Latest News on Covid 19
Denmark is sequencing all coronavirus samples and has an alarming view of
the U.K. variant
Michael Birnbaum & Martin Selsoe Sorensen
Like a speeding car whose brake lines have been cut, the coronavirus variant first
spotted in Britain is spreading at an alarming rate and isn’t responding to established
ways of slowing the pandemic, according to Danish scientists who have one of the
world’s best views into the new, more contagious strain.
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Cases involving the variant are increasing 70 percent a week in Denmark, despite a
strict lockdown, according to Denmark’s State Serum Institute, a government agency
that tracks diseases and advises health policy.
“We’re losing some of the tools that we have to control the epidemic,” said Tyra
Grove Krause, scientific director of the institute, which has begun sequencing every
positive coronavirus test to check for mutations. By contrast, the United States is
sequencing 0.3 percent of cases, ranking it 43rd in the world and leaving it largely
blind to the variant’s spread.
Danish public health officials say that if it weren’t for their extensive monitoring, they
would be feeling a false sense of confidence right now. Overall, new daily confirmed
cases of the coronavirus in Denmark have been dropping for a month.
“Without this variant, we would be in really good shape,” said Camilla Holten
Møller, the co-leader of the Serum Institute group modeling the spread of the virus.

“If you just look at the reproduction number, you just wouldn’t see that it was in
growth underneath at all,” she said.
But the U.K. variant is spreading so quickly that Danish authorities project it will be
the dominant strain of the virus in their country as early as mid-February.
That would put Denmark ahead of the United States, where the Centers for Disease
Control warned Friday that the U.K. variant, known as B.1.1.7., could be prevalent
by March.
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Danish officials say that as a result, daily coronavirus cases there could quadruple by
the beginning of April. Charts from the public health institute project that in the worst
case contagion scenarios, even with a strict lockdown in effect, cases would
skyrocket.
“This period is going to be a bit like a tsunami, in the way you stand on the beach and
then suddenly you can see all the water retracts,” as cases drop, Krause said.
“Afterward, you will have the tsunami coming in and overwhelming you.”
The first warning came to Krause on Dec. 14. British virus hunters had fingerprinted
a new strain that appeared to be spreading wildly in pockets of their population.
When they uploaded the genetic code to a public database of images, they saw that
Danish researchers had posted matching mutations for three positive cases, meaning
the more aggressive version of the virus had begun to move beyond Britain.
The variant had arrived in Denmark as early as Nov. 14, and it was already
spreading inside its borders.

[Britons lament ‘U.K. variant’ label, as highly contagious version of coronavirus
spreads around the world]
The variant is not thought to be inherently more deadly than previous strains of the
coronavirus. But because it can spread far more easily, it can quickly overwhelm
medical systems, turning previously survivable bouts with the virus into perilous ones
if hospitals are full and medical care is limited.
When the U.K. variant was identified as a dangerous new risk, Denmark already had
a fairly tight lockdown in place. But it shuttered primary schools, which had
previously been open.
It halved the number of people who may gather in public spaces to five. It banned
nonessential international travel and imposed strict requirements that fresh arrivals
into its borders produce negative test results that are less than 24 hours old.
Denmark has also launched a well-disciplined vaccination program, one of the
fastest-running in Europe, although Britain and the United States had a head start
because they approved the first vaccines earlier.
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Even still, cases involving U.K. variant are growing exponentially in Denmark.
British studies have estimated that the strain is 50 percent more contagious than its
precursors. Danish officials crunching similar data slightly differently estimate that it
is 36 percent more contagious in their country, although they say their numbers are
still so small that the estimates may be inexact.
Worried Danish leaders have tried to explain to their citizens why they need to stay in
lockdown, when overall metrics are good enough to suggest the country should have
started to reopen weeks ago.
In a long Facebook post last week, Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen told people to
imagine sitting in the top row of Copenhagen’s Parken Stadium, a soccer arena with
a capacity of 38,000 people. A dripping tap is filling it up, one drop the first minute,
two drops the second, four drops the third. At that rate, Frederiksen said, the park
will be filled in 44 minutes. But it will seem almost empty for the first 42 minutes, she
said.
“The point is that one only discovers that the water has risen when it is almost too
late,” she wrote.
Danish officials say that at this stage, they are in a race to vaccinate as many people
as possible before the U.K. variant takes hold. Vaccinations will be the key to
stemming the worst impact of its spread, they say.
But the vaccines may not come fast enough: Under current plans, they only expect to
be able to begin administering vaccinations at a large enough scale to bend down the
curve of transmissions in April, and production delays this week from Pfizer may slow
those plans even further.

Frederiksen joined several other European Union leaders at a virtual summit on
Thursday in urging that the European Medicines Agency, which approves vaccines
across the 27-nation bloc, should speed up its processes.
The agency is reviewing AstraZeneca’s vaccine for possible rollout in mid-February.
The United States is still reviewing it, as well, but Britain granted emergency
authorization last month.
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Meanwhile, Copenhagen’s once-bustling bike lanes have fallen quiet as people work
from home. Nonessential shops are closed. Preschools are one of the few sectors that
remain open — and are a potential target for further tightening.
“It’s this strange silence before the war begins,” said Michael Dall, the chief medical
officer at Odense University Hospital, the largest hospital in southern Denmark.
His hospital is opening new corona wards and is confident there will be enough beds
even for surging numbers of patients.
But he is fearful that infections among staff and their families could overwhelm his
preparation efforts. “If the mutation is massively more contagious, we’ll end up
having even greater problems with the staff challenge,” he said.
Birnbaum reported from Riga, Latvia, and Selsoe Sorensen reported from
Copenhagen.

Fauci unleashed: He says it's 'liberating' that he can 'let the science speak' as
adviser to Biden
Maureen Groppe - USA TODAY
WASHINGTON – When Dr. Anthony Fauci was asked a question at a White House
briefing Thursday that he couldn't answer, he said so.
When Fauci laid out the challenges still facing the nation to get the coronavirus
pandemic under control, he didn't sugarcoat them. And when the nation's top
infectious disease expert was asked if he feels less constrained in the new
administration, he readily agreed.
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“The idea that you can get up here and … let the science speak, it is somewhat of a
liberating feeling," Fauci said.
With apologies to The Who, meet the new Fauci, same as the old, but with a new boss.
“Above all, our plan is to restore public trust,” President Joe Biden said Thursday,
when laying out from the State Dining room a national plan to tackle the virus.
“That’s why you’re going to be hearing a lot more from Dr. Fauci, not from the
president, but from the real genuine experts and scientists.”
As Biden spoke, Fauci stood behind him, wearing a face mask patterned with beakers,
Bunsen burners and other scientific equipment.

Earlier in the day, Fauci told the World Health Organization that the United States
will remain involved, reversing former President Donald Trump’s decision to sever
ties. Fauci said the U.S. “stands ready to work in partnership and solidarity to
support the international COVID-19 response.”
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When he addressed reporters in the afternoon, Fauci spoke from the same room
where he often had to step carefully around Trump. "You didn't feel that you could
actually say something, and there wouldn't be any repercussions about it," he said.
Asked if he now wanted to amend anything he said during the last administration,
Fauci said he had always tried to speak his mind. "That's why I got in trouble
sometimes," he added.
Trump’s disputes with Fauci became a sideshow of the administration’s pandemic
response. More seriously, they were also a distraction and sent opposing messages to
the public about what and who to believe. Fauci repeatedly contradicted Trump’s
more optimistic assessments of the pandemic and false medical statements. The
coronavirus is not comparable to the flu.
Hydroxychloroquine is not a good treatment for COVID-19. Some states should not
have re-opened as quickly as they did. Masks are an important defense.
Trump at times sidelined Fauci from his task force’s work and tried to publicly
discredit him. Trump tweeted that Fauci was “Wrong!” when he told Congress that
the nation should have had a bigger, faster lockdown when the virus hit. In October,
Trump called Fauci a “disaster.”

Fauci tried to remain diplomatic. But he admitted to becoming “really ticked off” by
a Trump campaign ad that took one of his statements out of context, implying that he
had praised Trump’s handling of the pandemic.
During an October campaign rally, Trump criticized Biden for wanting “to listen to
Dr. Fauci.”
“…yes,” Biden tweeted in response.
After Trump lost re-election, Fauci also said “yes” to Biden’s offer to become his
chief medical adviser.
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Fauci already had a strong relationship with Ron Klain, Biden’s chief of staff. The
two worked closely together on the 2014 Ebola outbreak. (Klain keeps a framed
certificate of appreciation from Fauci on the red walls of his home office just outside
Washington, D.C.)
Fauci, who has served as the director of the National Institute of Allergy and
Infectious Diseases since 1984, has also already strengthened his ties with the head of
the World Health Organization, whom he referred to Thursday as “my dear friend.”
WHO Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus tweeted his thanks to “my
brother Tony for leading the U.S. team.”
“We look forward,” he tweeted, “to continuing our partnership.”
Fauci led off his comments to reporters Thursday by warning that "we are still in a
very serious situation.”

He said hospitalizations and deaths might go up even as cases are going down. He
talked about the challenges of the new strains of virus and the need for more
vaccination outreach, particular to skeptical communities.
When asked why some states say they need more vaccines while the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention contend they still have some, Fauci said he doesn't
know but wants to find out.
"One of the new things in this administration, is if you don’t know the answer, don’t
guess," he said in response to another question.
Fauci gave some credit to the Trump administration, saying the while the new
administration is coming in with "fresh ideas," they are not starting entirely from
scratch.
"So we are continuing, but you're going to see a real ramping up of it," he said.
And if things go wrong, Fauci promised to be upfront about the mistakes.
"That was literally," he said, "a conversation I had, 15 minutes ago, with the
president."

