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pneumonia outbreak in China?
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Reports of a surge in pneumonia-like illness primarily affecting children
in northern China have captured our attention. The last time we heard
about a mysterious respiratory outbreak leading to overcrowding in
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https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/23/world/asia/who-china-children-respiratory-illness.html


 

hospitals was the beginning of the COVID pandemic, so it's not entirely
surprising this has caused some alarm.

On November 22 the World Health Organization requested information
from China about this surge. Chinese health authorities have since said
the outbreak is due to a number of respiratory pathogens.

So what are the pathogens possibly causing this uptick in respiratory
illness? And do we need to be concerned that any have pandemic
potential? Let's take a look.

Mycoplasma

One is a bacteria, Mycoplasma, which has been causing outbreaks of
respiratory illness in China since June this year.

Mycoplasma is usually treated in the community with antibiotics and
hospitalization is not common. It can lead to a phenomenon called
"walking pneumonia," which is when the chest X-ray looks much worse
than the patient appears.

In Taiwan, however, reports have suggested there's a high level of 
antibiotic resistance to Mycoplasma, which may explain why it's causing
more hospital admissions.

Influenza

Influenza fell to very low levels during the first two years of the COVID
pandemic due to masks, physical distancing and other measures. But
once things began to return to "normal," flu infections have tended to 
bounce back.
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https://www.who.int/emergencies/disease-outbreak-news/item/2023-DON494
https://www.cdc.gov/pneumonia/atypical/mycoplasma/about/signs-symptoms.html
https://flutrackers.com/forum/forum/china-other-health-threats/china-pneumonia-respiratory-and-influenza-like-illnesses-ili/978160-china-hospital-pediatric-mycoplasma-pneumonia-infections-up-from-june-in-children-over-4-years-old-guangzhou-guangdong-province-august-17-2023
https://www.webmd.com/a-to-z-guides/mycoplasma-infections
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2023/11/24/2003809643
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/jmv.26964
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/flu+infections/
https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiZTkyODcyOTEtZjA5YS00ZmI0LWFkZGUtODIxNGI5OTE3YjM0IiwidCI6ImY2MTBjMGI3LWJkMjQtNGIzOS04MTBiLTNkYzI4MGFmYjU5MCIsImMiOjh9


 

Influenza is most severe in children under age five and the elderly, so
may be contributing to hospitalizations among children.

RSV and adenovirus

Respiratory syncytial virus (RSV) can also be severe in children, and like
influenza, all but disappeared during the first two years of the pandemic.
But it's now circulating widely.

Adenovirus, which can cause a range of syndromes including 
gastroenteritis and a flu-like illness, has also been reported as
contributing to the current outbreak in China. There are reports of
children vomiting and pictures of children receiving IV fluids,
presumably for dehydration as a result of gastroenteritis.
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https://www.cdc.gov/flu/professionals/acip/background-epidemiology.htm
https://www.ajmc.com/view/severe-influenza-incidence-strikes-us-children-and-adolescents-in-2022-23-season
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/virus/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/influenza/
https://www.cdc.gov/adenovirus/symptoms.html
https://china.huanqiu.com/article/4FLM9f1p2JC
https://twitter.com/shanghaidaily/status/1727596965473747020
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The role of COVID

SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes COVID, can also cause pneumonia,
but less so in children. Early in the pandemic, we knew SARS-CoV-2
could show pneumonia on a chest scan in asymptomatic children, so
COVID too can cause "walking pneumonia" in kids.

SARS-CoV-2 causes more deaths in children than influenza, so likely is
contributing to the overcrowding seen in hospitals.
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/apa.15270
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/children/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30154-9/fulltext
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2800816


 

Some research suggests SARS-CoV-2 may also result in immune
dysfunction after the infection, which may explain the unexpected rise
of other infections, including streptococcal infections and Mycoplasma,
since the pandemic.

Co-infections

People can become infected with SARS-CoV-2 and other bacteria or
viruses at the same time, which may also explain the severity of the
current epidemic. One study showed co-infection with SARS-CoV-2 and
Mycoplasma is very common and results in more serious complications.

Could it be a new pandemic?

The below figure shows reports of outbreaks of unspecified influenza-
like illness and pneumonia, together with known causes influenza A and
B, SARS-CoV-2, RSV, pertussis (whooping cough), adenovirus and
Mycoplasma. It confirms an increase in respiratory illnesses this year in
China compared to the same time last year.

In contrast, the same comparison for the world shows a decrease this
year compared to last year, which tells us China is indeed experiencing
more respiratory illness than expected.

If no known cause for this surge had been identified, that would give us
greater cause for concern. But several have been identified, which gives
us confidence we are not dealing with a novel virus.

The virus we are most worried about with pandemic potential is avian
influenza, which may mutate to become easily transmissible in humans.
China has been an epicenter of avian flu in the past, but the spread of
H5N1 has shifted to the Americas, Europe and Africa.
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https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-023-06651-y
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-023-06651-y
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanchi/article/PIIS2352-4642(22)00374-1/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/landig/article/PIIS2589-7500(21)00077-7/fulltext#%20
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/landig/article/PIIS2589-7500(21)00077-7/fulltext#%20
https://www.cureus.com/articles/93180-the-severity-of-the-co-infection-of-mycoplasma-pneumoniae-in-covid-19-patients#!/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/avian+influenza/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/avian+influenza/
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0174980
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-023-06631-2


 

Still, this year, China has reported multiple human cases of various avian
flu strains, including H3N8, H5N1, H5N6 and H9N2. With large and
continual outbreaks in birds and mammals, there is a greater likelihood
of mutations and mixing of bird and human influenza genetic material,
which could lead to a new pandemic influenza virus.

The threat of new viruses is increasing, and pandemic potential is
greatest for viruses spread by the respiratory route and which are severe
enough to cause pneumonia. There is no indication that the current
situation in China is a new pandemic, but we should always identify and
pay attention to undiagnosed pneumonia clusters. Early warning systems
give us the best chance of preventing the next pandemic.

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