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Coronavirus: COVID-19 shouldn't make us forget other major
infectious diseases

The novel coronavirus could indirectly result in many more victims. That's
because the fight against "classic'" infectious diseases, like measles, TB, HIV
and malaria, is in danger of falling behind.
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The fight against the corona pandemic is important, and there is consensus among medical
experts on that fact. But there are also other, very dangerous infectious diseases that have
been known for a long time. If we lose sight of these in the fight against corona, there is a
risk of even greater disaster.

One example from Africa: There, the World Health Organization (WHO) fears that the num-
ber of malaria victims could double this year, from 400,000 to 800,000. Increases in cases
of preventable and treatable diseases may occur if the focus shifts from combating these
diseases to COVID-19. There is a risk that, for example, medicines and mosquito nets will
not reach the affected people — and this, just before the rainy season.

Read more: How East Africa is ghting locusts amid coronavirus

"It has become a much greater logistical challenge to bring goods and medicines to the re-
spective countries,' says Dr. Anna Kuehne, who's responsible for various aid projects at
Doctors Without Border ( MSF) in Africa.

"This is due to restrictions on air traffic, but it is also due to border closures. And we must
expect even greater difficulties in the future to maintain the medical programs," she says.
"We can already see that some organizations are being forced to reduce their activities."
Malaria is just one of the highly dangerous diseases that are currently on the rise again. In
just one project in Central African Republic, Kiihne reports that they have more than 100
children in hospital every week due to severe measles infection. In Chad, measles is also
prevalent. But the worst outbreak is currently in the Democratic Republic of Congo. ""Many
measles vaccination campaigns are currently delayed due to the COVID-19 pandemic,"
Kiihne says.

Read more: COVID-19: WHO cautions against the use of traditional herbs in Africa
Starvation threatening hundreds of millions
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In addition, there is the fear of famine caused by a plague of locusts that have been invading
eastern Africa since last year. A second wave of these voracious insects is currently ex-
pected. The World Food Program has already warned that more than 260 million people in
Africa could be threatened with starvation by the end of the year as a result.

In many countries, food prices are already rising sharply. The lockdown and border closures
are making the situation worse because they prevent goods from reaching the markets and
people from working. The healthcare system is also suffering the effects.

"In our programs, we try to maintain medical care for all the existing problems, as much as
possible' Kiithne says. ""But many activities by international organizations — and by small
NGOs as well — are focusing on COVID-19, since you have to prepare for it."

Money, she adds, is being reallocated, and many routine programs are stopped because the
capacities are not there to continue them while preparing for COVID-19 at the same time.
Read more: Mosquito microbe stops malaria spread, nds Kenyan study

HIV and TB — a deadly tandem

Two other deadly diseases are HIV and tuberculosis. Many of those infected are carriers of
both. To combat the two, MSF runs a project in Eswatini, formerly Swaziland. "About a third
of the adults there have HIV, and there are also a great many cases of tuberculosis," Kithne
says.

MSEF is adapting its programs there. Patients are now no longer visited daily to help them
take their medication; that now happens via video.

"There are also attempts to ensure that HIV and TB patients have to visit medical facilities
less often," Kiihne told DW. "They're given supplies of medication for a longer period of
time. This reduces the risk of exposure. But we also see that fewer people come to facilities
for HIV tests and for starting treatment. So we can only provide HIV therapy to fewer peo-
ple."

The fight against tuberculosis and HIV is also hampered in parts of Europe and Central Asia.
Alot of progress has been made there in the last couple of years: The European region has
seen the fastest decline in tuberculosis worldwide — about five percent per year. And the
mortality has been declining even faster, at a rate of ten percent per year. With COVID-19,
however, there is a danger of serious setbacks.

Read more: WHO: Tuberculosis is the world’s deadliest infectious disease

"We may lose all the progress which has been made so far," says physician Dr. Masoud Dara
of the WHO. Similar to Africa, patients now have no opportunity to see their doctors. They
must stay at home. There, too, they are advised by video conference, via mobile phone if
possible.

"Many of the tuberculosis facilities are also used for preparing for COVID-19, because they
have good infection control measures in place," Dara says. "On the other hand, ambulatory
care, in which healthcare workers are providing treatment in peoples' homes, is also af-
fected because of the lockdowns."

Testing capacities shifting to COVID-19
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Another area where there could be a shortage is in testing. For example, many test labora-
tories that previously tested for TBC and HIV have now reserved their capacities for COVID-
19 testing.

One particular danger is that, in some European countries, half of TB patients already carry
antibiotic-resistant TBC germs. These can only be clearly identified by genetic tests (so-
called PCR tests).

HIV, too, is already being tested far too infrequently: Approximately half of the patients are
diagnosed only at late stage of HIV infection, when the AIDS disease has nearly broken out.
Read more: Can a tuberculosis vaccine help combat COVID-19?

Despite all these difficulties, Dr. Dara sees a great opportunity. He hopes that, with in-
creased attention put into COVID-19, testing for other pathogens will become more fre-
quent and systematic in the future.

"This is a challenge, but it can also be turned into an opportunity if we are rationally plan-
ning the use of testing equipment and cartridges to transport the samples — and of the di-
agnostic services."

He also hopes that the "corona experience" could also make a big difference in home care.
"COVID-19 can also be seen as an opportunity to focus on people-centered care. That
means less emphasis on hospital care and more on ambulatory care," Dara says. "But for
that, you need to have infrastructures. You need to have a team to go to the homes. You need
to have a good mechanism of supporting patients."

Anna Kiithne also wants to look ahead. She's trying to keep her projects running and to pro-
tect staff and patients as much as possible from COVID-19, especially those groups that are
most vulnerable. "It will be a huge challenge," she says. "How bad the epidemic in African
countries will be, we don't know at the moment."

Read more: Coronavirus threatens millions displaced by extreme weather and con ict

What is important to her, in any case, is that international aid organizations and donors do
not lose sight of the other dangerous diseases — and that there is no competition for re-
sources between COVID-19 and diseases like malaria, TB, HIV and measles.

"It is important that there is extra money to support the fight against COVID-19," she says.
"It is a real danger in these countries, and there is no question that money is needed for it."
But she warns that it should not come from other campaigns.

"We have to prepare for COVID-19, as well as maintain what we have already achieved,' she
says. ''"This certainly includes measles, which is currently causing major outbreaks in many
countries with many deaths, and this includes malaria and HIV. We must not do one and
leave the other in place. We have to do both."

Read more: Coronavirus studies: Chloroquine is ine ective and dangerous
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