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Abstract 

Background: Most mass gathering events have been suspended due to the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic. However, with 
vaccination rollout, whether and how to organize some of these mass gathering events arises as part of the pandemic 
recovery discussions, and this calls for decision support tools. The Hajj, one of the world’s largest religious gatherings, 
was substantively scaled down in 2020 and 2021 and it is still unclear how it will take place in 2022 and subsequent 
years. Simulating disease transmission dynamics during the Hajj season under different conditions can provide some 
insights for better decision-making. Most disease risk assessment models require data on the number and nature of 
possible close contacts between individuals.

Methods: We sought to use integrated agent-based modeling and discrete events simulation techniques to 
capture risky contacts among the pilgrims and assess different scenarios in one of the Hajj major sites, namely 
Masjid-Al-Haram.

Results: The simulation results showed that a plethora of risky contacts may occur during the rituals. Also, as the total 
number of pilgrims increases at each site, the number of risky contacts increases, and physical distancing measures 
may be challenging to maintain beyond a certain number of pilgrims in the site.

Conclusions: This study presented a simulation tool that can be relevant for the risk assessment of a variety of (res-
piratory) infectious diseases, in addition to COVID-19 in the Hajj season. This tool can be expanded to include other 
contributing elements of disease transmission to quantify the risk of the mass gathering events.
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Introduction
Mass gathering events are a major risk factor for the 
spread of the severe acute respiratory syndrome coro-
navirus (SARS-CoV-2), which causes the COVID-19 
pandemic. The role of mass gathering events in the 
global outbreak of the disease has been proved in several 

countries [1]. According to the World Health Organiza-
tion, mass gatherings can be defined as “events attended 
by a sufficient number of people to strain the planning 
and response resources of a community, state or nation” 
[2]. The Hajj (pilgrimage), the yearly pilgrimage to the 
holiest city of Mecca, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and one 
of the five pillars of the Islamic creed represents the larg-
est annual mass gathering worldwide. During the Hajj 
event, pilgrims perform rituals and prayers in mass in 
some predefined indoor and outdoor spaces, often in 
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very crowded conditions sometimes up to six persons 
per square meter [3]; under these conditions, respiratory 
infectious diseases could easily affect a large percent of 
pilgrims [4].

Although disease transmission during the Hajj has 
been a concern for decades, it has become one of the key 
issues in recent years, particularly in 2009 during H1N1 
influenza, in 2012 MERS outbreaks [3, 5], and recently in 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Although the Hajj event has 
rarely been canceled in the past, major historical disease 
outbreaks such as the plague of 1967 have caused the 
cancellation of the pilgrimage. Recent disease outbreaks 
have been treated through the implementation of spe-
cific public health interventions such as mandatory vac-
cination (i.e. polio and meningitis), education campaigns, 
and country-specific restrictions, such as the restrictions 
applied to the countries impacted by the Ebola crisis [5]. 
Given that a large number of pilgrims take part in the 
Hajj from more than 180 countries [6, 7], it can poten-
tially serve as a superspreading event, and an outbreak 
can have significant global impacts.

With the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
concerns were raised about mass gathering events 
including the Hajj. The Hajj for 2020 was not fully 
canceled. Instead, Saudi Arabia’s government decided 
to organize a very small pilgrimage with the total num-
ber of pilgrims limited to only 1,000 [8]. Participants 
were randomly selected from nationals of 160 coun-
tries who were already residing in Saudi Arabia [4]. This 
allowed a much easier and more practical physical dis-
tancing among the pilgrims in all major Hajj sites, oth-
erwise, the risk of virus transmission would have been 
very high [9, 10]. For example, Yezli & Khan (2020) 
estimated that the total number of primary COVID-19 
cases per one million participants to be around 1,392 
cases, including 472 imported cases [10]. This could go 
up to 4,872 after adjusting for secondary cases, which 
could easily overwhelm the hospital and ICU capacities 
in the cities hosting Hajj-related programs. In 2020, age 
limitation, general health condition, negative COVID 
-19 tests, and medical examinations of pilgrims, in 
addition to screening, specific quarantining, maintain-
ing a physical distance of 1.5 meters from each other, 
wearing face masks, following hygiene protocols, and 
close communications with the public health staff were 
the preventive measures in the Hajj event [4]. Moreo-
ver, all local service providers were subject to regular 
COVID-19 screening and testing [11]. In 2021, Saudi 
Arabia’s government increased the number of annual 
Hajj pilgrimage to 60,000 pilgrims. In addition to previ-
ous measures such as age limitation [12, 13], vaccina-
tion against COVID-19 was mandatory for the pilgrims 
[14]. Implementing these health and safety measures, 

resulted in no cases of COVID-19 or other illnesses 
among pilgrims during the 2020 and 2021 events.

The emergence of more transmissible new variants 
and the uncertainty that still exists about the effective-
ness of vaccines on different COVID-19 variants and the 
duration of the protection afforded by the various vac-
cines has further complicated the situation for the mass 
gathering events including 2022 Hajj planning. Several 
factors such as crowding, the health of the attendees, 
and the type and location of meetings contribute to the 
transmission of diseases among participants in mass 
gathering events [15]. Before COVID-19, the most com-
mon outbreaks at the mass gatherings involved vaccine-
preventable diseases, mainly measles and influenza, but 
also mumps and hepatitis [16]. However, it was found 
that the transmission of various communicable diseases 
such as gastrointestinal infections that may not be pre-
vented by vaccination have been recorded in association 
with mass gatherings [16]. Therefore, evaluation, mitiga-
tion, and communication of the risk of mass gatherings 
play a crucial role in the decision-making process of 
holding events. According to WHO’s technical guidance 
on COVID-19 [17], specific features of the event such as 
crowd density, type or purpose of the event, duration, 
and count, age, profession, mode of travel of participants 
as well as nature of contact between participants should 
be considered in the risk assessment for mass gatherings 
during the COVID-19 pandemic [18]. Current evidence 
suggests that the virus transmits mainly between people 
who are in close proximity to one another, often within 1 
metre, and increasing the count and duration of contacts 
increase the risk of transmission in conjunction with 
mass gathering events [17].

Measurement of contacts between participants in mass 
gathering events is a time and cost-consuming process 
and to the best of the authors’ knowledge, there is no 
such measurement has been presented for the Hajj ritual. 
In order to better inform our understanding of the poten-
tial contact dynamics during the Hajj event, we have 
developed a simulation tool that estimates the potential 
number and duration of risky contacts in one of the Hajj 
main sites, the Grand Mosque, where almost every pil-
grim visits several times during the pilgrimage. The infor-
mation obtained regarding risky contacts can be used to 
assess the feasibility of physical distancing measures as 
well as to estimate the risk of disease transmission under 
different policy choices and scenarios. In the next sec-
tion, the details of modeling are described. These details 
can be used as a guide for the simulation of motions and 
contacts in other mass gatherings events. Section 3 pre-
sents the results of simulations and section  4 discusses 
the results and concludes the paper.
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Materials and Methods
Hajj rituals
Pilgrims usually arrive in Mecca and perform some vol-
untary rituals in preparation for the mandatory ritu-
als in Masjid-Al-Haram, called Tawaf and Sa’ay. Tawaf 
is performed in Mata’af, an open-air space, and around 
the Kaaba and Sa’ay is performed in the Masa’a building, 
an enclosed space (Fig 1a and b). On the first day of the 
obligatory ritual, all pilgrims travel to Mina and stay a day 
in Al-Mashaer inside tents or in open spaces. In the even-
ing, they travel to Muzdalifah and stay there overnight in 
open spaces (no tents). Pilgrims’ travel from Masjid-Al-
Haram to Mina, Al-Mashaer, and Muzdalifah are often 
done through buses, train, minivans, taxis, and cars. 
Pilgrims stay in Mina for four days. They stay in camps 
while performing their rituals during the day. There are 

some trips between Mina and Masjid-Al-Haram during 
this period to perform Tawaf and Sa’ay. On the last day 
of their obligatory rituals, pilgrims go back to Masjid-Al-
Haram from Mina and perform the last Tawaf and Sa’ay 
before leaving.

In this study, we focus on rituals that are performed 
repeatedly in the Masjid-Al-Haram complex (Tawaf in 
Mata’af and Sa’ay in Masa’a Building). In this study we 
focused on the Hajj rituals that are performed in Mas-
jid-Al-Haram because this place is the most frequently 
visited place during the hajj pilgrims for obligatory and 
optional rituals as well as daily prayers. The complex has 
three floors while rituals can be performed on all floors, 
most pilgrims prefer to perform them on the first floor. 
To limit the scope and computational time, we only con-
sider and simulate the first floor. To perform the Tawaf 

Fig 1 Masjid-Al-Haram a and b 3D Model, c Pilgrim’s path in the ritual that is begun from one of the gates and ended at the same or another gate. 
Arrows show one of the paths in the order of cyan, green, yellow, purple, blue and red (Refer to Video  1 and Video  2)

https://youtu.be/_oOf4uNIghw
https://youtu.be/3X_JN533kJM
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ritual, the pilgrims circle around Kaaba seven times 
counterclockwise. After completion of Tawaf, prayer is 
performed in designated prayer areas around Mata’af. 
The prayer on the first-floor area is covered but has an 
open connection to the uncovered Mata’af area. The 
prayer is followed by the Sa’ay ritual during which pil-
grims run or walk seven times between Safa and Marwah 
points in Masa’a. The maximum Mata’af radius is about 
75 m but the Tawaf is often performed in areas near the 
Kaaba. Tawaf begins from the corner of the Kaaba with 
the Black Stone and ends up with an average total dis-
tance of 1.5 km after the completion of the seven rounds. 
The open area around the Kaaba on the ground floor is 
about 15,000  m2. The Mata’af and Ottoman constructions 
around Kaaba can accommodate up to 72,000 people in a 
praying position [19]. The crowd density in Tawaf during 
the peak of the Hajj season and also during the month of 
Ramadan used to reach up to 8 people per square meter 
[20]. This density varies from 6 to 7 people per square 
meter near the Kaaba to 1 person per square meter in a 
distance of about 40 meters from Kaabah [21]. Previous 
studies and crowd models have shown that the upper 
limit throughput of the Mata’af area for efficient and safe 
Tawaf is about 30,000 Tawafs per hour [20]. The distance 
between the Safa and Marwa is around 450 m, therefore, 
seven trips back and forth sum up to roughly 3.6 km. This 
area is divided into two 16 m wide corridors. Recently, 
the Masjid-Al-Haram has a much higher throughput 
due to the increased capacity of the Masa’a building [20]. 
Measurements indicate that the current maximum rate of 
entrance and exit from the Masjid-Al-Haram can reach 
up to 55,000 to 65,000 pilgrims per hour in peak seasons 
[20]. Pilgrim speed in the Mata’af area is a function of the 
pilgrims’ densities, time of the day, and age of pilgrims. 
There are fluctuations in the speed due to turbulence in 
the pilgrim flux, and oscillation on the pilgrims’ paths 
caused by shock waves which are affected by the repul-
sive forces between the pedestrians in the high-density 
crowd [21]. The average measured speed varies from 0.3 
m/s in the higher-density areas to 1.1 m/s in lower-den-
sity areas [21].

Simulation method
In this study, we used a mix of agent-based modeling 
and discrete events simulation techniques. Agent-based 
models can be used to model the pedestrians’ behaviors 
in crowds [19]. To simulate the motion of pilgrims in 
Masjid-Al-Haram, we developed a multiscale simulation 
model in AnyLogic software (www. anylo gic. com). Any-
Logic is a multimethod simulation modeling platform 
that allows simulating pedestrian dynamics. Pedestrian 
movement in AnyLogic is modeled according to a social 
force model observing rules of physics. In the social 

forces model, the mass and dimension of each pedes-
trian, desired speed of the pedestrian in the absence of 
interactions, the direction of movement (toward attrac-
tion points), the repulsive force between pedestrians or 
pedestrians and obstacles such as walls or columns are 
formulated in the momentum equation.

The position and speed of the pedestrian are dynami-
cally calculated over time [19]. Pedestrians in AnyLogic 
take the shortest route, avoid colliding with other objects 
and pedestrians by analyzing the current environment, 
and decide on their next steps at each time step in the 
model simulation. We created a 3-D form of the geome-
try of the Masjid-Al-Haram (Fig 1 a and b) for this model. 
The Kaaba, Place of Abraham, entrance gates, divider 
walls in Masa’a, and many other details are included in 
the model. We have simulated pilgrims’ movements in 
the Masjid-Al-Haram from when pilgrims enter the site 
up to the point that they finish one complete round of 
Tawaf and Sa’ay and leave the area. Fig 1c exhibits the 
simulated paths of pilgrims in Masjid-Al-Haram.

It is assumed that pilgrims randomly enter the Mas-
jid from five main gates at a predefined rate. They go to 
Mata’af (following the cyan color arrows) and are ran-
domly distributed at a distance between 0.5 m and 50 m 
from the Kaaba in the nearest location to their ingress 
gate and start circulating around the Kaaba (Tawaf). 
After seven rounds of circulations (following green color 
arrows), they leave Mata’af and go to a randomly assigned 
praying spot outside the Mata’af area (following yellow 
color arrows). Pilgrims pray there for about five minutes 
before leaving for Masa’a building using a path outside 
the Mata’af area (following purple color arrows). Pilgrims 
enter the Masa’a building near the Safa hill and begin 
their Sa’ay ritual (following blue color arrows). After 
seven rounds of Sa’ay, pilgrims leave the Masjid from one 
of the five main gates (following red color arrows).

To simulate and direct pilgrims’ movements around 
Kaaba in Mata’af, we first created 36 fifty-meter radial 
lines around Kaaba, each divided into 100 half-meter 
segments. Pilgrims had to cross one of these segments 
when passing the radial lines. Using this high-resolu-
tion setting for the path of pilgrims for the Tawaf ritual, 
it was possible to control the movements of pilgrims in 
half meters distance ranges perpendicular to Kaaba. This 
allowed us to set the average radius of each circulation 
path, the extent of movement perpendicular to the circu-
lar motion, and the density of pilgrims in different loca-
tions before running the simulation. This also allowed us 
to implement various movement patterns such as wavy 
motion, and social distancing perpendicular to the circu-
lation in the Tawaf which had been practiced during the 
2020 and 2021 Hajj. Code walkthroughs and time meas-
urements were used to verify the simulations.

http://www.anylogic.com
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According to [21], the average speed of pilgrims was 
assumed to be 1.1±0.1 (m/s) in low-density areas. Since 
the movement of pilgrims was controlled by the embed-
ded social forces method in AnyLogic’s Pedestrian 
Library, the speed of pilgrims in high-density locations 
was adapted based on population density. Because of the 
randomness of movement, different time of entrances, 
different lengths of circulation on each circle and time 
of Tawaf, differences in approaching or departing direc-
tion of pilgrims that were entering or exiting Tawaf with 
who were circulating, different densities and conse-
quently various speeds formed in Mata’af. In the model, 
we set the rate of entrance and path of pilgrims from the 
entrance gates to the Mata’af, and let pilgrims randomly 
uniformly were distributed over 100 circles around the 
Kaaba. All other movements were automatically con-
trolled by the Pedestrian Library which simulates the 
motion like the real pedestrians. Initial tests of the model 
showed that using this setting, we can simulate different 
numbers of populations. With a population of more than 
4,000 people, some congestion occurred behind the Place 
of Abraham near the Kaaba, which was similar to what 
had been observed in the real world.

The average time that pilgrims spent in Tawaf and 
Sa’ay was measured for different numbers of the total 
population. The average time in Tawaf was about 850 
seconds (14 minutes and 10 seconds) when the number 
of pilgrims in tawaf was below 3,000, and around 1,600 
seconds (26 minutes and 40 seconds) for 3,000-5,000 pil-
grims. As the number of pilgrims increases, congestions 
start to occur that reduce the average speed of pilgrims 
further. The average time that pilgrims spent in Masa’a 
was about 3,100 seconds (51 minutes and 40 seconds). 
Although a small congestion area in the Masa’a building 
formed when the total number of pilgrims increased, it 
did not induce a meaningful change in each pilgrim’s time 
spent in the Masa’a, for up to 10,000 individuals. These 
values were consistent with the kinematic motion of pil-
grims with the predefined average speed in the length of 
the path they should pass and the measured times in the 
Masjid-Al-Haram [20].

Contact calculation
Close contacts are one of the main contributors to 
COVID-19 disease transmission. The CDC defines a 
close contact as someone who is within two meters of an 
infected person for at least 15 minutes within a 24-hour 
period [22]. We adopted this definition for contact, with-
out specifying the infection status of individuals and con-
sidering the duration of contact, to calculate the number 
of such events taking place. We used two approaches: 1) 
A Monte Carlo sampling simulation to obtain the poten-
tial contacts between individuals in an area one moment 

in time, and 2) A simplified version of the simulation-
based contacts matrix calculator method presented by 
[23, 24].

For the first method, it was assumed that different total 
numbers of individuals with an area of 0.15  m2 were ran-
domly distributed in an area with a certain geometry in a 
moment. Pairwise distances between all individuals were 
calculated. Distances less than two meters were taken as 
a contact. For each number of contacts, the average num-
ber of individuals who had at least one contact, and the 
maximum number of contacts with one other individ-
ual were calculated. The generation of the pilgrims and 
the calculation of distances (New simulation run) were 
repeated until the simulated number of contacts remains 
approximately constant. The results of this simulation 
are estimates of contacts in an area in a time step of a 
dynamic movement. All calculations were done using a 
Python script.

In the second method, [23, 24]’s methodology was used 
to calculate the number of contacts. In this model, each 
pilgrim finds other pilgrims within a two-meter radius 
of himself/herself (close contact) at every time step. In 
short, if each close person is not the same as the peo-
ple that were in close contact in the previous time step, 
a new contact case is added to the pilgrim’s contact 
memory. These calculations begin when a pilgrim is at 
the entrance gate and stop when the pilgrim leaves the 
Masjid-Al-Haram. The contacts are accumulated during 
the ritual for each pilgrim and averaged over all pilgrims. 
We calculated the number of contacts in different loca-
tions of the Masjid-Al-Haram and normalized it for the 
total number of pilgrims. In addition, we calculated the 
unique contacts that each pilgrim experiences during the 
ritual. This was done by recording the new contacts in 
the memory of the pilgrim without considering the time 
of contact.

Results
Total and unique contacts
Assuming the Mata’af area is a circle with a radius of 60 
m, given that the Kaaba radius is 10 m, the free surface 
area for Tawaf would be about 11,000  m2 (Fig 2). The total 
number of pilgrims in this area can reach up to 72,000 
with a density of 6-7 people per square meter (about 0.15 
 m2 per pilgrim). As a previous study indicated [20], for an 
efficient and physically safe Tawaf, the maximum num-
ber of pilgrims in Mata’af should be limited to 30,000 pil-
grims per hour.

The rate of pilgrims’ entrance to the Masjid-Al-Haram 
varies depending on the time of day and the season. 
The maximum rate in a peak season has been between 
15 and 18 pilgrims per second [20]. Knowing that each 
efficient and safe Tawaf takes an average of 850 seconds, 
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the maximum number of pilgrims in Mata’af should be 
limited to about 7,000 pilgrims that would yield an aver-
age density of 0.64 pilgrims per square meter. Therefore, 
the rate of the entrance to Mata’af should be restricted 
to remain at this level. The results of the Monte Carlo 
simulation for the Mata’af and the Masa’a areas are pre-
sented in Fig 2b, and Table 1. Based on this simulation, 
the number of contacts can exponentially increase with 
the increase of the total number of pilgrims. The contact 
parameters in the Masa’a are slightly less than the cor-
responding parameters in the Mata’af. Once the number 
of pilgrims becomes greater than 2,500 people, almost 
everybody experiences at least one contact. Performing 
the rituals is a continuous and dynamic movement and 
pilgrims are moving from one area to another after each 

step is completed. Therefore, the number of pilgrims 
in an area is varying in time. To be able to calculate the 
number of contacts for a certain number of populations, 
we traced and counted the number of pilgrims in Mata’af 
and Masa’a. In each area, when the total number of peo-
ple was constant in time, i.e. in a steady-state condition, 
we calculated the number of contacts among the pilgrims 
and reported the average number of contacts per person 
in an hour.

To find the potential number of contacts during 
Tawaf and Sa’ay rituals, several scenarios were defined 
considering the total number of pilgrims in each of 
these areas while observing social distancing measures. 
In this study, we report the results for a total population 
between 1,000 and 10,000 entering Masjid-Al-Haram 

Fig 2 Mata’af area a Geometry b Monte Carlo simulation, random distribution of 20,000 pilgrims

Table 1 Number of contacts during the Tawaf and Sa’ay rituals (Monte Carlo Simulation)

Total number of pilgrims 100 1,000 2,500 5,000 7,000 10,000

Tawaf Total number of contacts 6.7 658 4,007 15,656 29,846 59,224

Pilgrims with at least one contact 12 703 2,346 4,973 6,993 9,998

Average individual contacts±0.95CI 0.12±0.03 1.30±0.03 3.21±0.03 6.20±0.06 8.51±0.04 11.85±0.03

Maximum individual contacts±0.95CI 1.50±0.31 7.1±0.58 12.4±0.63 20.3±1.04 23.8±0.67 30.7±0.88

Sa’ay Total number of contacts 6.4 713 4,452 17,876 35,442 72,358

Pilgrims with at least one contact 12.5 764 2,347 4,996 6,999 9,999

Average individual contacts±0.95CI 0.16±0.04 1.43±0.03 3.58±0.03 7.19±0.03 10.06±0.01 14.4±0.02

Maximum individual contacts±0.95CI 1.60±0.40 6.3±0.40 11.1±0.58 16.9±0.43 22.1±0.90 27.8±0.87
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through the entrance gates. Table  2 summarizes the 
number of contacts for different numbers of the total 
population in the Tawaf and Sa’ay rituals, respectively.

Fig 3a compares the number of contacts per hour in 
Mata’af (Tawaf ritual) and Masa’a (Sa’ay ritual). A sec-
ond-order polynomial trendline is fitted to each dataset 
using the least-squares method. The results show that 
the number of contacts increases with the number of 
pilgrims. Although the duration and length of the path 
in Masa’a are more than those of Mata’af, the number 
of contacts in Mata’af (in which pilgrims are mostly in 
rotation) is more than those of Masa’a (in which pil-
grims mostly move in a straight path). This is due to the 
difference in the length of motion of pilgrims that are 
walking at different distances from Kaaba that increases 
the probability of becoming too close to other pilgrims. 
Also, more congestion occurs in the Tawaf ritual due 
to the fact that individuals circulating on the inner cir-
cular paths need to exit Mata’af once they finish their 
seven rounds, thereby meeting individuals on the outer 
circular paths. Fig 3b shows the average time that a pil-
grim spends in the Tawaf ritual under different popula-
tion sizes in the Mata’af area. As more pilgrims enter 
the area for this ritual, the average time spent in the 
area by each pilgrim increases due to the congestion 
and lower speed that delay the completion of the Tawaf 
ritual.

Our results show that the average time spent in the 
different areas of the Masjid-Al-Haram does not mean-
ingfully change as a result of changes in the total num-
ber of pilgrims, except for the Mata’af area (Fig 4a and 
b). The same pattern can be seen in the number of 

contacts distribution. More than 60% of the contacts 
occur when pilgrims are circulating in Mata’af (Fig 4 c 
and d).

Contacts and physical distancing
To examine the effect of social distancing on the num-
ber of contacts, we assumed that a controlled pattern 
of pilgrim distribution is applied in Mata’af during 
the Tawaf ritual around Kaaba. Several circular paths 
with a distance of 0.5 meters were assumed to be the 
path of Tawaf. The distribution of pilgrims entering 
the area was assumed to be related to the length that 
they should pass in the circulation. Therefore, instead 
of an initial uniform distribution perpendicular to 
Kaaba (In Fig 5a, we have ni = no where ni and no are 
the numbers of pilgrims inside and outside the circle, 
respectively), a triangular distribution was used (Fig 5a, 
ni < no). More pilgrims are sent to the outer circles at a 
larger radius. Applying this method, pilgrims are well 
distributed on the predefined circles (Fig 5b). However, 
a few local congestions are formed which are the results 
of the discrepancies in the speed and random direction 
of the circulating pilgrims (Fig 5c). This is similar to 
real situations where physical distancing is enforced in 
the Mata’af area, thus we accept those congestions. In 
addition, when this type of social distancing is applied 
in reality, the distance with the preceding pilgrim in 
a path should be controlled by the pilgrim and in real 
conditions, they cannot be forced to keep the desired 
distances. Therefore, we assume that the random dis-
tribution on a circular path that is controlled by the 
entrance rate of the pilgrims is reflective of the real sit-
uation. Using this approach, we assumed various such 
distances with different numbers of total pilgrims and 
calculated the number of contacts under each scenario. 
We report here the results for an average distance of 
0.5 to 4 meters for 2,000, 2,500, and 3,000 pilgrims in 
the Mata’af area. These numbers of pilgrims correspond 
to densities of 0.18, 0.23, and 0.27 per square meter, 
respectively, which guarantees the applicability of phys-
ical distancing within the assumed parameter values.

Fig 6 shows the number of unique risky contacts 
under different physical distancing rules among the 
pilgrims around in Mata’af area. With these population 
sizes, applying distances equal to or greater than four 
meters would result in more people being placed in 
the same length of the path, which leads to fewer front 
distances and more contacts. Increasing the number of 
contacts due to less of a gap between the pilgrims can 
be seen in Fig 6 for four-meter distancing.

Table 2 Number of contacts during the Tawaf and Sa’ay rituals 
(Agent-based Simulation)

Ritual Population Average 
Density
(p/m2)

All Contacts
(p/hr)

Unique Contacts
(p/hr)

Tawaf 990 0.09 97.0 96.2

1980 0.18 230.0 227.3

2980 0.27 417.9 381.6

3940 0.36 582.1 516.5

4920 0.45 755.5 607.2

6830 0.62 920.9 734.6

Sa’ay 998 0.07 94.2 94.0

1995 0.14 140.0 138.4

2992 0.21 214.4 164.9

3989 0.28 303.4 197.1

4980 0.35 434.7 258.2

6960 0.48 643.6 390.5

9920 0.69 1,259.1 556.4
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Discussion and Conclusion
In this paper, we presented a simulation tool that enables 
us to calculate social contacts among the pilgrims in Mas-
jid-Al-Haram during the Hajj season rituals. Although 
simulations have been used in this area for evaluation of 
the risk of mass gathering, crowd management, and out-
break prevention purposes, this is the first reported study 
that uses simulation to estimate the potential number of 
contacts for public health measures, which has impor-
tant implications and applications for estimating disease 
transmission applications and risk assessment. Implica-
tions of this social contact simulation and analysis for 
public health policy and regulations shall be explored in 

conjunction with potential social distancing measures 
and personal protection measures (including masking 
and immunization). For example, if we define the Masjid-
Al-Haram basic reproduction number as the total num-
ber of transmission efficient contacts of a single infected 
individual at the event, then this number is given by the 
total number of contacts times by the transmission prob-
ability per contact. Requiring this number to be less than 
the unity is equivalent to the requirement that the trans-
mission probability per contact be less than the inverse of 
the total number of contacts as we estimated.

Monte Carlo simulation captures a frame (a moment) 
of potential contacts in Masa’a and Mata’af areas while 

Fig 3 Agent-based simulation results a Number of contacts in the Mat’af and Masa’a areas b The relation between the population in the Tawaf and 
time spent there
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the agent-based model demonstrates the effects of 
dynamic motion on the contact parameters. The num-
ber of unique contacts obtained from the agent-based 
model is quite less than the potential contacts that 

might happen in the Monte Carlos simulation of Masa’a 
and Mata’af.

Our simulation results correspond to the real numbers 
reported in the literature in terms of the timing of the 

Fig 4 Distribution of the average number of total contacts and the average time a pilgrim spends in the Masjid-Al-Haram

Fig 5 Pilgrims’ distribution in Tawaf and a The general setting b Social distancing perpendicular to the circulation (2,000 pilgrims in distance on 
circles with the distance of 2.0 m) c Density map of 2,500 pilgrims (Legend shows the number of pilgrims per square meter of area)
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rituals under different population sizes. We do not have 
reported data for the actual number of contacts to com-
pare and validate our findings with. However, we did not 
find significant inconsistencies in our results to suggest 
that they are unreasonable or unrealistic. Increasing the 
validity of this model, could come through: 1) Continue 
enhancing and refining the simulation to accommodate 
larger numbers of pilgrims; 2) Add pilgrims’ usage of 
other floors, and 3) Develop more movement patterns 
and algorithms in the simulation tool.

Despite the current limitations of the model, the sim-
ulation results provide critical insights into the number 
of contacts and factors contributing to their occurrence 
that have important implications. First, our results show 
that as the number of pilgrims in Mata’af and Masa’a 
increases beyond certain levels (7,000 and more), crowd 
congestions start to occur. This phenomenon can sharply 
increase the total number of contacts. Thus, regardless of 
physical distancing measures taken, as soon as the num-
ber of pilgrims goes beyond a threshold, congestion is 
possible, and contacts will rise. Second, while close con-
tacts are generated in all areas of Masjid-Al-Haram, our 
results showed that the Tawaf ritual generates the larg-
est number of contacts due to the nature of the ritual, 
geometric characteristics of the area, and pilgrim move-
ment patterns. This implies that more attention needs 
to be paid to this area in terms of public health meas-
ures. Third, our contact calculation algorithm is sensi-
tive to the way close contacts are defined, as expected. 
We have developed an agent-based modelling platform 
to simulate and assess interactions among pilgrims in 
Masjid-Al-Haram during the Hajj season rituals. We have 
demonstrated the simulation tool’s usage by calculating 

the contact rates among pilgrims according to different 
scenarios of physical distancing; contact rates among pil-
grims according to different numbers of individuals par-
ticipating in Tawaf and Sa’ay rituals and identifying the 
steady-state condition for the number of pilgrims resid-
ing in Mata’af according to the different number of total 
participating pilgrims. In this work, we adopted the defi-
nition of a contact based on the CDC’s definition of close 
contact for COVID-19. We used this definition as these 
interactions are believed to be highly relevant to the 
transmission of a variety of diseases spread through the 
respiratory route. In this light, this simulation tool may 
prove to be relevant for the risk assessment of a variety of 
respiratory infectious diseases, in addition to COVID-19. 
This framework can be expanded to include other con-
tributing elements of disease transmission for COVID-19 
and other respiratory diseases such as the pilgrim’s age, 
gen and gender, the airflow patterns, the concentration of 
respiratory droplets, vaccine effectiveness, characteristic 
of the diseases, etc. to then quantify the absolute number 
of infections generated according to different scenarios. 
These features could be incorporated into the model 
by adding corresponding state charts that include the 
effects of each element. In this light, the developments 
in this work are a key step toward the establishment of 
a risk assessment platform for Hajj season rituals. Such 
a platform may find its usage in weighing different sce-
narios according to their risk for diseases spread through 
the respiratory route and prove to be useful in informing 
the decision-making made by the local authorities. The 
proposed method in this paper could be adapted to other 
mass gatherings to assess the risk of the events and to 
prevent the outbreak.

Fig 6 Social distancing in the Mata’af and the number of contacts



Page 11 of 11Tofighi et al. Tropical Diseases, Travel Medicine and Vaccines            (2022) 8:19  

Acknowledgements
Not applicable

Authors’ contributions
JW, AA, MT, JA, ET, ZM, AR, AA, and NB conceived the idea. MT, AA, GT, and MN 
designed and developed the simulations. AA and MT drafted the manuscript. 
JW, JA, AA, AR, ZM, NB, ET, and LB participated in the statistical analyses and 
critically revised the manuscript. All authors have reviewed and given final 
approval for publication.

Funding
This study has been jointly supported by Ontario Research Fund, the NSERC/
Sanofi Pasteur Industrial Research Chair program, and by the Canadian Insti-
tutes of Health Research (CIHR) COVID-19 support program.

Availability of data and materials
All the data and materials that we used in this study have been acquired from 
the reports and literature that have been referenced in this paper and are 
accessible for further reference

Declarations

Ethical approval and consent to participate
Not applicable

Consent for publication
Not applicable

Competing interests
Amine Amiche, Edward Thommes, and Laurent Coudeville are Sanofi employ-
ees and may hold shares and/or stock options in the company. The other 
authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1 York University, 4700 Keele Street, Toronto, ON M3J1P3, Canada. 2 University 
of Manitoba, Manitoba, Canada. 3 Sanofi, Canada. 4 Oakland University, Roch-
ester, USA. 5 University of Guelph, Guelph, Canada. 6 Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology, Cambridge, USA. 

Received: 10 January 2022   Accepted: 17 May 2022

References
 1. Domènech-Montoliu S, Pac-Sa MR, Vidal-Utrillas P, Latorre-Poveda M, 

Del Rio-González A, Ferrando-Rubert S, et al. Mass gathering events and 
COVID-19 transmission in Borriana (Spain): A retrospective cohort study. 
PLOS One. 2021;16:e0256747.

 2. WHO. International Health Regulations, Mass Gatherings (MGs) [Internet]. 
2015 [cited 2021 Jun 5]. Available from: https:// www. who. int/ ihr/ about/ 
IHR_ Mass_ Gathe rings_ preve nt. pdf? ua=1. Accessed 5 June 2021.

 3. Ebrahim SH, Memish ZA, Uyeki TM, Khoja TAM, Marano N, McNabb SJN. 
Pandemic H1N1 and the 2009 Hajj. Science. 2009;326:938–40.

 4. Jokhdar H, Khan A, Asiri S, Motair W, Assiri A, Alabdulaali M. COVID-19 
Mitigation Plans During Hajj 2020: A Success Story of Zero Cases. Health 
Secur. 2021;19:133–9.

 5. Memish ZA, Ahmed Y, Alqahtani SA, Ebrahim SH. Pausing superspreader 
events for COVID-19 mitigation: International Hajj pilgrimage cancella-
tion. Travel Med Infect Dis. 2020;36:101817.

 6. Hashim HT, Babar MS, Essar MY, Ramadhan MA, Ahmad S. The Hajj and 
COVID-19: How the Pandemic Shaped the World’s Largest Religious 
Gathering. Am J Trop Med Hyg. 2021;104:797–9.

 7. Memish ZA, Al-Rabeeah AA. Public health management of mass gather-
ings: the Saudi Arabian experience with MERS-CoV. Bull World Health 
Organ. 2013;91:899–899A.

 8. 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. Travel Med Infect Dis. 2021;40:101986.

 9. Ebrahim SH, Ahmed Y, Alqahtani SA, Memish ZA. The Hajj pilgrimage 
during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020: event hosting without the mass 
gathering. J Travel Med. 2021;28:taaa194.

 10. Yezli S, Khan AA. The Jeddah tool: A health risk assessment framework for 
mass gatherings. Saudi Med J. 2020;41:121+.

 11. Ebrahim SH, Zhuo J, Gozzer E, Ahmed QA, Imtiaz R, Ahmed Y, et al. All 
Hands on Deck: A synchronized whole-of-world approach for COVID-19 
mitigation. Int J Infect Dis. 2020;98:208–15.

 12. Aljazeera. Saudi Arabia bars foreign pilgrims from Hajj due to COVID 
[Internet]. Httpswwwaljazeeracomnews2021612saudi-Arab.--Allow-
60000-Vaccinated-Resid.--Perform-Hajj. 2021 [cited 2021 Jun 12]. Avail-
able from: https:// www. aljaz eera. com/ news/ 2021/6/ 12/ saudi- arabia- 
to- allow- 60000- vacci nated- resid ents- to- perfo rm- hajj. Accessed 12 June 
2021.

 13. NPR. Saudi Arabia Says Hajj Will Be Limited To 60,000 Peo-
ple, All From Within The Kingdom [Internet]. Httpswwwn-
prorg202106121005859782hajj-Saudi-Arab.-60000-Pilgr.-Pandemic. 2021 
[cited 2021 Jun 12]. Available from: https:// www. npr. org/ 2021/ 06/ 12/ 
10058 59782/ hajj- saudi- arabia- 60000- pilgr ims- pande mic. Accessed 12 
June 2021.

 14. WHO TRO for the EM. Hajj 2021: Successful and safe hajj season during 
the COVID-19 pandemic [Internet]. Httpwwwemrowhointmedianews-
hajj-2021-Success.--Safe-Hajj-Seas.---Covid-19-Pandemichtml. 2021 [cited 
2021 Jul 29]. Available from: http:// www. emro. who. int/ media/ news/ hajj- 
2021- succe ssful- and- safe- hajj- season- during- the- covid- 19- pande mic. 
html. Accessed 29 July 2021.

 15. Al-Tawfiq JA, Gautret P, Benkouiten S, Memish ZA. Mass Gatherings and 
the Spread of Respiratory Infections. Lessons from the Hajj. Ann Am 
Thorac Soc. American Thoracic Society - AJRCCM. 2016;13:759–65.

 16. Gautret P, Steffen R. Communicable diseases as health risks at mass 
gatherings other than Hajj: what is the evidence? Mass Gather Med. 
2016;47:46–52.

 17. WHO. Key planning recommendations for mass gatherings in the context 
of COVID-19, interim guidance [Internet]. 2021 [cited 2021 Jun 5]. Avail-
able from: https:// www. who. int/ publi catio ns/i/ item/ keypl anning- recom 
menda tions- for- mass- gathe rings- in- the- conte xt- ofthe- curre nt- covid- 19- 
outbr eak.  Accessed 5 June 2021.

 18. McCloskey B, Zumla A, Ippolito G, Blumberg L, Arbon P, Cicero A, et al. 
Mass gathering events and reducing further global spread of COVID-19: a 
political and public health dilemma. Lancet Lond Engl. 2020;395:1096–9.

 19. Sarmady S, Haron FA, Talib ZH. Agent-based Simulation of Crowd at the 
Tawaf Area. 1st Natl Semin Hajj Best Pract Adv Sci Technol. Malaysia; 2007.

 20. Still GK. Design Criteria for the Al-Masjid al-Haram (Holy Mosque) in Mak-
kah. Saudi Arabia; 2008. p. 1–34.

 21. Dridi MH. Tracking Individual Targets in High Density Crowd Scenes Anal-
ysis of a Video Recording in Hajj 2009. Curr Urban Stud. 2015;03:35–53.

 22. CDC C for DC and P. Interim Guidance on Developing a COVID-19 Case 
Investigation & Contact Tracing Plan (Close Contact) [Internet]. 2020. 
Available from: https:// www. cdc. gov/ coron avirus/ 2019- ncov/ php/ conta 
ct- traci ng/ conta ct- traci ng- plan/ appen dix. html# conta ct

 23. Najafabadi MM, Asgary A, Tofighi M, Tofighi G. Generating Simulation-
Based Contacts Matrices for Disease Transmission Modelling at Special 
Settings. ArXiv210110224 Cs Eess [Internet]. 2021 [cited 2021 Jun 5]; 
Available from: http:// arxiv. org/ abs/ 2101. 10224. Accessed 12 June 2021.

 24. Tofighi M, Asgary A, Merchant AA, Shafiee MA, Najafabadi MM, Nadri N, 
et al. Modelling COVID-19 transmission in a hemodialysis centre using 
simulation generated contacts matrices. PLOS One. 2021;16:e0259970.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

https://www.who.int/ihr/about/IHR_Mass_Gatherings_prevent.pdf?ua=1
https://www.who.int/ihr/about/IHR_Mass_Gatherings_prevent.pdf?ua=1
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/6/12/saudi-arabia-to-allow-60000-vaccinated-residents-to-perform-hajj
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/6/12/saudi-arabia-to-allow-60000-vaccinated-residents-to-perform-hajj
https://www.npr.org/2021/06/12/1005859782/hajj-saudi-arabia-60000-pilgrims-pandemic
https://www.npr.org/2021/06/12/1005859782/hajj-saudi-arabia-60000-pilgrims-pandemic
http://www.emro.who.int/media/news/hajj-2021-successful-and-safe-hajj-season-during-the-covid-19-pandemic.html
http://www.emro.who.int/media/news/hajj-2021-successful-and-safe-hajj-season-during-the-covid-19-pandemic.html
http://www.emro.who.int/media/news/hajj-2021-successful-and-safe-hajj-season-during-the-covid-19-pandemic.html
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/keyplanning-recommendations-for-mass-gatherings-in-the-context-ofthe-current-covid-19-outbreak
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/keyplanning-recommendations-for-mass-gatherings-in-the-context-ofthe-current-covid-19-outbreak
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/keyplanning-recommendations-for-mass-gatherings-in-the-context-ofthe-current-covid-19-outbreak
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/contact-tracing/contact-tracing-plan/appendix.html#contact
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/contact-tracing/contact-tracing-plan/appendix.html#contact
http://arxiv.org/abs/2101.10224

	Estimating social contacts in mass gatherings for disease outbreak prevention and management: case of Hajj pilgrimage
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Methods: 
	Results: 
	Conclusions: 

	Introduction
	Materials and Methods
	Hajj rituals
	Simulation method
	Contact calculation

	Results
	Total and unique contacts
	Contacts and physical distancing

	Discussion and Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


