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Letter to the Editor 

Addressing the mysterious respiratory illness outbreak in China  

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Handling Editor: Patricia Schlagenhauf 
Dear Editor, 
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In December 2019, a cluster of pneumonia cases with an unknown 
aetiology surfaced in Wuhan, Hubei province, China, exhibiting clinical 
manifestations akin to viral pneumonia [1]. Subsequent investigations 
by health authorities identified the aetiology as a novel coronavirus, 
named severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), 
leading to the outbreak now known as COVID-19 [1]. Almost four years 
later, in mid-October of 2023, a surge of influenza-like illness has 
emerged among children in northern China [2]. This mysterious respi-
ratory illness, characterized by symptoms such as fever, cough, and 
respiratory distress, demands urgent investigation to determine its 
aetiology and guide effective containment measures [2]. 

Chinese authorities have attributed this surge to the lifting of COVID- 
19 restrictions and the onset of the cold season, pointing to known 
pathogens like influenza, Mycoplasma pneumoniae, respiratory syncy-
tial virus (RSV), and SARS-CoV-2 as potential causes [2]. The rapid 
spread and potential severity of this mysterious respiratory illness 
among children present a significant public health challenge, necessi-
tating immediate identification of the causative agent and imple-
mentation of robust containment measures. However, detailed 
information is currently limited regarding the overall risk of these re-
ported cases [3]. Addressing this outbreak is crucial to safeguard public 
health, curb further transmission, and mitigate potential long-term 
consequences on affected children and the community. 

The transparency exhibited by the Chinese government and the WHO 
in disseminating information about the mysterious respiratory illness is 
crucial. Drawing comparisons to the initial stages of the COVID-19 
outbreak, concerns arise about the accuracy of data and the need for 
further research to determine the connection to earlier respiratory in-
fections. The WHO has formally requested additional epidemiological, 
clinical, and laboratory data about the outbreaks among children [4]. 
China’s surveillance systems, including those for influenza-like illnesses, 
contribute to global data collection, but the WHO emphasizes the 
importance of ongoing surveillance and advises precautionary measures 
for residents in China [4]. 

In the face of the current respiratory outbreak in China, urgent 
collaborative efforts are crucial to contain and swiftly resolve the situ-
ation. Drawing from the lessons of the early stages of the COVID-19 

pandemic, a comprehensive set of policy recommendations is essential 
to mitigate the spread of the illness and address potential socioeconomic 
implications. Enhanced immunization strategies should be prioritized, 
especially among children aged five and below. Collaborative efforts 
with international health organizations should ensure the availability 
and accessibility of vaccines, emphasizing routine vaccinations along-
side specific measures targeting the current outbreak. Similarly, advo-
cacy for the widespread use of personal protective equipment (PPE) is 
paramount. Ensuring an adequate supply of PPE through national and 
international partnerships is crucial to support healthcare workers, the 
general population, and those in high-risk environments. 

Public health education and communication play a vital role. 
Launching campaigns to educate the population on the importance of 
preventive measures, including proper hand hygiene, mask usage, and 
social distancing, is essential. Utilizing various communication chan-
nels, such as social media and community engagement, is crucial for 
disseminating accurate information. Moreover, global surveillance and 
collaboration should be strengthened. This involves international 
collaboration in monitoring and sharing data related to respiratory ill-
nesses, fostering a coordinated response to emerging outbreaks. Facili-
tating information exchange between countries enables a more rapid 
and comprehensive understanding of the mysterious respiratory illness 
in China. 

Transparent reporting and data sharing are important. Emphasizing 
transparent reporting by national health authorities and encouraging 
prompt and comprehensive sharing of epidemiological and clinical data, 
as well as laboratory results, ensures a better understanding of the sit-
uation globally. As the world continues to recover from the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, sustaining effective containment measures based 
on WHO recommendations is imperative to prevent the further spread of 
the mysterious respiratory illness in China. Urgent collaborative efforts, 
guided by evidence-based policies, will not only safeguard public health 
but also contribute to global resilience in the face of emerging health 
challenges. 
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