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Abstract (not more than 300 words)

BACKGROUND:
The Hajj, a mass-gathering of 3.5-million pilgrims, faces challenges to global health-security. Overcrowding during mass-gatherings increases the risk of transmission of respiratory-pathogens such as rhinovirus, respiratory-syncytial virus, Middle-East Respiratory-Syndrome, influenza-A H1N1, and multidrug-resistant tuberculosis which may have a high outbreak-potential due to “Hajj-cough”.
METHODS:
This prospective study was conducted to characterize respiratory-infections amongst 11,56,673 patients including Hajj-pilgrims and healthcare-personnel in a mass-gathering medicine scenario under the aegis of Indian Hajj Medical-Mission. The mission was designed for holistic health-security through health-intelligence for pre-existing diseases, epidemic-intelligence, public-health and disaster-health preparedness, and tiered-healthcare through mobile medical task-forces, static-clinics, tent-clinics, secondary-care hospitals and evacuation-capabilities.
RESULTS:
6,16,031 (53%) respiratory-infections outnumbered all other forms of illness. Primary-care surge-capacity was overwhelmed for patient-throughput and ambulance-transfers. 328/1187 (17%) in-patients were treated in secondary-care for pneumonia and bronchitis, and 203/1658 (12%) in tertiary-care for respiratory-diseases. 90% healthcare-personnel reported at least three episodes of healthcare-transmitted respiratory-infections. There are operational challenges at diagnosis, therapy and control of globalization of potentially multiresistant pathogens in a mass-gathering scenario. The prevalence of respiratory-symptoms has been found to be 77.6% with 21.3% pilgrims harbouring at least one respiratory-virus. Increased post-Hajj prevalence of respiratory-viruses from 7.4 to 45.4%, and bacteria from 15.4 to 31%, and consequent globalization has been proven. Detection in symptomatic and asymptomatic pilgrims have been found to be 22.4% and 17.6%. All-cause mortality was 11.99/10000. 15 patients died of respiratory-failure, one from H1N1, 28 from sepsis/multiorgan dysfunction and three were found-dead (cause-unknown) amongst a total of 625 deaths. Risk-factors associated with high morbidity were old-age and pre-existing comorbidities.
CONCLUSION:
Respiratory-infections by novel viral-pathogens are highly prevalent and easily transmissible during Hajj leading to significant morbidity, increased burden to health-facilities, overwhelming costs on health-sponsorships, and globalization of multiresistant-pathogens. Situational-analysis of Hajj-health mission calls for dynamic interventions in preparedness, clientele and health-systems.
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