COVID-19: Winter Is Coming
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D ear editor,

We read with great interest the study published by Bai and
Zare. They evaluated the structure of hospital operating costs
during the COVID-19 pandemic and demonstrated that can-
celation of elective surgery and the decline of hospital visits
caused by COVID-19 have resulted in hospitals losing reve-
nue and being forced to reduce costs from these services.! We
would like to point out additional impact the pandemic may
have on the health system.

COVID-19 has already caused significant disruption to
political, social, and health care systems. Many patients with
COVID-19 presented with viral pneumonia, with prolonged
ICU stays in approximately 5% of cases.? This has resulted in
near collapse for many health care systems. Social distancing
was the main measure adopted by national governments. This
has led to near collapse of many economies and, while neces-
sary to reduce the infection rate, has contributed to many
patients with other health conditions delaying or missing
needed care. Thus, the pandemic will probably cost more lives
xthan we currently attribute to it. For example, transplanta-
tions have decreased worldwide® for a number of reasons
including a lack of ICU beds and mechanical ventilators to
support the potential donor pool, as well as a reduction in
hospitalizations for other conditions that could have yielded
organ donations. Consequently, there has been a rise in mor-
tality among patients awaiting transplants. There has also been
an increase in mortality among cancer patients, many of whom
have delayed treatment, frightened by the possibility of be-
coming infected by SARS-CoV-2.

The downstream impact could be high. There will likely be
an increase in urgent hospitalizations from cancer spread, as
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well as advanced liver disease, congestive heart failure, and
other chronic diseases. These hospitalizations will be costly
and will impact health care manpower needs. While many
lives are being lost due to COVID-19, we must prepare for
winter and the potential future loss in life that may be coming.
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