
 

Pandemic 3 years later: Has the COVID-19
virus won?

March 10 2023, by Carla K. Johnson

  
 

  

A person is taken on a stretcher into the United Memorial Medical Center after
going through testing for COVID-19 Thursday, March 19, 2020, in Houston. On
the third anniversary of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2023, the virus is still
spreading and the death toll is nearing 7 million worldwide. Yet most people
have resumed their normal lives, thanks to a wall of immunity built from
infections and vaccines. Credit: AP Photo/David J. Phillip, File
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On the third anniversary of the COVID-19 pandemic, the virus is still
spreading and the death toll is nearing 7 million worldwide. Yet most
people have resumed their normal lives, thanks to a wall of immunity
built from infections and vaccines.

The virus appears here to stay, along with the threat of a more dangerous
version sweeping the planet.

"New variants emerging anywhere threaten us everywhere," said virus
researcher Thomas Friedrich of the University of Wisconsin-Madison.
"Maybe that will help people to understand how connected we are."

With information sources drying up, it has become harder to keep tabs
on the pandemic. Johns Hopkins University on Friday shut down its
trusted tracker, which it started soon after the virus emerged in China
and spread worldwide.

Saturday marks three years since the World Health Organization first
called the outbreak a pandemic on March 11, 2020, and the United
Nation's health organization says it's not yet ready to say the emergency
has ended.

A look at where we stand:

The virus endures

With the pandemic still killing 900 to 1,000 people a day worldwide, the
stealthy virus behind COVID-19 hasn't lost its punch. It spreads easily
from person to person, riding respiratory droplets in the air, killing some
victims but leaving most to bounce back without much harm.
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A man smokes a cigarette while waiting to cross a street in the Brooklyn borough
of New York, on Wednesday, March 25, 2020. Credit: AP Photo/Wong Maye-E,
File

"Whatever the virus is doing today, it's still working on finding another
winning path," said Dr. Eric Topol, head of Scripps Research
Translational Institute in California.

We've become numb to the daily death toll, Topol says, but we should
view it as too high. Consider that in the United States, daily
hospitalizations and deaths, while lower than at the worst peaks, have not
yet dropped to the low levels reached during summer 2021 before the
delta variant wave.
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At any moment, the virus could change to become more transmissible,
more able to sidestep the immune system or more deadly. Topol said
we're not ready for that. Trust has eroded in public health agencies,
furthering an exodus of public health workers. Resistance to stay-at-
home orders and vaccine mandates may be the pandemic's legacy.

"I wish we united against the enemy—the virus—instead of against each
other," Topol said.

  
 

  

Extremely light traffic moves along the 110 Harbor Freeway toward downtown
Los Angeles in the mid-afternoon of March 20, 2020. Credit: AP Photo/Mark J.
Terrill, File, File
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Fighting back

There's another way to look at it. Humans unlocked the virus' genetic
code and rapidly developed vaccines that work remarkably well. We
built mathematical models to get ready for worst-case scenarios. We
continue to monitor how the virus is changing by looking for it in
wastewater.

"The pandemic really catalyzed some amazing science," said Friedrich.

The achievements add up to a new normal where COVID-19 "doesn't
need to be at the forefront of people's minds," said Natalie Dean, an
assistant professor of biostatistics at Emory University. "That, at least, is
a victory."

Dr. Stuart Campbell Ray, an infectious disease expert at Johns Hopkins,
said the current omicron variants have about 100 genetic differences
from the original coronavirus strain. That means about 1% of the virus'
genome is different from its starting point. Many of those changes have
made it more contagious, but the worst is likely over because of
population immunity.
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This 1997 photo provided by Kelly Forrester shows her with her father, Virgil
Michlitsch, during her wedding at Inver Grove Heights, Minn. “I wish we could
go back to before COVID,” said Forrester, 52, of Shakopee, Minn., who lost her
father to the disease in May 2020, survived her own bout in December and
blames misinformation for ruining a longtime friendship. “I hate it. I actually
hate it.” Credit: Courtesy Kelly Forrester via AP

Matthew Binnicker, an expert in viral infections at Mayo Clinic in
Rochester, Minnesota, said the world is in "a very different situation
today than we were three years ago—where there was, in essence, zero
existing immunity to the original virus."

That extreme vulnerability forced measures aimed at "flattening the
curve." Businesses and schools closed, weddings and funerals were
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postponed. Masks and "social distancing" later gave way to showing
proof of vaccination. Now, such precautions are rare.

"We're not likely to go back to where we were because there's so much
of the virus that our immune systems can recognize," Ray said. Our
immunity should protect us "from the worst of what we saw before."

Real-time data lacking

On Friday, Johns Hopkins did its final update to its free coronavirus
dashboard and hot-spot map with the death count standing at more than
6.8 million worldwide. Its government sources for real-time tallies had
drastically declined. In the U.S., only New York, Arkansas and Puerto
Rico still publish case and death counts daily.
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Paramilitary police officers wear face masks as they march in formation into a
pedestrian underpass next to Tiananmen Square in Beijing, Tuesday, Feb. 4,
2020. Credit: AP Photo/Mark Schiefelbein, File

"We rely so heavily on public data and it's just not there," said Beth
Blauer, data lead for the project.

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention still collects a
variety of information from states, hospitals and testing labs, including
cases, hospitalizations, deaths and what strains of the coronavirus are
being detected. But for many counts, there's less data available now and
it's been less timely.

"People have expected to receive data from us that we will no longer be
able to produce," said the CDC's director, Dr. Rochelle Walensky.

Internationally, the WHO's tracking of COVID-19 relies on individual
countries reporting. Global health officials have been voicing concern
that their numbers severely underestimate what's actually happening and
they do not have a true picture of the outbreak.
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People applaud from their houses in support of the medical staff that are
working in COVID-19 outbreak in Rivas Vaciamadrid, Spain, Saturday, March
14, 2020. Credit: AP Photo/Manu Fernandez, File

For more than year, CDC has been moving away from case counts and
testing results, partly because of the rise in home tests that aren't
reported. The agency focuses on hospitalizations, which are still reported
daily, although that may change. Death reporting continues, though it has
become less reliant on daily reports and more on death
certificates—which can take days or weeks to come in.

U.S. officials say they are adjusting to the circumstances, and trying to
move to a tracking system somewhat akin to how CDC monitors the flu.
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Then and now

"I wish we could go back to before COVID," said Kelly Forrester, 52, of
Shakopee, Minnesota, who lost her father to the disease in May 2020,
survived her own bout in December and blames misinformation for
ruining a longtime friendship. "I hate it. I actually hate it."

  
 

  

Members of a privately-funded non-governmental organization working with
county officials disinfect a street to help curb the spread of the new coronavirus,
during the dusk-to-dawn curfew, in the Kibera slum, or informal settlement, of
Nairobi, Kenya Thursday, April 9, 2020. Credit: AP Photo/Brian Inganga, File
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Orthodox worshipers, a few wearing masks for protection against the COVID-19
virus, spread around an open archaeological site outside the Cathedral of Saints
Peter and Paul, which includes ruins dating as far back as the Roman Empire,
hold candles during a religious service in the Black Sea port of Constanta,
Romania, Wednesday, May 27, 2020. Romanian Orthodox Archbishop Teodosie
rescheduled the Orthodox Easter service, which was to be held in mid-April, to
offer worshippers an opportunity to celebrate Easter properly after the cancelling
of the original April 19 service due to the national lockdown imposed because of
the coronavirus pandemic. Credit: AP Photo/Vadim Ghirda, File
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Mortician Cordarial O. Holloway, foreground left, funeral director Robert L.
Albritten, foreground right, and funeral attendants Eddie Keith, background left,
and Ronald Costello place a casket into a hearse on Saturday, April 18, 2020, in
Dawson, Ga. Credit: AP Photo/Brynn Anderson, File
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Motorists line up for COVID-19 vaccinations and testing in the parking lot of
Dodger Stadium in Los Angeles, Wednesday, Jan. 27, 2021. Credit: AP
Photo/Jae C. Hong, File

  
 

13/25



 

  

A health worker checks the temperature of a child, who had been stranded for
weeks due to the lockdown to curb the spread of new coronavirus, before
allowing her to board a bus in Bangalore, India, Wednesday, May 6, 2020, as the
country partially relaxed its lockdown. Credit: AP Photo/Aijaz Rahi, File
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Cots fill Tecnopolis Park in Buenos Aires, Argentina, Friday, April 17, 2020.
Authorities set up the field hospital in this space that normally hosts museum
exhibits, fairs and other attractions, to take in patients with mild COVID-19
symptoms if necessary. Credit: AP Photo/Victor R. Caivano, File
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A worker from the city's forensic department sprays disinfectant over the body
of a woman who died on a street in Quito, Ecuador, Thursday, May 14, 2020.
Forensic workers at the scene conducted a COVID-19 rapid test and said the
woman tested negative. Credit: AP Photo/Dolores Ochoa, File
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Commuters wearing masks stand in a packed train at the Shinagawa Station in
Tokyo, Monday, March 2, 2020. Credit: AP Photo/Jae C. Hong, File
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This image made from the John Hopkins University COVID-19 tracking website
shows global coronavirus statistics on Thursday, March 9, 2023. With
information sources drying up, the university is shutting down its pandemic
tracker on Friday, March 10, 2023. Credit: John Hopkins University via AP
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Workers move a coffin with the body of a victim of coronavirus as others
coffins are stored waiting for burial or cremation at the Collserola morgue in
Barcelona, Spain, Thursday, April 2, 2020. Credit: AP Photo/Emilio Morenatti,
File
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Novice Buddhist monks with protective masks and face shields, seated
maintaining social distancing, participate in a religious class at Molilokayaram
Educational Institute in Bangkok, Thailand, Wednesday, April 15, 2020. Credit:
AP Photo/Gemunu Amarasinghe, File
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Venezuelans Luis Zerpa, from left, Luis Brito and Jhoan Faneite, carry a body
bag that contains the remains of 51-year-old Marcos Espinoza who is suspected
to have died of the new coronavirus, down a steep hill to a waiting hearse in a
working-class neighborhood near Pachacamac, the site of an Inca temple, on the
outskirts of Lima, Peru, Friday, May 8, 2020. "Every day I entrust myself to God
so that I don't catch the disease," said Faneite, who worked as an electrician in
his native Venezuela before migrating to Peru in 2018 with his wife and stepson
amid his home country's years-long economic crisis. Credit: AP Photo/Rodrigo
Abd, File
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Couples, whose weddings were cancelled or curtailed during the COVID-19
pandemic, participate in a symbolic multicultural ceremony at Damrosch Park,
Sunday, July 10, 2022, in New York. Credit: AP Photo/Julia Nikhinson, File
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A nurse processes COVID-19 rapid antigen tests at a testing site in Long Beach,
Calif., Thursday, Jan. 6, 2022. Credit: AP Photo/Jae C. Hong, File
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Patients lie on hospital beds as they wait at a temporary makeshift treatment area
outside Caritas Medical Centre in Hong Kong, Friday, Feb. 18, 2022. Hong
Kong's hospitals reached 90% capacity a day earlier and quarantine facilities
were at their limit, authorities said, as the city struggles to snuff out a record
number of new COVID-19 cases by adhering to China's "zero tolerance"
strategy. Credit: AP Photo/Kin Cheung, File

The disease feels random to her. "You don't know who will survive, who
will have long COVID or a mild cold. And then other people, they'll end
up in the hospital dying."

Forrester's father, 80-year-old Virgil Michlitsch, a retired meat packer,
deliveryman and elementary school custodian, died in a nursing home
with his wife, daughters and granddaughters keeping vigil outside the
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building in lawn chairs.

Not being at his bedside "was the hardest thing," Forrester said.

Inspired by the pandemic's toll, her 24-year-old daughter is now getting a
master's in public health.

"My dad would have been really proud of her," Forrester said. "I'm so
glad that she believed in it, that she wanted to do that and make things
better for people."

© 2023 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.

Citation: Pandemic 3 years later: Has the COVID-19 virus won? (2023, March 10) retrieved 17
July 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-03-pandemic-years-covid-virus-won.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

25/25

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-03-pandemic-years-covid-virus-won.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

