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FIFA World Cup 2022 in Qatar: Mitigating the risk of imported infections amid the COVID-19 
pandemic, monkeypox outbreak and other emerging diseases 

Qatar is hoisting one of the most significant sports events in the 
world. From November 20 to December 18, 2022, this country will be 
the first in the Middle East to be selected to host the FIFA World Cup of 
soccer. More than 1.5 million people from all continents are expected to 
visit the country during that period, resulting in the most significant 
influx of people in the nation (https://www.fifa.com/fifaplus/en/tourna 
ments/mens/worldcup/qatar2022). It may pose a substantial threat to 
public health due to imported infections, especially considering that the 
local population of Qatar is less than 3 million, and it is also a relatively 
densely populated nation [1]. 

Moreover, mass gatherings like sports or religious meetings are 
known to cause the spread of infections both among visitors and the 
local population [2–10]. Past regional events, especially the FIFA World 
Cup, have been the focus of multiple studies assessing such risk [11,12]. 
Furthermore, this year is extraordinary, as the COVID-19 pandemic is 
still not over. Even more, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 2020 
Summer Olympics in Tokyo, Japan, to take place from July 24 to August 
9, 2020, were postponed from July 23 to August 8, 2021 [13,14]. 

Added to it is the emerging risk of other severe infections known to 
be transmitted from humans to humans, like monkeypox and the Mar-
burg virus [3]. That is apart from the threat of various other known 
respiratory and intestinal infections, even including the reemergence of 
cholera and polio [15,16]. 

Over the last months many infectious diseases and resulting epi-
demics have become a significant health threat, especially concurrently 
(syndemics). It is especially true for viral infections that are relatively 
more challenging to manage than bacterial infectious agents. If timely 
precautions are not taken, these infections may spiral out of control, 
causing epidemics in the host nation and other nations once the visitors 
return to their native states. Therefore, the host nation must protect its 
local population and ensure that mass gathering like FIFA World Cup 
does not pose global health threats. 

Currently, COVID-19 (pandemic), monkeypox (public health emer-
gency of international concern) and Marburg virus (reemerging) are of 
significant concern. Also, special attention must be paid to other respi-
ratory and gastrointestinal infections. FIFA World Cup 2022 is the first 
major sporting event in the COVID-19 era where such a large number of 
visitors are expected, unlike the Tokyo Olympics 2020 (2021), which 
was carried out without visiting spectators [1,4]. 

In the middle east, perhaps the most extensive mass gatherings are 
due to Hajj, and studies show that it significantly increases respiratory 
infections [17–19]. Some studies suggest that in many instances, as 
many as 90% of pilgrims may be affected by respiratory viruses like 
rhinovirus and coronaviruses, not only SARS-CoV-2/COVID-19. In 

addition, mass gatherings also result in a significant upsurge in respi-
ratory infections caused by Streptococcus pneumoniae, Staphylococcus 
aureus, and Haemophilus influenzae. Additionally, mass gatherings may 
cause diarrheal infections in as many as one-fourth of the visitors [4]. 
However, the risk of an outbreak of different infections would be even 
more significant in this particular event as the visitors are expected to be 
of even more diverse backgrounds. 

Additionally, data suggests that despite the high vaccination rates, 
COVID-19 is making an upsurge in certain nations. Thus it may pose a 
significant threat in the upcoming event as well as the concern of the 
sublineages of the Omicron variant of concern [5,20]. Moreover, early 
studies suggest that mass gatherings, especially sports events, played a 
significant role in the spread of COVID-19 in some countries, especially 
in the early months of the pandemic (2020). Thus, several mass gath-
erings in Borriana, a municipality in the province of Castellon, Spain, led 
to increased COVID-19 transmission [6]. Or a study suggests that in 
early 2020, football matches led to a more than 500% increase in 
COVID-19 infection rates in the province of Bergamo, Italy [7]. 

However, the most recent worry these days is the monkeypox 
infection. It is already declared a public health emergency of interna-
tional concern by the World Health Organization (WHO). Although 
monkeypox has been known for more than five decades, it is for the first 
time that it has caused outbreaks outside its endemic zones in Africa [8]. 
Monkeypox cases have been reported in more than 90 locations and 
have not been reported before 2022 (more than 51,000 confirmed cases 
up to September 1) [8]. Monkeypox has previous significant fatality 
rates of about 5% and may cause many health complications, including 
fatal outcomes in 2022 [8,21]. Moreover, unlike COVID-19, the world is 
not yet ready to control the infection. Vaccines against it are not yet 
available in Qatar or many other nations, and education and prevention 
programmes for monkeypox are urgently needed. 

Qatar also risks importing other exotic infections never reported in 
the nation earlier. For example, in recent years, Marburg virus disease 
incidences have been reported from places outside Africa [9]. The dis-
ease is dangerous because it can cause hemorrhagic fever and is asso-
ciated with high case fatality rates [10]. 

Fortunately, COVID-19 has taught the world a lot about reducing the 
risk of infectious diseases. Many measures that worked for COVID-19 
would help all other infections, but not necessarily. It means that if 
Qatar wants to prevent severe consequences for its people, it must take 
some significant steps. 

Regarding COVID-19, vaccination and testing are effective ways to 
reduce the risk of its spread. Therefore, it would be right only to allow 
fully vaccinated adults to visit Qatar. Even as imposed in many 
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countries, booster doses will be essential to require them. Those who had 
the last dose of their vaccine more than six months back must be asked to 
get a booster dose for COVID-19. Else, they must show proof of a 
negative RT-PCR test for SARS-CoV-2 taken 72 hours before the journey. 
Qatar should also ensure that all high-risk individuals get a booster dose 
before the start of the event. 

However, things would be more challenging when it comes to 
monkeypox. Most football fans would arrive from the US and West Eu-
ropean countries. These are the nations with significant outbreaks of the 
disease. However, Qatar’s healthcare workers are still not sufficiently 
trained and prepared to identify the condition in its early stages. Thus, 
there is a need for mass training of the medical, paramedical staff, and 
all others involved in event management [8]. That would help identify 
or trace the infection early and thus isolate patients. 

Similarly, identifying the signs of other less common infections like 
the Marburg virus, Ebola, Yellow fever, and Zika virus may be quite 
challenging (e.g. for travellers from endemoepidemic countries for yel-
low fever, proof of vaccination should be required). Therefore, Qatar 
needs to significantly increase its efforts in training all the stakeholders 
to minimize the risk of spreading these infections. Moreover, it is un-
derstood that Qatar, unlike Saudi Arabia or some western nations, has 
less experience organizing events of this scale. Thus, its health system 
may be ill-prepared for specific issues. 

To conclude, FIFA World Cup is one of the most significant events in 
sports history. However, hosting such an event in these challenging 
times requires the nation’s public health system to be well prepared to 
prevent outbreaks of infectious diseases. This event particularly in-
creases the risk of an upsurge in the cases of COVID-19 and monkeypox. 
It may even introduce rare infections like the Marburg virus to the 
nation. However, the threat of these infections is apart from the risk of 
spreading respiratory diseases like rhinovirus or gastrointestinal con-
ditions. Since Qatar has limited experience in hosting such large events, 
paying significant attention to the stakeholders’ training for early 
identification of these infections and thus preventing their spread is 
mandatory. 

References 

[1] Alshahrani NZ, et al. FIFA world Cup 2022 in Qatar; health advice and safety issues 
for travelling attendees. Ann Med Health Sci Res 2021;11:417–22. 

[2] Hoang V-T, Gautret P. Infectious diseases and mass gatherings. Curr Infect Dis Rep 
2018;20(11):44. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11908-018-0650-9. 

[3] Disease outbreak news. https://www.who.int/emergencies/disease-outbr 
eak-news. [Accessed 18 August 2022]. 

[4] Memish ZA, Steffen R, White P, et al. Mass gatherings medicine: public health is-
sues arising from mass gathering religious and sporting events. Lancet 2019;393: 
2073–84. 

[5] WHO coronavirus (COVID-19) dashboard. https://covid19.who.int. [Accessed 18 
August 2022]. 

[6] Domènech-Montoliu S, et al. Mass gathering events and COVID-19 transmission in 
Borriana (Spain): a retrospective cohort study. PLoS One Aug. 2021;16(8): 
e0256747. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0256747. 

[7] Sassano M, McKee M, Ricciardi W, Boccia S. Transmission of SARS-CoV-2 and other 
infections at large sports gatherings: a surprising gap in our knowledge. Front Med 
2020;7 [Online]. Available: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmed.2 
020.00277. [Accessed 18 August 2022]. 

[8] CDC. Monkeypox in the US. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; August 15, 
2022. August 18, https://www.cdc.gov/poxvirus/monkeypox/response/2022/wo 
rld-map.html. 

[9] Marburg (Marburg virus disease) | Marburg (Marburg virus disease) | CDC. htt 
ps://www.cdc.gov/vhf/marburg/index.html. [Accessed 18 August 2022]. 

[10] Khan AA, Sabbagh AY, Ranse J, Molloy MS, Ciottone GR. Mass gathering medicine 
in soccer leagues: a review and creation of the salem tool. Int J Environ Res Publ 
Health Jan. 2021;18(19). https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18199973. Art. no. 19. 

[11] Gallego V, Berberian G, Lloveras S, Verbanaz S, Chaves TS, Orduna T, Rodriguez- 
Morales AJ. The 2014 FIFA World Cup: communicable disease risks and advice for 
visitors to Brazil–a review from the Latin American Society for Travel Medicine 
(SLAMVI). Trav Med Infect Dis 2014;12(3):208–18. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
tmaid.2014.04.004. May-Jun, Epub 2014 April 25. PMID: 24821081. 

[12] Gallego V, Berberian G, Siu H, Verbanaz S, Rodríguez-Morales AJ, Gautret P, 
Schlagenhauf P, Lloveras S. The 2019 Pan American games: communicable disease 
risks and travel medicine advice for visitors to Peru - recommendations from the 
Latin American Society for Travel Medicine (SLAMVI). Trav Med Infect Dis 2019; 

30:19–24. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2019.06.011. Jul-Aug, Epub 2019 
June 22. PMID: 31238107. 

[13] Gallego V, Nishiura H, Sah R, Rodriguez-Morales AJ. The COVID-19 outbreak and 
implications for the Tokyo 2020 summer olympic games. Trav Med Infect Dis 2020; 
34:101604. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2020.101604. Mar-Apr, Epub 2020 
February 26. PMID: 32112859; PMCID: PMC7130091. 

[14] Yashio T, Murayama A, Kami M, Ozaki A, Tanimoto T, Rodriguez-Morales AJ. 
COVID-19 infection during the olympic and paralympic games Tokyo 2020. Trav 
Med Infect Dis 2021;44:102205. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2021.102205. 
Nov-Dec, Epub 2021 November 13. PMID: 34785374; PMCID: PMC8590505. 

[15] Reda A, Sah R, Abdelaal A, Shrestha S, Rodriguez-Morales AJ. The emergence of 
cholera in multiple countries amidst current COVID-19 pandemic: situation and 
implications for public health and travel medicine. Trav Med Infect Dis 2022 
August 8;49:102423. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2022.102423. Epub ahead 
of print. PMID: 35952967; PMCID: PMC9359765. 

[16] Sah Ranjit, Mohanty Aroop, Rohilla Ranjana, Dhama Kuldeep, Satapathy Prakasini, 
Kumar Padhi Bijaya, Relhan Vineet, Kumar Abhinav, Mehta Rachana. Polio 
outbreak: a longest and ongoing global public health emergency. Trav Med Infect 
Dis 2022:102433. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2022.102433. 1477-8939. 

[17] Ahmed QA, Memish ZA. The cancellation of mass gatherings (MGs)? Decision 
making in the time of COVID-19. Trav Med Infect Dis 2020;34:101631. https://doi. 
org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2020.101631. Mar-Apr, Epub 2020 March 14. PMID: 
32184129; PMCID: PMC7102544. 

[18] Memish ZA, Ahmed Y, Alqahtani SA, Ebrahim SH. Pausing superspreader events 
for COVID-19 mitigation: international Hajj pilgrimage cancellation. Trav Med 
Infect Dis 2020;36:101817. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2020.101817. Jul- 
Aug, Epub 2020 July 13. PMID: 32673737; PMCID: PMC7357522. 

[19] Al-Tawfiq JA, Memish ZA, Zumla A. Mass religious gatherings events and COVID- 
19 -easing of COVID-19 restrictions and a staged approach to scaling up the Umrah 
Pilgrimage. Trav Med Infect Dis 2021;40:101986. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
tmaid.2021.101986. Mar-Apr, Epub 2021 February 7. PMID: 33567359. 

[20] Solante R, Alvarez-Moreno C, Burhan E, Chariyalertsak S, Chiu NC, 
Chuenkitmongkol S, Do-Van D, Hwang KP, Kiertiburanakul S, Lee PI, Lobo RC, 
Macias A, Nghia CH, Ong-Lim A, Ortiz Ibarra J, Richtmann R, Rodriguez- 
Morales AJ, Safadi MAP, Satari HI. Further implications on the global real-world 
vaccine effectiveness against SARS-CoV-2. Expert Rev Vaccines 2022 Aug 18:1–3. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14760584.2022.2110073. Epub ahead of print. PMID: 
35968671. 

[21] Sah R, Mohanty A, Abdelaal A, Reda A, Rodriguez-Morales AJ, Henao-Martínez AF. 
Monkeypox deaths – No room for complacency. Ther Adv Infect Dis 2022. Epub 
Ahead Aug 26, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/204993612211 
24027. 

Ranjit Sah 
Tribhuvan University Teaching Hospital, Institute of Medicine, Kathmandu, 

Nepal 
Research Scholar, Harvard Medical School, Boston, MA, USA 

Najim Z. Alshahrani 
University of Jeddah, Jeddah, 21589, Saudi Arabia 

Pooja Shah 
Dhulikhel Hospital, Kathmandu University School of Medical Sciences, 

Dhulikhel, Kathmandu, Nepal 

Aroop Mohanty 
All India Institute of Medical Sciences, Gorakhpur, India 

Ramhari Rouniyar 
Nepalese Army Institute of Health Science-College of Medicine, Kathmandu, 

Nepal 

Sangam Shah 
Tribhuvan University Teaching Hospital, Institute of Medicine, Kathmandu, 

Nepal 

Bijaya Kumar Padhi 
Department of Community Medicine and School of Public Health, 
Postgraduate Institute of Medical Education and Research, India 

Fatma A. Amer 
Medical Microbiology and Immunology Department, Chair of Viral Infection 

Working Group, International Society for Antimicrobial Chemotherapy 
(VIWG/ISAC), Zagazig, Egypt 

Percy Mayta-Tristan 
Master of Clinical Epidemiology and Biostatistics, Universidad Científica del 

Sur, Lima, 4861, Peru 

R. Sah et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1477-8939(22)00196-X/sref1
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1477-8939(22)00196-X/sref1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11908-018-0650-9
https://www.who.int/emergencies/disease-outbreak-news
https://www.who.int/emergencies/disease-outbreak-news
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1477-8939(22)00196-X/sref4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1477-8939(22)00196-X/sref4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1477-8939(22)00196-X/sref4
https://covid19.who.int
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0256747
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmed.2020.00277
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmed.2020.00277
https://www.cdc.gov/poxvirus/monkeypox/response/2022/world-map.html
https://www.cdc.gov/poxvirus/monkeypox/response/2022/world-map.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vhf/marburg/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vhf/marburg/index.html
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18199973
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2014.04.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2014.04.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2019.06.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2020.101604
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2021.102205
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2022.102423
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2022.102433
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2020.101631
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2020.101631
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2020.101817
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2021.101986
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmaid.2021.101986
https://doi.org/10.1080/14760584.2022.2110073
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/20499361221124027
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/20499361221124027


Travel Medicine and Infectious Disease 50 (2022) 102450

3

Alfonso J. Rodriguez-Morales1,* 

Master of Clinical Epidemiology and Biostatistics, Universidad Científica del 
Sur, Lima, 4861, Peru 

Grupo de Investigación Biomedicina, Fundación Universitaria Autónoma de 
las Américas, 660003, Pereira, Risaralda, Colombia 

Latin American Networks on Monkeypox Virus Research (LAMOVI), 
Pereira, Risaralda, Colombia 

Institución Universitaria Visión de las Américas, Pereira, Risaralda, 
Colombia 

* Corresponding author. 
E-mail address: arodriguezmo@cientifica.edu.pe (A.J. Rodriguez- 

Morales). 

1 Editor-in-Chief, Travel Medicine and Infectious Diseases 

R. Sah et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

mailto:arodriguezmo@cientifica.edu.pe

	FIFA World Cup 2022 in Qatar: Mitigating the risk of imported infections amid the COVID-19 pandemic, monkeypox outbreak and ...
	References


