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Dear Editor,
In the end of 2019, a novel disease appeared in the 

Chinese city of Wuhan named coronavirus disease 2019 
(COVID-19). The disease spread quickly around the 
world [1]. As a consequence, the Austrian Government 
ordered the first “lockdown”, which lasted from March 
16th until May 15th 2020. Shops, restaurants, hotels and 
schools were closed and people were ordered to stay at 
home except for five reasons — acute danger, necessary 
professional activities, necessary purchases (groceries or 
medication), assisting other people and outdoor activi-
ties, alone or in the company of people living in the same 
household.

At the department of ophthalmology of the Medical 
University of Graz, all appointments except for emergency 
cases were cancelled at the beginning of the first “lock-
down”. Still, all patients presenting at the department with-
out appointment were examined at all times. Thereby, we 
tried to adhere to the recommendation of ophthalmological 
societies [2, 3].

The outbreak of COVID-19 has provided researchers with 
the opportunity to investigate the impact of social distanc-
ing on other common infectious diseases. One of the most 
common infectious eye diseases is conjunctivitis. Approxi-
mately 2% of the general population has some form of acute 
conjunctivitis each year [4]. Here, we wanted to examine the 
effect of the “lockdown” on the numbers of conjunctivitis 
cases presenting at our department.

We analyzed the numbers of cases by retrospective chart 
review. Ethical approval was waived by the local institu-
tional review board. Acute conjunctivitis was defined as an 
inflammation of the conjunctiva with watery or purulent 
discharge. Allergic conjunctivitis was diagnosed in cases of 
bilateral conjunctivitis and typical concomitant symptoms 
like watery discharge, chemosis, itching or rhinitis. Inci-
dence rate ratios were calculated using Poisson regression 
with SAS version 9.4 (Cary, NC, USA). p-values < 0.05 were 
considered statistically significant.

The Medical University of Graz is a tertiary referral 
center responsible for roughly 1 million people. So the num-
ber of cases with acute conjunctivitis in this area should 
be around 20,000. Most of these patients are treated by 
general practitioners or general ophthalmologists. Usually 
about 1000 patients with acute conjunctivitis present at the 
department of ophthalmology of the Medical University of 
Graz each year. The numbers of cases of acute and allergic 
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conjunctivitis presenting at our department in March, April 
and May 2020 and in the same period in the previous year 
are shown in Table 1. We found a significant decrease of 
acute conjunctivitis cases during the lockdown, which could 
not be found for allergic conjunctivitis.

In order to investigate whether acute conjunctivitis cases 
were reduced because patients were afraid to visit the hospi-
tal, we looked at non-infectious diseases. For corneal foreign 
bodies, we did not find a reduction in cases but an increase 
(Table 1). Another Austrian study found that the ratio of 
patients with retinal detachment presenting directly at the hos-
pital was not significantly altered during the “lockdown” [5]. 
Thus, we do not think that the reduction of conjunctivitis cases 
by more than two-thirds is only due to a fear of visiting the 
hospital.

Our observation is supported by findings in other 
infectious diseases. Non-pharmaceutical interventions 
and behavioral changes to mitigate COVID-19 have 
reduced influenza by almost 80% [6]. Several studies 
report that national lockdowns have led to a decrease on 
admissions for several of the most common infectious 
diseases among children [7–9]. Furthermore, declining 
gastrointestinal infections with norovirus were observed 
since the outbreak of COVID-19 [10]. To the best of our 
knowledge, this is the first report of a reduction of con-
junctivitis cases.

In conclusion, we found a significant decrease of cases 
of acute conjunctivitis for the period of the first “lock-
down”, which replicates previous finding in other infectious 
diseases.
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