
 

South Africa says 12 million 'probably' had
coronavirus

September 16 2020, by Gerald Imray

  
 

  

A child fills a bottle with water at a communal tap in the Katlehong Township
near Johannesburg, Tuesday, Sept. 8, 2020. Official statistics show that South
Africa's economy has sunk deeper into recession, with its gross domestic product
for the second quarter of 2020 plummeting by 51%, largely as a result of
COVID-19 and the country's strict lockdown. (APPhoto/Themba Hadebe)
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About 12 million people in South Africa have "probably" been infected
with the coronavirus, but that startlingly high number has not caused a
similarly high death rate and might indicate a widespread "level of
immunity," the country's minister of health says.

More than 20% of South Africa's population of 58 million have had the
virus at some point, Dr. Zweli Mkhize estimated earlier this week. He
cited studies that found the presence of coronavirus antibodies in blood
samples taken from parts of the population. The findings have prompted
the government to start a more complete national study, Mkhize said.

"South Africa has seen the surge receding, and thus raises the question
of the level of immunity that may already be existing in society," he said.

Other studies have indicated that up to 40% of the population might be
immune to the virus, the health minister said. Some South African
experts suggest that Africa's most developed economy may be
approaching herd immunity, but scientists believe at least 70-80% of a
population needs to be immune before there's any effect. And with
COVID-19 it's unclear how long that immunity might last.

Amid significantly decreasing confirmed virus cases, South African
President Cyril Ramaphosa is addressing the nation Wednesday evening
and is expected to announce a further easing of lockdown restrictions,
which might include a limited opening of international borders to
travelers from some countries.

South Africa's number of confirmed virus cases have dropped
dramatically in recent weeks after a peak in late July that saw the
country recording up to 15,000 cases daily, and raised fears that health
services in some major cities might collapse. Official figures showed
just 772 new cases on Tuesday.
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South Africa is also seeing declines in hospital admissions, people in
intensive care units and deaths attributed to COVID-19, Mkhize said.

"Consistency across these indicators reassures us that, indeed, we are in
the midst of a trough in the pandemic," he said.

  
 

  

A man crosses a stream littered with plastic in the Sharpville township south of
Johannesburg Monday, Sept. 14, 2020. (AP Photo/Themba Hadebe)

South Africa has just over 650,000 confirmed cases of COVID-19,
according to the government's latest official count, the eighth-highest
caseload in the world. At its peak, South Africa was the fifth most
affected country, behind the United States, India, Brazil and Russia,
which all have much larger populations.
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Experts have tried for months to figure out why South Africa's official
death rate from COVID-19 is low—15,641 people have died, according
to government figures. There were fears at the start of the pandemic that
poverty, crowded living conditions, restricted access to clean water and
the high prevalence of tuberculosis and HIV would put South Africa, and
Africa at large, in danger of millions of deaths.

So far, that hasn't happened. South Africa is by far the worst affected
country in Africa with nearly half of the continent's 1.3 million
confirmed cases. There have been 33,000 deaths from COVID-19 in the
54 countries in Africa, which has a population of 1.3 billion people. That
death count is less than the number of people who have died in either the
U.K. or Italy, and far less than the United States' 195,000 confirmed
deaths.

But Africa's figures, tallied by the Africa Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, rely on figures from the individual countries and many
have extremely limited testing.

The number of South Africa's actual deaths from COVID-19 is expected
to be considerably higher. From early May until mid-September, the
country has recorded 44,000 more deaths than the historic average.
Many of those deaths are believed to be from COVID-19, but the people
weren't tested. Other deaths could be people with other diseases who
avoided care because of COVID-19 infection fears or couldn't access it
because resources were diverted to the pandemic, experts have said.

"We think roughly 30,000 rather than 15,000 people have died from
COVID-19," Shabir Madhi, professor of vaccinology at Johannesburg's
University of the Witswatersrand, said in a webinar this week. "We must
appreciate that there had been many deaths outside of hospitals."

Even with that higher level of deaths, South Africa's mortality rate from
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COVID-19 appears relatively low. Some health experts think that
millions in South Africa's poor, densely populated townships—which
many thought would be terribly affected by the virus—may have
generated an immunity to the virus because of the previous and frequent
spread of other coronaviruses, including those for the common cold and
flu.

"They have been exposed, they developed this key cell immunity which
helps them to fight the severe effects of COVID-19," said Madhi, the
lead researcher on a clinical trial in South Africa of the coronavirus
vaccine that Oxford University is developing with pharmaceutical
company AstraZeneca. "They may have achieved an underpinning
immunity."

© 2020 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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