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►Italy
ROME Italians began voting yesterday in a two-day run-off for 
the local governments of 65 large cities and smaller towns, in-
cluding the capital Rome.

►Egypt
CAIRO Prominent Egyptian activist Alaa Abdel Fattah is to ap-
pear in court today after spending more than two years inpre-trial 
detention, a lawyer and family members said.

►Russia
MOSCOW A Russian MiG-31 fighter jet has been scrambled to 
escort a US B-1B strategic bomber over the Sea of Japan, TASS 
news agency reported yesterday, citing the Russian military, just 
days after an incident with a US naval destroyer in the same 
region.

►France
PARIS France paid tribute to school teacher Samuel Paty on 
Saturday, one year after he was beheaded by an extremist after 
showing his class cartoons of the Muslim prophet Mohammed.

►US
WASHINGTON UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres on 
Saturday welcomed the announcement by the Central African 
Republic's president of a nationwide ceasefire in a long-run-
ning conflict with rebels, and urged all parties to respect it. 
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MECCA The Grand Mosque in 
the Muslim holy city of Mecca in 
Saudi Arabia operated at full ca-
pacity yesterday, with worshippers 
praying shoulder-to-shoulder for 
the first time since the coronavirus 
pandemic began.

Workers removed floor markings 
that guide people to social distance 
in and around the Grand Mosque, 
which is built around the Kaaba, 
the black cubic structure towards 
which Muslims around the world 
pray.

"This is in line with the decision 
to ease precautionary measures and 
to allow pilgrims and visitors to the 
Grand Mosque at full capacity," 
reported the official Saudi Press 
Agency.

Pictures and footage yesterday 
morning showed people praying 
side by side, making straight rows 
of worshippers that are formations 
revered in performing Muslim 
prayers, for the first time since the 
COVID-19 pandemic took hold 
last year.

While social distancing mea-
sures were lifted, the authorities 

said visitors must be fully vacci 
nated against coronavirus and must 
continue to wear masks on mosque 
grounds.

Also, the Kaaba remained cor-
doned off and out of reach.

Saudi Arabia announced in Au-
gust it will begin accepting vacci-
nated foreigners wanting to make 
the umrah pilgrimage.

The umrah can be undertak-
en at any time and usually draws 
millions from around the globe, 
as does the annual hajj, which 
abled-bodied Muslims who have 
the means must perform at least 
once in their lifetime.

In July, only around 60,000 in-
oculated residents were allowed to 
take part in a vastly scaled down 
form of the annual hajj.

The COVID-19 pandemic huge-
ly disrupted both Muslim pilgrim-
ages, which are usually key reve-
nue earners for the kingdom that 
rake in a combined US$12 billion 
annually.

Hosting the pilgrimages is a mat-
ter of prestige for Saudi rulers, for 
whom the custodianship of Islam's 

holiest sites is their most powerful 
source of political legitimacy.

The once-reclusive kingdom be-
gan issuing tourist visas permitting 
foreign visitors to undertake more 
than just the pilgrimages for the 
first time in 2019 as part of an am-
bitious push to revamp its global 
image and diversify income.

Between September 2019 and 
March 2020, it issued 400,000 of 
them – only for the pandemic to 
crush that momentum as borders 
were closed.

But the kingdom is slowly open-
ing up, and has started welcoming 
vaccinated foreign tourists since 
August 1.

Saudi Arabia also announced 
that fully-inoculated sports fans 
will from yesterday be allowed to 
attend events at all stadiums and 
other sports facilities, reported 
SPA.

It has also said that masks in 
most open spaces are no longer 
mandatory.

Saudi Arabia has registered over 
547,000 coronavirus cases and 
8,760 deaths. AFP
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Probe into port blast 
should not be stopped
BEIRUT The leader of Leb-
anon's largest Christian bloc, 
the Free Patriotic movement 
(FPM), said on Saturday the 
investigation into last year's 
deadly blast at Beirut's port 
should not be stopped.

Gebran Bassil's stance is 
in contrast to that of the Iran-
backed Shiite Hezbollah 
group, an FPM ally that op-
poses the investigation and 
has called for its lead inves-
tigator to be removed.

Bassil was speaking two 
days after a spasm of vio-
lence that erupted over the 
inquiry. Seven Shiite Mus-
lims were killed as crowds 
were on their way to a pro-
test against Judge Tarek Bi-
tar in a demonstration called 
for by Hezbollah and its Shi-
ite ally Amal.

"The Free Patriotic move-
ment is with (for) continuing 
the probe, revealing the truth 
and putting those responsi-
ble on trial," Gebran Bassil 
said in a speech.

Bassil, who is President 
Michel Aoun's son-in-law, 
was hit with US sanctions 
last year for alleged corrup-
tion and his ties to Hezbol-
lah. Bassil has denied the 
allegations.

Hezbollah's leader Sayyed 
Hassan Nasrallah has said 
the investigation is biased 
and politicised.

On Saturday, Bassil said 
that there was some evi-
dence pointing to some bias 
in the course of the investi-
gation but that there was no 
evidence yet that the judge 

was politicised.
Thursday's street violence 

was the worst in over a de-
cade and stirred memories of 
the country's ruinous 1975-
90 civil war.

Defence minister Maurice 
Selim said a stampede and 
a clash in Teyouneh led to 
gunfire by both sides, adding 
that the exchange of fire had 
preceded the sniper fire.

On Thursday, the army 
initially said rounds were 
fired on at protesters as 
they passed through the 
Teyouneh traffic circle di-
viding Christian and Shiite 
Muslim neighbourhoods. It 
then later said there had been 
an "altercation and exchange 
of fire" as protesters were on 
their way to the demonstra-
tion.

Support for judge
The investigation into the 
August 4, 2020 explosion, 
which killed more than 
200 people and devastated 
swathes of Beirut, has made 
little headway following a 
smear campaign against Bi-
tar and pushback from pow-
erful political factions.

Lebanese Justice Minister 
Henry Khoury said earlier 
on Saturday he stood by Bi-
tar and that the judge had the 
right to summon whoever he 
wants in the case, Al Jadeed 
television reported.

Khoury also said he had 
not been asked to suggest 
appointing a new judge to 
handle the investigation.  
REUTERS


