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In late December 2019, an unexplained case of viral pneu-
monia occurred in Wuhan, China, which later became 
known as coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), caused by 
severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-
CoV-2).1,2 In the first week of March 2020, its epicenter 
shifted from China to Italy, and most European states 
and the United States are now severely affected. Human 
COVID-19 infections have posed a major threat to the inter-
national health system and economy.1,2 As per the World 
Health Organization, on November 17, there were approx-
imately 55.4 million confirmed cases, with a case fatality 
rate of 2.4%.3 The present outbreak of COVID-19 has mark-
edly affected many countries, including the United States 
with 11,538,280 confirmed cases (case fatality rate: 1.18%), 
Brazil 5,876,740 (2.82%), Russia 1,971,013 (1.72%), United 
Kingdom 1,390,681 (3.74%), India 8,874,918 (1.47%), and 
Saudi Arabia 101,914 (1.6%).3 Saudi Arabia is the most pop-
ulous country in the Gulf state, with 32.94 million people. It 
has the second largest human population in the Arab world 
and the fifth largest in Asia. However, COVID-19’s incidence 
and mortality rates are very low in Saudi Arabia. The reason 
could be the efficient and effective measures put in place, 
which people responded to well.

From the beginning of the outbreak, containing SARS-CoV-2 
and not transmitting it around the globe posed a near-impos-
sible challenge. The outbreak was first recognized in Saudi 
Arabia in early March, and large-scale containment efforts 
started in mid-March. The government of Saudi Arabia has 
released multiple statements and enacted several measures to 
control the COVID-19 pandemic, starting with the suspension 
of entry for Umrah, a religious duty performed by Muslims in 
their holy cities of Mecca and Medina, on February 27.

On March 2, the first case in Saudi Arabia of a citizen arriving 
to Qatif from Iran through Bahrain was confirmed. On March 4, 
it became mandatory for all passengers coming from countries 
affected by the COVID-19 outbreak to be screened at the air-
port. On March 7, the total cases in Saudi Arabia reached 7, all 
of which were in Qatif, and schools and universities in Qatif 
were suspended. A few days later entry into and exit from Qatif 
were temporarily suspended. In addition, a COVID-19-negative 
polymerase chain reaction report was requested upon arrival 
to Saudi Arabia. Later that week, the Minister of Education 
suspended all schools and universities in Saudi Arabia. With 
62 confirmed cases, all social events were suspended, as was 
attendance at workplaces in government agencies and private 
sectors and prayer in all mosques except the two holy mosques. 
As the number of confirmed cases started to increase drastically, 
curfew from 7 p.m. to 6 a.m. in all cities was mandated across 
Saudi Arabia (►Fig. 1).3 ,4 On March 29, a total of 1,299 cases were 
confirmed, with 8 deaths, which warranted a change in the cur-
few start time in Riyadh, Makkah, and Medina to 3:00 p.m. and 
suspension of entry into and exit from all cities (►Fig. 1).

Age distribution may play a role in the low case fatality rate 
in Saudi Arabia, where it is estimated to have 3.63% of the pop-
ulation to be 65 years and above. In contrast, in the countries 
with the highest case fatality rate like Italy having 22.08% of the 
population aged 65 and more and a case fatality rate of 3.8.5

COVID-19 incidence is high but case fatality rate remains 
very low in Saudi Arabia, perhaps due to these strict measures 
and people following the instructions from the Ministry of 
Health in dealing with the pandemic.
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Fig. 1 Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) progression in Saudi Arabia with each region.


