£

and Public Health

International Journal of
Environmental Research

Article

A Longitudinal Study Regarding the Health Profile of the 2017
South African Hajj Pilgrims

Abdulaziz Mushi 1*(, Yara Yassin ¥, Anas Khan 1200, Badriah Alotaibi 1, Salim Parker 3, Ozayr Mahomed 4

and Saber Yezli !

check for

updates
Citation: Mushi, A.; Yassin, Y.; Khan,
A.; Alotaibi, B.; Parker, S.; Mahomed,
O.; Yezli, S. A Longitudinal Study
Regarding the Health Profile of the
2017 South African Hajj Pilgrims. Int.
J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18,
3607. https://doi.org/10.3390/
ijerph18073607

Academic Editor: José

Carmelo Adsuar

Received: 18 February 2021
Accepted: 2 March 2021
Published: 31 March 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral
with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

1 The Global Centre for Mass Gatherings Medicine, Ministry of Health, Riyadh 12341, Saudi Arabia;

yyassin@moh.gov.sa (Y.Y.); khanaa@moh.gov.sa (A.K.); bmalotaibi@moh.gov.sa (B.A.);

SYezli@moh.gov.sa (S.Y.)

Department of Emergency Medicine, College of Medicine, King Saud University, Riyadh 12372, Saudi Arabia

Division of Infectious Diseases and HIV Medicine, Department of Medicine, University of Cape Town,

Groote Schuur Hospital, Cape Town 7925, South Africa; salimparker@yahoo.com

4 Department of Public Health Medicine, University of KwaZulu Natal, Durban 4051, South Africa;
ozayr411@gmail.com

*  Correspondence: abhmashi@moh.gov.sa; Tel.: +966-506830492

Abstract: Abstract: BackgroundThe Hajj mass gathering annually attracts over two million Muslim
pilgrims worldwide to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). We aimed to establish demographics
and health profiles for the South African pilgrims performing the 2017 Hajj. Methods: This is a
longitudinal survey-based study conducted on 1138 adult South African pilgrims in two phases
(during and post-Hajj). Data on demographics, vaccination status, underlying health conditions,
pre-Hajj training, health promotion, travel history, and health issues during and post-Hajj were
collected using pre-designed questionnaires. Results: Participants had a mean age of 49.2 years
(SD = 13.3; range 18-81), with a male: female ratio of 1.2:1. The majority of pilgrims were married
(88.2%), of Indian/ Asian background (73%), and literate (>99%). Nearly all pilgrims were vaccinated
against meningococcal disease and yellow fever, but only 23.7% were vaccinated against Influenza.
Hypertension, diabetes, and elevated cholesterol levels were the most common underlying health
conditions reported by 22.6%, 13.2%, and 11.5% of pilgrims, respectively. One month after return
to South Africa, nearly 65% of pilgrims reported illness during Hajj, while 40% reported falling
ill post event upon return to South Africa. Nevertheless, only a few were admitted to hospitals
(12 during Hajj and 15 post-Hajj). Among ill pilgrims, respiratory symptoms were the most commonly
experienced symptoms during (70.2%) and post-Hajj (82.2%). Other symptoms such as walking-
related symptoms include symptoms directly related or mainly caused by walking (e.g., leg pain,
sore feet, blisters on the feet), dehydration, and gastrointestinal tract symptoms reported during Hajj.
Medication to treat respiratory symptoms and antibiotics were the most commonly used medications
during and post-Hajj. Having an underlying health condition was an independent predictor of falling
ill during or post Hajj. Conclusion: Our study indicates that a sizable proportion of South African
pilgrims are elderly with underlying health conditions and most contract respiratory tract infections
during and post Hajj. Our study highlights the need for systematic collection of prospective pilgrims’
demographics and health data and more attention to post-Hajj health follow-ups of pilgrims.

Keywords: South Africa; Hajj; pilgrimage; healthcare; public health; respiratory tract infection

1. Introduction

Hajj is an annual religious mass gathering in Makkah, Saudi Arabia (KSA) and attracts
over two million Muslim pilgrims. Although the actual Hajj rite does not last for more than
five days, many pilgrims extend their stay in Makkah and the surrounding cities, usually
arriving early, departing late, or both for various reasons. Pilgrims originate from over
180 different countries with varying ethnicities, cultures, languages, and socio-economic
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and health backgrounds [1]. A large proportion of Hajj pilgrims are elderly, many with
underlying health conditions and on medications. In addition, Hajj involves demanding
religious rites in crowded settings and often in the outside hot environment. As such, the
pilgrimage is associated with several health risks include communicable and worsening or
complications of non-communicable disease, injuries and heat-related illnesses [2]. These
health risks do not always originate in the Kingdom, and their effects are often not confined
to the Hajj period but are sometimes felt long after Hajj is completed [3,4].

Mass gatherings such as the Hajj pose significant public health challenges and stress
the host’s health system. Therefore, timely and appropriate planning for the event is crucial.
KSA authorities employ a well-established system for planning, communication, public
health, and Hajj safety issues [5]. This includes delivering health services during the event,
free for pilgrims through numerous hospitals, primary healthcare centers, and other health
facilities [6]. Besides, some countries operate medical units during the Hajj season to care
for their pilgrims, minimizing language or cultural barriers to healthcare. There is an
increasing number of publications on pilgrims’ health conditions during Hajj, including
data on morbidity and mortality, generally specific to certain countries [7-9]. However,
data on demographics and health profile of prospective pilgrims are not systematically
collected and shared with Saudi Health Authorities pre-Hajj, nor is data on pilgrims’
health post event [10]. Such information would greatly aid the public health planning
for Hajj, including risk assessment and the development of appropriate health promotion
messages. Additionally, such information would be useful to determine health service
needs for the pilgrimage, the impact of Hajj on the health of pilgrims post event and
preserve global health security in case of Hajj-linked outbreaks of diseases post event [10].
Data on prospective pilgrims” demographics and health profile is particularly useful for
countries with a Hajj pilgrim population that is significantly different in its profile from
that of the country’s general population. This includes countries like South Africa, where
Muslims represent only 1.5-2% of the total population, most of whom are of Indian/Asian
descent with distinct socio-economic characteristics to that of the general population [11].
Around 2500 Muslim South Africans gather to perform Haijj every year [4]. This highlights
the great importance of creating a Hajj health profile for this cohort.

We aimed to collect data on South African pilgrims and their health pre, during, and
post Hajj to determine their demographics and health profiles and the impact of Hajj on
their wellbeing.

2. Methodology
2.1. Study Design and Data Collection

This longitudinal survey-based study was conducted in two phases, through which
data was collected from pilgrims who agreed to participate, using pre-designed question-
naires. The questionnaire was in English administered through trained investigators. The
questionnaire was developed reviewing available publications in the literature but was
tailored for the study objectives and Hajj setting [12-18]. The content of the questionnaire
was then reviewed by two public health experts with Hajj experience. For the two phases,
they were as follows:

Hajj phase: Data on pilgrims” demographics (e.g., age, gender, country of origin, level
of education), vaccination status, underlying health conditions, pre-Hajj training, and
health promotion, as well as travel history, was collected during Hajj in KSA from the 23rd
of August to the 20th of September 2017.

Post-Hajj phase: Pilgrims were followed-up, one month after their return to South
Africa from Hajj, through phone call interviews. Data was collected on health issues during
and post-Hajj in South Africa from the 13th of October 2017 to the 5th of February 2018. This
included information on illness symptoms, symptoms, diagnosis, medications prescribed
and visits to healthcare facilities or hospitals” admissions.
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2.2. Study Population

Our study targeted all adult South African pilgrims (>18 years old) who attended the
2017 Hajj and consented to participate. A total of 1138 pilgrims were enrolled in this study.

2.3. Statistical Analysis

The study population’s characteristics were summarized as frequencies and per-
centages for categorical variables and means, range, and standard deviations (SDs) for
quantitative variables. The association between explanatory variables and outcomes was
evaluated by the Chi-Square test or Fisher’s exact test, as appropriate [19]. All significance
tests were two-sided, and a p-value of <0.05 was considered statistically significant. Odds
ratios with 95% ClIs were computed to assess the presence and degree of association be-
tween the dependent versus independent variables. Variables with p-value <0.05 at the
bi-variate analysis were taken for multivariate analysis. All analyses were performed using
IBM SPSS Statistics version 25.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA).

2.4. Ethics and Confidentiality

All study participants were briefed about the study and gave verbal consent before
enrolment. The study was approved by the King Fahad Medical City Ethics Committee,
the Institutional Review Board (IRB log: 17-244E), and the Biomedical Research Ethics in
the University of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa (IRB log: BE491/17).

3. Results
3.1. Characteristics of the Study Population
3.1.1. Demographics

Of the 2500 South African pilgrims who attended the 2017 Hajj, 1138 (45.5%) were
eligible and agreed to participate in the study; among participants, 80.5% was the response
rate for post hajj follow up. The participants had a mean age of 49.2 years (SD = 13.3;
Range 18-81), with a male:female ratio of 1.2:1. Most pilgrims, 91% (1000/1098), had
at least a secondary education, and nearly all could read 99.7% (1124/1127) and write
99.6% (1108/1112). The age and level of education distribution by gender are presented in
Figure 1.

Age distribution by gender Ethnicity distribution by gender

White

Colored .-
Black African -.

5% 15% 25% 45% 35% 25% 15% 5% 5% 15% 25% 35% 45%

B Male M Female W Male ® Female

Education distribution by gender

No formal education II

Primary education (grade 1-7) --

30% 20% 10% 0% 10% 20% 30%

B Male H Female

Figure 1. Age, ethnicity and level of education distribution by gender among the study population.
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A large proportion of pilgrims, 73% (476/652), were of Indian/Asian background
(Figure 1), and the majority (>97%) were South African nationals, residing in South Africa,
15% (167/1112) of respondents reported traveling outside of their country of residence in
the past six months, mainly visiting Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE).
Nearly half of the pilgrims reported performing Umrah, but only 10% (113/1126) had
previously performed Hajj, mostly more than five years ago. Around 40% (413/1011) of
pilgrims stated that they have travel insurance, including Hajj travel (Table 1).

Table 1. Demographic characteristics.

Variable Number (n) Percentage (%)
Pilgrims enrolled 1138 *
Gender 1114
Male 622 55.8
Age Group 1130
18-34 199 17.6
35-49 372 329
50-64 398 35.2
65-81 161 14.2
Highest education level 1098
No formal education 10 0.9
Primary education (grade 1-7) 88 8.0
Secondary education (grade 8-12) 519 47.3
University /Higher education 481 43.8
Read 1127
Yes 1124 99.73
Write 1112
Yes 1108 99.64
Marital status 1125
Married 992 88.2
Single 88 7.8
Others 45 4.0
Ethnicity 652
Indian/Asian 476 73.0
Black African 92 14.1
Colored 83 12.7
White 1 0.2
Travel insurance 1011
No 446 441
Yes, including Hajj 348 344
Yes, without Hajj 65 6.4
Do not know 152 15.0
Previously performed Hajj 1126
Yes 113 10.0
Hajj performance, how long ago 484
Last year 3 6.3
1-5 Years 4 8.3
More than 5 years 41 85.4
Previously performed Umrah 1114
Yes 495 444
Umrah performance, how long ago 224
Less than a Year 16 7.1
1-5 Years 137 61.2
More than 5 years 71 317
Travel outside South Africa in the past 6 months 1112
Yes 167 15.0
Country frequency (Most visited countries in 225
the past 6 months)
India 18 8.0
Mauritius 10 44
Saudi Arabia 23 10.2
UAE ** 30 13.3
Other (# of countries less than 4%) 144 64.1
Currently pregnant (pregnancy status) 475
No 460 96.8
Yes 7 1.5
Do not know 8 1.7
Pregnancy months 7
First Trimester 6 85.8
Second Trimester 1 14.3

* Bold numbers; represent the total number in each category.** UAE; United Arab Emirates.
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3.1.2. Vaccination and Underlying Health Conditions

The majority of pilgrims 98.4% (1113/1131) reported being vaccinated against meningo-
coccal disease using the quadrivalent conjugate vaccine. About 95.2% (1082/1137) were
vaccinated against yellow fever, 23.7% (241/1019) received the influenza vaccination, and
only 4.7% (48/1019) were vaccinated against pneumococcal disease. Hypertension, di-
abetes (mainly Type 2), and elevated cholesterol levels were the most common health
conditions reported by 22.6% (239/1057), 13.2% (139/1057) and 11.5% (122/1057) of pil-
grims, respectively. Allergy was reported in only 8% (84/1058) of pilgrims (mainly to
medications and environmental factors), while chronic respiratory illnesses were reported
in 6.8%. (72/1055) (Table 2). The distributions of vaccinations and underlying health
conditions by age groups are presented in Figure 2. For most underlying health conditions,
the prevalence was higher among the older age groups.

Table 2. Vaccination and underlying health conditions among enrolled participants.

Variable n Yes %
Vaccination
Yellow fever vaccination 1137 1082 95.2
Polio vaccination 1018 89 8.7
Influenza vaccination 1019 241 23.7
Pneumococcal vaccination 1019 48 4.7
Meningococcal vaccination 1131 1113 98.4
Health conditions

High blood pressure 1057 239 22.6
Diabetes mellitus 1057 139 13.2
Type 1 67 8 11.9

Type 2 67 59 88.1

Heart attack 1055 32 3.0
Chronic respiratory illness 1055 72 6.8
Chronic kidney disease 1056 15 1.4
Hemodialysis 15 5 33.0
Epilepsy 1055 9 0.9

Angina 1055 30 2.8

High cholesterol 1057 122 11.5
Cancer 1055 16 1.5

Allergy 1058 84 7.9
Environment 90 53 58.8

Food 90 8 8.8
Medication 90 35 38.8

Other 90 2 22

Other condition 1054 17 1.6

3.1.3. Pre-Hajj Training and Health Promotion

Regarding training and health promotion before arrival to KSA, 90.5% (1019/1126) of
pilgrims declared that they had received training on the Hajj journey and rituals. Similarly,
most pilgrims reported that they knew where to seek medical care in KSA 76.6% (863 /1126)
and the location of their medical missions during Hajj 66.3% (738/1113). About 66.5%
(733/1103) of pilgrims reported having been briefed about possible health risks to expect
during their stay in KSA, mainly related to heat and respiratory illnesses (Table 3). Most
of the specific health messages received by pilgrims were regarding hand hygiene 44.7%
(505/1131), heat-related diseases 42.4% (479/1131), and cough etiquette 33.6% (380/1131).
Most pilgrims reported that the health messages they received were clear and easy to
understand (Table 3).



Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 3607 6 of 14

50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

0%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Underlying health condition distribution by age

35—49 50—64 65—81

High blood pressure B High cholesterol

B Chronic respiratory illness B Chronic kidney disease = M Diabetes mellitus

Vaccine distribution by age

35—49 50—64 65—381

M Influenza ™ Yellow fever  m Polio Pneumococcal ~® Meningococcal

Figure 2. Vaccinations and underlying health conditions distrubtion by age groups among the study population.

3.1.4. Health Profile upon Arrival to Saudi Arabia

Over 25% (273/1086) of the participants mentioned suffering from a cough upon
arrival to Saudi Arabia, 9% (89/1083) mentioned having a fever (acute fever in the vast
majority of cases; <2 weeks), and 9.7% (105/1083) reported having diarrhea. Vomiting
appeared in only 2.3% (25/1056) of participants and lasted for less than three days in
most cases, while 11% (119/1088) reported suffering from a headache, mostly for less than
a week.

3.2. Health Profile during and Post-Hajj

About 65.1% (596/916) of the participants had fallen ill during Hajj, and 31.6% re-
ported suffering at least two illness episodes during the pilgrimage. The mean duration of
illness episodes during Hajj was 3.5 days (SD = 2.9). Nearly 40% (365/915) of pilgrims also
reported that they got sick post-Hajj, displaying symptoms on average four days (SD = 5.6)
after returning home. There were significantly more pilgrims who fell ill during Hajj than
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post Hajj (p-value = 0.00). Only 12 participants were admitted to the hospital during Hajj,
most 66.6% for only one day. Post-Hajj, 15 pilgrims were admitted to hospitals in South
Africa for a mean duration of 6.4 days (SD =5.7).

Table 3. Training and health promotion before arrival to KSA *.

Variable n Yes %
know where to seek medical care in KSA before arrival 1126 863 76.6
know where medical mission clinics location in KSA before arrival 1113 738 66.3
Hajj training received before arrival to KSA 1126 1019 90.5
Information about health risks in KSA before arrival 1103 733 66.5
Heat related illnesses 127 46 36.2
Respiratory related illness 127 52 40.9
Gastrointestinal disorders 127 15 11.8
Other 127 77 60.6
Information on how to seek melcilsczl help received before arrival to 113 976 877
Health messages received before arrival to KSA 1106 625 56.5
Hand hygiene 1131 505 447
Heat-related illnesses 1131 479 424
Cough etiquette 1131 380 33.6
No messages received 1131 215 19.0

Others health messages received 1131 36 3.2

Health messages received before arrival were easy to understand 602

No 602 29 48
Yes 602 573 95.2

* KSA; kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

3.2.1. Experienced Symptoms

Respiratory symptoms were the most commonly experienced symptoms among the
pilgrims during and post-Hajj (p-value = 0.073). Among ill pilgrims, respiratory symptoms
were found to be significantly higher post-Hajj than during Hajj, with 70.2% (413/588)
and 82.2% (287/349), respectively (p-value = 0.000). On the other hand, gastrointestinal
tract (GIT) symptoms were significantly more common during Hajj compared to post Hajj
(5.4% (32/588) vs. 1.4% (5/349), p-value = 0.002). Similarly, dehydration was only reported
during Hajj in 10.9% of ill pilgrims. Walking-related symptoms (these include symptoms
that are directly related or main caused by walking, e.g., leg pain, sore feet, blisters on the
feet) and injuries were reported in 10% (59/588) of ill participants during Hajj and in 7.1%
(25/349) post-Hajj (p-value = 0.137).

In the bivariate analysis, having an underlying health condition (OR = 1.61; 95% CI =
1.18-2.19; p = 0.003) and not having previously performed Hajj (OR = 1.57; 95% CI = 1.00-2.47;
p = 0.047) were significantly associated with increased risk of falling ill during Hajj. In
the multivariate analysis, pilgrims with underlying health conditions were 1.6 times more
likely to fall ill during Hajj (OR = 1.60; 95% CI = 1.17-2.19; p = 0.003). Similarly, pilgrims
with underlying health conditions were 1.4 times more likely to fall ill post-Hajj (OR = 1.41;
95% CI = 1.08-1.85; p = 0.011).

3.2.2. Diagnosis and Prescribed Medications

Regarding medical diagnosis, our study results showed that diagnosis with respiratory
and hypertension as well as muscle-related illness were all significantly more common in
Hajj than post Hajj (Table 4). Respiratory illnesses were by far the most common diagnosis
among pilgrims both during 32.1% (168/523) and post Hajj 44.4% (119/268). Similarly, the
medication used to treat respiratory and gastrointestinal symptoms, analgesic medication,
and vitamins were all significantly more commonly prescribed during Hajj than post
Hajj (Table 4). In contrast, there was no significant difference in prescribing of antibiotics
between the two periods (66.2% (346/523) during Hajj vs. 68.7% (184/268) post Hajj,
p-value = 0.479).
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Table 4. Health issues during and post-Hajj.

. During Post
Variable n Yes % n Yes % p Value
Fall ill 916 59 65.1 915 365 39.9 0.000
Symptoms
Respiratory 588 413 70.2 349 287 82.2 0.000
symptoms
*
GIT 588 32 5.4 349 5 14 0.002
symptoms
Fever 588 68 11.6 349 34 9.7 0.387
Dehydration 588 64 10.9 349 0 0.0 0.000
Walking
Related 588 59 10.0 349 25 7.1 0.137
symptoms
Other 588 226 38.4 349 95 277 0.000
symptoms
Diagnosis
Respiratory 536 375 70.0 309 252 815 0.000
disease
Muscular 536 28 52 309 1 03 0.000
illnesses
Blood
pressure 536 17 3.2 309 1 0.3 0.006
disorders
Gastrointestinal o/ 15 28 309 3 1.0 0.076
disorders
Urinary tract 536 8 15 309 1 03 0.102
disease
Diabetes 536 8 15 309 0 0.0 0.260
Ear infection 536 4 0.7 309 2 0.6 0.087
Allergy 536 4 0.7 309 0 0.0 0.161
Cancer 536 1 02 309 0 0.0 0.634
diagnosis
Heat related 536 1 0.2 309 0 0.0 0.634
illnesses
Medications
Antibiotic 523 346 66.2 268 184 68.7 0.479
Respiratory
symptoms 523 168 32.1 268 119 44.4 0.001
medication
Vitamins 523 122 233 268 4 15 0.000
Analgesic 523 65 12.4 268 13 49 0.001
medication
Gastrointestinal
symptom 523 17 3.3 268 0 0.0 0.003
medication
Asthma 523 15 29 268 8 3.0 0.926
medication
Diabetes 523 3 0.6 268 0 0.0 0.288
medication

* GIT; Gastrointestinal tract.

3.2.3. Treatment Source

The South African Medical Mission Clinic was the most visited healthcare provider
during Hajj (87.7% (522/596)), while private hospitals were the most visited post-Hajj in
South Africa 57% (208/366). Furthermore, self-treatment was significantly higher post-Haijj
compared to during Hajj (37.5% (137/569) vs. 17.1 (102/366) p-value = 0.000).
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4. Discussion

Our study aimed to collect data on demographics and the health of South African
pilgrims pre, during and post Hajj. The study enrolled all adult pilgrims who agreed to
participate, encompassing nearly half of all the South African pilgrims who participated in
the 2017 Hajj. Hence, giving the best representation of the demographics and health profile
of South African pilgrims to date. The study also reports on health issues experienced by
pilgrims during and post Hajj and highlights the high rates of respiratory tract infection
and antibiotic use during and post pilgrimage.

We report that South African pilgrims represent the general Hajj population in relation
to gender, age, and underlying health conditions. The General Hajj population has a
slightly higher proportion of males, is dominated by older pilgrims, many with underlying
health conditions [4,20-22]. In our study, 55.8% of pilgrims were males, which is similar
to the proportion of males in the overall Hajj population of 2017 (56.7%) [21]. Similarly,
South African pilgrims had a mean age of 49.2 years, and 49.4% were aged 50 years or
older. While some studies on pilgrims from specific countries reported higher mean age
for pilgrims (57-66 years) [8,23,24], our results are in accordance with data on the overall
Hajj population where over 50% are aged 50 years or older [20]. Yet, it appears that the
proportion of South African pilgrims aged 50 years or older had increased over the years
from 34.5% in 2006 to 40% in 2007 to 49.4% in the current study [25].

Additionally, our study revealed a very high literacy level among South African
pilgrims, with a large proportion (91.1%) having a secondary of higher education. Reported
levels of education among pilgrims varied depending on the studied populations. One
study among pilgrims from South Africa, Nigeria, Pakistan, Egypt, Iraq, and Indonesia in
2017 found that 83.7% had secondary or higher education [26]. A similarly high proportion
was reported among Indonesian and Australian pilgrims [27,28]. On the other hand, a study
among pilgrims from South Africa, Nigeria, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Bangladesh in 2015
reported that only 34.2% had secondary or higher education [4]. However, South African
pilgrims’ level of education is higher than that of the general South African population,
wherein 2016, only 34.6% of adults 25 years or older have at least a secondary education [11].
This discrepancy is probably related to the fact that most South African pilgrims, as
indicated by this study’s results, are of Indian/Asian descent, with a different socio-
economic profile compared to most of the South African population [11,29].

In this study, 40% of respondents had at least one underlying health condition, with
22.6% having hypertension and 13.2% being diabetic. These results are in accordance
with other reports showing that a sizable proportion of Hajj pilgrims have underlying
health conditions, with diabetes and hypertension being the most common [30]. Studies
among pilgrims from various countries found that 27-58% have at least one underlying
health condition [4,20-22]. The prevalence of hypertension among Hajj pilgrims ranged
between 10-47%, while <10-33% were reported to be diabetic [23,24,31-33]. Our results
are within the above reported ranges and close to those for the South African general
population. The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that 26.9% of adult South
Africans in 2015 had hypertension, and in 2016, the prevalence of diabetes in the country
was 9.8% [34]. Data on underlying health conditions among prospective pilgrims would
be of great value to ensure that pilgrims receive targeted health education messages on
managing their conditions during Hajj and plan for the appropriate health services delivery.
This is particularly important given that pilgrims with underlying health conditions are
over-represented among hospital and Intensive care unit (ICU) admissions as well as
deaths during the pilgrimage [8,9,14,15,35].

Given the potential for the rapid spread of infectious diseases during Hajj, the Hajj
health requirements for pilgrims are focused on vaccination to minimize the risk of disease
and outbreaks during and post event. Meningococcal vaccination has been compulsory
for all pilgrims, including South Africans since 1988 [36]. Besides, the Saudi Ministry of
Health highly recommends that all pilgrims receive the influenza vaccination, though it is
not compulsory [37]. The results of our study are in line with others who reported high,
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but not always full compliance, with meningococcal vaccination and poor uptake of the
non-recommended vaccination. For instance, in our study, 98.4% of South African pilgrims
reported being vaccinated against meningococcal disease, which is similarly high to what
has been found in other recent studies [36]. Uptake of Influenza and pneumococcal vaccines
in our study was low, especially in relation to the latter. Similar results were reports among
multinational cohorts of Hajj pilgrims [38]. Interestingly, although vaccination against
yellow fever is not compulsory for South African pilgrims [37], over 95% of pilgrims
reported being vaccinated. This may be due to the fact that many South Africans often fly
to Saudi Arabia via Ethiopia and Kenya, where the yellow fever vaccination is mandatory
for all arrivals [25].

We investigated the impact of Hajj on pilgrims’ health through tracing developed
symptoms, visits to healthcare facilities, medical diagnosis, and dispensing of medications
during and after the event. Our study results confirm previous reports that respiratory
infections are the most common diseases experienced by pilgrims and are among the main
reason for visits to healthcare facilities and dispensing of medications during Hajj, including
among South African pilgrims [9,12,24,25]. Besides, we report that respiratory symptoms
were more common post-Hajj than during Hajj. Several studies found the significant
acquisition of respiratory pathogens and the development of respiratory symptoms among
pilgrims post-Hajj [12,39]. Mixing of pilgrims in crowded conditions during Haijj facilitates
transmission of respiratory pathogens and development of respiratory symptoms during
Hajj. The prolonged incubation period of some respiratory diseases may also explain
the prevalence of respiratory illness post pilgrimage [40]. Similar to other reports, we
found that the gastrointestinal tract (GIT) symptoms and illness were much less common
among pilgrims than respiratory infections [9,41]. Additionally, these were mainly seen
during Hajj, which may also be linked to the relatively short incubation period of the
GIT disease-causing organisms [42]. In addition to infections, symptoms associated with
walking were also reported during Hajj. This is not surprising given that pilgrims walk for
an estimated distance of 58 km during Haijj’s five days to perform its rituals [18].

The pattern of medication prescribed to pilgrims pre-and post-Hajj was in accordance
with symptoms experienced by pilgrims. Given infections (especially respiratory tract infec-
tions) were the most common illnesses among pilgrims, medications to relieve symptoms
of such infections and well as antibiotics were commonly prescribed. Besides, vitamins
likely used to boost the pilgrims’ nutrients and immune system, as well as analgesic medi-
cations were also commonly prescribed. A recent study on medication prescribing patterns
among outpatients in Hajj found that the most common classes of prescribed drugs were
anti-inflammatory medicines, analgesics and antipyretics, antibacterials, cough, and cold
preparations, antihistamines, and drugs for acid related disorders [43]. Similarly, data from
the Indian medical mission of the 2016 Hajj revealed that analgesics, antibacterials, antacids,
antihistamines and diabetes and hypertension medications were the most common drugs
prescribed to pilgrims [9,43]. Interestingly, antibiotics were commonly prescribed both
during and post-Hajj. Use of antibiotics is common during Hajj and may have an impact
post-pilgrimage. For example, Hoang et al. reported that 47.6% of pilgrims used antibiotics
during Hajj, and that antibiotic intake was associated with increased carriage of certain
respiratory pathogens and increased frequency of persistent symptoms post-Hajj [44,45].

Hajj is a unique experience and pilgrims need to be adequately informed about
all aspects of the pilgrimage prior to arrival to KSA, including health risk and how to
access medical services during the event. In our study, while a sizable proportion of
pilgrims had visited KSA and performed Umrah previously, for most of them, it was
their first time performing Hajj. While these two mass gatherings take place in the same
location, they different in many aspects including crowdedness, duration, rituals, and
health risks [1], which highlights the importance of providing pilgrims with training
programs and information that are specific to Hajj. We found that most South African
pilgrims had some form of training about Hajj prior to arrival to KSA, including health
risks and how and where to seek medical assistance during the event. Most of the health
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information given to pilgrims was about respiratory tract infection and health-related
illness and how to prevent them. This is not surprising given that respiratory illness is the
leading cause of morbidity and hospitalization during Hajj and significantly contributes to
mortality at the event [1,7,9,14,16].

Additionally, given the Hajj location and a heat-vulnerable pilgrim population, heat-
related illnesses are considered public health threats during the event, especially when it
is held in the summer months, as was the case during our study period [46]. However,
we note a lack of health information for pilgrims regarding non-communicable diseases
and management of underlying health conditions such as diabetes and hypertension,
which may be associated with a lack of emphasis on these conditions in the Saudi Hajj
health regulations for pilgrims [17]. Non-communicable diseases, especially cardiovascular
diseases, are the leading cause of mortality during Hajj [16], and health information on
how to prevent and manage conditions that could lead to cardiovascular events during
Hajj should be disseminated among pilgrims Pre-Hajj. While pilgrims also receive health
promotion messages and information on preventive measures and health services while
in KSA, health authorities in the countries of origin are encouraged to provide health
education for pilgrims prior to arrival to KSA for Hajj. This is because pre-Hajj health advice
is an essential factor contributing to increased compliance with pilgrims’ recommended
health measures [47,48].

Given the international nature of the Hajj, the crowded conditions at the event and
the constant movement of pilgrims during the Hajj journey, tracking pilgrims” health and
provision of health services can be challenging. Active and real-time surveillance are
applied during Hajj, including a recently implemented syndromic and event-based health
early warning system [49,50]. However, post-Hajj surveillance, particularly at pilgrims’
countries of origin is still inadequate. The implementation of a unified surveillance system
that collects data on pilgrims” health pre-, during and post-Hajj, would fill this gap [10].
Utilizing new technologies for evaluating and monitoring pilgrims” health at distance and
in real-time, as well as providing consultation and medical assistance remotely, can be
useful in such a crowded event. Various technologies to monitor patients’ vital signs and
other health parameters at distance have been developed [51,52]. These, in combination
with telemedicine, could prove beneficial in Hajj, including during the current COVID-19
pandemic [53]. It is worth nothing that demographics and health profiles of prospective
pilgrims, as well as risk communication messages, can vary significantly depending on
public health policies introduced due to specific health risks. This includes times when Hajj
takes place amid global pandemics or public health emergency of international concern.
For example, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 2020 Hajj was a scaled down Hajj with
only a 1000 (mainly younger and healthy) pilgrims residing in KSA [54].

This study has some limitations. Although we systematically invited all eligible
pilgrims to participate, only 45.5% of pilgrims agreed and were enrolled. Additionally, we
used questionnaires and interviews to collect information from pilgrims during and post
Hajj. As such, responses obtained are prone to information bias, particularly recall bias.
Nevertheless, our study is the first to collect information on the health of nearly half of
the South African pilgrim population pre- during and post Hajj and reporting on Hajj’s
impact on the health of these pilgrims. Future studies should investigate a more significant
number of pilgrims from more countries with larger pilgrim populations, such as India
and Indonesia.

5. Conclusions

In summary, our study indicates that the South African Hajj population is representa-
tive of the general Hajj population in terms of gender composition and age and that of the
South African (in particular the Indian/Asian) population in terms of socio-economic status
and underlying health conditions. Pilgrims appear to have been informed about where to
seek medical assistance during Hajj and about some of the leading health risks during Hajj.
Additionally, pilgrims did adhere to the required vaccinations for the pilgrimage. Around
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two-thirds of pilgrims had fallen ill during Hajj and one-third reported suffering illness
post event. In both instances, respiratory infections were by far the most common cause of
illness. A pattern of medication prescribing both during and post Hajj was in accordance
with illnesses and symptoms reported by pilgrims, with frequent use of antibiotics and
medications to relieve symptoms of respiratory illnesses. Our results highlight the need
for a unified data sharing platform for Hajj pilgrims among Hajj stakeholders that cap-
ture pilgrims” demographics and health information pre, during and post event [10]. As
such, supporting public health preparedness and planning for the event and improving
response capabilities and health services delivery during and post the mass gathering.
Until such a platform is developed, results of studies like ours can be used to assist in the
above endeavors.
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