
 

Coronavirus: How worried should I be about
the shortage of face masks?
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The World Health Organisation (WHO) has just declared the
coronavirus outbreak a public health emergency of international
concern.
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https://www.who.int/news-room/detail/30-01-2020-statement-on-the-second-meeting-of-the-international-health-regulations-(2005)-emergency-committee-regarding-the-outbreak-of-novel-coronavirus-(2019-ncov)


 

There have been nearly 10,000 cases of the so-called 2019-nCoV in
China, 23 countries affected and more than 213 deaths globally.

China, Germany, the US and several other countries confirmed the virus
can spread person to person, even from people without any symptoms.

Now there are reports of face mask shortages around the world,
including Australia, the US and in many cities of China.

How concerned should we be about these shortages? Or can we just
wrap a scarf or piece of cloth around our face to protect against
infection?

How important are face masks?

For a disease with no drug or vaccine yet, non-pharmaceutical measures
are the mainstay of control. This includes personal protective equipment,
such as face masks.

But the type of face masks we typically see (surgical masks) do not
provide a seal around the face or filtration of airborne particles, like
those that may carry coronavirus.

They do however provide a limited physical barrier against you
transferring the virus from your hand to the face, or from large droplets
and splashes of fluid.

You also need to put on and remove your mask properly, as this advice
from the World Health Organisation shows.

Disposable respirators reduce the risk of respiratory infections. They are
designed to fit around the face and to filter 95% of airborne particles.
However, these should be reserved for health workers, who need them
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https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMc2001468?query=featured_home
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/29/health/coronavirus-masks-hoarding.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-7930265/Facemasks-sold-Chemist-Warehouse-Australians-prepare-potential-coronavirus-outbreak.html
https://www.newsweek.com/face-masks-selling-out-u-s-china-coronavirus-experts-protect-against-infection-1484356
https://www.businessinsider.com.au/chinese-official-protective-mask-and-suit-shortage-wuhan-coronavirus-2020-1?r=US&IR=T
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/personal+protective+equipment/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/surgical+masks/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/irv.12474
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/npptl/topics/respirators/disp_part/default.html


 

most.

Do we really need these masks anyway?

In the disease epicenter, Wuhan, or on an evacuation flight out of
Wuhan, face masks are a sensible precaution. They are also needed in
other Chinese cities that are affected by the outbreak and where 
transmission is ongoing.

However, in countries where transmission is not widespread and there
are only a handful of cases being treated in hospital isolation rooms,
masks serve no purpose in the community.

For example, there is no need for the general public to use face masks in
Australia, US and other counties where a few imported cases are
reported, and the risk of catching the virus is low.

Panic buying will result in a lack of supplies when we need them most,
for instance, if the number of cases escalates dramatically. During the
H1N1 influenza pandemic in 2009, the WHO did not recommend the
general public use face masks.

The case is different for health workers, who face greater risks. It is
essential we provide health workers with the best protection, because if
they get sick or die, we lose our ability to fight the epidemic. During the
SARS epidemic, 21% of all cases globally were health workers.

How concerned should we be about the shortage of
face masks?

This is a concern, especially if people hoard or stockpile face masks
when there is no need. We saw a shortage of masks early during the
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https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20200130/p2a/00m/0na/016000c
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/01/30/cdc-confirms-first-human-to-human-transmission-of-coronavirus-in-us.html
https://www.who.int/influenza/preparedness/measures/Adviceusemaskscommunityrevised.pdf?ua=1
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0020748914003319?via%3Dihub
https://oem.bmj.com/content/75/Suppl_2/A14.1


 

2009 influenza pandemic. The surge in demand during such events also
results in higher prices.

Countries have started releasing stockpiles of masks and other personal
protective equipment to the health system. For example, the Australian
government this week released one million masks for general practices
and pharmacists from the national medical stockpile.

There is also an existing shortage of masks in some areas of Australia
due to the bushfire response and face masks from the national stockpile
have mainly been released in those areas.

What happens if the situation gets worse?

The number of cases is expected to increase and a large quantity of face
masks may be needed.

If the current situation becomes a pandemic (an epidemic that goes
global), we could be facing a much greater demand for personal
protective equipment in the health sector alone.

In a modeled serious epidemic in Sydney of smallpox, if health workers
use two disposable respirators a day for 6 months, over 30 million
respirators will be needed for 100,000 clinical health workers.

China is the largest producer of face masks globally and it has already 
stepped up production to meet the high demand.

If large outbreaks happen in other countries, China may not be able to
meet the demand of face masks, respirators and other medical supplies.

Not all face masks are up to the job
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https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/one-million-masks-released-as-australia-reviews-coronavirus-response-20200129-p53vqx.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/one-million-masks-released-as-australia-reviews-coronavirus-response-20200129-p53vqx.html
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/mrc-global-infectious-disease-analysis/news%E2%80%94wuhan-coronavirus/
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0217704
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health+workers/
https://gulfnews.com/photos/news/chinese-mask-factories-ramps-up-production-to-meet-worldwide-demand-1.1580295430370?slide=1


 

Another problem is the sale of low-quality face masks due to a shortage
of products on the market, as has been reported in China and Hong
Kong.

Face masks are not regulated, may not filter the air, and also typically
allow large amounts of air in through the sides. With a shortage of
masks, low-quality masks could be exported to other countries.

If I can't get hold of a mask, can I wrap a scarf
around my face?

Wrapping cloth around your face probably will not protect you. That's
because a scarf or a hanky does not provide a tight fit around the face,
isn't designed to filter out air and may be contaminated.

However, during the Ebola epidemic, a woman nursed her entire family
through the illness using home-made protective equipment and did not
get infected.

In Asia, cloth masks are popular because they are cheap and re-usable.
But they don't protect you. Cloth masks may even increase your risk of
infection, especially if you don't wash them regularly. They may absorb
moisture and provide a breeding ground for bugs.

So, ideally, people shouldn't be using them. However, people may resort
to cloth if there is no other choice.

In a nutshell

While news of mask shortages might sound scary, if you are in a country
with few isolated cases, you don't need one anyway as the risk of
infection is very low for the general public.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/face+masks/
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-crime/article/3048126/china-coronavirus-hong-kong-customs-officers-launch
https://edition.cnn.com/2014/09/25/health/ebola-fatu-family/index.html
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/masks/
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/bmjopen/5/4/e006577.full.pdf
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/general+public/


 

Panic buying or stockpiling also means there won't be enough to go
round should the situation worsen.

Even if you do use a face mask, they may protect against large droplets
(ones you can feel on your skin when someone sneezes) and self-
contamination from your hands, but not against smaller airborne
particles.

Don't forget, hand-washing is also very effective in preventing infection.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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