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Dear Editor

Thailand, a predominantly Buddhist country in Southeast
Asia, recently celebrated Songkran, a Buddhist new year
festival, on April 12 to 15, 2021." Since the celebration is a four-
day holiday that ends on a Thursday, many Thais extended
their celebration until the weekend, making it a week-long
holiday. As a result, many people from Bangkok, the country’s
capital, went home to their respective provinces or visited
tourist hotspots to spend their week-long vacation despite the
slight surge of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) cases
in the country. The complacency of several Thais became
apparent as the country had successfully controlled the
outbreak in the past months.

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, Songkran was celebrated
every April 13, typically marked by the traditional splashing
of water in the sweltering summer heat and commemorated
by visiting temples to pay respect to the monks and getting
together with family and friends.! However, the annual
Songkran celebrations in 2020 and 2021 were completely
different from the usual and accustomed holiday activities.
In 2020, the government completely canceled the Songkran
festival due to the COVID-19 outbreak. Strict preventive
measures were implemented during that time, and the
public willingly followed due to fear of catching the
contagious disease.! Due to the cancellation and successful
implementation of strict public health protocols, the
Songkran in 2020 did not cause any problem in the country’s
COVID-19 situation.’

In 2021, however, the government did not cancel Songkran
but rather imposed banning water-splashing, powder-
smearing, and foam parties. Instead, only religious practices

were allowed, such as sprinkling water on Buddha statues
and pouring water onto the palms of the elderly to ask for
blessings. Despite the restrictions on public gatherings,
the government allowed the public to travel domestically
during the holiday as long as they complied with the Center
for COVID-19 Situation Administration guidelines. The
Tourism Authority of Thailand even encouraged its locals
to travel within the country to promote tourism. With an
estimation of 3.2 million domestic trips during the week-long
Songkran, many people used this opportunity to celebrate and
travel outside the capital city.! Moreover, compounding the
festivity is the revival of the nightlife spots in central Bangkok
which resulted in a riskier and more susceptible situation for
COVID-19 transmission.

Unfortunately, on April 14, 2021, just a day after the Thai
New Year, daily new cases of COVID-19 in the country started
to increase into more than 1000 cases (1,335 cases) from
tens to hundreds of daily new cases before the celebrations.?
The number of cases peaked at thousands for the first time
since the pandemic hit the country. Prior to Songkran,
Thailand was able to successfully control the COVID-19
transmission despite being the first country in the world to
report the first COVID-19 case outside China.? However, the
country’s COVID-19 situation changed after the event. As of
May 17, 2021, the country has reported 111082 confirmed
COVID-19 cases, with nearly three-quarters of the reported
cases since the Songkran celebrations, indicating a new wave
of COVID-19 infections in Thailand. Among the total cases,
43268 are active cases, and 9635 are new single-day cases, the
highest recorded daily new cases so far.’ Health authorities are
very worried about the current spike of cases since the new
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outbreak is related to nightspots in Bangkok and other places
in Thailand during the Songkran. Most infected individuals
are young, rich, and traveling Thais who celebrated the
Songkran.*

In addition to the arrival of the highly contagious variants
of concern of severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus
2 (SARS-CoV-2) in Thailand and its slow COVID-19
vaccination program due to high vaccine hesitancy among
the locals with only 2.18% of its population were inoculated
with at least one dose and just 1.17% were fully vaccinated
as of May 17, 2021, the exponential rise of COVID-19 cases
might be attributed to the scattered super spreading events
(SSE) recently.>” SSE occurs when a contagious disease, such
as COVID-19, spreads much faster than usual when infected
individuals unknowingly spread the SARS-CoV-2 virus to the
community.® Some of its social characteristics occurred in the
recent Songkran, such as visiting crowded places, traveling to
various places, and attending public gatherings.’

The week-long Songkran celebrations might have triggered
the surge of cases in Thailand since many traveled across the
country to enjoy the long vacation and gathered with their
loved ones to celebrate the special occasion. In this regard,
immediate action and implementation of better public health
measures are expected from the Thai government to control
the recent rise of cases in the country. Lockdown on high-risk
areas, social distancing, proper hand hygiene, and wearing
face masks should be implemented appropriately. In addition,
temporary closure of pubs, bars, and nightclubs must still be
imposed to curb risky nightlife behaviors of people. Domestic
and international travel must also be lessened. Additionally,
the government should speed up its vaccination rollout to
attain herd immunity, just like other countries did with their
successful vaccination campaigns.'® In the future, government
leaders should learn from this experience to prevent SSE from
occurring, which in turn will possibly prevent and control a
potential outbreak of contagious diseases such as COVID-19.

Authors’ Contributions
All authors contributed equally to this article.

Conflict of Interest Disclosures
The authors declared no conflict of interest.

Ethical Approval
Not applicable.

Funding/Support
None.

References

1.

10.

Apisitniran L, Arunmas P, Jitpleecheep P, Worrachaddejchai
D. Songkran without the splash. Bangkok Post. April 6, 2021.
https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/2095715/songkran-
without-the-splash. Accessed April 22, 2021.

Triukose S, Nitinawarat S, Satian P, et al. Effects of public
health interventions on the epidemiological spread during the
first wave of the COVID-19 outbreak in Thailand. PLoS One.
2021;16(2):0246274. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0246274.
COVID-19 outbreak. Bangkok Post. https://www.bangkokpost.
com/specials/covid19/. Accessed May 17, 2021.

Sivasomboon B, Peck G. Bangkok nightlife clusters expose
Thailand’s virus stumbles. AP News. April 15, 2021. https://
apnews.com/article/world-news-coronavirus-pandemic-
prayuth-chan-ocha-bangkok-thailand-fddObc6333d378172aa3
6a4593ff0c97. Accessed April 22, 2021.

Mathieu E, Ritchie H, Ortiz-Ospina E, et al. A global database
of COVID-19 vaccinations. Nat Hum Behav. 2021;5(7):947-
953. doi:10.1038/s41562-021-01122-8.

Phoonphongphipat A. Thailand braces for COVID-19 spike
after Songkran holiday. Nikkei Asia. April 13, 2021. https://
asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Coronavirus/Thailand-braces-for-
COVID-19-spike-after-Songkran-holiday. Accessed April 22,
2021.

Satrusayang C. Songkran could be a ‘super-spreader’ event if the
government is not careful. Thai Enquirer. April 8, 2021. https://
www.thaienquirer.com/26240/songkran-could-be-a-super-
spreader-event-if-the-government-is-not-careful/. ~ Accessed
April 22, 2021.

Frieden TR, Lee CT.Identifyingand interrupting superspreading
events-implications for control of severe acute respiratory
syndrome coronavirus 2. Emerg Infect Dis. 2020;26(6):1059-
1066. doi:10.3201/eid2606.200495.

Kumar S, Jha S, Rai SK. Significance of super spreader events in
COVID-19. Indian J Public Health. 2020;64(Suppl):S139-S141.
doi:10.4103/ijph.IJPH_495_20.

Rocha ICN. Employing medical anthropology approach as
an additional public health strategy in promoting COVID-19
vaccine acceptance in Bhutan. Int J Health Plann Manage.
2021;36(5):1943-1946. doi:10.1002/hpm.3191.

International Journal of Travel Medicine and Global Health. 2021;9(4):196-197

| 197


https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/2095715/songkran-without-the-splash
https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/2095715/songkran-without-the-splash
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0246274
https://www.bangkokpost.com/specials/covid19/
https://www.bangkokpost.com/specials/covid19/
https://apnews.com/article/world-news-coronavirus-pandemic-prayuth-chan-ocha-bangkok-thailand-fdd0bc6333d378172aa36a4593ff0c97
https://apnews.com/article/world-news-coronavirus-pandemic-prayuth-chan-ocha-bangkok-thailand-fdd0bc6333d378172aa36a4593ff0c97
https://apnews.com/article/world-news-coronavirus-pandemic-prayuth-chan-ocha-bangkok-thailand-fdd0bc6333d378172aa36a4593ff0c97
https://apnews.com/article/world-news-coronavirus-pandemic-prayuth-chan-ocha-bangkok-thailand-fdd0bc6333d378172aa36a4593ff0c97
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01122-8
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Coronavirus/Thailand-braces-for-COVID-19-spike-after-Songkran-holiday
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Coronavirus/Thailand-braces-for-COVID-19-spike-after-Songkran-holiday
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Coronavirus/Thailand-braces-for-COVID-19-spike-after-Songkran-holiday
https://www.thaienquirer.com/26240/songkran-could-be-a-super-spreader-event-if-the-government-is-not-careful/
https://www.thaienquirer.com/26240/songkran-could-be-a-super-spreader-event-if-the-government-is-not-careful/
https://www.thaienquirer.com/26240/songkran-could-be-a-super-spreader-event-if-the-government-is-not-careful/
https://doi.org/10.3201/eid2606.200495
https://doi.org/10.4103/ijph.IJPH_495_20
https://doi.org/10.1002/hpm.3191

