When was the last pandemic?









Total Cases: 128,343 Total Deaths: 4,720 Total Recovered: 68,324
WHO has declared COVID-19 a pandemic. The last pandemic it declared was the
2009 H1N1 (swine flu) outbreak.
H1N1 spread to an estimated 11-21% of the global population, and turned out to be
milder than initially feared, and is seen as part of the seasonal flus that come and go
every year.
Early estimates of the fatality rate for H1N1 in 2009 were much higher than the ~
0.01-0.03% it turned out to be
~ 3.4% of reported COVID-19 cases have died, according to the WHO on 3rd March.
But its important to remember that the actual number of cases is likely to be much
higher than the confirmed cases (due to many presenting with mild symptoms, and
therefore not going into health systems to be tested, and so the actual fatality rate
should be much lower).
Imperial College London believes fatality rate outside of Wuhan is likely to be in the
0.5-1.5% range.

Why is no one talking about China anymore?
Daily new cases in China

Source: Worldometer



China has managed to gain some control over the epidemic. Yesterday China’s top
health commission said it has passed its peak, as it logged just 8 new infections in
Hubei province, the epicentre of the outbreak. China has also reported no deaths
outside of Huebi province on most days in the past week.

Ok- but should we believe China’s numbers?


Bruce Aylward, Assistant Director-General of WHO : “The big question is, are they
hiding things? No, they are not”. He says the organisation has looked at many
different things to corroborate that cases are dropping, including going to clinics and
talking to physicians in different provinces, and talking to people running clinical
trials.

When will COVID-19 reach its peak around the world?
Short answer - no one knows. Long answer - here’s various estimates below:


As mentioned above, China believes (and the numbers corroborate) that it has
passed its peak.










On Tuesday South Korea’s top public health official stated that they believe the
country has also passed its peak.
“Europe is the new China” according to the director of the US Center for Disease
Control and Prevention.
Matt Hancock, UK Health Secretary said yesterday that they expect the UK peak
to occur “in a matter of a couple of months”.
Experts are warning Italy’s peak may not arrive until mid-April in the north (the
country’s hardest hit area) and possibly later in other regions.
The Chinese government’s senior medical adviser believes the global pandemic is
likely to be over by June.
In one paper, scientists from universities in Basel and Stockholm have modelled
the effects of seasonal variation on COVID-19 transmission rates, and their model
suggests that a worldwide peak won’t arrive until winter 2020-2021. They believe
the transmission rate will drop as we head into spring and summer, but will rise
again afterwards, infecting as many as 100 million people in total. After its peak,
the model suggests the virus will become a regular seasonal occurrence.
It’s important to note that no one yet knows how COVID-19 will be affected by
the change in season.

Is there anything Europe can do to manage the epidemic?
WHO Director General: “Several countries have demonstrated that this virus can be
suppressed and controlled. The challenge for many countries dealing with large clusters or
community transmission is not whether they can do the same, it is whether they will.”


COVID-19 has an estimated reproduction rate (the number of infections generated
by each infected person) of somewhere between 2-3. The reproduction rate for Flu
is 1.5. For the epidemic to end, the reproduction rate (R-nought) has to fall below 1.



R-nought can be lowered through a variety of interventions and, in the absence of a
vaccine or treatments, the best strategy right now is social distancing, which helps
flatten the curve (see below).



The left curve on the above diagram is the spread of disease without interventions,
the disease spreads quickly and healthcare systems are completely overwhelmed,
leading to more deaths among those infected, as well as those who need care for
unrelated medical conditions.
The right hand curve is the spread of the disease with social distancing interventions
such as limiting large gatherings, reducing travel etc. While a similar number of
people will be infected, and it will prolong the epidemic (which seems
counterintuitive) it leads to better outcomes.
Flattening the curve means the spread is sufficiently slowed and the number of
people infected at a given time is smaller, and hopefully within the capacity of
healthcare systems. It also provides more time for additional treatments to be
developed and tested. Both of these benefits help save lives.





Countries also need to make sure they have enough COVID-19 tests to go around.
Tests per million people, against number of confirmed cases:

Source: Worldometer, finnCap

Notably, the US ranks among the bottom in terms of number of tests per million people.
Confirmed cases globally:

Source: CDC

We will have more on COVID-19 as it develops, but to end this week’s Health Matter on a
positive note, this week it was reported that the oldest patient yet, a 103 year old Chinese
grandmother, had made a full recovery from COVID-19, after being treated for 6 days in
Wuhan, China.
Have a good weekend everyone and we wish you good health.
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