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n March 11, 2020, the World Health 
Organization (WHO) announced the 
pandemic outbreak of coronavirus dis-
ease 2019 (COVID-19), due to severe 
acute respiratory syndrome coronavi-
rus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), which began in 
December 2019 in Wuhan, China [1].  

Iran was the 25th country affected by COVID-19. 
According to the Iranian Ministry of Health, every 12 
minutes, one person dies in Iran because of COVID-19. 
After a 3.5-fold and 12.9-fold increase in the number of 
COVID-19 affected people and deaths, respectively in 
the second two weeks compared with the first two weeks 
after the official announcement of COVID-19 on Feb-
ruary 19, 2020, in Iran [2], the coincidence of this epi-
demic with the celebration of New Year Eve, may lead 
to a human and health catastrophe in Iran. 

Nowruz (New Year Eve) is the first day of the Iranian 
New Year on March 20 (or the previous or following 
day). It marks the beginning of spring in the Northern 
Hemisphere and takes place with celebrations.

Before the start of the New Year in Iran on March 20, 
all 31 provinces were affected by COVID-19, with some 
provinces including Qom, Tehran, Guilan reporting the 
highest prevalence rates [2].

The preparations for the celebration of New Year’s 
Eve in Iran include shopping in crowded markets and 
beginning of the New Year Eve holiday in Iran (6 of-
ficial days for administrations and 13 days for schools 
and universities) is along with traveling, that accelerates 
human-to-human transmission, effectively spreading 
SARS-CoV-2 [3].

Due to the outbreak of COVID-19 during Nowruz, 
abroad travel had decreased, but domestic travel in 
Iran had not stopped. Despite the closing of museums 
and recreation centers, and repeated official announce-
ments that no amenities will be offered, Nowruz trips 
continued. Besides domestic tourism attractions in Iran 
as a four-season country, many people in big cities are 
returned to their villages and hometowns for the New 
Year’s holiday to visit their parents or grandparents. 
These visits can lead to an increased prevalence of CO-
VID-19 in adults, which is dangerous and worrying.

This year, with the beginning of Nowruz, major high-
ways and tourist areas were hit by heavy traffic, too. 
Nowruz trips of three million Iranians from the 13 af-
fected provinces with COVID-19 (during March 17-20, 
2020) demonstrated that many people refused to stay at 
home, while Iranian authorities and the WHO have re-
peatedly urged people not to travel, in order to prevent 
the spread of SARS-CoV-2 [2].
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Quarantine of cities with COVID-19 cases and con-
trolling citizens’ traffic to these cities are strategies rec-
ommended by WHO to control the outbreak of SARS-
CoV-2, and China’s experience as the main sources of 
this outbreak has confirmed the effectiveness of the mea-
sure [4]. But no quarantine in any city had been imple-
mented in Iran. Although some traffic restrictions had 
been put in place, they were not fully enforced in any 
province. According to the Iranian Ministry of Roads 
and Urban Development, the number of Nowruz travel-
ers has decreased from 18 million in 2019 to 8.5 million 
in 2020. However, this amount of travel is alarming [5]. 

The Iranian Ministry of Health had repeatedly stated 
that the only way to control the SARS-CoV-2 outbreak 
is social distasting by reducing contact levels, traffic, 
traveling, and canceling unnecessary trips in Nowruz, as 
well as staying at home under voluntary home quaran-
tine. But the opportunity to travel on the Nowruz holi-
day and the “high season” in Iran, had become a serious 
threat to public health. Because the incubation period of 
COVID-19 is 2 to 14 days, and every infected or carrier 
can infect 2 to 20 people in Iran, traveling to different 
cities during Nowruz may lead to devastating outbreaks.

As such, traveling seems to be spreading SARS-CoV-2 
to the farthest cities and villages after the Nowruz 
holidays, which certainly do not have adequate health 
facilities. In big cities, hospitals will not have the ca-
pacity to accommodate patients, so human and health 
consequences are predictable. Nowruz trips like a cluster 
bomb will exacerbate the wave of COVID-19 across the 
country, and Nowruz celebrations have made it harder to 
maintain control of the disease in Iran.
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