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To the Editor—The recent emergence of SARS-CoV-2 and the
pandemic of associated COVID-19 disease poses significant
though incompletely determined threats to human health globally.
Although uncertainties predominate the epidemiology of this new
virus,! several observations are relevant for policy making at this
stage of the pandemic:

+ Asymptomatic transmission. Increasing evidence suggests that
the time from infection to infectiousness (the latency period)
is less than the time to symptoms (the incubation period).
Thus, people may inadvertently infect others before realizing
they are infected because they are not yet experiencing symp-
toms. Asymptotic cases may be particularly common in children
and young adults.

« Disease severity and risk of death. The crude case fatality ratio is

estimated to be significantly higher than that for seasonal influ-

enza,® and it is dramatically higher in the aged and those
with underlying comorbid conditions (especially cardiovascular
disease, pulmonary disease, and diabetes) regardless of age.

Persons in at-risk strata form a significant fraction of the world

population.

Lack of options for control. No vaccine or effective antiviral drug

is likely to be widely available for months or longer.*

Combined with lack of widespread diagnostic testing, these
factors have produced one crucial implication for public health:
Without intervention, people in the high-risk strata will be exposed
by those around them who do not realize they are infectious. This
situation is particularly acute with intergenerational mixing among
the asymptomatic, in which infectious youths might intermingle
with the high-risk elderly.

Given the lack of a vaccine and drugs for treatment, how
do we minimize the community risk of becoming infected?
Nonpharmaceutical interventions (eg, broad-scale social distanc-
ing, including school closures, working from home, and limiting
large-sized gatherings) are needed to minimize transmission.
Analyses are demonstrating the theoretical and historical impacts
of such measures in scenarios similar to what we face now.’>

Importantly, large intergenerational gatherings, including reli-
gious services, have amplified the spread of SARS-CoV-2 in South
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Korea, Malaysia, and other countries.® Traditions such as hand-
shaking, embracing, touching the Torah, use of prayer mats and
passing offering plates, for example, could place persons at risk
for acquiring SARS-CoV-2 in close proximity to those who may
be asymptomatically or inapparently infectious. Some religious
communities have recently offered guidance to congregations
aimed at minimizing risk of transmission, including suspending
in-person services for weeks.

Such policies must be implemented immediately. Waiting
until community transmission is detected—according to any
definition—is too late,'® even if surveillance systems capable
of detecting transmission with any degree of sensitivity or time-
liness existed, which they do not. The difference in latency versus
incubation period in this novel pathogen obviates the appropri-
ateness of such a policy. The time for social distancing is now.

Acknowledgments. The views expressed in this article are those of the authors
and do not necessarily reflect the position or policy of the Department of
Veterans’ Affairs or the US government.

Financial support. No financial support was provided relevant to this article.

Conflicts of interest. All authors report no conflicts of interest relevant to this
article.

References

1. Anderson RM, Heesterbeek H, Klinkenberg D, Hollingsworth TD. How will
country-based mitigation measures influence the course of the COVID-19
epidemic? Lancet 2020;395:931-934.

. Coronavirus disease (COVID-2019) situation report—30. World Health
Organization website. https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/
situation-reports/20200219-sitrep-30-covid-19.pdf?sfvrsn=3346b04f 2.
Published February 19, 2020. Accessed April 3, 2020.

. People at risk for serious illness from COVID-19. Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention website. https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-
ncov/specific-groups/high-risk-complications.html. Published March 15,
2020. Accessed April 3, 2020.

4. Fauci AS, Lane HC, Redfield RR. COVID-19—navigating the uncharted.
N Engl ] Med 2020;382:1268-1269.

. Hatchett RJ, Mecher CE, Lipsitch M. Public health interventions and

epidemic intensity during the 1918 influenza pandemic. Proc Natl Acad

Sci U S A 2007;104:7582-7587.

Rashid R. Being called a cult is one thing, being blamed for an epidemic is

quite another. New York Times website. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/

09/opinion/coronavirus-south-korea-church.html. Published March 9, 2020.

Accessed April 3, 2020.

S8}

w

wl

N

© 2020 by The Society for Healthcare Epidemiology of America. All rights reserved. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3721-3355
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200219-sitrep-30-covid-19.pdf?sfvrsn=3346b04f_2
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200219-sitrep-30-covid-19.pdf?sfvrsn=3346b04f_2
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200219-sitrep-30-covid-19.pdf?sfvrsn=3346b04f_2
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/specific-groups/high-risk-complications.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/specific-groups/high-risk-complications.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/09/opinion/coronavirus-south-korea-church.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/09/opinion/coronavirus-south-korea-church.html
mailto:eli-perencevich@uiowa.edu
https://doi.org/10.1017/ice.2020.100
Undefined namespace prefix
https://doi.org/10.1017/ice.2020.100

7. Malaysia reports 41 new cases of COVID-19, most linked to religious event.
Channel News Asia website. https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/
coronavirus-malaysia-190-new-cases-mosque-religious-event-12539994.
Published March 15, 2020. Accessed April 3, 2020.

. Nine new cases of COVID-19 infection confirmed. Singapore Ministry
of Health website. https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/nine-
new-cases-of-covid-19-infection-confirmed. Published March 12, 2020.
Accessed April 3, 2020.

9.

10.

David M. Hartley et al

Boorstein M. The Georgetown church quarantined by DC’s coronavirus
outbreak. The Washington Post website. https://www.washingtonpost.
com/religion/2020/03/09/dc-priest-with-coronavirus-leads-prominent-
historic-episcopal-parish/. Published March 9, 2020. Accessed April 3,
2020.

Remuzzi A, Remuzzi G. COVID-19 and Italy: what next? The Lancet
website. https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)
30627-9/fulltext. Published March 13, 2020. Accessed April 3, 2020.


https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/coronavirus-malaysia-190-new-cases-mosque-religious-event-12539994
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/coronavirus-malaysia-190-new-cases-mosque-religious-event-12539994
https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/nine-new-cases-of-covid-19-infection-confirmed
https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/nine-new-cases-of-covid-19-infection-confirmed
https://www.washingtonpost.com/religion/2020/03/09/dc-priest-with-coronavirus-leads-prominent-historic-episcopal-parish/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/religion/2020/03/09/dc-priest-with-coronavirus-leads-prominent-historic-episcopal-parish/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/religion/2020/03/09/dc-priest-with-coronavirus-leads-prominent-historic-episcopal-parish/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30627-9/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30627-9/fulltext

	When infection prevention enters the temple: Intergenerational social distancing and COVID-19
	References


