a Qatari official mission to take care of the affairs of Qatari pilgrims. The presence of permission to countries has been the case in previous years and to all countries. As the ban became political, it seemed that the permission was then politicized as well. The King of Saudi Arabia announced that traveling by the Qataris for Hajj would be
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at his expense, without other pilgrims. The order was marketed as a gift to the people of Qatar; however, those registered for Hajj from Qatar had already paid all the fees and costs required before the announcement, which came unilaterally. The Saudi government has also made it logistically impossible for many Qataris to make the pilgrimage by not making the necessary arrangements in advance, and the announcement was made after most of the Qataris who intended to do so had to retreat because of the closure that existed, which showed that the pilgrimage season will not open for them this year. Abdullah Al Kaabi, director of the legal department of the National Human Rights Commission in Qatar, said in an exclusive interview with the Euro-Mediterranean team that “there were deliberate obstacles faced by Qataris who managed to go to the Hajj, where they unusually had to wait many hours to obtain licenses for Hajj.



A number of those affected submitting complaints to the Euro-Med Monitor team in Doha
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Although the Saudi authorities have not made an explicit decision to prevent Qatari pilgrims from performing Hajj, they have taken sufficient measures to restrict pilgrims, making it very difficult for them to perform Hajj. Of the 20,000 Qatari nationals or residents of Qatar who applied for visas for Hajj, only 1,600 were granted to Qatar. Saudi companies have also cut off communication with Qatari companies to prevent the provision of logistical support, which is usually done to facilitate their travel.
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Measures used to impede pilgrimage: In the last month of Ramadan, Saudi authorities took several arbitrary measures against Qatari nationals who were in Mecca to perform Umrah, informing them to cancel their reservations with hotels and leave the kingdom, according to the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC). In the meantime, Qatari airlines were not approved to take off until the next morning with no mention of the reasons for delay. Qatar nationals are currently welcome to enter the Kingdom to perform Umrah within only one day to be set by Saudi authorities and return immediately the next day using the same routes.



Other Cases: The kingdom’s policies against Qatar are not actually motivated by the Gulf crisis, for such policies are seen relatively implemented with other states and groups, following certain situations. Since the Iranian Revolution took place, Hajj hardly passes without hearing of Saudi-Iran political quarrels as both countries make use of it to pressure its opponents or foes. During the 2015 stampede, more than 2000 pilgrims were killed, 464 of whom were Iranian pilgrims. This fatal incident motivated Iran to call on forming an independent body that manages Hajj affairs, but this demand had 7



been rejected by Saudi Arabia, and Iran was accused of politicizing Hajj. Around 64,000 Iranian were denied the right to perform Hajj last year following Saudi Arabia’s decision to prevent Iranian planes from landing in its territories after Saudi Arabia broke its diplomatic relations with Iran in 2016. Due to the absence of diplomatic relations between Saudi Arabia and Syria, Saudi Arabia requires all Syrians seeking to take part of the Hajj, including those residing in regime-controlled areas, to obtain visas through the “Syrian High Hajj Committee,” which is controlled by the Syrian National Coalition, an opposition political group. Hundreds of Bangladeshi pilgrims complained this year that their visas were withdrawn or their flights to Saudi Arabia were delayed. In 2016, Saudi Arabia banned Syrians with Palestinian roots living in Arab countries from performing the Hajj pilgrimage. In 2015, a year after the beginning of coalition operations, Saudi Arabia denied visa for Yemeni pilgrims, thought to be affiliated with Houthi groups. Saudi Arabia imposed the same policy on the Bedouins of Kuwait, who make up 10% of the population of Kuwait, because they are stateless citizens and have only temporary passports.
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The Policy of Expansion and the Denial of Quota Depending on the Political Stances of Countries or Groups: Saudi Arabia places pressure on African Muslim-majority countries, including Nigeria, to stand against Qatar by threatening to reduce its financial aid and restrict quotas for Hajj, reports “Le Monde” Newspaper. Deputies of the parliament of Egypt were rewarded visas for Hajj after transferring the two red sea islands to Saudi Arabia. Quotas for Hajj are used to convince the Iraqi government to allocate seats for the popular crowd and take certain stances against Qatar in the current crisis. The Pilgrims Affairs Office is the official body in Lebanon responsible for determining persons permitted to perform Hajj based on the selected quota. However, it is the role of the Saudi embassy to issue Hajj permits for pilgrims, and on occasion, Hajj visas are provided to Lebanese figures who are friends to the Saudi ruling family for free.
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Opponents of Saudi Policy Denied Hajj Permits or Detained on the Arrival of Saudi Arabia to Perform Hajj: Politicians and advocates opposing Saudi policy were denied visas to enter Saudi Arabia to perform Hajj or Umrah, including the Kuwaiti activist, Dr Tareq Sweidan, who was refused entry in 2013 due to his stand against the Saudi-backed military coup in Egypt. Another example is the Algerian poet Mohamed Jarbou’a who was denied pilgrimage this year after the publication of his book “Hajj is for Allah, not for Al Saud.” In 2014, an Egyptian pilgrim was deported after praying against Arab rulers before the Kaaba, and in the same year several Syrians supporting opposition groups were forced out as soon as they arrived Jadda airport. On April 17, 2012, the Egyptian lawyer Ahmed Al-Gizawi was arrested as soon as he landed in Saudi Arabia with his wife because “he dared to accuse King Abdullah and Saudi authorities before the court of arbitrarily detaining and torturing a number of Egyptian citizens.” Saudi Arabia denied this reason and claimed instead he was arrested after being found in possession of drugs.
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Politicization of Religious Sites and Rituals: When nearly 2 million Muslim pilgrims from all over the world visit the religions holiest site, they are reminded that these sites are supervised by the Al Saud family who are so intertwined with these sites that the worshiper is almost bound to the supplication of the rulers of Saudi Arabia. A large new wing of the Grand Mosque in Mecca has been named after a former Saudi king, while one of the entrances to the mosque carries the name of another king. One of the giant towers is named after King Salman’s predecessor, King Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz. In Jeddah airport, the main airport which receives pilgrims and is about 100 kilometers away from Mecca, a mural was created with the intention of inviting pilgrims to thank the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques for their services.   Officials responsible for places of worship in Saudi Arabia politicize holy sites and religious rituals indirectly by giving them names of Saudi kings, while preachers give sermons during which they pray for the Saudi king, his son (Crown Prince) and the royal family, manipulating it under the claim that the praying for King Salman and his family will bring them closer to God.
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Legal background: The Charter of the United Nations has affirmed respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms for all without discrimination. Article1 of the charter provides the purposes of the United Nations to include the development of friendly relations among nations based on respect for the principle of equal rights and the self-determination of people. Thus, the restriction on a certain group of people because of their nationality or dependency to a particular State is contrary to this purpose. More specifically, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights provides the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion, including the freedom to practice and worship. Article 18.1 provides that “everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. This right shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice, and freedom, either individually or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and teaching.” Article 5 of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination provides that state Parties shall undertake to prohibit and to eliminate racial discrimination in all its forms and to guarantee this right to everyone without distinction, notably to the enjoyment of the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. 12



There is no security need or concern for the restrictions imposed by the Saudi authorities and the denial of Hajj or Umrah to political dissidents or citizens of a certain nationality due to the political position of their country. Through implementing this procedure, Saudi Arabia contravenes Article 1 of the 1981 Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief, which recognizes the right of the state to regulate or impose restrictions on freedom of worship only when such limitations are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, order, health, or morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others. By its procedure, Saudi Arabia also violates procedures of the Arab Charter on Human Rights of 1994 in articles 26 and 27, and the Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam of 1981.
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Recommendations: In light of the above, the Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Monitor recommends the following: - The Saudi authorities should investigate the use of Umrah, Hajj and the practice of religious rites for political purposes, ascertain whether these are individual acts, and work to stop them immediately, including the suspension of unfair conditions and terms against Qatari citizens or other discriminatory policies and restrictions. - The UN Human Rights Council should follow up on this file, investigate the arbitrary prohibition of Hajj carried out by the Saudi authorities, and act on legal accountability if the Saudi authorities do not comply with its laws and local courts. - International organizations and the United Nations Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion and belief should take all necessary measures to enable Qatari citizens and others to exercise their religious rites as guaranteed by international laws and norms and to prohibit the use of fundamental and religious rights as a tool for political pressure.
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