When the coronavirus runs rampant, mutations and new strains are
more likely, experts say. That may be what happened in the UK.
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A new coronavirus strain that seems to be more infectious is spreading in the
UK.
All viruses change over time. The more people a virus infects, the more
chances it has to mutate into a new variant.
So countries that let the coronavirus spread widely are more likely to see
problems like this, experts say.
Genetic data suggest the UK strain is already in other European countries.

The surest way to boost the chances of a worrisome coronavirus mutation: let it
spread unchecked.
"More infected people means more opportunity for the development of mutations.
More movement of people ... means new variants can spread faster," Dr. Shira Doron,
an infectious-disease specialist at Tufts Medical Center, told Business Insider.
When viruses infect a body, they replicate. More spread means more replication,
which raises the likelihood of genetic errors. So in places where transmission is high,
we are more likely to see a harmful variant emerge, experts say.
That may be what happened in the UK.
Earlier this month, UK Health Secretary Matt Hancock announced that a new
coronavirus strain was responsible for an uptick in cases in the south of England. The
variant quickly overtook all other versions of the virus in the country, he said. By
December 9, six out of every 10 coronavirus cases in the UK were the new variant,

which government leaders suggested may be 70% more infectious than its
predecessors.
UK researchers first detected the variant three months ago, after a second wave of
infections started on the heels of a summer of indoor dining, drinking, and exercising.
The variant was found just week's after the UK reported 2,988 cases on September 6 its highest daily record since late May.
Until just last week, London was in the second-lightest tier of coronavirus lock-downs,
which allowed pubs to remain open and limited spectators at sporting events and
performances.
"Virus mutations can only accumulate if the virus is allowed to be transmitted. So the
longer that we allow uncontrolled transmission to occur, the more chances that the
virus will have to adapt to human transmission," Nathan Grubaugh, an
epidemiologist at the Yale School of Medicine, told Business Insider.
Why the UK coronavirus strain is concerning
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Countless versions of the coronavirus are circulating, each separated by a handful of
tiny changes in its genetic code. The virus typically accumulates two mutations a
month, many of which "have no real public-health impact," Grubaugh said.
Most of the mutations don't affect the virus's infectiousness or deadliness, according
to Lucy van Dorp, a researcher at University College London's Genetics Institute.
But every so often, she told Business Insider, "a mutation, or combination of
mutations, can arise which confers an advantage to the virus in some way."
That may be the case with the new UK strain, which geneticists have named B.1.1.7. It
collected at least 17 mutations at once. Experts believe the strain could have emerged
in a patient who was infected for a long time, allowing the virus to mutate in their
body, Science magazine reported.

Some of the strain's mutations affect the virus' spike protein, which it uses to invade
cells. That could make it easier for the virus to infect people.
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Not all scientists agree that the new strain is 70% more infectious, though Grubaugh
said existing data suggest it "is associated with increased transmission."
Indeed, 236,275 people tested positive for COVID-19 in the UK between December
17 and 23 - a 61% increase from the week before. The number of daily new cases has
doubled in the last two weeks, to almost 40,000 per day. A couple of hot-spots have
more than 1,100 cases per 100,000 residents. Between mid-November and December
9, the variant jumped from being responsible for 28% of London's cases to 62%.
South Africa, too, is dealing with a new coronavirus strain that appears to be more
transmissible and shares one mutation related to the spike protein with the UK strain.
Neither of these strains, however, seem to be more deadly. And virologists don't think
the mutations threaten the efficacy of vaccines - they should still work.
'The more replication, the more opportunities for evolution'

Getty Masked travelers on a London Underground platform, September 24, 2020.
Getty

From June to September, the entire UK was put in the middle tier of its COVID alert
level system. Restrictions were eased: Bars and gyms opened in July, and more than
100 million discounted meals were served to indoor diners in August via the
government's Eat Out to Help Out plan to stimulate the restaurant sector.
But that reopening may have happened too quickly. One researcher estimated Eat Out
to Help Out was linked to almost 20% of all new UK infection clusters in August.
London, where new daily cases were in the dozens in July, saw that figure spike to
more than 1,000 by the start of October. Summer days with record lows of just 400 to
500 new cases in the UK gave way to daily fall totals of 4,000 to 5,000 new infections.
"The more replication, the more opportunities for evolution and adaptation," Richard
Neher, an epidemiologist tracking coronavirus strains with the Nextstrain project,
told Business Insider.
Neher added, though, that since it's hard to predict what prompts a virus to evolve
and when particular mutations will arise, "the chance of this happening might not be
exactly proportional to the number of cases."
The new variant shouldn't be blamed for all the spread
The new variant has an increased reproductive, or R0, value - the average number of
people one sick person infects - of 1.5 rather than 1.1, the World Health
Organization announced Monday. That difference of 0.4 means 100 sick people will
infect another 150, not 110, on average.
"However, that does not mean that it is responsible for the rising cases in London and
the surrounding area," Doron said. She and Grubaugh both emphasized that human
behavior and mitigation measures play a big role, too.
"If we have a higher proportion of the population that distances and wears masks, it
will stop the virus, variant or not," Grubaugh said.
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Indeed, CDC noted that although a variant may dominate a geographic area, "that
fact alone does not mean that the variant is more infectious." A strain could just get
lucky, arising by chance in populous areas at the time when a government relaxes
restrictions.
These same questions emerged after a different variant of the virus was detected
earlier in the pandemic. That strain also has a mutation affecting the spike protein.
It's predominantly the version that spread in Europe and North America last winter,
and it's now more prevalent worldwide than the original virus that emerged in China.
Some evidence suggests the strain is more infectious, but it might also have just hit the
US and Europe at a moment when testing was limited and lock-downs hadn't yet been
implemented.
'Variants rarely stay a local problem'
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Prime Minister Boris Johnson placed 16 million people in southeastern England
under a tier 4 lockdown, the UK's strictest, on Saturday. Soon after, at least 27
countries have blocked travel from the UK.
But it's already too late.
"Variants rarely stay a local problem," Neher said.
Genetics data reveal the strain is present in Scotland and Wales, as well as Denmark,
Belgium, Iceland, and the Netherlands. There are a handful of cases in Italy,
Australia, Gibraltar, and Singapore, too. Grubaugh said it hasn't been found in the
US yet.
But that may be because US keeps tabs on the genetics of far fewer coronavirus
samples than the UK and South Africa do. Only 51,000 of the 17 million US
cases have been genetically sequenced, so "the mutation could be more widespread
and we just don't know it," Grubaugh said.

Van Dorp thinks that's likely, as does Anthony Fauci, director of the National Institute
of Allergy and Infectious Diseases. Fauci told PBS NewsHour on Monday that
he "would not be surprised" if the UK strain is already in the US.
"When we start to look for it, we're going to find it," he said.
That reality leaves only one real option, Grubaugh said: "If a country is worried
about the new variant being introduced and causing increased local transmission, a
more effective plan is to put measures in place to decrease local transmission."
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He added that his won't be the last time we learn of a new, potentially more infectious
strain.
"Have there been others? Possibly, and maybe they didn't perpetuate for some
reason," he said. "Will there be others in the future? Likely."
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(Bloomberg) -- A vaccine developed by China’s Sinovac Biotech Ltd. was found to be
more than 50% effective in a Brazilian clinical trial, but key supporting data wasn’t
released, potentially delaying deployment of the shot. Rival China National
Pharmaceutical Group, or Sinopharm, submitted an application to have its vaccine
approved by Chinese authorities, a local website said.

China said it would pause flights to and from the U.K., which yesterday imposed
tougher regulations across a swath of England in an effort to rein in a new strain of
coronavirus. A study showed that the variant is 56% more transmissible than other
strains, although there’s no clear evidence that it results in more or less severe
disease.
Mexico administered the first Covid-19 vaccine in Latin America in a live broadcast
shown at President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador’s daily press briefing. Chile and
Costa Rica are also expected to start their vaccination campaigns Thursday, using
Pfizer Inc. shots.
Why the U.K.’s Mutated Coronavirus Is Fanning Worries: QuickTake
Key Developments:
Global Tracker: Cases pass 78.8 million; deaths exceed 1.73 million Southeast Asia
vaccine roll-out: Who will get what, when World’s most loathed industry produced
vaccine in record timeNurses celebrating Covid-19 vaccines battle social media scorn
The year we were hot for super cold freezers
Subscribe to a daily update on the virus from Bloomberg’s Prognosis team here. Click
CVID on the terminal for global data on coronavirus cases and deaths.

Bloomberg Covid-19 Vaccine Tracker
Kenyan Doctors End Strike After State’s Pledge
Kenyan doctors ended a four-day strike after the government pledged to address their
concerns over working conditions and financial welfare for treating Covid-19
patients.

Members of the Kenya Medical Practitioners, Pharmacists and Dentists Union
embarked on a work stoppage on Dec. 21 after eight months of talks with the state
failed to resolve a dispute over financial benefits and safety. The doctors demanded
medical insurance, adequate supplies of personal protective equipment and
workman-injury benefits.
Myanmar to Buy Covid Vaccine From India for 15 Million (9:32 a.m. NY)
Myanmar plans to buy Covid-19 vaccines for 15 million people from neighboring
India, de facto leader Aung San Suu Kyi said in a televised speech. Frontline health
workers will get priority and it may take several months to vaccinate the entire
population, she said.
Mexico Broadcasts First Latin America Coronavirus Vaccinations (9:13 a.m. NY)
Mexico administered the first Covid-19 vaccine in Latin America on Thursday
morning in a live broadcast from a hospital shown at President Andres Manuel Lopez
Obrador’s daily press briefing.
The government will vaccinate close to 3,000 people today with Pfizer Inc. shots,
which is all that arrived in Mexico on Wednesday, in what authorities are calling a
trial run. Pfizer is expected to ship close to 50,000 more doses to Mexico next week.
Chile and Costa Rica are also expected to start their vaccination campaigns using
Pfizer shots on Thursday.
Three Cases Found Among Hauliers Stuck in U.K. Port
The U.K. government has carried out 2,367 tests so far on truckers stuck in logjams
around Britain’s busiest ferry port and found just three cases, Transport Secretary
Grant Shapps said on Twitter. France reopened its borders on Wednesday after a
two-day blockade, on the condition that drivers have proof of a negative test.
“As the EU Transport Commissioner has tweeted, testing hauliers is not
recommended,” Shapps said. “Spending days in a lorry on your own puts you in an
extremely low risk category.”
France Allows Pfizer-BioNTech Vaccine
France’s National Authority for Health allowed use of the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine
against Covid-19 for people age 16 and older in France, Agence France-Presse
reported on Thursday.
The health authority cited the vaccine’s efficacy and satisfactory tolerance profile in
the last regulatory step before the start of France’s vaccination campaign on Sunday.
France’s Macron No Longer Showing Symptoms
French President Emmanuel Macron is no longer showing Covid-19 symptoms, his
office said in a statement. Macron has continued to work throughout his illness and
will remain in isolation for another seven days, the Elysee Palace said. Macron tested
positive on Dec. 17.
U.K. Has Vaccinated Over Half a Million in England

The U.K. has vaccinated more than half a million patients in England against
Coronavirus in under two weeks, the National Health Service said in a press release.
A total of 521,594 people have received a shot since vaccination began Dec. 8
through Dec. 20, of whom most were 80 years and older.
Iran Finds Way to Buy Covid Vaccine Despite U.S. Sanctions
Iran has found a way to buy coronavirus vaccines despite U.S. sanctions. The central
bank received an agreement from an unidentified bank to transfer a 200 million-euro
($244 million) payment for a vaccine, Central Bank Governor Abdolnaser Hemmati
said on Thursday in an Instagram post, without giving further details.
With around 1.2 million people infected and over 54,000 dead, Iran’s coronavirus
outbreak is the worst in the region, but officials have previously said their ability to
fight it is hampered by sanctions.
New Virus Strain’s Transmissibility to Cause More Deaths (5:25 p.m. HK)
The mutated coronavirus strain that’s been spreading in the U.K. appears to
be more contagious and will likely lead to higher levels of hospitalizations and deaths
next year, a new study showed.
The variant is 56% more transmissible than other strains, according to the study by
the Centre for Mathematical Modelling of Infectious Diseases at the London School of
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. There’s no clear evidence that it results in more or
less severe disease.
France-U.K. Channel Border to Remain Open Through Christmas.
The U.K. and France agreed to keep the key Dover-Calais trade crossing, including
Eurotunnel, open over Christmas. Both ports will remain operational to allow
hauliers and citizens to “return home as soon as possible,” U.K. Transport Secretary
Grant Shapps said on Twitter Wednesday morning. Coronavirus testing will also
continue in Kent, the county where Dover is located, he said.
Bangkok Ranked Second-Tier Covid Risk as Thai Lockdown Held Off (4:33 p.m. HK)
Thailand’s capital was rated a second-tier coronavirus risk zone as the government
stopped short of imposing wider restrictions to stem an outbreak of infections that
erupted in a nearby coastal province.
The country reported 67 new coronavirus cases Thursday, of which 58 were locally
transmitted, taking Thailand’s total recorded infections to 5,829. About a fifth of the
total cases were reported in the past week, with more than 1,300 added since Sunday
after a cluster was found in Samut Sakhon province neighboring Bangkok.
China Halts Flights With U.K. Amid New Strain.
China said it would pause flights to and from the U.K.
“Taking into consideration of the possible impact of the new strain, in order to
safeguard the health of Chinese and foreign nationals, China has decided to suspend
flights between China and the U.K. after taking references from the practices of other
countries,” Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin told a daily briefing
in Beijing on Thursday.

Wang said authorities would “closely follow the situation and make adjustment in due
course.” He didn’t elaborate on when the suspension would begin, or give further
detail.
Israel Cabinet Approves Third Lockdown to Curb Virus Spread.
Israel’s cabinet approved a third national lockdown of as long as four weeks to curb
the spread of the coronavirus. Stores, malls and most schools will be closed starting
Sunday evening, according to a statement from Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s
office in the early hours of Thursday.
The restrictions will be in place for two weeks, but if the basic reproduction number
doesn’t fall below 1 and the number of new cases below 1,000, the lockdown will be
extended another two weeks.
Ukraine Infections Pass 1 Million.
Ukraine became at least the 16th nation to pass 1 million infections, with 11,490 new
cases on Thursday. Authorities have been reluctant to reintroduce the strict lockdown
measures like those it imposed in March. Restrictions are expected to tighten again
after Jan. 8, once the Christmas holidays are over. The country has reported 17,395
coronavirus-related deaths.
Tokyo Reports Record 888 New Cases.
Tokyo reported a record 888 confirmed coronavirus infections on Thursday, with the
number of patients in serious condition growing to 73. Japan has been grappling with
a surge in cases since early November that is starting to stretch medical facilities in
some areas.
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S. Africa Health Minister Calls for New Restrictions.
South African Health Minister Zweli Mkhize called for further measures to curb the
spread of Covid-19 after a surge in the number of infections in the country.

“The rate of spread is much faster than the first wave and we will surpass the peak of
the first wave in the coming days,” Mkhize said in a statement. The country had a
daily record of 14,046 new cases, bringing the cumulative total to 954,258, according
to data compiled by John Hopkins University.
U.K. Study Says Tighter Restrictions Needed to Curb New Strain.
A study by British researchers said the new coronavirus variant found in the country
is 56% more contagious, which may require tighter control measures, including
closing schools, and an accelerated vaccine roll-out to contain its spread, the New
York Times reported.
The study by the Centre for Mathematical Modelling of Infectious Diseases at the
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine found no evidence that the variant
was more deadly than others. To reduce the burden on hospitals, Britain may need to
increase its vaccination rate to 2 million people a week, from the current pace of
200,000, the report said.
Mexico Begins Vaccinating Health Workers.
Mexico plans to vaccinate 2,975 health care workers in Covid-19 units on Dec. 24,
Deputy Health Minister Hugo Lopez-Gatell said on Wednesday night, after the nation
received 3,000 doses of the Pfizer vaccine earlier in the day.
The next shipment will be 50,000 doses, with periodic deliveries to reach 1.4 million
by the end of January. Lopez-Gatell said the vaccine will be free and universal in
Mexico.
Mexico’s Health Ministry reported 11,653 new Covid-19 cases, pushing its total
above 1.35 million.
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Sydney Cluster Grows to 104.
The cluster of Covid-19 infections in Sydney’s Northern Beaches has grown to 104,
according to authorities, who urged residents to limit their movements help curb the
spread of the virus. New South Wales state recorded seven new cases linked to the
cluster and are investigating a further two cases, Premier Gladys Berejiklian told
reporters Thursday.
“The virus is circulating in parts of the community,” she said. “There are potential
chains of transmission that we are not on top of.”

The Pandemic Is Crashing Through the South and the West

The COVID Tracking Project

Editor’s Note: The Atlantic is making vital coverage of the coronavirus available to
all readers. Find the collection here.
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We’ll begin with the good news: In every Midwestern state—and in several
others—COVID-19 cases and hospitalizations are declining. Elsewhere, however, the
picture is mixed.
In several large states, already large outbreaks appear to be rapidly
worsening—and despite intense interest in how Thanksgiving gatherings affected
reported cases, even public-health experts have found it difficult to interpret the
numbers we’ve seen.
Other news this week is tragically easy to interpret: As of yesterday, December is
already the deadliest month since the beginning of the pandemic in the United States.
The 3,379 deaths states and territories reported yesterday pushed December’s total to

57,638 COVID-19 deaths, for an average of 2,506 deaths reported per day in
December. For comparison, in April, when the country was still reeling from the
pandemic’s initial surge, we saw an average of 1,842 deaths reported each day.

Provided by The Atlantic Monthly deaths from COVID-19 in the U.S. Deaths in
December have surpassed April with eight days left in the month—the most deadly yet
during the pandemic.
This week also includes what we expect to be the last useful data of the year for cases,
tests, and deaths. We expect that Christmas and New Year’s holiday reporting gaps
and backlogs will obscure the realities of the country’s many outbreaks.
We hope to see these metrics largely recover from the holiday effects by the second
week of January, but until then, we will rely largely on hospitalization data to
understand what is happening in the pandemic. At the national level, we’re seeing
mixed indicators: Reported COVID-19 cases in the U.S. have declined very slightly
since last Wednesday, while reported tests declined a little bit more.
The United States now has more than 119,000 people currently hospitalized with
COVID-19, a rise of 5 percent from last week. States and territories reported 18,690
COVID-19 deaths this week—an average of 2,670 per day.

Provided by The Atlantic Four bar charts showing weekly COVID-19 metrics in the
U.S. Cases and tests declined slightly this week, while hospitalizations and deaths
rose about 5 percent each.
A regional breakdown reveals that the four main census regions of the country are
now reporting very different experiences of the pandemic. The nation’s case increases
are now being driven by the South and the West, while the Midwest continues its rapid
decline, and the Northeast appears to have reached a plateau.

Provided by The Atlantic Four bar charts with seven-day average lines overlaid,
showing new COVID-19 cases by U.S. region over time. The Midwest is seeing
declining cases, but the South and the West are still growing quickly.
Continued hospitalization declines in the Midwest provide additional evidence that
the outbreaks there have eased, while the Northeast’s hospitalizations are no longer
rising as consistently as they had been. The South and the West are reporting
hospitalization numbers much higher than their summer-surge peaks, and are still
rising sharply.

Pr
ovided by The Atlantic Four bar charts showing COVID-19 hospitalizations by U.S.
region. The Midwest has declined from the early December peak, but the South and
the West continue to rise.
Seventeen states have seen sharp drops in the number of new cases reported since
December 9, and every state in the Midwest has reported fewer cases now than two
weeks ago. That this has not caused substantial drops in the national case count is
due to a handful of states reporting very sharp case rises. Among these states are the
nation’s three most populous, California, Florida, and Texas.

Provided by The Atlantic Block map of U.S. states showing the change in seven-day
average COVID-19 cases for Dec 23 versus Dec 9. Only a few states are seeing rapid
rises, but those states are populous (California, Georgia, Florida).
Case increases are not limited to these populous states—13 of 17 jurisdictions in the
South posted case increases in the past two weeks—but taken together, Arizona,
California, Florida, Tennessee, and Texas account for 40 percent of all new cases
reported in the past seven days.

Provided by The Atlantic Stacked bar chart showing COVID-19 cases by week for the
U.S. Arizona, California, Florida, Tennessee, and Texas account for 40 percent of
this week's cases.
In California, cases are up an astonishing 68 percent since December 9, with the state
reporting 292,995 new COVID-19 cases this week alone, while hospitalizations soar
and ICU capacity wanes. COVID Tracking Project contributor Whet Moser reported
on the state’s wrenching situation this week in The Atlantic. We took a closer look this
week at what we can learn about which communities have been most affected in the
state’s outbreak, using data from the COVID Racial Data Tracker.
Throughout the course of the pandemic in California, the virus has disproportionately
affected Latino people. To date, 789,553 COVID-19 cases in California have been
among Latino people, 56 percent of all cases for which race or ethnicity is reported.

Provided by The Atlantic Bar charts showing COVID-19 cases in California by race
and ethnicity and by age. Latino people have suffered many more cases than white
Californians.
More than one in 100 Latino people in California aged 80 or older have died of
COVID-19 since the pandemic began, and Latino Californians from the ages of 35 to

50 are nearly eight times as likely to have died as white Californians in the same age
range.
Young Black Californians have also suffered proportionately more deaths than did
their white neighbors. Black Californians from the ages of 18 to 34 are nearly seven
times as likely to have died as white Californians in the same age range.

P
rovided by The Atlantic Bar charts showing COVID-19 deaths in California by race
and ethnicity and by age. Latino people have suffered many more deaths than white
Californians at all age groups.
This week, too, states reported more than 6,000 deaths linked to nursing homes and
other long-term-care facilities, with 13 states reporting their highest-ever number of
long-term-care deaths.

Provided by The Atlantic Bar chart showing the week of highest long-term-care
deaths by state. Thirteen states saw their highest deaths in long-term-care this past
week (December 17).
California, Illinois, and Pennsylvania accounted for 29 percent of the nation’s deaths
associated with long-term-care facilities. With eight days remaining this month,

December has already been the deadliest month for long-term-care facilities since we
started tracking these data in May.

Provided by The Atlantic Three bar charts showing U.S. COVID-19 metrics in
long-term-care facilities over time. This week saw the most cases and deaths in a
single week since tracking began on May 28.
Cases are also surging: The Midwest, South, and West regions all reported increases
in new cases among staff and residents, though the Northeast saw a slight decline in
new cases.
California reported 18 percent of the nation’s new cases in long-term-care facilities.
The Midwest region remains the epicenter of COVID-19 outbreaks in long-term-care
facilities, making up 31 percent of the nation’s new cases.
We have yet to see COVID-19 vaccine data from long-term-care facilities on any state
or federal dashboards. Vaccination campaigns for these high-priority populations
will be carried out by pharmacies such as Walgreen's and CVS through the
CDC’s Pharmacy Partnership for Long-Term Care Program. This week, pharmacy
team members from Walgreens and CVS Health reportedly began vaccinating
long-term-care residents and staff in more than a dozen states.
Dozens more states will start seeing vaccine roll-outs in long-term-care facilities the
week of December 28.
Although we expect the upcoming winter holidays to bring data disruptions to most of
the country, we’ll be here doing our regular daily updates throughout, along with a
brief weekly update next Wednesday night. We wish you all a healthy and happy
holiday.
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