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In December 2019, the first case of COVID-19 was report-
ed in the Chinese city of Wuhan and within months had 
resulted in an unprecedented global pandemic. Transmit-
ted through close contact and via droplets, a cornerstone 
of the global efforts adopted against the virus has been 
social distancing and various forms of quarantine (1). The 
word ‘quarantine’ comes from the Italian word ‘quaran-
ta’ for ‘40’. This originated in 1377 when the Rector of the 
Venetian-controlled city of Ragusa declared a 40-day iso-
lation period for land travellers during a plague epidemic 
(2). However, the origin of quarantining as a practice to 
control the spread of disease can be traced much earlier, 
with examples seen in the Old Testament of the Bible (re-
garding the separation of people afflicted with leprosy), 
and 2500 years ago during the time of the Greek physi-
cian, Hippocrates (3). 

Quarantine has consistently shown to be effective 
in mitigating the mortality and incidence of pandemic 
diseases, more recently confirmed with the current 
COVID-19 pandemic. In particular, the early utilization 
of quarantine in conjunction with other public health 
measures have been advocated (4). However, the 
psychological impact from mass mandatory quarantines 
worldwide should also be considered. Previous studies of 
quarantined patients had revealed varying prevalence of 
stress, depression, irritability and post-traumatic stress 
disorder. Prominent stressors such as prolonged periods 
of isolation, disease-related anxieties, loss of normal life 
routine, insufficient information from public health 
authorities in addition to socioeconomic factors such as 
unemployment have been identified (5).

Bahrain is an island nation situated in the Gulf Region 
consisting of 33 natural islands, the most notable being 
Bahrain Island which hosts the capital city Manama, 
and Muharraq Island, which is home to the airport. 
Bahrain’s modern health-care system dates back to the 
establishment of the Mason Memorial Hospital in 1903 
by American missionaries, widely believed to be the first 
Western hospital in the country and one of the earliest in 
the Gulf Region (6). The country was a British protectorate 
until it achieved independence in 1971. In the first half 
of the 20th century, the country experienced numerous 
outbreaks of smallpox, cholera, plague, and typhoid fever 
– necessitating the arrangement of quarantine facilities 
by the British (7).

Prior to 1930, a quarantine camp was built on the sea 

shore close to the suburb of Gudaibiya, located to the 
southeast of Manama. Due to increasing urbanization 
and the construction of residential houses close to the 
quarantine site, the State Medical Officer during the late 
1920s declared the site to be unsuitable (8). After lengthy 
negotiations, the Bahraini government sold the site to 
the British Royal Air Force (RAF) for 13 000 Gulf Rupees, 
which included the foreshore between the camp and the 
sea. The RAF converted the site into a rest camp, since it 
was very conveniently situated opposite the flying boat 
anchorage for commercial and military uses (8).

Shaikh Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa, son of the ruling 
Shaikh Isa Bin Ali Al Khalifa, leased to the government 
a small peninsula on the southern shore of Muharraq 
island, known as Halat Bu Maher, as a site for the new 
quarantine camp. Built at the cost of 9000 Gulf Rupees 
in the Islamic Hijri year of 1348 (1929-1930), and with a 
rent of 4800 Gulf Rupees per annum, the position was 
very well suited for its purpose. It could be reached by 
boats during all tides and is connected to the Muharraq 
mainland by a narrow isthmus. An artesian well was 
already present on site and a large amount of stone was 
available for use to construct new buildings, from the 
ruins of the Bu Maher fort (Figure 1) (8). The site was 
mostly utilized for quarantining new arrivals by sea or 
air.

The site was previously inhabited by Baluchis who 
only moved after being compensated with land elsewhere 
on Muharraq island. After they moved, the site was 
cleared and new buildings were erected (Figures 2 and 
3), consisting of one large stone bungalow for the second 
class passengers, containing four rooms each with an 
attached bathroom opening into a veranda, and a long 
stone building divided into three compartments for deck 
passengers. Adjacent to the buildings there are latrines 
for men and women, cook houses and bathrooms (9).

The tower of the old fort was repaired and made 
accessible. Interestingly, the reason cited in British 
sources was not because it was in any way needed, but 
rather it was felt that the conspicuous tower - the only 
one remaining in a place of considerable historical 
interest - should not be allowed to fall (9). The Bu Maher 
fort is currently recognized as a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site (10).

A rough stone pier has been built reaching into deep 
water and the whole camp is surrounded by a strong 
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barbed wire fence with a gate at the neck of the narrow 
causeway, which joins the promontory to the town of 
Muharraq, and another one on the pier. The work was 
carried out by the government under the supervision of 
K.S. Mohamed Khalil of the Muharraq municipality. The 
new site was considered superior in quality compared to 
the previous RAF quarantine site, which has since been 
converted to a resting area (9). 

With the advent of effective vaccines to prevent and 
eradicate diseases such as smallpox and typhoid fever, 
coupled with massive improvements in public health, 
the need for quarantine facilities declined over time and 
the camp was eventually shut down at some point in the 
latter half of the 20th century to be reused as a housing 
project. The last reported outbreak of smallpox in Bahrain 
was in 1956 and the country was certified smallpox-free 
in 1978 (11).

 Bahrain reported its first confirmed case of COVID-19 
on 24 February 2020 in a traveller from the Islamic 
Republic of Iran (12). Within the weeks that followed, the 
country implemented a series of precautionary measures 
including the shutting down of educational institutions, 
restricting entry to the country to Bahrainis and residents 
only, and prohibition of public gatherings of more than 
5 persons (13). Additionally, Bahrain implemented an 
extensive contact-tracing programme, utilized location-
tracking bracelets to enforce home quarantines, and 
provided free COVID-19 testing and treatment for all 
suspected patients irrespective of nationality (14). As of 
6 May 2020, Bahrain had conducted more than 160 000 
tests yielding at least 3900 confirmed cases of COVID-19 
(15). 

Echoing the lesson of Halat Bu Maher, the Bahraini 
authorities designated a new man-made island as a 
quarantine camp for suspected COVID-19 cases in 

Figure 1 Blueprint of the Bu Maher quarantine site (9)

Figure 2 One of the newly constructed buildings in the quarantine site at Bu Maher (8)
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March 2020. The camp site, built off the coast of Sitra 
island, has a capacity for 3000 patients and, as with its 
predecessor, has a narrow isthmus leading to a controlled 
access point of the camp (16). In May 2020, a 154-bed field 
intensive care unit was opened adjacent to the quarantine 
camp, staffing over 300 health-care professionals (17).

In conclusion, as worldwide efforts to develop 
effective vaccines and medications for COVID-19 
continue, social distancing measures, good hand hygiene, 
and the early utilization of quarantine remain the only 
effective methods of controlling the COVID-19 pandemic 
at this stage.

Figure 3 Photograph of Bu Maher Fort, taken from the west, during the 1930s (18)
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