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EDITORIAL 

Coronavirus Disease COVID-19: A New Threat to Public Health 
 Coronavirus is zoonotic in nature and belongs to a large family of viruses, however the actual 
zoonotic origin is yet to be confirmed. In late 2002, a coronavirus named as Severe Acute Respiratory 
Syndrome (SARS-CoV) caused several deaths [1]. Likewise, Middle East Respiratory Syndrome 
(MERS-CoV) was responsible for a number of deaths in the year 2012 [2]. Origin of SARS-CoV and 
MERS-CoV was reported from bats, and the infection was transmitted to human from civet cats and 
dromedary camels, respectively. Now, almost after seven years, a novel coronavirus caused an out-
break of pneumonia in Wuhan, Hubei Province of China in late 2019. A rapid team of researchers 
from the Shanghai Public Health Clinical Center and School of Public Health jointly evidenced the 
origin of this coronavirus (novel coronavirus, nCoV) from a seafood market in Wuhan city on 7 Janu-
ary 2020 [3]. 
 Scientists around the world were shocked and nervous to realise that how quickly the virus was spreading among the people 
with 80 cases of death, and above four thousand confirmed cases within 5 days. As a safety measure, the Chinese government 
lockdown first the epicentre of the disease, Wuhan and later Huanggang city on 23 January 2020. First case of human to human 
transmission was confirmed outside China on 28 January when a German man acquired the infection from one of his colleagues 
returned from Wuhan city, and later the same was confirmed in USA. World Health Organization (WHO) reported a total of 
7818 confirmed cases in 18 countries by 30 January 2020, and declared coronavirus outbreak a global health emergency [4, 5]. 
 On 11 February 2020, WHO officially named this disease as COVID-19 caused by novel strain of coronavirus, which was 
classified as SARS-CoV-2 on the same day by International Committee on Taxonomy of Viruses [6]. COVID-19 stands for 
“coronavirus disease in 2019”, and specific naming of these deadly diseases will be helpful for other future coronavirus infec-
tions, a chief scientist at WHO Geneva, Soumya Swaminathan said. On this occasion, Chinese researchers expressed their con-
cern about this nomenclature, SARS-CoV-2 as it partly overlaps with the earlier coronavirus SARS-CoV, which may create 
confusion in the public domain. A Chinese scientist, Shibo Jiang from Fudan University Shanghai suggested the faster spread-
ing of SARS-CoV-2 than SARS-CoV, and the later one remains more deadly [4]. 
 A total of 26 countries have reported the confirmed cases of COVID-19 outside China as noted on 20 February 2020. The 
latest cases were confirmed from Islamic Republic of Iran. As on 20 February 2020, SARS-CoV-2 caused >2 thousand deaths 
in China, and 8 in other countries out of the total reported cases 75,748 globally.5 The estimated fertility ratio of SARS-CoV-2 
as on 20 February appears to be ~ 2.8% in comparison to 14-15 % ratio for previously reported SARS-CoV [4, 7]. According to 
WHO report (Jan 29-Feb 12; Fig. 1), the maximum number of confirmed cases of SARS-CoV-2 were reported on 5 February 
2020 while the majority of death occurred on 11 February 2020. To avoid any mismatch in the number of cases, the WHO 
situation report on coronavirus between 29 January to 12 February 2020 was selected and presented in Fig. (1). An increase or 
decline in the number of cases needs to be interpreted cautiously. 

 
Fig. (1). COVID-19 cases between 29 January to 12 February 2020. A) Confirmed cases in China; B) Death reported in China. 
(Source: WHO. Novel coronavirus (2019-nCoV) situation reports. Situation report – 8-23. 28 January to 12 February 2020). (A higher resolu-
tion / colour version of this figure is available in the electronic copy of the article). 

 Epidemiology of this disease must be given the highest priority, and then virology and biomedical science, a biology re-
porter for Nature, Heidi Ledford suggested.4 WHO director general, Tedros Adhanom encouraged the researchers to develop 
therapeutics for the treatment of COVID-19 disease while addressing a forum at Geneva on 11 February 2020. Researchers and 
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pharmaceutical industries around the world are accelerating sincere efforts towards conducting additional diagnostic tests for 
this disease that will facilitate the preclinical studies, and development of medical countermeasures. A biopharmaceutical com-
pany, Gilead Sciences USA developed a new antiviral drug, remdesivir in 2014, which is pending for the approval from Food 
and Drug Administration. Gilead Sciences and Chinese researchers/clinicians are thinking over to initiate the therapeutic use of 
remdesivir against COVID-19 disease probably considering its high potency against other previously reported strains of 
coronavirus [6].  
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