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leprosy in Yemen 
Yasin AI·Qubati 

The inhabitants of those areas be
came accustomed to seeing these 
leprosy patients as strangers wander
ing in the deserts or mountains. The 
cruel legend arose that, in order to be 
cured from the disease, these unfor
tunate castaways would kill human 
beings, eat their brains and drink 
their blood. In some areas of Yemen 
there is a belief that, if the leprosy 

l
eprosy -in Arabic Gutham
dateS. back some 1350 years in 
the history of Yemen. In ancient 

times the Abbassid Wali (Ruler of 
Yemen), M. Z. Abou-Al-Madan, 
collected huge quantities of wood to 
burn all the leprosy patients to be 
found in the country's capital , 
Sana'a, as a way of solving this 
problem. Fortunately, however, he 
died before he was able to commit 
this crime. 

More positively, "Kaidoon festi
val"- a national leprosy day - is 
traditionally celebrated on the last 
Friday of Rajab month. This festival 
was started in 1230 AD by Saeed Bin 
Isa Al-Amoodi in a village called 
Kaidoon in Hadramout. It is widely 
believed that on this day leprosy will 
not be transmitted and therefore 
healthy people mingle with leprosy 
patients. 

" patients walk in the rain, the rain 
water will become contaminated and 
will eventually infect people who eat 
the plants irrigated by this water. 

In the 19th and early 20th cen
turies, if leprosy sufferers were found 
among the crews of trading ships, the 
captains used to throw them into the 
sea or send them by boat to be put 
ashore in the coastal regions of Al
Mahara or Hadramout, or at Zafar. 

All these wrong-headed beliefs 
have tended to influence not only 
individuals but even the decision
makers of the government. As a 
result the leprosy problem in Yemen 
is considered more as a social than as 
a public health problem. 

Ideas of guilt 
In many societies, leprosy is associ
ated with ideas of guilt, rejection and 
isolation which were influenced 
mainly by social beliefs and religious 
misconceptions. Most Muslims 

The Skin and Venereal Diseases Hospital at the City of Light, Taiz, Yemen. 
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would remember a saying of the 
Prophet Mohammad, that they 
should "escape from a leper as you 
escape from a lion" . Only a few of 
them would recall that the Prophet 
ate with a leprosy patient, that 
Ayeshah , the wife of the Prophet, 
encouraged people to accept leprosy 
sufferers and that it was said she had 
a person with leprosy working in her 
house as a servant and sharing all 
their utensils. 

Yahia Ali-Nasser, a 20-year-old 
male patient at the City of Light , 
Taiz, remembers his isolated life in 
his village . He says: "When I 
started to have patches on my body 
and developed deformities of both 
hands, I was forbidden to join in 
meals with my family. I was put in a 
separate room without proper food 
or a proper place to sleep. I was not 
allowed in the mosque or in the souk 
(market) ." 

Victims of leprosy are obliged to 
get divorced , and they are isolated 
from their families as well as being 
ostracized from society. Their 
property is usually taken by other 
members of the family. In fact, from 
the moment that leprosy is diag
nosed they are considered socially 
dead. 

I remember, in 1986, during one 
of my field visits to Hajj a gover
norate , I met an old man living all 
alone in a cave outside the village on 
the charity of some village people. 
In front of his cave he could see the 
huge apartment buildings that his 
own children had constructed . It 
was very hard to persuade him to 
shake hands with me; for many a 
long year he had never met a healthy 
person. 

In AI-Mahara governorate, near 
the border with Oman, I found a 
whole family living in one small 
room of their neighbour's home. 
They had deserted their own big 
house for the simple reason that a 
leprosy patient had died in that 
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Paying homage during the Kaidoon Festival, which is Nat~onal Leprosy Day in Yemen. 

house. And I recall once happening 
to see the identity card of a patient, in 
which against the column "profes
sion" was written "leper" . 

Before 1964, leprosy patients 
were subjected to obligatory isola
tion in unsanitary houses. These 
houses were built by the King in the 
north, by the English colonial admin
istrators, or by the Sultans in the 
south of the country. The City of 
Light hospital , not far from the centre 
ofTaiz city, was built in 1964 and the 
area became a refuge for outcasts. 
Houses grew up around the hospital 
and a leprosarium was erected 
nearby. Between 1964 and 1973 , 
Taiz and Mukalla were the only 
places in the country known to be 
giving medical care by dapsone 
monotherapy to leprosy patients. 

Revitalized 

able advice and to direct financial aid 
from WHO. In 1989, an agreement 
was signed between the Ministry of 
Public Health and the German 
Leprosy Relief Association . This 
paved the way to the foundation of 
the National Leprosy Control 
Programme (NLCP) in Yemen. 

Today the NLCP work is being 
carried out in two different areas: 
running the Skin and Venereal 
Diseases Hospital at the City of Light 
in Taiz (which is also the headquar
ters of the NLCP) , and field activities 
covering 80% of the country. 
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In 1990 intensive health educa
tion programmes were started in an 
attempt to overcome the long
entrenched stigma of leprosy, making 
full use of the mass media. Slowly, 
attitudes are changing. Mr Ahmed 
Al-Kafri- a former leprosy patient 
living in the City of Light- says: 
"Ten years ago there was no one to 
visit me. I was totally isolated. But, 
now, Al-Hamdullah! (Thank God!) 
I can visit my relatives in my village . 
My house is filled with visitors and 
sometimes I even find it difficult to 
play host to all of them." We can 
constantly hear similar stories in the 
City of Light. Al-Hamdullah! 

The grateful smile on the face of 
leprosy patients and the gleam of 
hope in their eyes serve to encourage 
the NLCP of Yemen- in spite of 
political instability, inflation, geo
graphical constraints such as the 
difficult terrain , poor health care 
infrastructure and inadequate com
munications system- to press on 
towards the goal of elimination; it's 
not very far away! • 

Dr Yasin Af.Qubati is Director of the National 
Leprosy Control Programme, P.O. Box 55722, 
Taiz, Yemen. 

The leprosy work was carried out by 
the Missionaries of Charity from 
1973 in Taiz, Hodeidah and Al
Sukhnah. In 1982, during a WHO 
conference at Mogadishu, Somalia, I 
invited Dr S.K. Noordeen of WHO, 
Geneva, to visit Yemen . After his 
visit the leprosy control activities, 
which had fallen into stagnation , 
were revitalized thanks to his valu- The Kaidoon Festival in Hadramout is the day when healthy people mingle with leprosy patients. 


