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In the context of the coronavirus disease-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, all mass gathering (MG) events
have been cancelled. The Grand Magal took place on October 6, 2020, in Touba, Senegal, which was the
only MG event organized in 2020. This Muslim pilgrimage gathers about four million Muslim Mourides
from Senegal and beyond. No significant increase in COVID-19 cases was therefore observed at the

national level in the weeks following the Grand Magal. This successful strategy is an invitation to better
promote community commitments by public authorities in their various strategies.

© 2021 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd on behalf of International Society for Infectious Diseases.
This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-

nd/4.0/).

Cancellation of mass gathering (MG) events as a mitigation
measure against coronavirus disease-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic is
diversely considered by experts. WHO proposed that risk assess-
ment tools should be used to help in making cancellation decisions
[https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/coronavirus-dis-
ease-covid-19-mass-gatherings], arguing that there was no evi-
dence base yet specific to planning and implementing an MG
during the COVID-19 pandemic and that cancellations of MG have
social and economic consequences (McCloskey et al., 2020). Other
experts were more categorical and advocated for the suspension of
any MG during the pandemic because social distancing is
impossible to enforce in this context (Memish et al., 2020).
Emblematic MGs, including the Umrah in Saudi Arabia and the
Olympic Games in Japan, have been cancelled or postponed, while
the Hajj did take place in 2020 but international pilgrims were
banned as well as domestic pilgrims with chronic diseases or aged
65 years and older (Hoang et al., 2020a, 2020b). Access to the holy
sites was limited to not more than 1,000 persons, wearing of face
masks was mandatory, participants were checked for fever, a social
distance of 1.5 m between pilgrims was applied, and all pilgrims
were quarantined for 14 days after the event (Zumla et al., 2020).
Under these conditions, no COVID-19 outbreak occurred at the
2020 Hajj (Zumla et al., 2020).
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There is now published evidence of transmission of severe
acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus-2 (SARS-CoV-2) at rela-
tively small gatherings of people, including weddings (Yusef et al.,
2020), religious meetings (Gerbaud et al., 2020; Aherfi et al., 2020;
Che Mat et al., 2020]), and festivals (Brandl et al., 2020; Cuschieri
et al., 2020) (Table 1). The Grand Magal took place on October 6,
2020, in Touba, Senegal. This Muslim pilgrimage gathers about four
million Muslim Mourides from Senegal and beyond. Syndromic
surveillance data from recent years have demonstrated that
respiratory tract infections are among the most frequent causes
of consultations at health care units during the event (Sokhna et al.,
2020). Respiratory tract infection symptoms affected 42% of
individuals in a cohort of pilgrims during the 2017 Grand Magal,
with common coronaviruses being the most frequently acquired
respiratory viruses (Hoang et al.,, 2019). Recommendation that
individuals at risk for severe COVID-19 because of their age or
because of chronic medical conditions should refrain from
participating in the 2020 Grand Magal was proposed (Gautret
et al,, 2020). As part of an ongoing research project, we sampled
109 patients with respiratory tract infection symptoms who
presented at a health care center in Mbacké near Touba between
October 4 and 8, 2020. According to PCR test results, none were
infected with SARS-CoV-2 (Goumballa et al., 2020). In addition, by
using the PCR test we screened 189 inhabitants from two rural
villages in South Senegal before and after the Grand Magal
took place. The protocol was approved by the National
Ethics Committee for Health Research in Senegal (SEN17/62).
Pre-Magal sampling performed from September 25 to September
29, 2020 resulted in three (1.6%) individuals being infected with
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Table 1
Transmission of SARS-CoV-2 at relatively small gatherings, some examples.
Date of event Place of event Number of Number of COVID-19 cases Reference
participants
March 13, 2020 Wedding in northern Jordan Approximately 360 86 cases (1 index case patient, 76 attendees, [7]
guests and 9 persons in close contacts with
confirmed cases)
February 17 to 21, 2020 Religious meeting in Mulhouse, France Over 2,000 237 cases among 1,516 individuals from [8]
participants households in which one member at least
participated in the event
March 10, 2020 Purim celebration in the Jewish community in Approximately 400 63 [9]
Marseille, France persons
February 27 to March ~ Moslem missionary movement in Kuala Lumpur Over 19,000 1,701 [10]
01, 2020 suburb, Malaysia participants
March 3 to 7, 2020 Local beer festival in the district of Tirschenreuth, Not reported 14 [11]
Germany
July 17 to 19, 2020 Island festival hotspot in Malta Approximately 800 20 [12]

persons

SARS-CoV-2 (two were asymptomatic and one had a cough). Post-
Magal sampling conducted from October 13 to October 15, 2020 in
106 returned Grand Magal pilgrims resulted negative despite 43.4%
pilgrims who reported respiratory symptoms on return. Similarly,
71 villagers who stayed at the village tested negative on 6 October
and 12 were lost to follow-up.

National surveillance data indicate that more than 16,000
COVID-19 cases were reported in Senegal between March 2, 2020
and November 30, 2020 with an increase in late April, which
plateaued at approximately 100-120 cases per day until the end of
August and a decrease in September—-November to about 30 cases
per day. No significant increase in COVID-19 cases was therefore
observed at the national level in the weeks following the Grand
Magal (http://www.sante.gouv.sn/).

Although it cannot be excluded that some cases were not
captured by the surveillance tools implemented by Senegal
authorities and our team, these data provide no evidence that
the MG triggered a drastic rise in cases in Senegal. In addition to
discouraging at-risk pilgrims to participate, numbers of pilgrims
were reduced at religious sites, face-masks, hand-gels, and soaps
were provided, overloading in transports was prohibited and
intense multimedia communication about preventive measures
was organized. This successful strategy is an invitation to better
promote community commitments by public authorities in their
various strategies.
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