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Coronavirus / Covid-19
Not just the flu:
Influenza is a viral winter respiratory epidemic that has been circulating in our country for at least a hundred years.  Each year's strain tends to be different enough that there is only partial immunity in the community – so called 'herd immunity.'  Each year's vaccine is somewhere between 20-70% effective, and the shot seems to decrease severity significantly.  There are antiviral flu medicines (e.g. Tamiflu) which are somewhat effective against the flu virus only.  Flu symptoms typically include the sudden onset of a high fever with dry cough and body aches.  Perhaps a quarter of children and ten percent of adults are infected with each season's flu.  Some people who contract influenza have a miserable week, hospitalizations are uncommon, and the death rate in an average season is often given as 1 in 1,000 affected individuals.  

This particular  coronavirus  was first detected in China in mid December of 2019, hence the designation “Corona Virus Disease 2019” – CoVid-19. It is a lower respiratory illness that seems somewhat more transmissible than the flu.  The problem is that so far, throughout the world and in the United States, 1/20 of people who have been diagnosed have required intensive care at some point, 1/100 have required ventilators, and somewhere in the general neighborhood of 1/50 have died (!).   (more on that below)

US Covid situation:  President Trump has declared a national emergency for the coronavirus pandemic.  

There are clearly some misguided attempts by individuals and institutions to prepare. 

The most reliable information seems to come from reputable journals, the WHO, the CDC, and the NIAID.  
We are currently experiencing an epidemic of misunderstanding  about the severity and likely impacts of this disease.  

Google “Johns Hopkins coronavirus dashboard gis data” or enter “Coronavirus COVID-19 (2019-nCoV) – Arcgis” to find a frequently updated map of diagnosed cases.  
Prevention:  Hand washing, and 'social distancing' (6 feet?) are likely to be the most effective means we have of preventing spread.  There are no medicines or shots for the disease, though there are ongoing medication studies which might be helpful and a vaccine might be available late in the year.  
The good news:  8 /10 people who have been diagnosed so far have had a mild illness.  There could be a less virulent strain circulating.  Warmer weather might tamp down spread.  
Most vulnerable population:  Older persons and those with 'pre-existing medical conditions.'  It is not exactly clear which medical diagnoses confer what risks.  Heart and lung related diseases, diabetes, and immune suppressing conditions are thought to markedly increase risk.

It is noteworthy that in 70,000 Chinese cases the death rate in those over 70 years old was one in twelve (!), and in those over 80 it was one in seven (!).  Current experiences in Italy may be similar.  
What to do if you're sick:  Isolate yourself from family who are well.  This includes staying and sleeping in separate rooms, preferably with open windows.  Clean high-touch areas routinely.   Avoid going to the doctor or the ER unless you think you might need to be hospitalized or might have a different problem.  
How to help our neighbors: Check in regularly by phone with those who are high risk.  Support those who are cut off by leaving groceries on the porch, etc.  
