
 

WHO report: COVID likely 1st jumped into
humans from animals

March 29 2021, by Jamey Keaten and Ken Moritsugu

  
 

  

In this Feb. 2, 2021, file photo, a member of a World Health Organization team
is seen wearing protective gear during a field visit to the Hubei Animal Disease
Control and Prevention Center for another day of field visit in Wuhan in central
China's Hubei province. A joint WHO-China study on the origins of COVID-19
says that transmission from bats to humans through another animal is the most
likely scenario and that a lab leak is "extremely unlikely," according to a draft
copy obtained by The Associated Press. (AP Photo/Ng Han Guan, File)
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A joint World Health Organization-China study on the origins of
COVID-19 says that transmission of the virus from bats to humans
through another animal is the most likely scenario and that a lab leak is
"extremely unlikely," according to a draft copy obtained by The
Associated Press.

The findings offer little new insight into how the virus first emerged and
leave many questions unanswered. But the report does provide more
detail on the reasoning behind the researchers' conclusions.

The team proposed further research in every area except the lab leak
hypothesis—a speculative theory that was promoted by former U.S.
President Donald Trump among others. It also said the role played by a
seafood market where human cases were first identified was uncertain.

Dr. Anthony Fauci, the top U.S. infectious diseases expert, said he
would like to see the report's raw information first before deciding about
its credibility.

"I'd also would like to inquire as to the extent in which the people who
were on that group had access directly to the data that they would need
to make a determination," he said. "I want to read the report first and
then get a feel for what they really had access to—or did not have access
to."

The report, which is expected to be made public Tuesday, is being
closely watched since discovering the origins of the virus could help
scientists prevent future pandemics—but it's also extremely sensitive
since China bristles at any suggestion that it is to blame for the current
one.
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In this Feb. 9, 2021, file photo, Peter Ben Embarek of the World Health
Organization team holds up a chart showing pathways of transmission of the
virus during a joint news conference at the end of the WHO mission in Wuhan
in central China's Hubei province. A joint WHO-China study on the origins of
COVID-19 says that transmission of the virus from bats to humans through
another animal is the most likely scenario and that a lab leak is "extremely
unlikely," according to a draft copy obtained by The Associated Press. (AP
Photo/Ng Han Guan, File)

White House press secretary Jen Psaki said experts from seven different
U.S. government organizations including the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, the National Institute of Health and the Department of
Homeland Security had the report in hand.
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"Seventeen experts, longstanding leaders from the field, including
epidemiology, public health, clinical medicine, veterinary medicine,
infectious disease, law, food security, biosafety, biosecurity—we have a
lot of experts in government—will be reviewing this report intensively
and quickly," she said at a daily briefing.

Matthew Kavanagh of Georgetown University said the report deepened
the understanding of the virus's origins, but more information was
needed.

"It is clear that that the Chinese government has not provided all the data
needed and, until they do, firmer conclusions will be difficult," he said in
a statement.
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In this Feb. 9, 2021, file photo, Marion Koopmans, right, and Peter Ben
Embarek, center, of the World Health Organization team say farewell to their
Chinese counterpart Liang Wannian, left, after a WHO-China Joint Study Press
Conference at the end of the WHO mission in Wuhan, China. A joint WHO-
China study on the origins of COVID-19 says that transmission of the virus from
bats to humans through another animal is the most likely scenario and that a lab
leak is "extremely unlikely," according to a draft copy obtained by The
Associated Press. (AP Photo/Ng Han Guan, File)

Last year, an AP investigation found the Chinese government was
strictly controlling all research into its origins. And repeated delays in
the report's release have raised questions about whether the Chinese side
was trying to skew its conclusions.

"We've got real concerns about the methodology and the process that
went into that report, including the fact that the government in Beijing
apparently helped to write it," U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken
said in a recent CNN interview.

China rejected that criticism Monday.

"The U.S. has been speaking out on the report. By doing this, isn't the
U.S. trying to exert political pressure on the members of the WHO
expert group?" asked Foreign Ministry spokesperson Zhao Lijian.

Still, suspicion of China has helped fuel the theory that the virus escaped
from a lab in Wuhan, the Chinese city where the virus was first
identified. The report cited several reasons for all but dismissing that
possibility.
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In this Feb. 9, 2021, file photo, a WHO-China Joint Study Press Conference is
held at the end of a WHO mission to investigate the origins of the coronavirus
pandemic in Wuhan in central China's Hubei province. A joint WHO-China
study on the origins of COVID-19 says that transmission from bats to humans
through another animal is the most likely scenario and that a lab leak is
"extremely unlikely," according to a draft copy obtained by The Associated
Press. (AP Photo/Ng Han Guan, File)

It said that such laboratory accidents are rare, that the labs in Wuhan
were well-managed and there is no record of viruses closely related to
the coronavirus in any laboratory before December 2019.

The report is based largely on a visit by a WHO team of international
experts to Wuhan. The mission was never meant to identify the exact
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natural source of the virus, an endeavor that typically takes years. For
instance, more than 40 years of study has still failed to pinpoint the exact
species of bat that are the natural reservoir of Ebola.

In the draft obtained by the AP, the researchers listed four scenarios in
order of likelihood for the emergence of the new coronavirus. Topping
the list was transmission from bats through another animal, which they
said was likely to very likely. They evaluated direct spread from bats to
humans as likely, and said that spread to humans from the packaging of
"cold-chain" food products was possible but not likely.

That last possibility was previously dismissed by the WHO and the U.S.
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention but researchers on this
mission have taken it up again, further raising questions about the
politicization of the study since China has long pushed the theory.
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Residents visit the Yangtze River in Wuhan in central China's Hubei province
Monday, March 29, 2021. A joint WHO-China study on the origins of
COVID-19 says that transmission of the virus from bats to humans through
another animal is the most likely scenario and that a lab leak is "extremely
unlikely," according to a draft copy obtained by The Associated Press.
(Chinatopix Via AP)

While it's possible an infected animal contaminated packaging that was
then brought to Wuhan and infected humans, the report said the
probability is very low.

Mark Woolhouse, an epidemiologist at the University of Edinburgh, said
even that "very low probability" was an overstatement. "There's no
compelling evidence of people actually being infected through
packaging," he said, calling the theory "far-fetched."

Woolhouse said it was possible the source of COVID-19 might never be
identified.

"The emergence of a new (disease) is always a sequence of unlikely
events," he said. "It's hard to be definitive and rule anything out." But he
said most scientists agree that bats are the most likely source.

Bats are known to carry coronaviruses and, in fact, the closest relative of
the virus that causes COVID-19 has been found in bats.
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In this Feb. 9, 2021, file photo, Marion Koopmans, right, and Peter Ben
Embarek of a World Health Organization team arrive for a joint press
conference at the end of their mission to investigate the origins of the
coronavirus pandemic in Wuhan in central China's Hubei province. A joint
WHO-China study on the origins of COVID-19 says that transmission from bats
to humans through another animal is the most likely scenario and that a lab leak
is "extremely unlikely," according to a draft copy obtained by The Associated
Press. (AP Photo/Ng Han Guan, File)

The report said highly similar viruses have been found in pangolins, a
scaly anteater prized in traditional Chinese medicine, but scientists have
yet to identify the same coronavirus in animals that has been infecting
humans.
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The AP received the draft copy on Monday from a Geneva-based
diplomat from a WHO-member country. It wasn't clear whether the
report might still be changed prior to release, though the diplomat said it
was the final version. A second diplomat confirmed getting the report
too. Both refused to be identified because they were not authorized to
release it ahead of publication.

WHO Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus acknowledged
he had received the report over the weekend and said it would be
formally presented Tuesday.

"All hypotheses are on the table and warrant complete and further
studies," he said at a news conference.
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Statues along a street are seen with masks placed on them as a WHO mission
team visits Wuhan in central China's Hubei province on Feb. 9, 2021. A joint
WHO-China study on the origins of COVID-19 says that transmission of the
virus from bats to humans through another animal is the most likely scenario and
that a lab leak is "extremely unlikely," according to a draft copy obtained by The
Associated Press. (AP Photo/Ng Han Guan)

  
 

  

A cat pauses to look at visitors to a temple in Wuhan in central China's Hubei
province on Feb. 9, 2021. A joint WHO-China study on the origins of
COVID-19 says that transmission of the virus from bats to humans through
another animal is the most likely scenario and that a lab leak is "extremely
unlikely," according to a draft copy obtained by The Associated Press. The
report said that highly similar viruses have been found in pangolins, but also
noted that mink and cats are susceptible to the COVID virus, which suggests they
could be carriers. (AP Photo/Ng Han Guan)
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The report is inconclusive on whether the outbreak started at a Wuhan
seafood market that had one of the earliest clusters of human cases in
December 2019. Research published last year in the journal Lancet
suggested the market may have merely served to further spread the
disease rather than being its source.

The market was an early suspect because some stalls sold a range of
unusual animals—and some wondered if they had brought the new virus
to Wuhan. The report noted that animal products—including everything
from bamboo rats to deer, often frozen—were sold at the market, as
were live crocodiles.

© 2021 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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