
 

Coercion could worsen Ebola epidemic, say
experts

September 18 2014, by Olivier Thibault

Coercive measures to stem the deadly Ebola epidemic in West Africa,
such as confining people to their homes, could backfire badly, experts
say.

The Sierra Leone government has told the entire population of six
million to stay at home, except for essential business, for 72 hours from
Friday.

The plan, unveiled on September 10, aims to break the chain of
transmission.

It will ostensibly see 20,000 volunteers going door-to-door to remove
bodies from homes, and bringing people who are ill to treatment
facilities.

Isolation centres, including schools equipped with beds, will be set up,
according to the Ebola Emergency Operation Centre in Freetown, the
capital. It expects a rise of five to 20 percent in detected cases from the
operation.

But experts said the ambitious scheme, planned by one of the world's
poorest countries, would be extremely hard to implement
effectively—and if handled badly could only make things worse.

Jean-Herve Bradol, a former MSF director and emergency physician
with experience of working in Africa, said the goal "seems highly
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unrealistic."

"The country doesn't have the capacity to visit every household in just
three days," he said. "And many people would find it hard not to go out
for three days" to fetch water or food.

"It will be extremely difficult for health workers to accurately identify
cases through door-to-door screening, as this requires a certain level of
expertise," added French medical NGO Medecins Sans Frontieres (MSF,
Doctors Without Borders).

"But critically, even when potential patients are identified, there will not
be enough Ebola management centres to care for them. Without a place
to take suspected cases—to screen and treat them—the approach cannot
work."

MSF warned that lockdowns and quarantines may end up driving people
underground "and jeopardise the trust between people and health
providers."

"This leads to the concealment of potential cases and ends up spreading
the disease further," it said in a statement.

"Adopting overly-broad quarantines and other rights-abusive measures
can undermine efforts to contain the Ebola epidemic," Joe Amon, health
and human rights director at Human Rights Watch, said in a commentary
placed on the HRW website on Monday.

"The better approach is to ensure that people have access to health
information and care, and to restrict liberty or movement only if and
when absolutely needed and with the protections outlined under
international human rights law."
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Frontier closures

Other tough measures that have stirred controversy include closing
borders with Ebola-hit countries, as Senegal, Ivory Coast and Gambia
have done.

Michael Kinzer of the US-based Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), who led a recent surveillance and advisory Ebola
mission to Guinea, said "closing the borders is like closing your eyes".

"It makes more sense for countries to spend their money and energy on
preparing their health systems to recognise an Ebola case and respond
correctly... so that the virus does not spread."

The current outbreak has killed more than 2,400 people in Guinea,
Liberia and Sierra Leone since December, as well as eight in Nigeria.

The United Nations fears 20,000 people could be infected by the end of
the year.
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