INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE

Finally, there are the occasional large-scale relief actions in
major conflicts involving expenditure: Nigeria (1967-1970), Jordan (1970), Bangladesh (1971-1972), etc. So large is ICRC commitment in such situations that ad hoc financing is imperative. A
plan of action and a budget are then submitted to Governments
and National Red Cross Societies with the request that they
ensure financing.

El Arish - Mecca
through the Red Cross
During a mission to the Middle East, Miss Francoise Bory,
ICRC press attache, went to the occupied territory of Gaza-Sinai.
Here she describes an ICRC action about which hardly anything is
known: that of opening the road to Mecca for pilgrims.
It is the duty of every practising Muslim to go on a pilgrimage
to one of the five places sacred to his religion at least once in his
lifetime.
It is no easy matter for the inhabitants of Gaza-Sinai occupied
territory to fulfil that desire. They hold Egyptian identity papers
and therefore require an official permit from the occupation authorities before they can go to an Arab country.
They therefore turn to the International Committee of the Red
Cross. During the month of December, 721 persons anxious to go
on a pilgrimage to Mecca applied to the ICRC delegation in Gaza,
through the local chapter at El Arish. The ICRC delegation
promptly contacted the Israeli authorities and the ICRC delegation
in Cairo with a view to organizing the trip for them.
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The Egyptian authorities declared their readiness to allow
about a hundred to pass through their territory at the beginning
of January 1973, so on 4 January ninety-one pilgrims crossed the
Suez Canal. An alternative solution had to be found quickly for
the remaining pilgrims. A second crossing between occupied territory and the Arab countries is the Allenby Bridge, linking the
two banks of the River Jordan north-east of Jerusalem. The
delegates at Gaza communicated with their colleagues in Amman,
who asked the competent authorities to allow 630 pilgrims to cross
Jordanian territory.
An affirmative reply came early in December. The ICRC
contacted a travel agency with branches in occupied territory at
El Arish, in Jordan and in Saudi Arabia. The necessary formalities
and preparations for the journey took some weeks to complete,
and in the morning of 31 December a column of sixteen coaches
left El Arish, on the edge of the Sinai desert, for the Allenby
Bridge. There, in the presence of the ICRC delegates, they completed the first lap of the journey to Mecca.1
The trip made by the 630 pilgrims took four days, but to
realize what that meant one should have seen the vehicles in which
they were seated and travelled along those roads in the Middle
East. Imagine some old buses, with engines coughing and coachwork
wobbling from side to side, careering along the dusty roads, surrounded by dense traffic, at 50 miles an hour. Inside the buses,
amidst their countless bundles, the pilgrims were calm and collected.
Within a month each one of them would be returning to El Arish
a Hadj, and that was what he would thenceforth be called, as a
sign of veneration for one who had devoted part of his life to
Allah.
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Plate.

ICRC delegates visiting Bengali military personnel in
Pre-Repatriation Centres.

Photo F. Bory/ICRC

Under ICRC auspices, sixteen coaches took pilgrims from the
Sinai to Mecca.

Accompanied by the Director of the Egyptian Red Crescent
(first on left), the ICRC delegate in Egypt (second from left)
presents the school textbook " The Red Crescent and My Country "
to the pupils of a school in Cairo.

