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South African travel company owners, who have been affected by Covid-19, say they will assess the impact on their businesses as the lockdown levels are further relaxed

SAUDI Arabia has urged Muslims to 
delay their plans for the Hajj, amid spec-
ulation that the obligatory pilgrimage 
may be cancelled this year due to the 
coronavirus.

Earlier this year, Saudi authorities 
halted travel to holy sites as part of 
the Umrah, the “lesser pilgrimage” that 
takes place throughout the year.

Cancelling the Hajj, however, would 
mean a massive economic hit for the 
country and many businesses globally, 
such as the Hajj travel industry. 

Millions of Muslims visit Saudi Ara-
bia each year, and the pilgrimage has 
not been cancelled since the founding 
of the Saudi Kingdom in 1932.

But as a scholar of global Islam, I 
have encountered many instances in 
the more than 1 400-year history of the 
pilgrimage when its planning had to be 
altered due to armed conflicts, disease or 
just plain politics. 

Here are a few.

Armed conflicts
One of the earliest significant interrup-
tions of the Hajj took place in AD 930, 
when a sect of Ismailis, a minority Shia 
community known as the Qarmatians, 
raided Mecca because they believed the 
Hajj to be a pagan ritual.

The Qarmatians were said to have 
killed scores of pilgrims and absconded 
with the black stone of the Kaaba – 
which Muslims believed was sent down 
from heaven. 

They took the stone to their strong-
hold in modern-day Bahrain.

The Hajj was suspended until the 
Abbasids, a dynasty that ruled over a 
vast empire stretching across North 
Africa, the Middle East to modern-day 
India from AD 750-1258, paid a ransom 
for its return more than 20 years later.

Political disputes
Political disagreements and conflict  
have often meant that pilgrims from 
certain places were kept from perform-
ing the Hajj. 

This is because of lack of protection 
along overland routes into the Hijaz, the 
region in the west of Saudi Arabia where 
Mecca and Medina are located.

In AD 983, the rulers of Baghdad and 
Egypt were at war. 

The Fatimid rulers of Egypt claimed 
to be the true leaders of Islam and 
opposed the rule of the Abbasid dynasty 
in Iraq and Syria. 

Their political tug-of-war kept var-
ious pilgrims from Mecca and Medina 
for eight years, until AD 991.

Then, during the fall of the Fatimids 
in AD 1168, Egyptians could not enter 
the Hijaz.  It is also said that no one from 
Baghdad performed the Hajj for years 
after the city fell to a Mongol invasion 
in AD 1258.

Many years later, Napoleon’s military 
incursions aimed at checking British 
colonial influence in the region pre-
vented many pilgrims from performing 
the Hajj between AD 1798 and 1801.

Diseases and the Hajj
Diseases and other natural calamities 
have also come in the way of the pil-
grimage before now.

There are reports that the first time 
an epidemic of any kind caused the 
Hajj to be cancelled was an outbreak 
of plague in AD 967. And drought and 
famine caused the Fatimid ruler to can-
cel overland Hajj routes in AD 1048.

Cholera outbreaks throughout the 
19th century claimed thousands of pil-
grims’ lives during the Hajj. 

One cholera outbreak in the holy 
cities of Mecca and Medina in 1858 
forced thousands of Egyptians to flee 
to Egypt’s Red Sea border, where they 
were quarantined before being allowed 
back in.

Indeed, for much of the 19th century 
and the beginning of the 20th century, 
cholera remained a “perennial threat” 

and caused frequent disruption to the 
annual Hajj. 

An outbreak of cholera in India in 
1831 claimed thousands of pilgrims’ 
lives on their way to perform the Hajj.

In fact, with many outbreaks in 
quick succession, the Hajj was frequently 
interrupted throughout the mid-19th 
century.

Recent years
More recently,the pilgrimage has been 
disrupted for similar reasons.

In 2012 and 2013, Saudi authorities 
encouraged the ill and the elderly not to 
undertake the pilgrimage amid concerns 
over Middle East Respiratory Syndrome, 
or Mers.

Contemporary geopolitics and 
human rights issues have also played 
a role in who was able to perform the 
pilgrimage.

In 2017, the 1.8 million Muslim cit-
izens of Qatar were not able to perform 
the Hajj following the decision by Saudi 
Arabia and three other Arab nations to 
sever diplomatic ties with the country 
over differences of opinion on various 
geopolitical issues.

The same year, some Shia govern-
ments such as Iran levelled charges 
alleging that Shias were not allowed 
to perform the pilgrimage by Sunni 
Saudi authorities. In other cases, faithful 
Muslims have called for boycotts, citing 
Saudi Arabia’s human rights record.

While a decision to cancel the  
Hajj will surely disappoint Muslims 
looking to undertake the pilgrimage, 
many among them have been sharing 
online a relevant hadith – a tradition 
reporting the sayings and practice of 
the Prophet Muhammad – that pro-
vides guidance about travelling during 
a time of an epidemic: “If you hear of 
an outbreak of plague in a land, do not 
enter it; but if the plague breaks out in 
a place while you are in it, do not leave 
that place.”
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IT REMAINS uncertain whether Muslims 
will be able to travel to Mecca for the 
Hajj, an annual Islamic pilgrimage, this 
year.  

Last month, the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia requested that pilgrims postpone 
their Hajj bookings as the Middle East 
country battled the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The country’s first case was reported 
in March and it now has more than 
39 000 confirmed cases and more than 
240 deaths.

Like South Africa, Saudi Arabia 
imposed lockdown restrictions, includ-
ing a ban on movement and gatherings, 
last month.

According to France24.com, Saudi 
Arabia’s King, Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud, issued an order recently, to 
partially lift the curfew. 

The curfew was relaxed between 9am 
and 5pm, from April 29, and this will 
end today (Wednesday).

Gardaworld.com added that the 
24-hour lockdown remained in the city 
of Mecca, as well as the previously quar-
antined adjacent neighbourhoods.

It reported that the official order 
allowed some economic and commercial 
activities to open during this time. 

This allowed wholesale and retail 
shops inside shopping centres and malls, 
as well as factories and contracting com-
panies, to reopen.

It further stated that Saudi authori-
ties would continue to impose physical 
distancing measures. Social gatherings 
of more than five people remained pro-
hibited. 

Penalties would be given to those 
who violated the existing restrictions.

It added that a ban on public prayer 
during Ramadaan would continue, but 
prayers would take place in the country’s 
largest mosques – with no worshippers. 

This year, the Hajj was expected to 

start on July 28 and end on August 2.
The Hajj is a mandatory religious 

duty that must be carried out at least 
once by Muslims who are physically and 
financially able to do so.

Moaaz Casoo, the secretary-general 
of the South African Hajj and Umrah 
Council (Sahuc), said they were awaiting 
official comment from the Ministry of 
Hajj and Umrah, in the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia, regarding whether the Hajj 
would proceed this year.

“The Sahuc will inform all hujaaj 
(pilgrims), and other roleplayers in 
South Africa, when this information 
becomes available. We are also awaiting 
information from the Department of 
International Relations and Co-opera-
tion, on when our borders will reopen 
for international travel.” 

He said they were consulting all 
accredited Hajj operators and its legal 
team to determine the outcomes under 
different scenarios, in the event the 
Hajj was not permitted or there was a 
reduction in the quota of those who 
could travel. 

Casoo said Sahuc engaged with 
South African accredited Hajj operators, 
who said that they would not charge 
administrative fees if the Hajj was not 
permitted.

He added that all accredited pilgrims, 
who have accepted but who have not 
yet committed themselves financially, 
must contact their operator.

“They must inform the operator 
whether they are still interested in trav-
elling this year, given the pandemic, or 
if the Hajj duration or quota may be 
reduced as a result. Bear in mind that the 
pricing of packages will be affected, due 
to the significant decline of the South 
African rand to the US dollar.” 

Casoo said the Sahuc would refund 
the R1 500 accreditation fee to all hujaaj 
if the Hajj was cancelled and if they 
received any cancellation requests from 
hujaaj. 

“Any hujaaj with a contract must 
first be released from it before accredi-
tation is cancelled with Sahuc. 

“All applicants will be put back into 
the queue on date and time priority.” 
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A SMALL group of worshippers pray at the Kaaba in the Grand Mosque during Ramadaan, in 
the holy city of Mecca, Saudi Arabia, last week. The worshippers followed social distancing 
practices in line with regulations regarding Covid-19.  |  Reuters

DINESH Naidoo, the group operation director of Serendipity Tours.  |  Supplied

TRAVEL agency owners are uncertain 
whether their businesses will survive 
the lockdown. 

Despite the country moving to 
level 4 of the lockdown on May 1, travel 
remained prohibited, except for the 
repatriation of South African nationals 
and foreign citizens. The travel industry 
is expected to be allowed to operate 
under level 1 or 2 of the lockdown. 

Dinesh Naidoo, the group operation 
director of Serendipity Tours, said busi-
ness had started off well in 2020. 

“But the travel ban has completely 
knocked all of that out of the water.” 

He said the company had 90 employ-
ees at its three branches in KZN, two in 
Johannesburg and one in Cape Town.

Naidoo said the staff were paid 
in April and they applied to the UIF  
Covid-19 Temporary Employee/
Employer Relief Scheme, to assist 
employers and workers during the lock-
down. 

“At this stage, we have no idea how 
this pandemic will impact our industry. 
There are many questions. Will people 
be too scared to travel? Should we reo-
pen? What will the travel costs be? How 
many airlines or tour operators will close 
down and what are the implications?”  

He said they could manage for the 
next few months and would assess the 
situation as the lockdown levels were 
lowered.  

Naidoo said many clients had 
booked and paid for vacations later 
this year and, at this stage, not many 
had cancelled. 

“The majority of our clients have 

been quite understanding and seem 
happy to postpone their trips. However, 
until people know how long this lock-
down will last and what their personal 
financial situation is going to be, we 
could see more people opting to cancel 
to recover the money. For those who 
cancel and require a refund, we can 
apply (for one), but it all depends on an 
airline’s policy.” 

Noorjehan Vadachia, the sales and 
marketing director at Avoca Travels on 
the Berea, in Durban, said they were in 
uncharted waters.

“The unprecedented global travel 
ban and lockdown restrictions have 
devastated the travel industry and, as it 
drags on, it has the potential to destroy 
the industry altogether.” 

She said the travel service supplier 
industry was also affected. This included 
tour operators, hoteliers, cruises and 
transport providers.

“Should the situation persist, it 
would be an unmitigated disaster for 
millions who work in the global travel 
industry. On our part, we have run a 
tight ship at Avoca Travels for the past 

40 years. We have successfully navigated 
challenges throughout the years, but 
Covid-19 is different. With the industry 
shutdown, travel bans in place and no 
end in sight, the future looks bleak.”

Vadachia said if the business was no 
longer financially sustainable, there was 
no option but to close. 

“It is sad, especially since travel has 
always fascinated me. Having travelled 
overseas with my mother from my 
childhood days, I loved the experiences 
and have been passionate about travel 
ever since. But one has to face the real-
ity of the situation. The staff would 
face retrenchment, unemployment and 
financial ruin.” 

She said some clients had post-
poned trips while others cancelled and 
requested refunds. 

“Many are under the mistaken 
impression that we are holding their 
money. As Asata (the Association of 
Southern African Travel Agents) mem-
bers, we conduct business in line with 
their rules and the Covid-19 guidelines, 
with regard to refunds. 

“We can and will only refund the 
client when we receive their money or 
credit notes for future travel from the 
suppliers. Due to cancellation policies by 
some airlines and land operators, clients 
who have booked trips which fell during 
the lockdown may be given credit notes, 
which they can use in the future.” 

Irshad Malek, the founder and 
director of World of Travel, said they 
were working on retrieving airline and 
accommodation refunds.

“These will be returned to the trav-
eller without any agency administra-
tion charge. However, some airlines and 

hoteliers have cancellation policies in 
place, but we are working as efficiently 
as possible to keep any underlying costs 
to the traveller to a bare minimum.”

Malek, who has worked in the indus-
try for more than 20 years, said he had 
more than 25 employees at his offices  
in KZN and Johannesburg. 

“All of my staff have been affected, 
but their zest and passion for travel is 

so amazing that they are holding on 
to every ray of hope and faith, that the 
Covid-19 curve will flatten soon. The 
staff and I are still working with clients, 
airlines and travel partners remotely, to 
achieve refund targets, while minimis-
ing the costs at this critical time.” 

He said it would be devastating to 
have to close the business. 

“I sincerely pray for a miracle that 

it does not come to that. After years of 
inspiration and hard work, it would be 
devastating to say goodbye to the travel 
fraternity and a business built on trust 
and innovation.” 

Last month, Flight Centre South 
Africa, one of the country’s largest hol-
iday booking companies, said it would 
close 40% of its network because of the 
impact of Covid-19. 

TRAVEL was one of the first and 
hardest-hit industries as a result of  
Covid-19. 

This is according to Otto de Vries, 
the chief executive officer of the Asso-
ciation of Southern African Travel 
Agents (Asata). 

“The reality is that the lockdown 
has meant there is no domestic and 
international travel and there are 
very little indications when that will 
change, which means that travel agen-
cies cannot sell travel.”

De Vries said 99% of Asata mem-
bers that were polled confirmed that 
the impact of Covid-19 on their rev-
enue had been significant, while 45% 
had to reduce their employees’ salaries. 

“We understand and support the 
need for measures to safeguard South 
Africans and prepare our systems to 
deal with spread of Covid-19. 

“However, as is the case with many 
industries, the longer we are in lock-
down and unable to operate, the more 
businesses will fail and jobs will be lost. 
Many businesses simply do not have a 
runway of seven to 12 months without 
revenue to survive.” 

De Vries said the association was 
also lobbying with the International 
Air Transport Association and the 
government to secure the option of 
refunds from airlines for travellers who 
were unable to travel because of the 
travel ban.

“Similarly, we are lobbying the gov-
ernment to bring the travel sector out 
of lockdown earlier so we can begin to 
operate and save businesses and jobs. 

“Members’ needs have been 
focussed around helping them get 
through the crisis. These needs include 
accurate and up-to-date information 
about business relief efforts, respond-
ing to customers, government and 
supplier updates.”

De Vries added that the loss of jobs 
was one of the association’s main fears. 

“The travel industry employs over 
9 000 people, 73% of which are female 

and 64% of whom are black. The travel 
sector also generated over R39 billion 
for the economy in 2017. 

“We are a major contributor to 
South Africa’s taxes and that does not 
include the catalytic role we play in 
moving other industries by virtue of 
the travel management services we 
offer to companies and organisations. 
Without the travel industry, it would 
not be possible for many other indus-
tries to function, create jobs and con-
tribute to the economy. 

“We understand that the way 
people will travel will change in a 
Covid-19 world and are already talking 
about what this will look like and how 
our businesses will need to change to 
accommodate these changes.” 

De Vries said the association 
expected travel and tourism to operate 
in levels 2 and 1 of the lockdown.

“However, nobody knows what the 
timeline for these are as we understand 
that this will depend on the level of 
Covid-19 spread in South Africa.”

Paul Masemola, the Tourism 
Department’s director-general, said the 
estimated impact of Covid-19 on South 
Africa would result in the decline of 
between 290 and 440 million interna-
tional tourist arrivals. 

He said this was equivalent to five 
to seven years lost in the number of 

tourist arrivals, which could amount 
to the decline of $300bn (R5.5 trillion) 
to $450bn in tourism export.

Masemola was speaking during 
a virtual presentation meeting last  
week between Mmamoloko 
Kubayi-Ngubane, the Tourism Min-
ister, and members of the portfolio 
committee on tourism regarding the 
impact of Covid-19 on the industry, 
the risk adjustment strategy and the 
recovery plan. 

“The current estimate was calcu-
lated based on the information avail-
able – with more information surfac-
ing that figures would become much 
higher.”

Kubayi-Ngubane said the sector was 
severely affected when borders were 
closed.

She said the impact was far-reach-
ing, also severely affecting the hospi-
tality and accommodation industries, 
and that the department’s relief fund 
schemes arose out of that context. 

The minister said the department 
had applied for and received approval 
from the National Treasury for funds 
which amounted to R200m.  

The department had received 
12 174 online applications for relief, 
but 7 185 were incomplete. 

As of April 30, the department had 
completed 4 989 applications for relief. 
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