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Saudi Arabia bans pilgrims’ entry, Iran cancels Friday prayers 
DUBAI: In unprecedented decisions aimed at stopping the deadly coronavirus from 
spreading further, Saudi Arabia on Thursday barred foreign pilgrims from entering the 
kingdom to visit Islam’s holiest sites and Iran called off Friday congregations in several 
cities, including the capital. 
 
The move by Saudi Arabia has serious implications as it will disrupt the plans of 
millions of faithful ahead of the holy month of Ramazan and as Haj looms. 
 
The two decisions showed the growing worries across the Middle East over the virus as 
Iran confirmed the number of people infected by it had spiked by over 100, to 254. 
Those with the virus in the Islamic Republic included Vice President Masoumeh 
Ebtekar, state media reported. 
 
A total of 26 people have died so far in Iran, the world’s highest death toll outside of 
China, where the outbreak began. 
 
Saudi Arabia’s barring of pilgrims from Makkah and Madina appeared unprecedented in 
modern history. The country also suspended entry to travellers from nations affected by 
the new virus who hold tourist visas. 
 

The steps are aimed at stopping spread of the deadly coronavirus 
 
The kingdom, which so far has reported no cases of the virus but has expressed alarm 
over its spread in neighbouring countries, said the suspensions were temporary. 
 
But it provided no timeframe for when they will be lifted, and the decision left tens of 
thousands of pilgrims around the world in limbo. 
 
“The kingdom’s government has decided to take the following precautions: suspending 
entry to the kingdom for the purpose of Umrah and visit to the (Holy) Prophet’s mosque 
temporarily,” the foreign ministry said in a statement. 
 
“Suspending entry into the kingdom with tourist visas for those coming from countries 
where the spread of the new coronavirus is a danger,” it added without naming them. 
 
Since its outbreak, the United Arab Emirates has reported 13 coronavirus cases, Kuwait 
has recorded 43, Bahrain 33 and Oman four cases. 
 
To curb the spread of the disease from people returning from pilgrimages to Iran, Gulf 
countries have implemented a raft of measures including flight suspensions and school 
closures. 
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In Kuwait, government institutions suspended the use of fingerprint recognition to 
clock in and out, while Qatar — which has no reported cases — advised its citizens to 
avoid the traditional greeting of rubbing noses. 
 
Haj and Umrah 
 
Umrah attracts millions of Muslims from all over the globe each year. A travel 
association in Bangladesh said over 1,000 pilgrims, many with non-refundable tickets to 
Saudi Arabia, were “stranded at Dhaka airport” after being denied permission to board 
following Riyadh’s announcement. 
 
Uncertainty loomed as some 10,000 visas have been issued for Umrah and 137,000 
people in Bangladesh have signed up for Haj, due to start in late July, it added. 
 
Some 2.5 million faithful travelled to Saudi Arabia from across the world to take part in 
Haj last year. 
 
Situation in Iran 
 
The outbreak in Iran prompted authorities there to call off Friday prayers in several 
cities, including Tehran, state TV reported, while state news agency IRNA said Chinese 
citizens had been barred from entering the country. 
 
“In the last 24 hours, we have had 106 (new) confirmed cases ... The death toll has 
reached 26,” Health Ministry spokesman Kianush Jahanpur told state TV, calling on 
Iranians to avoid “unnecessary trips inside the country”. 
 
He said there were plans to impose some restrictions at holy sites and cancel some 
sermons on Friday. “But it needs the approval of the president before being carried out,” 
he said, adding that hundreds of those suspected of being infected by the virus had 
recovered and been discharged from hospital. 
 
The death rate among confirmed cases of the virus has been much higher in Iran than 
elsewhere. The World Health Organisation has said this is likely due to the country’s 
surveillance systems not yet picking up mild cases. 


