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Abstract

Religious activities tend to be conducted in enclosed, crowded, and close-contact settings, which have a high
potential of transmitting the coronavirus disease, 2019 (COVID-19); therefore, religious communities are
expected to take appropriate infection prevention measures. Meanwhile, during past disasters, religious
communities have provided various types of support to affected people; hence, their role in disaster risk
reduction has received much attention. In this study, we aimed to identify the infection prevention measures
and support provision implemented by mosques—Islamic institutions managed and operated mainly by foreign
Muslims living in Japan—during the one year from January 2020. We collected information from newspaper
articles (18 articles on 19 mosques) and interviews with representatives of three mosques. We found that
various infection control measures were implemented in mosques—refraining from mass prayers and closing
buildings from an early stage (around February 2020); canceling large-scale events during the month of
Ramadan; moving some activities online; and ensuring indoor ventilation and safe physical distance even
when continuing face-to-face prayer activities. We also found that various types of support were provided by
mosques—donating masks to the local government; listening to problems of people affected by COVID-19
regardless of their nationality; providing financial support to them; translating and disseminating information
to foreign Muslims; and providing religious meals for them. This study provides actual examples of infection
prevention measures taken by mosques in a Muslim-minority society and suggests that mosques appropriately
responded to the needs of religious minorities during disasters, including COVID-19.

Introduction

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), being a biological hazard [1] and a slow-onset disaster [2], has had
a profound impact on religious communities. COVID-19 is more likely to spread through droplets [3] and in
environments known as the “three Cs” (confined and enclosed spaces with poor ventilation; crowded places
with many people nearby; and close-contact settings, such as close-range conversations) [4]. As a large
number of people gather in religious facilities to worship and preach, there is an increased risk of the disease
spreading. In fact, several cases of religious activities being the source of infection have been reported
worldwide—congregations and activities related to Islam (Tablighi Jamaat) in Malaysia, Pakistan, and India;
Christianity in South Korea and the Netherlands; Judaism in Israel; and Sikhism in India, contributed to the
spread of COVID-19 in the corresponding as well as neighboring countries [5—8]. To prevent the spread of
infection, religious communities were required to reassess their activities, canceling events and replacing
worship with online services [9].

Meanwhile, there are several examples of religious communities reaching out to people affected by disasters
caused by natural hazards [10—-17]. Hence, these communities are expected to play a significant role in
disaster risk reduction [10,13,17,18]. During the COVID-19 outbreak as well, religious communities are expected
to share health information to protect their own members and wider communities [3]. Therefore, an
understanding of the support provided by religious communities to those affected by COVID-19 will increase an
understanding of their role during disasters and may provide useful information for governments and other
stakeholders to collaborate with them in the future.
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Religious communities in Japan were also affected by COVID-19. After the first domestic positive case was
confirmed in January 2020, the number of positive cases increased in February and March. The government
declared a state of emergency in April; however, it was not a strict lockdown with restrictions on people's
activities, but only a “request” to refrain from going out, to cancel or postpone large-scale events, and to close
offices. Even after the state of emergency was lifted, the government did not enforce any restrictions on the
number of people attending events. In such a situation where voluntary actions of people were required, several
studies reported infection prevention measures taken by religious communities and organizations, including
those of Buddhism, Shintoism, and new religions[1] [19,20], which are the major religions in Japan. In contrast,
there are almost no studies on organizations belonging to minority religions, especially those that are managed
mainly by foreigners. Mosques (called masjidin Arabic) have been established in various parts of Japan and
are mainly managed and operated by foreign Muslims|[2] living in Japan. Many Muslims gather in mosques for
religious practices, but it is unclear what measures the mosques have taken to prevent the spread of COVID-19.

Furthermore, foreigners tend to be more vulnerable to disasters due to their religious, cultural, and linguistic
differences [21,22]. During past disasters in Japan, mosques have provided support not only to Japanese but
also to minority foreigners [23-25]. However, it is not clear what support mosques provided to Japanese and
foreign residents during the COVID-19 pandemic.

This study, therefore, aims to identify (1) the infection prevention measures taken by mosques in Japan to
cope with COVID-19 and (2) the support they provided to Japanese and foreign residents. To achieve this
purpose, we collected qualitative information from relevant articles in major Japanese newspapers and
conducted interviews with mosque representatives, targeting the period until the end of 2020.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: to contextualize the study, Section 2 overviews mosques in
Japan and their responses to past disasters. It also summarizes the timeline of the expansion of COVID-19 and
the government’s response in Japan; Section 3 presents the details of the newspaper article collection and the
interview surveys; Section 4 demonstrates the results obtained from the analysis of the newspaper articles and
interviews; Section 5 discusses the results; and Section 6 concludes the study and describes future work.

[1] Organizations labeled as “new religions” in Japan are the ones founded in the last two centuries that are
institutionally and categorically distinct from older sects [19]. Examples of new religions include Tenrikyo and
Risssho Kosei Kai.

[2] In this study, foreign Muslims refer to Muslims with foreign citizenship, who are a majority in Japan’s
Muslim population, as shown in Section 2.1. Meanwhile, there are Muslims with Japanese citizenship, often
categorized in two groups [27]: (1) people, mainly men, who converted to Islam, for example, through the study
of Islam or Arabic and (2) people, generally women, who converted to Islam by getting married to foreign
Muslims and children from these marriages (referred to as “born Muslims”). Their roles might be different from
those of foreign Muslims in mosques and are worth exploring in detail in the future.

Background

2.1 Mosques in Japan
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The population of Muslims in Japan is seeing an upward trend; however, Muslims by far are the minority in
Japan'’s total population of approximately 120 million, including foreigners [26,27]. A large proportion of the
Muslims are thought to be foreigners living in Japan, with past studies estimating the foreign Muslim
population to be about 59,000 in 2004 [28], 100,000 in 2010 [29], and 157,000 (equivalent to 79% of all
Muslims) in 2018 [30]. The top countries of origin are mainly in Southeast Asia and South Asia, such as
Indonesia, Pakistan, the Philippines, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Turkey, and Iran as of 2018 [30].

The history of mosque construction in Japan begins with the Kobe Muslim Mosque in 1935 [29]. With the
economic boom after the 1980s, there was a massive influx of Muslims as foreign workers. Subsequently, an
increasing number of mosques have been built since the 1990s. There existed 80 mosques in 2014 [29], which
increased to 96 in 2017, and if those under construction are included, the number reaches 100 [31], and
continues to grow. Some mosques have heads of facility management (referred to as amir) or leaders who
manage congregational prayers (imam) and are responsible for the operation and management of the
mosques. Other mosques utilize the corporate system (i.e., religious or general incorporation) and the
responsible officers play a central role in the operation. Many of such managers and administrators are
foreigners.

The five daily prayers may be performed at home or work, but Friday collective prayers are recommended to be
performed at mosques. Many mosques also hold collective prayers on Saturday to follow the Japanese
society [29]. Hence, mosques are places where many Muslims gather on Friday and Saturday. Study sessions
focusing on Qur'an recitation and its interpretation are held mainly after Friday and Saturday prayers. The
availability of such education for women and children varies across mosques, whereas that for adult men is
ensured in most mosques [29].

In addition to the above-mentioned regular activities, during the month of Ramadan, many important religious
practices are performed. Muslims fast from dawn to sunset following one of the five pillars (religious duties) of
Islam. In 2020, the month of Ramadan corresponded to April 24—May 23. Usually, many Muslims visit
mosques in the evening and break the fast together with light meals, such as dates. After the evening prayer,
they have the main meal in the mosque. This is called the iftar party. Some Muslims remain at the mosque for
reciting Qur'an and night prayers. Iftar meals are served for free since wealthy Muslims pay for the cost. In fact,
Ramadan is known as the month of charity, and many Muslims pay zakat (another one of the five pillars, or
almsgiving) and zakat al-Fitr, which is a small charity for the poor to prepare Eid al-Fitr. Eid al-Fitr is the festival
of breaking the fast (in 2020, it was held on May 24), in which people who do not usually visit mosques also
show up to pray [29,32].

In Muslim-majority countries, mosques are facilities primarily for worship, while they also perform important
and diverse functions in the lives of Muslims; this is also true in Japan, which is a Muslim-minority country
[29].

2.2 Role of mosques in Japan during past disasters

When disasters struck Japan in the past, mosques provided support and relief goods to affected Muslim
foreigners and other non-Muslims. For example, after the Kobe earthquake in 1995, Kobe Muslim Mosque was
used as a shelter for affected Muslims for several months [23,24]. Soon after the earthquake, halal food was
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sent from embassies, Islamic groups, and individuals across Japan to the mosque, with no worry of running
out of food during the evacuation [24]. During the 2011 Tohoku earthquake and tsunami, Sendai Masjid
(Islamic Cultural Center of Sendai), located in the Tohoku region, received a large number of relief goods from
Muslims living all over Japan. Sendai Masjid also served as a host for volunteers from distant mosques and
took them to coastal shelters and provided relief supplies to the victims, including non-Muslims [33]. Otsuka
Mosque, which was located in Tokyo, far from the Tohoku region, delivered food and relief supplies to the
affected areas immediately after the disaster, and also served food at evacuation shelters. The number of such
activities at shelters reached more than 80 in six months after the disaster [34]. During the 2016 Kumamoto
earthquake, Kumamoto Masjid (Kumamoto Islamic Center) provided supplies, food, and information in foreign
languages to foreigners in the affected areas [25]. These examples indicate that mosques, which are generally
managed by foreigners, have the potential to approach foreign victims, including Muslims, who tend to be
vulnerable in times of disasters, as well as Japanese people, since they share similar social backgrounds and
customs and common languages.

2.3 Timeline of virus prevalence and state response in Japan in 2020

The upper part of Figure 1 summarizes the number of COVID-19 positive cases in Japan and related
government actions until mid-June 2020. On January 16, 2020, the first COVID-19 case, with the case-patient
having a travel history to Wuhan, China, was reported in Japan [35], and subsequently, other COVID-19 cases
without travel history to Wuhan within the last 14 days, were reported on January 28. On that same day,
Japanese Prime Minister announced COVID-19 as an infectious disease under the Infectious Diseases Control
Law [36]. A COVID-19 headquarters was established on January 30. The luxury cruise ship Diamond Princess
docked in the Yokohama Port on February 3 [37,38]. A large number of passengers onboard testing positive for
COVID-19 drew both national and international attention. On February 25, the fundamental plan of action
(Basic Policies for Novel Coronavirus Disease Control) was introduced by the Government [39]. On February 27,
the Prime Minister requested the closure of all schools from March 2 until the spring vacation [40]. However,
the decision of whether to close schools was up to the school administrators and local governors. On March
11, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 a global pandemic [41]. On March 24, the
postponement of the Tokyo 2020 Olympics and Paralympics was announced [42].

The number of positive cases increased rapidly from the end of March, and consequently, on April 7, Prime
Minister declared a state of emergency in seven prefectures, including Tokyo, which was expanded to the entire
nation (i.e., other 40 prefectures) on April 16 [43-46]. The governors of the targeted prefectures requested
residents to refrain from going out except when necessary, and asked managers of facilities where many
people gather, such as department stores and movie theaters, to restrict their use. It should be noted that these
instructions were only “requests,” not orders. From mid-April, the number of positive cases was on the decling;
the state of emergency was therefore lifted in 39 prefectures on May 14 and finally, in all prefectures on May
25. As of the latter half of April, about 90% of public schools (kindergartens and elementary, middle, and high
schools) across the country had remained closed [47], but after the state of emergency was lifted, they
gradually opened, and the situation was largely normalized in June. For further details of this first wave of
infection and state responses, see Tashiro and Shaw [48] and Shimizu and Negita [49].
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In late July, Japan launched a domestic tourism campaign (Go To Travel campaign) that encouraged people to
travel freely throughout the country to revitalize the moribund tourism industry [50]. During the same period,
from the latter half of July to the first half of August, Japan was struck by a second wave of positive cases (a
maximum of 1,595 people-day tested positive). While this time the government did not declare a state of
emergency, the number of positive cases started declining from September (around 500 people/day). However,
from November to the time of writing this paper (January 2021), the number of positive cases has been on the
rise again (considered to be the third wave). Consequently, the Go To Travel campaign was suspended in some
municipalities in the latter half of November; it has been suspended, nationwide, since December 28 [51].

Methods And Materials

The target period of this study is approximately one year from January 2020, when the first COVID-19 positive
cases were identified in Japan. To obtain broad and detailed information, we collected newspaper articles on
mosques and conducted interviews with representatives of mosques.

3.1 Newspaper article collection

We collected newspaper articles from the online databases of the four major newspapers in Japan (Asabhi
Shimbun, Mainichi Shimbun, Yomiuri Shimbun, and Nihon Keizai Shimbun; all of which are in Japanese) until
the end of 2020, using “corona” and either “mosque,” “Islam,” or “Muslim” as search keywords in Japanese.
Simultaneously, we checked the contents of the articles for whether they were related to infection prevention
measures taken by mosques and the support provided by them during the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, 18
articles on 19 mosques were collected, with the majority of them presenting information up to the end of June

(i.e., almost one month after the end of the state of emergency)[3].
3.2 Interview surveys

For the interview survey, we selected a mosque from each of the central areas, where the COVID-19 expansion
was significant, the surrounding areas, and the distant areas: (1) Otsuka Mosque in Tokyo, (2) Sakaimachi
Mosque in Gunma Prefecture, and (3) Al-Farug Mosque in Toyama Prefecture (Figure 2 and Figure 3). Each
mosque was operated by either a religious or a general corporation[1]. The semi-structured interview surveys
were conducted between November 2020 and January 2021, either online or face-to-face with one
representative from each mosque, in Japanese (Table 1). Before the survey, they were informed of its purpose,
and all of them consented to participate. We asked questions about regular prayers and religious events held
during the COVID-19 pandemic, infection prevention measures that have been implemented in the mosques,
the use of internet, and the support provided, if any. The duration of interviews was approximately 60, 60, and
105 minutes for Otsuka, Sakaimachi, and Al-Farug Mosques, respectively.

[3] Of the 18 articles, nine were from the Asahi Shimbun [52—-54,58,63,65,66,77,78], five from the Mainichi
Shimbun [55,57,61,62,79], and four from the Yomiuri Shimbun [56,59,60,64]. There was no article from the
Nihon Keizai Shimbun. Based on the publication month, two articles were published in April; 11 in May; two in
June; one in July; one in November; and two in December.
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[4] Otsuka Mosque was operated by the Japan Islamic Trust, Sakaimachi Mosque by Darussalam, and Al-
Farug Mosque by the Toyama Muslim Center.

Table 1. Details of interview surveys

Name of mosque Date Interviewee Methods
(Organization) (Nationality)
Otsuka Mosque January 6, Executive director Online interview
2021
(Japan Islamic (Pakistani)
Trust)
Sakaimachi November 24, Imam Face-to-face interview & field
Mosque 2020 observation

(Bangladeshi)
(Darussalam)

Al-Farug Mosque December 16, Chief director Online interview
2020
(Toyama Muslim (Dual nationality: Syrian &
Center) Russian)
Results

4.1 Summary of newspaper articles

Based on the newspaper articles, we summarized when and how each mosque imposed restrictions on prayer
activities and building use to prevent COVID-19 (the lower part of Figure 1). In the early stages of the outbreak,
that is, February and March 2020, some mosques decided to cancel activities such as Friday and Saturday
prayers and Quran study classes and restrict entry to buildings (e.g., Isesaki Mosque, Masjid Nagoya, Kyoto
Masjid). From March, other mosques started to close their buildings (e.g., Fukuoka Masjid Al Nour Islamic
Culture Center, Al-Farug Mosque). Many remained closed until around the end of May. Some mosques were
closed for the first time since their opening (Kagoshima Masjid [52]; Al-Farug Mosque [53]; Masjid

Nagoya [54]).

In the month of Ramadan, which fell during the period of the state of emergency, special prayers and iftar were
canceled in many mosques (there were reports on 12 mosques). According to the Mainichi Shimbun [55], in
mid-April, before Ramadan, 40 mosques and Islamic organizations in the country, as well as 50 Islamic
scholars, met online to discuss COVID-19. They called for avoiding mass gatherings and practicing prayers and
iftar at home in response to the declaration of the state of emergency. There is high likelihood that this meeting
refrained many mosques from holding activities during Ramadan.

Infection prevention measures were taken even when prayer activities were continued (Table 2). For example,
even during the state of emergency (April-May), some mosques (i.e., Kobe Muslim Mosque and Kumamoto
Masjid) did not close their buildings and continued worship activities, taking measures, such as calling for self-
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refrain from participation by believers who were not feeling well; encouraging participation by a small number
of people; and ensuring washing hands, physical distancing, and indoor ventilation. After the state of
emergency was lifted (i.e., from the end of May), there was a tendency to resume Friday prayers and regular
prayers wherein measures, such as wearing masks, hand disinfection, ventilation, and maintaining physical
distance, were taken. Some mosques took measures with the support of the government—public health nurses
visited mosques and instructed management staff and leaders of the mosque on how to properly wear masks
and wash hands (Ebina Masjid) [56]. As of December 2020, however, some mosques were still refraining from
Friday prayers (Osaka Masjid) [57], and appeared to be reluctant to resume collective prayers. The use of online
services has been observed in some mosques—a chief missionary delivered daily sermons via a video
streaming service when the mosque was closed (The Japan Mosque) [54], and some study sessions for
children were switched to video calls (Isesaki Mosque) [58].
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Name of Date of Description Source
mosque article
Kobe April 13, The windows of the prayer hall (approx. 100 square meters) were [59]
Muslim 2020 opened for ventilation, and believers who were not feeling well
Mosque were requested not to visit.
Kumamoto May 12, Except for large gatherings such as Friday prayers and iftar, small- [55]
Mas;jid 2020 scale activities were allowed in the building with disinfection and
safe physical distancing.
(Kumamoto
Islamic
Center)
Mas;jid May 12, Carpets, which were usually spread on the floor, were removed. The  [60-
Salamat mosque asked believers to wash their hands before prayers and 62]
May 22, avoid coming with many people.
&
June 20,
2020
Kagoshima May 22, After the state of emergency was lifted, the mosque was opened [52]
Mas;jid 2020 only to people living in the city, requesting them to wear masks and
disinfect their hands.
(Kagoshima
Islamic
Culture
Center)
Mohammadi  May 25, Eid al-Fitr was held, but unlike previous years, people were [63]
Mosque 2020 requested to pray with approximately a one-meter space between
Hamamatsu each other and not to shake hands and hug.
Kofu Masjid  June 18, The mosque placed marker tapes at one-meter intervals at the [64]
2020 prayer space to prevent close contact. It also requested believers to
wear masks and always opened doors and windows for
ventilation.
Masjid Gifu July 7, In Friday prayers, which resumed in mid-June, the mosque [65]
2020 requested believers to wear masks and maintain a distance of
about one meter between others.
Isesaki November The mosque continued Friday prayers, encouraging people to wear  [58]
Mosque 16,2020 masks and disinfect their hands.

Some mosques provided support for believers. Kobe Muslim Mosque provided counseling for believers who
lost their jobs or were unable to return to their home countries due to the spread of COVID-19 [59]. The Japan
Mosque translated information from the local government for believers who had limited Japanese proficiency
and provided counseling on daily life issues [54]. During Ramadan, Kumamoto Masjid supplied food for
believers. More specifically, some Muslim international students were worried about their financial situation
because their part-time jobs had to shorten their business hours due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Iftar at the
mosque is valuable for students with financial constraints. Therefore, as it was canceled, the mosque was
concerned about the students and provided them with free lunch boxes [55]. Similarly, Shizuoka Masjid, after it
decided to cancel iftar, set up a food box in front of the building to provide food for those who were struggling
to prepare meals [66]
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4.2 Summary of interview surveys
4.2.1. Otsuka Mosque

Otsuka Mosque continued its prayers, ensuring physical distance between believers, until the declaration of the
state of emergency. However, during the state of emergency (April 7—May 30, 2020), the building was
completely closed after consultation with the local government and police. During the closure, only the
believers living in the mosque continued to pray at the mosque. After the state of emergency was lifted (after
June 1), the mosque was reopened for use. Friday prayers were divided into three sessions and sermons were
shortened; regular prayers five times a day attracted about 10 to 20 people, which was not very different from
the number in previous years. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, the Qur'an study session on Saturday and the
dinner party afterward (both of which attracted about 100 people) were held, but these activities were
suspended in the wake of the pandemic. Furthermore, before the outbreak, there was a study session for
women that attracted about 10 to 50 people, but it started to be held virtually around February and March
2020. During Ramadan, special prayers and iftar were also canceled. The domestic online meeting mentioned
in Section 4.1 was organized mainly by Otsuka Mosque.

In addition to the above, various prevention measures against COVID-19 were taken after the resumption of
prayer activities. A new hand-washing area was set up outside the mosque to ensure that believers washed
hands before entering the mosque. Hand sanitizers were also installed. Believers were requested to wear
masks, and those who did not bring their masks were provided one at the entrance. The worship room was
small (60 to 65 square meters); therefore, the doors and windows were kept open for ventilation during
worship. Posters were also displayed to raise awareness about prevention.

The mosque also provided support to foreigners and Japanese people suffering from the pandemic. Even
before the pandemic, the mosque (i.e., the director, managers, and believers) had been providing support for the
homeless and conducted counseling for Japanese and foreigners on daily life issues, as well as made
donations to those with financial problems. With COVID-19, there was an increase in the number of
consultations related to hardships in life. The mosque also provided believers with information released by the
government, posting it in Japanese and English at the mosque.

4.2.2. Sakaimachi Mosque

Sakaimachi Mosque did not close its building during the state of emergency. However, it did not hold special
Ramadan prayers and iftar (which usually attracted about 300 people) and continued only small-scale
activities. Around May and June 2020, since there were many positive cases in Gunma Prefecture, the weekday,
Friday, and Saturday prayers were held several times around the regular time of the service. The mosque also
encouraged people to hold worship services in small groups at their homes or friends’ homes. Since around
August 2020, the mosque has held regular services and Friday services with the same number of people as
usual (approximately 20 and 200, respectively). On Saturday, the sermon after the service has been shortened
to about half of its original duration of 40 minutes. Before the COVID-19 outbreak, the mosque used to hold a
dinner party after Saturday prayers, but it was suspended, and there were no plans to resume it at the time of
the survey. According to the interviewee, the number of people attending the Saturday prayers was lower than
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usual (around 200-300 people), probably because of the shortened sermons and the cancelation of the dinner
party.

The mosque also implemented various prevention measures against COVID-19. Hand sanitizer was placed at
the entrance of the mosque (Figure 4 (a)). Wearing masks was encouraged and posters to raise awareness of
prevention were displayed at the entrance of (Figure 4 (b)) and inside (Figure 4 (c)) the mosque. Some posters
were created by the representative (i.e., interviewee). Ventilating fans, a humidifier, and an air purifier were used.
It is normally desirable for people to pray shoulder-to-shoulder with persons praying next to them (Figure 4 (d));
however, during the pandemic, people were encouraged to maintain safe physical distance (Figure 4 (e)). After
each service, an antiseptic solution was sprayed on the carpet touched with hands and faces (Figure 4 (f)). The
mosque also received assistance from external organizations—e.g., city officers visited the mosque and spread
awareness on infection prevention measures through leaflets and e-mails. Darussalam, a religious corporation,
which operated Sakaimachi Mosque, requested the mosque to follow the guidelines from the city and
prefectural governments[5].

The mosque actively provided information to the believers. Before the pandemic, there was no online group, but
one was created in April 2020. In the online group, the mosque not only informed the believers of the schedule
of activities in advance because of the irregularity of prayers, but also provided information about infection
situation in the prefecture by translating it into Urdu and Bengali.

[5] According to Okai [31], Darussalam operated 18 other mosques, and Japan Islamic Trust, which operated
Otsuka Mosque, managed three other mosques around Japan [31]. While we conjecture that each mosque
responded to the crisis following its own criteria, it may be interesting to determine how mosques in the same
religious corporations responded to the pandemic. Future work should explore mosques as players in inter-
mosque networks in detail.

4.2.3. Al-Farug Mosque

Al-Farug Mosque was closed during the state of emergency. Around May, with the guidance of the local
government and taking infection prevention measures, the mosque resumed prayer activities. To avoid
congestion in the small prayer space, the elderly and children were requested to refrain from coming to the
mosque. During worship, the mosque opened the windows for ventilation and requested the believers to use
hand sanitizer, wear masks, and maintain physical distance. Prayers, which normally had taken about 30
minutes, were reduced to about five minutes to shorten the stay of believers.

The mosque provided support to the local government. The mosque representative (i.e., interviewee) had
worked in Russia before coming to Japan, and based on this connection, the mosque procured 2,000 masks
from Russia and donated them to the city office in May. The donation was mentioned on the city office website
[67].

Discussion

In Japan, no strict restrictions were placed on people's activities even during the spread of COVID-19. In such a
situation, what infection prevention measures were implemented by mosques, which were managed mainly by
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foreign Muslims? What support was provided by mosques for Japanese and foreign residents? To answer
these questions, this study collected information until December 2020 from newspaper articles and interviews
with representatives of three mosques.

5.1 Measures to prevent religious community transmission

Based on the results from the analysis of newspaper articles and interviews, the overview of mosques’
responses to COVID-19 until the end of 2020 is presented in Figure 5. In February and March 2020, before the
state of emergency was declared, some mosques decided to cancel Friday and Saturday prayers and closed
their buildings (Figure 1). Similar to other religions in Japan, for example, the Soka Gakkai, a new Buddhist
movement that took immediate measures, closing its headquarters in mid-February and reducing face-to-face
contact [19], and a Christian church that canceled mass, weekly prayers, and other activities at the end of
February [20], some of the mosques also responded speedily to the situation. As Ramadan came during the
period of the state of emergency in Japan, many mosques autonomously canceled most of the special prayers
and events, which must have been important to believers, through the collective decision-making process of the
online meeting, which brought together 40 mosques and Islamic groups.

So far, McLaughlin [19] is the only study on online services provided by the Islamic organizations during the
pandemic, reporting that the Tokyo Camii and Turkish Culture Center, a mosque and Muslim education center,
switched to Zoom for all its congregational prayers, classes, and Ramadan events. The current study adds to
this knowledge by providing examples of other services, such as online lectures on Islam (Isesaki Mosque in
Section 4.1), uploaded videos of sermons (The Japan Mosque in Section 4.1), and online study sessions
(Otsuka Mosque in Section 4.2.1). Other religions in Japan were also reported to have substituted physical
activities with online events and prayers, for example, Facebook-based online sutra reading by temples, video-
on-demand learning about teaching by the Soka Gakkai [19], and the use of Zoom by Christian churches for
online performance of mass and sermons [20]. The results of this study reinforce the claim that Islam, like
other religions, switched to the online medium for some of its activities.

While many mosques closed their buildings during the state of emergency (Figure 1), some continued to
conduct face-to-face small-scale activities during this period (e.g., Kobe Muslim Mosque in Section 4.1 and
Sakaimachi Mosque in Section 4.2.2). After the state of emergency was lifted, face-to-face worship activities
were resumed. These religious activities were conducted with various infection prevention measures in place.
To prevent infection during worship services, WHO [3] recommends indoor ventilation, safe physical distancing,
multiple prayers with few attendees, washing hands before and after prayers, disinfection of worship rooms,
and so forth. Many of these measures were implemented in the mosques. Therefore, it can be said that
mosques took appropriate prevention measures against COVID-19 and conducted religious activities with due
care for infection prevention.

Most Japanese are unfamiliar with Islam [27]; thus, it is difficult for them to know what infection control
measures were implemented in mosques in Japan. Disinformation polarizes public debate on topics related to
COVID-19, amplifying hate speech, heightening the risk of conflict, violence, and human rights violations, and
threatening long-term prospects for advancing democracy, human rights, and social cohesion [68]. The above
findings will help people understand unfamiliar Islamic groups correctly and contribute to the realization of a
multicultural society.
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Our findings also complement the international picture of the responses of Muslims to the pandemic. The
responses in Muslim-majority countries, which differed from country to country, are well known—for example,
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia took the unprecedented step of temporarily closing 80,000 mosques and
suspending the daily and Friday prayers and the Two Holy Mosques in Makkah and Medina were also
temporally closed for the public [69], while the government in Pakistan allowed mosques to open for daily five-
time congregational prayers during Ramadan [70]. This study focuses on a Muslim-minority country and
discusses the measures taken by different mosques in detail, filling the gap concerning how Muslims
responded to the pandemic globally.

5.2 Support provision for non-Muslims and Muslims

Table 3. Support provided by mosques and its recipients

Contents of support Recipients
Donation of masks Local government
Counseling services & financial support  Japanese people & foreign Muslims

Translation of information Foreign Muslims

Food provision Foreign Muslims

The support provided by mosques during the pandemic can be summarized as shown in Table 3. For example,
there were donations of masks to the local government (Al-Farug Mosque in Section 4.2.3) and counseling
services and financial support for non-Muslim Japanese (Otsuka Mosque in Section 4.2.1).

Some mosques provided support to foreigners. They provided counseling services for believers who had lost
their jobs or were unable to return to their home countries (Kobe Muslim Mosque in Section 4.1) and translated
information from the local government for believers with limited Japanese proficiency (The Japan Mosque in
Section 4.1). According to Cavaliere [20], Christian churches provided a wide range of helpdesk information,
from contacts and procedures in case of COVID-19 infection to legal consultation about visas due to COVID-19
related restrictions. Like churches, mosques are considered to have contributed to solving problems that were
common to general foreigners.

Other mosques provided support in reducing problems specific to Muslims. They delivered free lunch boxes
(Kumamoto Masjid in Section 4.1) and set up food boxes (Shizuoka Masjid in Section 4.1), being concerned
for those who relied on iftar. Among the issues related to foreigners, such problems faced by the religious
minority are considered hard to understand by other stakeholders, including the government. Mosques'
responses to these problems could meet the needs of foreign Muslims, which strengthen their mental and
spiritual health and well-being [3]. During disasters induced by natural hazards, mosques have been helpful to
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both non-Muslim communities [25,33,34] and Muslim communities [23,24,33]; this study has shown the
detailed support that mosques provided for each community during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Amid the COVID-19 crisis, it is important to deliver services and information from health care providers and the
government to foreign residents in Japan who have such needs, and stakeholders who act as a bridge between
them are urgently required [71]. To “leave no one behind”—the slogan of the sustainable development goals
(SDGs) [72]—and multi-stakeholder partnership to achieve this goal (i.e., SDG 17) are also internationally
demanded. Our results suggest that mosques can have a high potential to serve as such a bridge. That is,
through collaboration with mosques, the government sector may be able to improve access to foreigners,
especially foreign Muslims, and properly identify their needs. Some government stakeholders already have
contact with mosques (i.e., Ebina Masjid in Section 4.1 and Sakaimachi Mosque in Section 4.2.2), and it is
hoped that these collaborations will be further deepened and applied to other areas. Preparing for natural
hazard-induced disasters, an increasing number of local governments in Japan have formed disaster relief
agreements with religious institutions and organizations of major religions, that is, Buddhism and Shintoism
[73]. Our findings will help local governments comprehend minority religious institutions, that is, mosques, and
may facilitate their collaboration in times of disasters.

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to identify the measures taken by mosques in Japan to prevent the spread of
COVID-19 and the support provided by them to Japanese and foreign residents during approximately the one
year after the first domestic positive case was confirmed, in January 2020. For this purpose, we collected
secondary information from newspaper articles and primary information from representatives of three
mosques. We found that the mosques took various prevention measures, such as refraining from mass prayers
and closing buildings from an early stage of the pandemic, canceling large-scale events during Ramadan, and
shifting to the online medium, as well as ensuring indoor ventilation and safe physical distance when
continuing face-to-face prayer activities (Figure 5). Furthermore, as seen in the case of past disasters, mosques
provided support to the people affected by COVID-19, regardless of their nationality, especially to Muslims
(Table 3). In other words, mosques appropriately responded to the unique needs of Muslims living in Japan,
which would be difficult for other stakeholders to address. The above measures taken by mosques, which are
unfamiliar to many Japanese, can compensate for the lack of information about mosques and contribute to
deterring infodemics related to COVID-19. The examples of support provided by mosques suggest that
mosques can play a role in bridging the gap between foreign residents, especially foreign Muslims, and other
stakeholders, such as the government and healthcare sectors. Government and health institutions are
recommended to closely work with mosques as well as other community-based religious institutions to reduce
social vulnerability, isolation, and disintegration. Most studies on mosques’ responses during the COVID-19
pandemic are from Muslim-majority countries [69,70,74,75], whereas this study focuses on a Muslim-minority
country, which helps in presenting a comprehensive international picture of responses of Muslims to the
COVID-19 crisis.

This study provided preliminary findings from limited information, and thus several issues remain to be
addressed in the future: first, while this study showed examples of infection prevention measures and support
provision, it is also important to identify challenges that emerged in their implementation. Such information
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will contribute to better countermeasures and support. Second, most of the information in this study was from
the management side. It is also desirable to understand the perceptions and meanings of prevention measures
and support provision for believers or daily visitors. The information obtained from them will further clarify the
situation and contribute to a multifaceted evaluation of prevention measures and support provision (For
example, as the members of mosques who conducted counseling were generally considered unprofessional,
the effectiveness of the support for recipients should be further studied.). Third, this study focused on infection
prevention measures. Meanwhile, a response and recovery plan in the case of a positive test is also important,
and thus, whether mosques have such a plan and how it should be improved should be discussed in the future.
Lastly, this study covered the period up to the end of 2020, but at the time of writing (January 2021), a third
wave has already hit Japan, and a state of emergency has been re-declared in parts of the country [76].
Ongoing research into longer-term responses and support is needed.
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Timeline of infection status, cancelation of worship, and closure of mosques in Japan
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Figure 2

Location of the targeted mosques
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Figure 3

(a) Otsuka Mosque; (b) Sakaimachi Mosque; (c) Al-Faruq Mosque
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Figure 4
(a) Hand sanitizer at the entrance of the mosque and a poster promoting infection prevention measures; (b)

Detail of the poster; (c) Posters displayed inside the mosque; (d) Prayer before the corona outbreak (photo
taken in July 2019); (e) Prayer with maintaining safe distance; (f) Spraying sanitizer after praying
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First domestic State of

infection confirmed emergency
1116 4/7 to 5/25
20201 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 " 12 20211

| | | | | | | | - Time
I I | I I | I | -

Cancellation of
collective worship &
entrance regulation

Resumption of (collective) worship

Infection prevention m r

Keeping safe distance, washing/disinfecting hands,
wearing masks, ensuring ventilation, disinfecting

prayer rooms, displaying enlightenment posters, etc.

Building closure

Figure 5

Overview of the mosques’ responses to COVID-19 by the end of December 2020
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