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Iran and Covid-19:
How the Virus Spread from Iran across the Middle East

Introduction

T

his info-pack focuses on how the virus spread from Iran across the Middle East, the reactions and measures
of neighbouring countries, and the
pandemic’s impact on the fragile
economy of the region. Iranian officials announced
the first cases of coronavirus on 19th of February,
which happened to have been detected in Chinese
workers and students in the city of Qom. Tehran has
tried to cover up the news of epidemic in the early
days of the outbreak in order to guarantee voter turnout in planned parliamentary elections. The rapid
rise of cases in a few weeks made Iran an epicentre
of Covid-19 in the Middle East, with official figures reporting more than 80,000 total confirmed cases and
over 5000 total deaths in the country. The pandemic has of course caused alarm not only for Iranians,
but also neighbouring countries such as Iraq, Syria,
and Lebanon, with particular emphasis on the Shiite
populations in these countries who have prior connections to Iran, such as a history of travel.
The hub of the outbreak, Qom, is a significant destination for millions of Shiite pilgrims around the world.
The government’s resistance against a quarantine of
the city in a critical period of pandemic is said to have
allowed the Covid-19 virus to spread across the coun-

try, but also across the Middle East. On the 21st of
February, the Lebanese health ministry reported its
first Covid-19 case: a 45-old woman who had recently returned from Qom. Soon after, officials from Iraq,
Bahrain, and Kuwait, also confirmed their first cases,
all of which were reportedly linked to travel from Iran.
It has also been announced that %90 of 17,000 cases across the Middle East come from Iran. Tehran’s
lack of transparency has also been criticised by some
Middle Eastern countries, especially the Iranian government’s delayed actions and suppressed contamination figures, which meant that the scale of danger
present was underestimated, resulting therefore in
delayed measures to combat the outbreak.
The coronavirus outbreak is particularly worrying
due to the number of fragilities in neighbouring
countries which include, but are not limited to: weak
government control, lack of services and inadequate
health systems damaged by numerous destructive
wars. The Covid-19 pandemic also renders millions of
refugees and internally displaced people (IDP), even
more vulnerable to contamination. The pandemic is
likely to exacerbate already precarious humanitarian
situations across the region if it is not brought under
further control.

(Sayed Khodaiberdi Sadat - Anadolu Agency)
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The Epicentre of Covid-19
Outbreak in Iran: The City of Qom
Qom is the largest centre for Shia scholarship and the pilgrimage destination for millions of Shiite believers around
the world, with twenty million visits every year. The city is
considered holy in Shia Islam, as it is home to the shrine of
Fatima Masoumeh, daughter of the seventh Twelver Shia
Imam Must al-Kadhim. The sacred place is open to prayers
at all hours across the entire week. Like the holy city of
Qom, the second largest city of Iran, Mashhad, is also visited by millions of people annually, as it is the site of the
shrine of Imam Reza; the eighth of the Twelve Shia Imams.
The worshippers usually touch and kiss the surfaces of
shrines, which are believed to be the place of healing by
religious authorities. The head of Masoumeh shrine in
Qom, Mohammad Saeedi, even called for Iranian people

to visit the city, regardless of the growing public health
crisis. At a time when Iran had the second highest death
toll in the world after China, videos went viral on social media showing believers licking shrines which caused further
anxiety among Iranian people. These dangerous physical
contacts created an environment conducive for an acceleration of the outbreak internally and abroad.
Tehran’s refusal to quarantine the holy sites is seen one of
the critical errors by many experts criticised the government’s mismanagement of the crisis. The shrines were
finally closed on the 16th of March for visitors, but locals
continued to pray outside of these holy places. However,
it was too late to prevent the outbreak from spreading further.

People continue to pray outside of Fatima Masumeh Shrine as it is closed for visitors due to the spread of the the coronavirus (COVID-19) in Qom,
Iran on March 17, 2020. ( Fatemah Bahrami - Anadolu Agency)
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A Dangerous Crossroad for Covid-19
Although Iran officially reported the first infected citizens
on 19th February, figures provided by the government
were not found to be reliable by the public, as well as international observers. When the first patients passed away
on the same day, the public’s suspicions increased, with
the allegation that the outbreak first appeared at least
two weeks ago from the official date. During this period,
hundreds of people travelled to different cities and countries. The uncertainty about the exact date of Covid-19 in
Iran is apparent in the huge gap between official figures
and numbers given by local authorities. This gap is also
supported by the World Health Organisation (WHO) officials, who have stated that the death toll is probably five
times higher than official figures due to restrictions of
testing to only severe cases. The main reason behind the
limitations on testing seems to arise from economic hardship because of US maximum pressure campaign, which
is said to hinder Iran’s ability to contain the pandemic.

In addition to the constant movement of pilgrims, there
are hundreds of workers, refugees, clerics, businessmen,
soldiers and militias, moving across borders between Iran
and neighbouring countries daily. Loose border controls
present severe challenges to the countries in the pandemic. One of the biggest concerns is the mobility of the Iranian army in the region, the Iranian Revolutionary Guard
Corps’ (IRGC) military activities in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq,
Yemen, and elsewhere. The IRGC’s freedom of movement
while using air and land routes across the region without
controls or tests increases the risk of spread of coronavirus. For instance, local reports in Syria have claimed that
many people have contracted Covid-19 in the provinces of
Deir al-Zour and Latakia, which are related to IRGC arrivals and operations. While Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei
tasked IRGC forces to combat coronavirus inside the country, it appears that the army does not launch same mission
outside of Iran where IRGC personal appear to have been
infected, and have also led to the further spread of the outbreak.

Official Case Figures in the Middle East
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Timeline of the First Cases in the Middle East
29 January
UAE: The Emirates confirmed its first cases diagnosed in

a four-member Chinese family came from Wuhan, the first
epicentre of the virus.

21 February
Israel: Authorities stated that the first case of Covid-19 was a

woman returned from Japan in a cruise ship.

Lebanon: The health ministry reported its first case of

deadly coronavirus; a 45-year-old woman returned from Qom,
Iran.

22 February
Syria: The Assad regime reported its first case of the

pandemic in the war-torn country; a person who had from
abroad without any further information.

Palestine: The health ministry announced its first case in
Gaza Strip; two Palestinians who had arrived from Pakistan.

24 February
Afghanistan: The authorities declared the first case of
Covid-19; an infected person in Herat; a bordering city with Iran.

Iraq: The authorities announced their first case with an Iranian
student in Najaf.
Kuwait: The officials reported their first cases of the novel
coronavirus; three people recently arrived from Iranian holy city
of Mashhad.
Oman: The health ministry announced its first cases; two
women came from Iran.

29 February
Qatar: The officials stated the first case of coronavirus; a
36-year-old Qatari man recently returned from Iran.

2 March
Jordan: The health ministry reported its first case; a
Jordanian citizen who came from Italy.

Saudi Arabia: The kingdom confirmed the first case; a
Saudi man who had travelled from Iran.

10 April
Yemen: The supreme national emergency committee for
Covid-19 reported the first case; a 60-year-old man in the
eastern province of Hadramout.

Bahrain: The health ministry confirmed the first case; a
Bahraini citizen who had travelled from Iran.

Responses from the Gulf
Various regional actors reacted differently to the spread
of the epidemic emanating from Iran. Despite the Gulf
countries’ variously strained relations with Iran, there are
still signs of diplomacy in a region where military force has
generally had the final word. Some states have maintained
hostile relations, even in the times of global health crisis.
Traditional allies Saudi Arabia and the UAE have taken different stances towards the response to the Covid-19 spread
in Iran. As opposed to Riyadh, Abu Dhabi chose to offer
Tehran logistical support. In March, tons of medical supplies and equipment were sent to Iran. On the other hand,
the Kingdom followed the same path of animosity towards
Iran by pointing Tehran’s actions as “proof of Iran’s direct
responsibility in increasing Covid-19 infections and the virus’s outbreak all around the world”.
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Bahrain has emulated a similar response to that of Saudi
Arabia by criticising Iran’s actions in fighting the coronavirus. Bahraini citizens, where Shiites make up the majority of
the population, do not have any restrictions to travel to Iran,
unlike Saudi Arabia. In mid-March, the Bahraini Interior
Minister General Sheikh Rashid bin Abdullah Al Khalifa accused Iran of ‘biological aggression’ by hiding the scale
of coronavirus outbreak, and putting in danger Bahrainis
health and safety. He also blamed Iranian authorities for
failing to stamp the passports of Bahraini travellers’ which
could help to detect people coming from Iran.
Among the other countries that have sent humanitarian
assistance to Iran are Kuwait and Qatar. The foreign minister of Kuwait, Sheikh Ahmad Nasser Al Sabah, announced
on 17th of March that the country will donate $10 million to
help Iran. Qatar also dispatched aid to Iran, including six
tons of medical equipment and supplies.

Iran and Covid-19:
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A few workers are seen nearby empty Kaaba after the precautions against the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) are taken in Mecca, Saudi Arabia on
April 07, 2020. International umrah visits have been halted since 2nd of March and visits for Masjid al-Nabawi and Kaaba at the Masjid al-Haram
also suspended to all visitors since 20th of March. (Stringer - Anadolu Agency)

How are Middle Eastern
Countries Faring in the Fight
against the Pandemic?
While the whole world struggles to combat the outbreak,
the process seems much tougher for the Middle East as the
region is suffering from social unrest, economic difficulties and disastrous wars. The Covid-19 crisis is defined as a
third significant wave after Arab uprisings in 2011, and the
decline in oil prices in 2014. Moreover, millions of refugees
and IDPs in overcrowded camps such as those in Syria, are
under severe threat while trying to survive with poor hygiene conditions and delicate immune systems. The WHO
has warned countries with fragile health systems of the
quick spread of the virus, but also underlined concerns
about the rapid increase of cases and deaths in the Gulf
countries having more substantial medical facilities.

A Vicious Cycle of Crises:
Syria, Yemen, Iraq, Lebanon and
Afghanistan
The timing of the Covid-19 outbreak could not be worse in
Syria and Yemen, where millions of people living under the
poverty line. In the last nine years of war in Syria, thousands

of hospitals were bombed by Assad regime and Russian air
forces. The country has limited testing capabilities to detect the virus and treat infected people with the shortage of
hospitals and medical facilities. Civil society endeavours to
raise awareness among refugees for safe hygiene practices. However, some refugee camps and internally displaced
camps simply have no water. Social distancing becomes
impossible while living in overcrowded tents such as those
found in Idlib province for example, where 900,000 people
stay in camps. As the Syrian population is hit by the latest
economic crisis, the Assad regime has attempted to exploit
Covid-19 crisis by calling for the end of international sanctions, which, in fact, do not concern medical equipment. As
with Syrian civilians, Yemenis also face another catastrophe with the Covid-19, as the country is simultaneously
through the world’s largest humanitarian crisis in the last
five years. The people there have been already struggling
with deadly diseases of diphtheria, dengue and cholera, for
the last five years. The Covid-19 outbreak is very likely to
create a disastrous impact on the civilians due to the inadequate health infrastructure damaged by war.
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Iraq and Lebanon also face difficulties in the fight to stop
the spread of the pandemic. Both countries have been
blighted by economic hardship, months of mass protests
which people demand a systemic change and the end of
corruption, and the delayed process of government formation. However, the situation in Iraq is worse than Lebanon,
as the country shares a 1,500 km-long frontier with Iran,
including nine border crossings. The lack of functioning
healthcare system in Iraq due to the political crisis and the
government’s inability to fight the global pandemic, puts
the public health at further risk. Iraqi authorities formed a
crisis unit composed of ministries to limit the infections.
According to the current statistics, there is a decrease in
the number of daily cases in Iraq. It appears that the strict
measures taken by the unit and local authorities have been
of some success.
In Lebanon, the financial management of the pandemic is
a complicated task because of a serious recession in the
state economy, which makes the government incapable of
providing basic services. Although the death toll is lower in
comparison with neighbouring countries, the government
struggles with the economic management of pandemic in
the health sector and the private sector.

bordering Iran. The enormous influx of migrant workers
distressed the government due to the lack of capability
in containing Covid-19. The porous borders between two
countries seeing the flow of thousands of people make the
spread of virus uncontrollable.

Israel-Palestine
The Covid-19 pandemic has made life all the more difficult
for Palestinians who have been living under Israel occupation for years. The daily life of many Palestinians, particularly in the Gaza strip, was not so different from a lockdown
or quarantine before the pandemic. However, they are now
in greater peril due to the potential of the virus to spread
quickly. People in Gaza have minimal access to health services, as much of the healthcare infrastructures were destroyed by Israeli airstrikes and bombardment during the
conflict between Israel and Hamas in 2014. A Palestinian
health official has recently stated that they had run out of
coronavirus test kits. People are in dire straits in hospitals
and medical centres due to the limited capacity of electricity, which is not accessible for almost half day. Additionally,
food insecurity in Gaza where half of the population is living under poverty, adds another layer to the catastrophic
situation caused by the pandemic.

Afghanistan is another example where the spread of
At the beginning of the novel coronavirus, remarkable coCovid-19 could create catastrophic results in the context
operation was noticed between Israel and Palestinian Auof the on-going conflict caused by: widespread poverty,
thority (PA) when they formed a joint committee concerneconomic collapse, political instability, and a weak pubing preventive measures. However, it did not last long, as
lic health system. Similar to Iraq, Afghanistan also shares
the Israelis started to force Palestinian workers back to the
a long border with Iran, which is a significant destination
occupied territories without informing the PA. In the midfor seeking a job by thousands of Afghans. According to
dle of a severe health crisis, Israel’s civil administration in
the International Organization for Migration (IOM), around
the West Bank confiscated tents used as a field clinic in
1,000 Afghan migrants crossed the borders of Herat and
combating the virus. The Israeli government considers
Nimruz between January and March on a daily basis. IOM
hindering Palestinians from accessing hospitals by taking
also reported that more
than 115,000 Afghans returned from Iran between
8 and 21 March, as the
majority has lost their job
in the collapsing economy there. These massive
cross-border movements
due to the Covid-19 pandemic still continue, despite the closure of border crossings. In the first
week of April, Afghan authorities have confirmed
367 cases, which over
Healthcare workers are seen at a school which was turned by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for
200 returnees are said
Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) into a clinic for patients with respiratory system disorders as a precaution against
to come from hot zones
the coronavirus (COVID-19) in Gaza City, Gaza on March 18, 2020. (Ali Jadallah - Anadolu Agency)
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measures in East Jerusalem and blocking the Shoafat border checkpoint to restrain the spread of novel coronavirus.
While the world’s attention is on the coronavirus, Israel is
likely to continue pressuring Palestinians in the occupied
territories by using the pandemic crisis. For instance, an
Israeli official from the health ministry stated that Israel
might ‘medically annex’ the parts of West Bank under PA
with allegations that cases were under-reported. Very recently, Israeli forces shut down a Palestinian clinic in Silwan, East Jerusalem and arrested Palestinian activists who
tried to assist people threatened by the coronavirus.

The Circle Tightens for Rentier
States: Gulf Countries
The Gulf States rely on oil export revenues and the tourism
sector, both of which were hit very hard with the recent
coronavirus pandemic. Saudi Arabia announced a lockdown the holy cities of Mecca and Medina, where millions
of Muslims visit for pilgrimage every year. Countries like
UAE and Kuwait extended curfew periods, as the number
of new cases increases. As one of the major air transit centres, the Emirates stated that the country is ready for the
worst-case scenario “to pre-empt the spread of the virus at
all levels”.
Although Gulf countries claim that they are prepared
in fighting novel coronavirus for the nightmare scenarios, they do not seem to consider the foreign population.
Gulf states with rich oil and gas reserves require a labour
force, as their citizens refuse to perform manual work or

to be employed in the private sector. All Gulf countries are
dependent on migrant workers from different parts of the
world to employ in the private sector. These migrants work
under kafala (sponsorship) system, where a migrant worker’s legal status is obligated to an individual employer or
a company, allowing the employer to use extensive force
over the migrant worker. The rate of foreign labour in the
Gulf countries increased in the last decades very swiftly.
The top country is the UAE which %88.4 of the population is composed of international migrants.
Despite the substantial contribution of migrant labourers
to society and state, they are not considered a part of the
society. Gulf countries have been criticised on this point
for a long time, especially Saudi Arabia, for their mistreatment of millions of migrant workers who are exposed to
abuse. There are thousands of migrant workers under prolonged detention in overcrowded prisons and immigration
detention centres. Human Rights Watch urged certain Gulf
countries to protect the health and rights of detainees in order to prevent Covid-19 infections. The segregation of the
immigrants makes this huge population more vulnerable
to the coronavirus epidemic, as they hardly have access to
healthcare. The worrisome pictures from Saudi Arabia of a
man dressed as a hand-sanitizer in oil-giant Aramco company went viral on social media. As the economy deteriorates as a result of the decline in oil prices and the Covid-19
pandemic, Gulf countries repatriated thousands of workers to their home country. The United Nations has criticised the attempts, saying that mass deportations without
necessary measures “are likely to exacerbate the spread of
Covid-19 to the region and beyond”.

Previous Health Crisis: MERS
In 2012, a viral respiratory disease caused by a novel
coronavirus called MERS “Middle East respiratory syndrome” was first identified in Saudi Arabia. Scientific evidences suggested that dromedary camels are a major
reservoir host for MERS-CoV. Like the Covid-19, MERSCoV has similar symptoms, including fever, cough and
shortness of breath. Since its appearance, the virus
has been reported in 27 countries, and it is still active
caused 858 deaths until now which the last case confirmed from Qatar in December 2019.
Despite the fact that Saudi Arabia had great difficulty to
contain the MERS outbreak, many experiences gained

earlier seems to contribute to combating the recent
crisis of novel coronavirus, namely Covid-19. Therefore, Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states like Kuwait took
drastic measures to prevent the spread of pandemic
inside their borders. Even though MERS did not cause
deaths as much as Covid-19, countries were well prepared and responded quickly against the emergency
thanks to the lessons learned in managing the previous
outbreak. Medical advancement and scientific practices during the preceding epidemic gave Gulf countries,
particularly Saudi Arabia, some advantage in fighting
the novel coronavirus.
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