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Questions of Risk Follow the
Spread of a New Virus out of China

Over the past three days, the reported spread of a deadly strain of coronavirus first detected in Wuhan,
China, both within and beyond Chinese borders has raised concerns of a wider outbreak that would increase
the risks of significant economic and social impacts in China and the wider world. The coronavirus, which is
the same type of virus that led to a disruptive global outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS)
in 2002 and 2003, was first reported in Wuhan in November. Notably, however, compared with the
apparent cover-up and scarcity of information released by Chinese officials during the first three months of
the SARS outbreak [1], which first arose in Guangdong province, greater transparency about the current viral
outbreak on the part of local and national officials has mobilized an earlier official response and raised public
awareness, which could mitigate the extent of its spread.

worldview.stratfor.com | (512) 744-4300 | worldview@stratfor.com
P.O. Box 92529, Austin, TX 78709

PDF created for rcapps42@gmail.com and not intended for redistribution.

S t r a t f • r  WORLDVIEWTM

ARTICLE January 23 2020 00:41:22 GMT

Questions of Risk Follow the
Spread of a New Virus out of China

Over the past three days, the reported spread of a deadly strain of coronavirus first detected in Wuhan,
China, both within and beyond Chinese borders has raised concerns of a wider outbreak that would increase
the risks of significant economic and social impacts in China and the wider world. The coronavirus, which is
the same type of virus that led to a disruptive global outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS)
in 2002 and 2003, was first reported in Wuhan in November. Notably, however, compared with the
apparent cover-up and scarcity of information released by Chinese officials during the first three months of
the SARS outbreak [1], which first arose in Guangdong province, greater transparency about the current viral
outbreak on the part of local and national officials has mobilized an earlier official response and raised public
awareness, which could mitigate the extent of its spread.

worldview.stratfor.com I (512) 744-4300 I worldview@stratfor.com
P.O. Box 92529, Austin, TX 78709

PDF created for rcapps42@gmail.com and not intended for redistribution.

/mnt/gluster/files/stratfor.com/files/wuhan virus display GettyImages-1195315536.jpg


Stratfor Global Intelligence
page 2/4 Questions of Risk Follow the Spread of a New Virus out of China

Still, the exact source of the coronavirus at the heart of the current outbreak and its mutation methods [2]
remain unknown. And combined with the up to 14-day asymptomatic period at the early stages of infection
and incubation, it's possible that the full extent of the outbreak within China has been underestimated and
underreported. At a time of traditionally heavy travel associated with the Chinese New Year season, the
disease could well inflict broader impacts on global travel and tourism. It will also test Chinese pandemic
management strategies at both the national and subnational levels before the virus can be effectively
contained.

At present, 543 confirmed cases of infection have been reported, covering almost all Chinese provinces,
including major municipalities such as Beijing and Shanghai, and at least seven other countries, including the
United States, Thailand and Japan. Of those confirmed cases, 80 percent have been centered in Hubei
province, as well as all 17 of the reported deaths associated with the virus. Among those infected, the vast
majority reported living in or traveling to Hubei's provincial capital, Wuhan, with an origination point
believed to be a local seafood market.

But the virus has increasingly shown signs of human-to-human transmission. In at least one case, a single
patient was found to have infected 14 health care workers. This raises the strong possibility that the new
virus strain could easily spread among humans, differentiating it from the coronavirus behind the outbreak
of Middle East respiratory syndrome (MERS), a type of bird flu first reported in 2012 in Saudi Arabia, which
has a limited ability to spread through human contact. If the ease of human-to-human transmission of the
new coronavirus strain is confirmed, it would make tracking, monitoring and effective containment
substantially more difficult. This is especially true given Wuhan's status as a national transportation (rail and
waterway) crossroads. The city also hosts the largest university cluster in Asia.

The Potential Effects
At this point, the new virus appears to be less deadly and less contagious than the one behind SARS. The
death rate for the Wuhan virus appears to be at 3 to 4 percent of infections, versus 9 percent for SARS, and
35 percent for MERS. For comparison, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimated that
6,600 people have died from the flu during the 2019-20 influenza season [3], with another 120,000
hospitalizations linked to this season's prevalent influenza strain. Still, much remains unknown about the
emerging disease. For instance, the exact source of infection and primary means of transmission, factors that
are critical in forecasting the disease's progression and associated socio-economic impacts, have yet to be
determined. Likewise, the exact medical measures and antiviral drugs that can be used to control the disease
in its early phase have yet to be determined. For perspective, it took about 270 days for the SARS outbreak to
be controlled in 2003. But in the short term, a somewhat wider spread of the new virus appears unavoidable
before it can be contained.

Given the speed of the spread and apparent relatively high death rate associated
with the current outbreak, transparency will be critically important for effective
disease management.
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Critically, the lengthy incubation period for the new virus, considerably longer than MERS or SARS, means it
takes much longer for those infected to show symptoms, thus making early detection and preparation
difficult. Considering the crush of domestic and international travel within and outside China during the
Lunar New Year, the two-week incubation period and inconspicuous nature of those infected but not yet
showing symptoms can result in significant underreporting or underestimation of the real scale of the virus.
This would also delay the necessary response and protective measures that could have been used to prevent
a further spread. (This factor can also skew fatality rates, especially if less severe cases are flying under the
radar.) What's more, the spread of the disease is highest when symptoms aren't obvious — if that's when the
virus is transmitted, as occurred during the SARS outbreak — and when no proper preventive measures are
adopted.

A Question of Transparency
Given the speed of the spread and apparent relatively high death rate associated with the current outbreak,
transparency will be critically important for effective disease management, including emergency response,
mitigation and public awareness. For these reasons, the new disease has resurfaced questions about the
credibility of Chinese authorities. During its early stages in 2003, ignorance, deliberate cover-ups and late
responses contributed to the unrestrained spread of SARS and brought Beijing to the brink of political crisis.
Compared with the four months of delayed reporting and passive responses to SARS, transparency and
responsiveness during the current outbreak have increased.

It took 30 days for authorities to report the first case of coronavirus-related pneumonia to the World Health
Organization, and about two weeks longer for direct central government intervention — a critical factor in
curbing the tendency of local authorities to downplay bad news. Shortly thereafter, a nationwide emergency
response, as well as related prevention and control methods, were put into place. Nonetheless, domestic
public and international skepticism over a possible cover-up of the current outbreak remains strong.
Suspicions were elevated by the fact that several cases of the disease were reported overseas, including in
Thailand and Japan, before authorities acknowledged any other cases in China outside of Hubei province. If
the transparency issue is not properly managed, the government's credibility could again come under
question, possibly resulting in a wider social backlash.   Given that much about the virus remains unknown,
the eventual socio-economic and international impacts of the current outbreak by the time it runs its course
will be difficult to determine. To put it into perspective, the SARS epidemic in 2003 resulted in more than
$40 billion in productivity losses, and the Ebola outbreak in 2014-2016 [4] had an approximate impact of $53
billion. At the least, the current outbreak — and the responses to manage it — can be expected to affect
China's logistics and travel sectors and reduce consumption. These effects will come on top of the inevitable
disruptions posed by the Lunar New Year that annually weigh on the domestic economy.

What to Expect Next
Questions of Chinese response capacity: On Jan. 22, Wuhan authorities halted all road, waterway and
expressway transit in and out of the city and suspended outbound travel by rail and air. This order followed
on the heels of an official emergency quarantine by China's health authority affecting hospitals nationwide.
In major cities, people have adopted preventive measures such as wearing protective masks. But given local
capacity limitations and the limits of available resources, high-level national coordination or even tougher
measures, such as employing security forces, may need to be introduced. Hubei province plans to seek
national assistance to procure needed supplies, such as protective medical equipment. Business
disruptions: Hubei has the seventh-largest gross domestic product among China's provinces, totaling $541
billion in 2017, and a population of 59 million. Wuhan, meanwhile, is a major Chinese transportation hub as
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well as a center of scientific research, automobile manufacturing and heavy industry. The emergency
measures will significantly disrupt traffic and input goods that rely on road, rail and maritime shipment
through Hubei. Those disruptions, in turn, could have secondary effects on major ports — especially
Shanghai, which is down the Yangtze River from Wuhan. But as with SARS, the business impact will likely be
felt across the country, if not around the world, if the emergency measures remain in place for a
considerable period, especially in an age of integrated national connectivity. Elsewhere, the international
spread of the disease threatens to disrupt the movement of people and goods as East Asia enters the Lunar
New Year holiday season.

International response: The new virus will test pandemic management systems in China and
internationally. The CDC has introduced screening and quarantine measures at major U.S. airports that host
flights from Wuhan. Countries that have reported cases of the coronavirus, such as South Korea, will be
particularly mindful of the risks of human-to-human transmission, given the steep economic impacts of the
2015 MERS outbreak. A massive uptick in the flow of Chinese tourists throughout the Asia-Pacific region will
inspire caution in Japan, Southeast Asia and even North Korea as well, although the ability of those countries
to screen and manage cases vary widely. Additionally, the World Health Organization will decide on Jan. 23 if
it will declare this a global emergency and what that means for funding and world attention.
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