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Coronavirus 2019-nCoV: Is the genie already out of the bottle?

Dear Editor,

Once again, a virus has jumped the species barrier. Coronavirus
2019-nCoV emerged apparently in a wet market in China, and after a
few weeks the number of cases already exceeds those of SARS in 2002/
03 (Fig. 1) [1] in terms of both morbidity and mortality. Excellent
publications have addressed many aspects of a possible novel endemic/
pandemic zoonosis, often with a focus on MERS-CoV (2–4), including
prevention [2], drug and vaccine-development for coronaviruses [3], or
the importance of “a ‘One Health’ approach to control … …zoonotic
pathogens with epidemic potential” [4]. The hugely increased appetite
for meat-products worldwide, but also in China [5], is likely to increase
livestock production and sale, as well as scavenging of remaining
wildlife resources, primarily the latter with consequent increases in the
risk of exposure to novel infectious agents.

The role which few available drugs, e.g. nucleoside analog
Remdesivir, lopinavir-ritonavir and ribavirin, which showed some
limited activity in SARS/MERS-CoV [3], might play in the prevention or
curbing disease episodes is not clear yet; neither the role of other
compounds with some limited limited level of evidence of (not even
necessarily 2019-nCoV) inhibitory activity mainly from animal testing,

such as some antimalarials [6]. The development of therapeutic
monoclonal antibodies and vaccines has been hampered in the past by
the unpredictability of the next, emerging coronavirus [3]. The sudden
public interest in a coronavirus vaccine seems somewhat ironic, given
that vaccine hesitancy was identified as one of the ten global threats to
health, identified in 2019 by the World Health Organization (WHO).
However, the story of the Ebola vaccine [7] casts serious doubts on
claims by some officials that a vaccine for the current 2019-CoV strain
could be made available in a few months, given the huge challenges in
developing, clinical testing, mass-producing and distributing such a
vaccine. Of course, this makes prevention efforts the best, if not only
practical option [2,4].

News about travel restrictions, looming economic turmoil and the
(perceived) risk for one's personal health ring alarm bells around the
globe. The number of cases may be much higher than the daily, ever-
increasing numbers reported, as many infected individuals may be
asymptomatic, or only be slightly symptomatic, yet still be infectious, as
indicated by the viral load of 108 copies/ml sputum in the first German
case [8]. The case-fatality-rate (CFR) in confirmed cases in China is ra-
ther stable at around 2% so far (Figure), although lower than for SARS
(~10%) or MERS (~30%) [3–5]. Pandemic influenza, often used as a

Fig. 1. Epidemiological curve of 2019-nCoV and SARS (data source WHO [1]).
All cases in China, with numbers of deaths and severe cases from the WHO Situation Reports (1–15) as of 5th of February. Note, the case fatality rate is very stable at
around 2%, as well as the rather high rate of severe cases of around 15% (red arrow).
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comparison at the moment, had an estimated CFR of 0.5% in confirmed
cases and 0.05% in symptomatic cases during the 2009 season (H1N1)
[9]. While it is expected that the 2019-nCoV causes more severe disease
in those with underlying medical conditions, the first published case
series (n = 99) reports that only 50% had co-morbidities, while the first
two fatal cases had none, other than being smokers [10].

This leaves an important number rather overlooked: the number of
severe cases (arrow in Fig. 1) which hovers around the 15% mark. It
may be assumed that these patients require hospitalization, if not
ventilation-based intensive care treatment. Given the limited number of
(ventilator-equipped) intensive care beds, let alone negative pressure
isolation beds, it seems obvious that even the treatment capacities of
the most affluent countries will be very quickly exhausted if the epi-
demic spreads further. This is reminiscent of the large West-African
Ebola virus disease outbreak 2013–2016, where possibly many people
died of other (“usual”) health problems because the regular healthcare
services were overwhelmed, if not rendered entirely dysfunctional [11].

Hopefully, China does manage to control this outbreak. If 2019-CoV
reaches other densely populated areas with fragile health systems (a
case was already observed in India [1]), we may be well underway
towards a pandemic.
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