
 

'Long COVID' presents a major health
challenge. How can Australia be prepared?
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COVID might be the largest mass casualty event in Australian history.
And with one in 20 people with COVID still experiencing symptoms
three months later, long COVID might even become Australia's most
significant cause of longer-term disability.
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Around eight million Australians are estimated to have been infected
with COVID during the pandemic, so a prevalence of 5% means
400,000 people could have long COVID. With more than 30,000 new
cases of COVID detected each day in Australia, long COVID is
becoming increasingly common.

We've known for some time that getting vaccinated reduces your chance
of long COVID. Now new data suggests getting boosted further reduces
your chance of long COVID.

But it's still possible to get long COVID after being vaccinated—and
Australia needs to be better prepared for this.

Remind me, what's long COVID?

Long COVID is a potentially debilitating condition which follows the
acute or early phase of COVID infection.

Affected people have described many symptoms, the most common
being shortness of breath, fatigue, fever, headaches and "brain fog."

While clinicians are familiar with post-viral or post-infective syndromes,
long COVID is new. There is no diagnostic test, and it's likely it's really a
mixture of different conditions with different underlying causes.

Different time-frames are used to define it. According to the Australian
Department of Health, a person experiences long COVID when their
symptoms remain four weeks after they first had COVID.

The World Health Organization says long COVID is usually three
months from infection, lasts at least two months, and cannot be
explained by another diagnosis.
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https://www.health.gov.au/health-alerts/COVID-19/case-numbers-and-statistics
https://www.COVID19data.com.au/states-and-territories
https://www.COVID19data.com.au/states-and-territories
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/bulletins/selfreportedlongcovidafterinfectionwiththeomicronvariant/6may2022
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41591-022-01810-6
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/diagnostic+test/
https://www.health.gov.au/health-alerts/COVID-19/symptoms-and-variants#long-COVID
https://www.health.gov.au/health-alerts/COVID-19/symptoms-and-variants#long-COVID
https://www.who.int/publications-detail-redirect/WHO-2019-nCoV-Post_COVID-19_condition-Clinical_case_definition-2021.1


 

What role does vaccination play?

People who are vaccinated are less likely to get COVID, have less severe
COVID, and are less likely to pass it on.

People who are vaccinated are also less likely to get long COVID, with
lower rates among those who have had their boosters.

Self-reported data from the United Kingdom compared symptoms in
people who received two or three doses of vaccine and between the delta
and omicron (BA1 or BA2) variants of COVID.

Some 9.5% of people who were likely infected with delta and were
double vaccinated reported long COVID symptoms that limited their
activities. The rate for those who were triple vaccinated was less than
half: 4.4%.

For omicron, the rate was 6.2% for those likely to have had BA1 and
were double vaccinated, and 5.3% with BA1 who were triple vaccinated.

These results are considered indicators only because the data was self-
reported. But although we can't yet be absolutely sure, triple vaccination
looks to be associated with lower rates of long COVID.

Putting it all together, we estimate about 5% of people who had COVID
in Australia will develop long COVID.

Children and adolescents appear to be less likely to get long COVID than
adults and many will recover with time. But still, up to one in 50 children
may get long COVID.

While vaccination protects children and young people from COVID, we
don't yet know if those kids who get breakthrough COVID infections
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after vaccination will be any more or less likely to develop long COVID.

It's not yet clear whether vaccination improves symptoms and quality of
life for people who already have long COVID. A recent U.K. review of
the evidence suggests it might.

People with long COVID need support

People with long COVID have banded together on social media
platforms to support each other, to share information, and to advocate
for better care.

The Facebook group Australia Long COVID Community has more than
1,400 members. Many describe severe symptoms with significant
disability, and difficulty returning to work.

While most people who are infected with COVID will recover without
help, the 5% who get long COVID will often need health care to support
them to recover. This support can be intensive and take time.

But Australia's health, welfare, and disability services are under-
prepared. We also have very little information about the number of
people with long COVID, as health minister Mark Butler acknowledged
last week:

So what do governments need to do?

We need to prepare our health, welfare, and disability services to support
the growing number of Australians with long COVID. At a national
level, we need:

surveillance for long COVID to track rates, symptoms and
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impact on work and quality of life over time
better support and resources for GPs to treat long COVID in
primary care
more specialist long COVID clinics for those with more complex
problems
disability supports for people whose problems become long-
lasting
research to understand long COVID and how to best treat it.

Current recommendations are to see your GP for help with long COVID.
But while GPs have experience managing post viral illnesses and there
are guidelines for the care of post-COVID conditions, GPs are likely to
need additional support and resources to respond.

Specialist long COVID clinics are opening in capital cities and regional
centers to provide additional care. While these efforts are encouraging,
they are likely to only be able to respond to a small proportion of the
people who need help for long COVID.

In the U.S., President Joe Biden has pushed for people with long COVID
to have access to federal disability supports. We need a similar plan in
Australia.

Let's not repeat the mistakes of stigmatizing and dismissing earlier post-
viral or post-infective syndromes like chronic fatigue syndrome. The
devastating impact on those struggling to get a diagnosis, and adequate
treatment and supports is still felt.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.bmj.com/content/374/bmj.n1996
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