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Dear Editor,

Depending on the characteristics of both the traveler as well as
the journey, travel can pose various health risks. Hence, travel
medicine, which is concerned with the promotion of health
and prevention of disease among international travelers while
mitigating any impact on the health of the local population,
is of great importance.' This specialty has become complex
because of the volatile landscape of global infectious diseases
as well as a rise in the number of travelers with chronic health
conditions.” Thus, any physician preparing a traveler must
perform a risk assessment of the planned journey, provide
education about disease and dangerous events’ prevention,
advise the traveler on health maintenance, administer
appropriate vaccines, and offer post-travel care.?

Tourism has emerged as a vital economic sector for the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries as a means for
diversifying economies away from the oil industry. Despite
the fact that their populations represent only 20% of the total
population of the region, the GCC countries — Saudi Arabia,
Bahrain, United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar —
are key source markets for outbound travel from the Middle
East, contributing to more than half (60%) of the travel
volume and three-quarters (75%) of travel spending.* In 2012,
the most significant source markets were Saudi Arabia (47%),
United Arab Emirates (31%), and Kuwait (22%); together,
these countries accounted for a total volume of 11.5 million
arrivals to foreign destinations.” Popular destinations outside
the Middle East region include countries in Europe, Asia, and
the Pacific,* and have contributed to an increased outbound
tourism flow from GCC countries in recent years.

Another vital aspect of travel is the annual pilgrimage
(Hajj) for Muslims to Mecca, Saudi Arabia (KSA). Every
year, the KSA hosts more than four million people from 160
countries worldwide for the Umra and Hajj season, making
the Hajj pilgrimage one of the largest mass gatherings in the
twenty-first century. Consequently, such gathering poses

several potential risks, including physical or heat exhaustion,
crowded accommodations, infectious disease propagation,
and human stampedes, necessitating the need for targeted
preventive measures.®
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