
The well·being of pilgrims 
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E
very year, as the time of 
Muslim pilgrimage ap
proaches, and pilgrims 
arrive from all corners of 
the world, every point of 

entry into Saudi Arabia has to cope 
with ever increasing work. By air, sea 
and road they come, motivated by 
faith and a long-cherished desire to 
pray at the Kaabah, the blessed 
mosque towards which Muslims turn 
in their prayer wherever they are, and 
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to visit Arafat, a few miles away from 
Mecca (Makkah) . 

This attendance is the most central 
ritual of the Haj - the Islamic pilgri
mage. Around one million of them 
arrive from countries as far apart as 
Indonesia and Canada. But whether 
they come from China, France, 
Jordan, Morocco, Nigeria, Pakistan, 
the United States, Yugoslavia, from 
anywhere else, they all have the same 
purpose. To them, this is the journey 
of a lifetime and they want to make 
the most of it. That is, to fulfil their 
pilgrimage as best as they can and to 
earn the reward given by God to 
pilgrims, namely, forgiveness of past 
sins. In purely Islamic terms, pilgri-

mage is a visit made at a specific time 
to the Inviolable House at Mecca. This 
is a reference to the Kaabah, the black 
structure at the centre of the Grand 
Mosque. Pilgrimage also involves the 
fulfilment of certain rituals at specific 
times and places. 

Mecca (Makkah), the focal point of 
Islam, attracts pilgrims from all coun
tries where there are large numbers of 
Muslims. The Grand Mosque occupies 
the centre of the town, and within the 
Grand Mosque is the Kaabah 
sanctuary. 
Photos Camerapix London © 
Map rep-roduced by courtesy of Equinox, 
Oxford, UK. © 
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To them, this is the journey of a lifetime 
and they want to make the most of it. 
Photo Camerapix London © 

Once in Saudi Arabia, the overseas 
visitors are joined by an equal number 
of local pilgrims who also want to fulfil 
this religious duty, which is one of the 
five pillars upon which the structure of 
the Islamic faith is built. 

These two million people, together 
with the many thousands who are 
engaged in the numerous services 
required to ensure the safety and 
well-being of pilgrims, have to move 
within a limited area and go from one 
spot to another in order to fulfil the 
rituals at the prescribed time. To 
ensure that every pilgrim who arrives 
in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is 
able to fulfil his religious duties on 
time and without difficulty, a supreme 
committee of pilgrimage, headed by 
the Minister of Interior, has the task of 
coordinating the efforts of the Min
istries of Interior, Health, Pilgrimage 
and Religious Endowments, Munici
pal and Rural Affairs, Transport, Post 
and Telephone, and Trade, together 
with the Saudi Red Crescent Society. 

Understandably, health is given a 
high profile among the services pro
vided by the government. An out
break of any communicable disease 
among the pilgrims would not only 
represent a problem of great magni
tude for the country; it could be 
carried abroad to create a major 
health problem for other countries as 
well. In the past, many countries had 
to apply a system of quarantine for 
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their pilgrims as they arrived back 
home. Today, this is not necessary 
thanks to the efficiency of the health 
services provided. Fully equipped hos
pitals are available in Mecca and 
Medina (Madinah), the two cities 
where pilgrims mostly stay. All cases 
which need medical attention receive 
the proper care. 

Pilgrims have to take a specific 
route, spending four or five days in 
areas which are not populated for the 
rest of the year. On the eighth day of 
the lunar month of Thul-Hajjah, they 
move out of Mecca. Some proceed to 
Arafat, a flat area surrounding a small 
hill, about 25 kilometres away, but 
many stop half-way at Mina where 
they spend the night. All pilgrims have 
to be at Arafat on the following day, 
spending most of the day there, 
engaged in worship and glorification 
of God, and praying for forgiveness. 
This is the pinnacle of the Muslim 
pilgrimage. 

When the sun has set, they travel 
back towards Mina and Mecca. They 
stop first at a place called Muzdalifa, a 
short distance from Mina, where they 
spend the night, sleeping rolJgh, be
cause there is neither tent nor build
ing. Shortly before sunrise, they 
continue to Mina to start a day full of 
activity, with several rituals to perform. 
They spend two or three days there, 
during which they also have to pay a 
visit to the Grand Mosque in Mecca. 

All photos in this issue which are not 
marked WHO or © for copyright are 
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And on the third day, they all return 
to Mecca to prepare for their journey 
home. 

Neither Arafat nor Mina is a built
up area. No one lives at either place 
all year round, apart from these five 
pilgrimage days, so the pilgrims live in 
tents. The Saudi Government has to 
provide abundant water supplies in 
these areas to cover all their needs: 
ablution, purification, drinking and 
sanitation. The question of sanitation 
is of the highest importance, especi
ally these days when pilgrimage 
occurs at the height of summer when 
it is excessively hot. So facilities are 
provided along with all the support 
services required to ensure proper 
waste disposal. 

Seasonal health centres 
Pilgrims coming from other coun

tries spend on average two to four 
weeks in Saudi Arabia, passing their 
time equally in Mecca and Medina, 
apart from those five days of their 
religious duties. As both cities are of 
medium size, the problems of conges
tion can be easily appreciated with the 
influx of these huge numbers. The 
emergency hospitals already men
tioned are complemented by a net
work of seasonal health centres which 
provide medical care for all cases 
reported to them, and give advice on 
how to avoid health risks, especially 
sunstroke and heat exhaustion. At the 
height of the pilgrimage season, all 
these health centres work 24 hours a 
day, providing a wide range of 
medical care, dispensing medicines 
and not forgetting to provide dental 
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Every prospective pilgrim must fulfil 
specific health requirements. Those 
from overseas may be required to 
produce vaccination certificates against 
certain diseases. 
Photo WHO/E. Schwab 

care to any pilgrim in need of it. 
Even before the earliest pilgrims 

arrive, special committees formed by 
the Ministry of Health make sure that 
the accommodation provided for pil
grims in Mecca, Mina, Arafat and 
Medina fulfil all the conditions neces
sary to protect the health of the 
visitors. This is a clear instance of the 
basic principle: "Prevention is better 
than cure." 

This same principle underlies the 
special effort made by the Ministry of 
Health to monitor the world epidem
iological situation in order to formu
late at an early stage the specific 
health requirements which every pros
pective pilgrim must fulfil. Pilgrims 
from overseas may be required to 
produce vaccination certificates 
against certain diseases. Vaccination 
campaigns may be arranged for 
residents of the pilgrimage areas and 
for prospective pilgrims from the 
Kingdom, whether Saudis or mem
bers of the expatriate community. 
Rigorous surveillance and monitoring 
are in force to discover any cases of 
communicable diseases or food poi
soning, so that the patients may be 
isolated and preventive measures may 
be taken to bring any outbreak of a 
communicable disease swiftly under 
control. 

Moreover, the health authorities 
maintain close contacts with their 
counterparts in Muslim countries in 
order to provide valuable health edu
cation to pilgrims, even before they 
embark on their journey. Personal 
and public cleanliness and sanitation 
are given their due importance. 
Guidelines are provided on what food 
to eat and what to avoid, the impor
tance of eating enough, and avoiding 
fatigue and over-crowding. Adequate 
measures are also taken to reduce the 
risk of fire and accidents, and to deal ~ 
with such cases as arise. 

It is not an easy task to ensure that 
the great number of pilgrims who 
gather every year in Mecca and 
Medina can fulfil their religious duties 
without being exposed to serious 
health risks. The fact that, year after 
year, the pilgrimage season in Saudi 
Arabia remains free of epidemics 
indicates the high efficiency of the 
services provided, and the success of 
all the measures taken by Saudi 
Arabia in dealing with a potentially 
serious situation. • 
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