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What investors are saying about the

new virus variant

LONDON, Nov 26 (Reuters) - Wall Street
stock indexes dropped at the open after the
U.S. Thanksgiving break, Treasury yields
slid and oil hit two-month lows as fears of
a possibly vaccine-resistant coronavirus
variant sent investors scurrying to safe-ha-
ven assets. read more

Asian and European countries rushed to
tighten restrictions on Friday after a new
and possibly vaccine-resistant coronavirus
variant was detected in South Africa, with
Singapore and India announcing stricter
border controls and more rigorous testing.
read mor

EDWARD MOYA, SENIOR MARKET
ANALYST, OANDA, NEW YORK

“After the fed minutes it seems likely
everybody was expecting an accelerated
Fed taper. If we continue to hear more of a
greater spreading of this new variant, you
might start to see that the argument will
be made that no, we need to gradually exit
stimulus here and we’re not completely
sure how the vaccines will hold up against
this and possibly more variants down the
road as we’re nowhere near getting the
rest of the world vaccinated.”

“What has really complicated today was
that we have options expiration day and
extremely thin conditions, so I think
ultimately when everybody is back next
week, if this variant concern continues to
dominate the headlines, then you’ll start to
see the dollar resume its safe-haven trade.”
GREG BASSUK, CEO, AXS INVEST-
MENTS PORT CHESTER, NEW YORK

“Bottom line is this is showing that Covid
is still the investor narrative, a lot of
today’s movement is driven by the South
African variant. We have been talking
about four or five factors that have been
driving the last couple of month’s activi-
ty — inflation fears, some economic data,
Fed policy — but what we have seen over
the last year is that big developments
with respect to Covid really have ended
up eclipsing some of those other factors
by a substantial degree and that is what is
driving today’s market activity.”

“Longer-term we are very constructive
and bullish on stocks having much longer
legs into 2022 with the economy reopen-
ing, supply chain issues becoming more
mitigated. But one thing we have seen that
has been consistent in the last year and a
half has been some of these more outsized
impacts or developments with respect

to Covid really has been the one thing
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that has shaken the markets to a greater
extent.”

“We see today’s activity and what will
likely spill over into next week as a
buying opportunity in the sense that it

is another wrinkle here with the South
African variant but while the immediate
term market slides could be significant
and continue into early December, bigger
picture this will be a buying opportunity
to move in there on this dip.”

JACK ABLIN, CHIEF INVESTMENT
OFFICER, CRESSET CAPITAL MAN-
AGEMENT, CHICAGO

“It is pretty amazing, we had such strong
economic news come out on Wednesday.
I do think there is something to this, it is
obviously worth investigating. I think the
latest news we heard was that they had
spotted this variant in Belgium so this
isn’t just isolated in South Africa. [ would
say initially, the vaccination rate in South
Africa is very low and is probably fertile
ground for these variants. It certainly begs
further watching. Whatever we are going
to see today is going to be exaggerated
just because of a lack of liquidity.”

“It certainly begs further study and look-
ing into but my first reaction is anything
we are going to see today is overdone so
if we end up down a lot, it will likely turn
out to be a buying opportunity.”

BIPAN RAI, NORTH AMERICAN
HEAD OF FX STRATEGY, CIBC, TO-
RONTO

“When you say risk-off it basically means
markets are closing out extended position-
ing and one of the more popular trades
over the last several weeks has been to be
long US dollars, and I think the squaring
up of that is really behind the dollar’s
move for today. I don’t think it’s any

sort of indication that the dollar’s lost its
safe-haven status. The near-term move is
mostly about extended positioning and
closing those out, once that becomes a lit-
tle bit more finely balanced and if we are
in a risk-off scenario then I would expect
the dollar to continue to outperform.”

“It feels like this news about the scariant,
let’s call it, because we don’t have a name
for it, really is triggering a lot of risk-off
tendencies across the markets. Really

if we’re looking at something like this
where we have new mutations on muta-
tions of a spike protein it almost feels like
the initial working assumption for most
market participants is that this is a new
phase of the pandemic, new lockdowns
and restrictions will maybe be put in
place, and it certainly feels like we’re go-
ing to need a new vaccine as well. If that
is the case that introduces an additional
degree of uncertainty that we didn’t take
into account previously.”

BRIAN JACOBSEN, SENIOR IN-
VESTMENT STRATEGIST, ALL-
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“Like the virus, this might be some-
thing that never really goes away
completely. We just learn to live with
it and manage around it. It’s not the
virus itself that market fear, but policy
reactions to the virus. If there are

new restrictions or enhanced restric-
tions on activity, then we could see
some spillover into the next week

and month. Some countries, like the
U.S. and U.K., might not react to it as
much as countries like China with their
zero-COVID strategy. Just as supply
chains looked like they were healing,
this could cause some setbacks.”

PETER RUTTER, HEAD OF EQUI-
TIES AT ROYAL LONDON ASSET
MANAGEMENT

“This news is putting the handbrake
on markets. This could be the moment
that people look back on as derailing
the economic recovery and rate rises.
What we have is a big insertion of un-
certainty rather than something materi-
al but markets don’t like that.
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Renee Reeves delivers an apple
crisp to a home in the evac-
uation zone after rainstorms
lashed the western Canadian
province of British Columbia,
triggering landslides and floods,
shutting highways, in Abbotts-
ford, British Columbia, Canada
November 22. REUTERS/Jen-
nifer Gauthier

A damaged inflatable dinghy, outboard motors, life jackets and sleeping bags
abandoned by migrants are seen on the beach near the Slack dunes, the day
after 27 migrants died when their dinghy deflated as they attempted to cross
the English Channel, in Wimereux, near Calais, France, November 25, 2021.
REUTERS/Pascal Rossignol

People feed seagulls from a boat at Yamuna river, on a smoggy morning in New Delhi, India People react outside the Glynn County Courthouse after the jury reached a guilty verdict in the
November 18. REUTERS/Navesh Chitrakar trial of William “Roddie” Bryan, Travis McMichael and Gregory McMichael, charged with the
February 2020 death of 25-year-old Ahmaud Arbery, in Brunswick, Georgia, November 24.
REUTERS/Marco Bello
wer -
! Costa Rica’s President Carlos Al- il

People take a selfie in front
of the Grogu “Baby Yoda”
balloon as it is inflated

the day before the Macy’s
Thanksgiving Day Parade
in Manhattan, New York,
November 24. REUTERS/
Carlo Allegri

varado Quesada pays his tribute
during his visit to the National
Cemetery in Seoul, South Korea,
November 23. REUTERS/Kim
Hong-Ji
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U.S. Offers Investment To Boost
Global COVID Vaccine Capacity

Compiled And Edited By John T. Robbins, Southern Daily Editor

A dose of a Pfizer COVID-19 vaccine is
prepared at Lurie Children’s hospital,
Nov. 5, 2021, in Chicago. The Biden ad-
ministration is making billions of dol-
lars available to drugmakers to scale up
domestic production of COVID-19 vac-
cines in the hopes of building capacity
to produce an additional 1 billion shots
per year to share globally. (AP Photo/
Nam Y. Huh, File)

WASHINGTON (AP) — Pressed to address gaping
inequality in global COVID-19 vaccines, the Biden
administration took steps Wednesday to make billions
of dollars available to drugmakers to scale up domestic
production to share with the world and prepare for the
next pandemic.
Under the new initiative, the government’s Biomedical
Advanced Research and Development Authority is
soliciting pharmaceutical companies with proven abil-
ity to make the more-effective mRNA vaccines to bid
for U.S. investment in scaling up their manufacturing.
Pfizer and Modema produce the two U.S.-approved
mRNA shots. The White House hopes the move will
build capacity to produce an additional 1 billion shots
per year.
The initiative comes as the Biden White House has
faced growing pressure at home and abroad over ineq-
uity in the global vaccine supply — as the U.S. moves
toward approving booster shots for all adults while vul-
nerable people in poorer nations wait for their first dose
of protection.
According to an analysis by the ONE Campaign, an in-
ternational aid and advocacy organization, only 4.7% of
people living in low-income countries have received a
first dose. Wealthy nations administered more than 173
million booster shots, while lower-income countries
have administered about 32 million first shots.

A ==A health worker gives
“&la shot of the Pfizer
COVID-19 vaccine to a
man during a vaccination
campaign at a community
health center in Medan,
North Sumatra, Indone-
sia,Wednesday, Nov. 17, 2021. (AP Photo/Binsar
Bakkara)
The Biden administration believes increasing capacity
of COVID-19 shots will help ease a global shortage

of doses, particularly in lower- and middle-income
nations, stopping preventable death and limiting the
development of potentially new, more dangerous
variants of the virus.

“The goal of this program is to expand existing capac-
ity by an additional billion doses per year, with pro-
duction starting by the second half of 2022,” White
House COVID-19 coordinator Jeff Zients said.

On Wednesday, Zients announced that the U.S. has
now donated 250 million doses of COVID-19 vac-
cines globally — the most of any nation — with a
goal of sharing more than 1.1 billion shots by the end
0f2022. There are no firm agreements yet with Mod-
ema or Pfizer to take up the U.S. on the investment,
but the Biden administration hopes that the enhanced
manufacturing capacity, through support for the com-
pany’s facilities, equipment, staff or training, will by
mid-2022 allow more COVID-19 doses to be shared
overseas as well as help prepare for the next public
health emergency.

The administration is prioritizing the mRNA vac-
cines, which have proven to be more effective against
preventing serious illness and death from COVID-19
than the Johnson & Johnson viral vector vaccine,
which uses a harmless virus that carries genetic ma-
terial to stimulate the immune system. The Pfizer
and Modema vaccines are made with a piece of ge-
netic code called messenger RNA that tells the body
to make harmless copies of the spike protein so it’s
trained to recognize the virus.

Robbie Silverman, senior advocacy manager at Ox-
fam America, welcomed Biden’s plan to invest into
vaccine manufacturing capacity but said it was no-
where near sufficient.

“What the world really needs is distributed regional
manufacturing capacity of vaccines, and it sounds
like this investment is focused on building U.S. ca-
pacity,” he said. “We desperately need the companies
who have a monopoly over the COVID vaccines to
transfer their technology, and we need the U.S. gov-
emment to use its leverage.”

Silverman estimated that without companies trans-
ferring their knowledge of how to make COVID-19
vaccines, it would take manufacturers elsewhere dou-
ble the time needed to start making doses, noting that
billions of vaccines against other diseases are routinely
made in developing countries.

Robbie Silverman, senior ad-
vocacy manager at Oxfam
America

Silverman said that while the U.S.
should have negotiated more
provisions about vaccine equity
when it was securing its own sup-
ply, it was not too late to act. He
said the U.S. should support the proposed waiver that
was drafted by India and South Afiica at the World
Trade Organization, calling for patents on COVID-19
vaccines and treatments to be suspended. And he said
the U.S. could invoke the Defense Production Act to
target critical ingredients for COVID-19 shots.

“The U.S. govemment has lots of tools at its disposal
to push pharmaceutical companies,” he said, noting

that it had invested billions of dollars into creating
Modema’s COVID-19 vaccine. “The U.S. needs to
make sure these companies, which they funded, are
prioritizing public health rather than profits.”
Ava Alkon, a senior policy and research officer at
Doctors Without Borders, said that the billion dos-
es that might be produced with the U.S. investment
were still far from the figure needed to immunize the
world. The World Health Organization has estimat-
ed that 11 billion doses are needed. Alkon said that
since any manufacturers newly drafted into making
COVID-19 doses would not be able to produce any
supplies for several months, a more immediate solu-
tion is needed. ““We believe that the U.S. can distribute
many more doses than it already has on an ongoing
basis,” she said, calling for the U.S. to be more trans-
parent about how many extra doses it has. She said
some estimates suggest the U.S. could have at least
500 million surplus vaccines by the end of the year.
In a statement, Modema said it hadn’t yet reviewed
the Biden administration’s proposal, but that it looked
forward to discussing it with the administration “‘and
understanding whether there is a role that we could
play in supporting the government’s efforts to address
pandemic preparedness.” Pfizer declined comment.
(Courtesy apnews.com)
Related
Big Investments In Vaccine Capacity Can Help
Governments Save Lives And Boost Economies
Countries can accelerate vaccine supply by funding
capacity buildouts—both now, and in the fiture
Governments

vy around  the  world
—wIM could have saved
lives—and trillions
of dollars—by in-
vesting in vaccines
earlier in the pandemic. In new research, Univer-
sity of Chicago scholars break down the numbers,
and explain how the lessons can be applied to fu-
ture health crises. (Illustration by Andrea Ucini)
Wherever they are available, COVID-19 vaccines are
saving lives, lowering infection rates, and enabling
economies to start recovering from the pandemic’s
debilitating effects. But on a global level, there are
not enough vaccine courses to go around as demand
outstrips supply. To address both the current shortage
and future public health crises, governments should
increase vaccine capacity as quickly as possible. Do-
ing so also has the potential to create major economic
benefits, according to new research co-authored by
scholars from the University of Chicago.
“Investing in accelerating vaccines can pay for itself
many times over from reduced fiscal costs alone,” the
authors wrote.
The authors of the research include Profs. Eric Budish
and Canice Prendergast of the Booth School of Busi-
ness, as well as Nobel laureate Michael Kremer, the
University Professor in Economics, the College and
the Harris School of Public Policy. Portions of their
findings were published in Science, while others were
included in a working paper released by the Becker
Friedman Institute for Economics.
The study assumes the capacity for the world’s an-
nual baseline vaccine supply to be about three billion
courses (a course can be one or two doses, depending
on the vaccine). That baseline supply alone will have
a global benefit of $8.7 trillion in terms of GDP, and
at least $17.4 trillion in additional benefits, according
to the researchers, who calculate a benefit of about

$5,800 per course for the initial supply.

But adding one billion vaccine courses to the current
baseline supply would create enormous additional
benefits. The researchers calculate a benefit of almost
$1,000 per course—still far greater than the vaccine
price, which has ranged from $6 to $40. Because
early vaccine courses are able to mitigate more eco-
nomic harm, the return on early capacity is greater, the
researchers write.

Iy
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However, ‘even

assuming a lag of
. several months, we

find that additional in-
H vestment can still be
P extremely valuable,”
_ oy they write. An extra
= billion courses that
;}i come online soon
=i would avoid almost
$1 trillion in losses. If they come online with a lag of
several months, they would still be worth $576 bil-
lion, according to the study.
Speed is of the essence in a pandemic, and the re-
searchers’ model indicates that a higher level of
early-capacity investment would yield large net
benefits for countries of all income levels. Had their
recommendations been applied in August 2020, the
researchers estimate that the United States would
have achieved widespread vaccination by March
2021—rather than this coming summer, as is project-
ed. Had their recommendations guided decisions on a
global level, widespread vaccination could have been
achieved by October 2021 rather than in 2022.
But it’s not too late to invest in more capacity, the re-
searchers write—both now; and for future pandemics.
Because the potential benefit to society far outstrips
the profits that vaccine manufacturers stand to make,
the researchers offer suggestions for how to expand
and stretch existing capacity.
For starters, they recommend that countries pay the
costs associated with increasing capacity rather than
promising vaccine manufacturers higher prices.
Offering bonuses or threatening penalties related to
speed of vaccine delivery might involve too much
risk for a manufacturer. Plus, promising higher pric-
es may simply embolden countries to jump the line
for vaccines, rather than spurring greater production.
If governments instead reimburse companies for in-
vesting in factories and other elements that increase
capacity, they will encourage greater vaccine produc-
tion that can ultimately benefit the whole world while
minimizing risk for pharmaceutical companies.
In “push” contracts, governments reimburse compa-
nies for making these investments before a vaccine
is fully tested and approved. In “pull”” contracts, they
commit to purchasing a future vaccine if it’s ap-
proved, leaving some risk for manufacturers.

j-,

It would be best, the researchers write, to adopt push

contracts in most cases—but to cover less than the full
cost involved so that companies maintain some skin
in the game. Pfizer, they note, had such a contract in
2020 and built capacity at its own risk. This type of
contract would also deter companies with little chance
of producing a successful vaccine.
Promising higher prices may simply embolden coun-
tries to jump the line for vaccines, rather than spurring
greater production.The researchers also have other
recommendations for govemments, including in-
vestments in supply-chain capacity. In a pandemic,
the price for the materials used to make and deliver
a vaccine, such as glass vials and bioreactors, can
shoot up—but only temporarily. Because of this,
governments could stockpile these items or intervene
by building extra manufacturing capacity for them.
To ensure that such measures are carried out most
efficiently, governments should solicit bids to expand
vaccine capacity, which could involve building new
factories or repurposing existing ones. Even if the bids
are higher than they would be in normal times, the
investments will likely pay off, the researchers note.
There may also be ways to stretch the existing capac-
ity of vaccines, they write. Countries could consider
options that include delaying the second dose of a
two-dose regimen, or giving only one dose to peo-
ple who were previously infected with COVID-19.
Many countries are negotiating contracts for vaccines
directly with producers, and some have invested pri-
marily in domestic vaccine producers because of fears
that vaccine nationalism could interfere with exports.
High-income countries have signed a disproportion-
ate share of these deals so far, and any further increase
in capacity would initially help them. But full eco-
nomic benefits, the researchers argue, would require
vaccinating populations within a country and around
the globe.
For lower-income coun-
tries, the need to retain
vaccine prices at afford-
- able levels is critical.
While centralizing glob-
al vaccine procurement
may not be necessary
to keep prices down, the researchers argue that some
degree of centralization could help—thereby saving
additional lives. Prendergast, Budish and Harvard
University’s Scott Duke Kominers are working on a
vaccine exchange that would allow countries to trade
vaccines and route them efficiently.
Although the amount govemnments spend on vac-
cines would be retured many times over in the cost
benefits, most of the $12 billion in financing offered
by the World Bank to developing countries for pan-
demic-related health expenditures remains untapped,
the researchers note.
“Using these funds to expand vaccine capacity would
have high net benefits for developing countries and
their donors,” they write. While it isn’t too late to in-
vest in more capacity, both now and for future pan-
demics, “markets will not deliver this capacity on their

.

Additional co-authors of the study included Arthur
Baker, a member of Kremer’s Development Inno-
vation Lab at UChicago; Rachel Glennerster of the
United Kingdom’s Foreign Commonwealth and
Development Office; and scholars from the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania, Stanford University, Harvard
University and several other institutions. (Courtesy
https://news.uchicago.edw/)
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U.S. COVID Cases Start To Rise
Again As The Holidays Approach
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After declining most of the fall, COVID-19

cases are rising again in many parts of the U.S.
(Photo/Valerie Macon/AFP via Getty Images)

Compiled And Edited By John T. Robbins, Southern Daily Editor

It’s a worrying sign for the U.S. ahead of the
holiday travel season: coronavirus infections are
rising in more than half of all states. Experts warn
this could be the start of an extended winter surge.
The rise is a turnaround after cases had steadily
declined from mid September to late October.
The country is now averaging more than 83,000
cases a day — about a 14% increase compared to
aweek ago, and 12% more than two weeks ago.
“T hate to say it, but I suspect we’re at the start of
anew winter surge,” says Dr. George Rutherford,
an epidemiologist at the University of California,
San Francisco.

New daily coronavirus cases are trending upward
The United States has seen new daily cases in-
crease by more than 12 percent since the begin-
ning of November.

New daily cases 7-day average
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Growing outbreaks in the Midwest and Northeast
are most responsible for pushing up the national

numbers, and that comes after many weeks
of high case counts and stress on states in the
Mountain West where some hospitals are deal-
ing with crisis levels of patients.

“There are still large swaths of the country un-
der-immunized and even among states that are
relatively well-vaccinated, like Colorado, New
Mexico, Minnesota and Vermont, we’re seeing
sustained transmission,” says Rutherford.

The uptick in cases hasn’t yet translated into
a national spike in new hospital admissions,
which tend to trail a rise in infections by sever-
al weeks. However, the grim situation in some
parts of the West and upper Midwest offers a
conceming picture for other states where cases
are now climbing,

“It’s a marathon here,” says Dr. Kencee Graves
at the University of Utah Hospital, in Salt Lake
City, Utah, who describes her state, like much of
the Mountain West, as stuck in a “high plateau
of a surge” where hospitals not only have an
ICU full of COVID-19 patients, but also many
other kinds of sick patients who need care.
Despite the concering trends, the expectation
among experts who model the pandemic’s
course is that a surge will not bring the same
level of death and severe disease as last year.
“The vast majority of the population has some
form of immunity,” says Nicholas Reich, a
biostatician at UMass Amherst who runs a
COVID-19 forecasting model. “That feels re-
ally different about this moment — there are
fewer people to infect.”

S5 s expected, given
‘A—-« = e patchwork
of COVID-19 immunity across the U.S., where
about 60% of the population is fully vaccinated.
Americans are moving around like they were
before the pandemic, mask wearing is low com-
pared to last year, people are spending more
time indoors because of cooler weather, and
protection against infection, both from vacci-
nations and prior infection, is waning, says Ali
Mokdad, professor of Health Metrics Sciences
at the University of Washington’s Institute of
Health Metrics and Evaluation.

“You put all of this together — and what you
see in Europe where many countries with high-
er vaccination rates than the United States are
seeing a surge — of course, it’s going to hap-
pen,” he says.

And unlike last year, the U.S. has to contend
with a much more contagious version of the vi-
rus “that makes it really hard to snuff out chains
of transmission,” not to mention ‘“human nature,
which is wanting us to get back to pre-pandemic
life,” says Reich at UMass Ambherst.

Just how bad the situation gets will come
down to complex dynamics around immuni-
ty. Southem states endured a brutal wave over
the summer and that may have built up enough
immunity from infection to shield them from
another big resurgence this winter. Areas that
did not face the same kind of surge, in particular
states in the northern half of the country, are now
dealing with an increase, but many also have the
benefit of higher vaccination coverage.

SAFE R

THIS HOLIDAY SEASON

“The real question is, how big will it get and will
it really be substantial? And my sense is in New
England, it’s going to hit a wall of vaccinated
people,” says Dr. Ashish Jha, dean of Brown
University’s School of Public Health.

“I think the Midwest and the Great Plains —
which have lower vaccination rates but have not
seen a big delta surge — they may very well end
up seeing quite a few infections in the weeks
and months ahead.”

Even with a small surge, hospitals could still
suffer

Even if hospitals see fewer COVID-19 patients
overall, it’s already clear that many are less pre-
pared to handle the demands of the pandemic
compared to last year.

“Every hospital I have talked to in the last month
has severe shortages of staff, especially nurses,”
says Dr. Bruce Siegel, president of America’s
Essential Hospitals, which represents hundreds
of public hospitals in the U.S.

At the University of Utah Hospital, Dr. Graves

says their surge ICU was closed down because
they couldn’t staff it anymore, and last month
patients were waiting on average between three
to five hours for an ICU bed. “Our resources
and our stamina are far less now than a year
ago,” she says.

In the Southwest, hospitals are also dealing with
packed ICUs. New Mexico has higher vaccina-
tion rates than many nearby states, but the state
was forced to enact its crisis standards of care
plan weeks ago. Some hospitals have activated
those plans, but none have moved to the most
extreme scenario of deciding who gets care and
who doesn’t, says Troy Clark, president of the
New Mexico Hospital Association.

Starting in the spring, there was a “huge influx
of patients that we don’t normally see” with
other urgent medical needs, Clark says. That
has kept hospitals extremely busy heading into
winter — and with no slack to accommodate
the growing number of COVID-19 patients.

It’s a similar situation in many states, including
Arizona where hospitalizations for COVID-19
are now as high as they’ve been since Febru-
ary. “We just don’t have that extra capacity for
a COVID spike,” says Ann-Marie Alameddin,
president of the Arizona Hospital and Health-
care Association.

Msome of the high-
est cases per cap-
$Nita in the country.
Sl ™lin Minnesota are
e imploring  people
to take caution so they don’t require medical
care for COVID or non-COVID emergencies.
“This has never been more serious,” said Kel-
ly Chandler of Itasca County Public Health,
which includes the city of Grand Rapids, in a
recent public statement. “We are at crisis levels
0f2020, but without the same levels of COVID
precautions in place.”

As we head into the holidays, COVID risk in-
creases, with more people traveling and social-
izing indoors. But “we also have some things
that are helping, like more vaccines and kids
getting vaccinated,” says Brown’s Jha. “So
we’re in a stalemate. I don’t expect us to have a
horrible surge, but I can certainly imagine parts
of the country that see modest-sized surges as
people get together and as the weather stays
cold.” (Courtesy npr.org)

Related
Covid-19 Cases Increasing In 50% Of The U.S.

Coronavirus cases are increasing again in more
than half of the U.S., possibly indicating the be-
ginning of a new surge for the winter. The recent
uptick marks a turnaround after cases had con-
tinually declined from about mid-September
through late October. The U.S. is now reporting
an average of more than 83,000 cases per day,
which is a 14% increase from last week and
12% from the week before.

“Ihate to say it, but I suspect we’re at the start of
a new winter surge,” George Rutherford, MD,
an epidemiologist at the University of California
at San Francisco, told NPR.

“There are still large swaths of the country

under-immunized,” Rutherford said. “Even
among states that are relatively well-vaccinated,
like Colorado, New Mexico, Minnesota and
Vermont, we’re seeing sustained transmission.”
The top current outbreaks are growing in the
Midwest and Northeast. Michigan and Minne-
sota lead the country in highest cases per capita,
where infections increased more than 60% in
a 2-week period, according to The New York
Times.

The growth in cases hasn’t yet led to a nation-
wide increase in hospitalizations and deaths,
which tends to trail infections by a few weeks,
NPR reported. But some parts of the West,
Mountain West and upper Midwest are facing
crisis hospitalization levels.

“The community needs to know that this has
never been more serious,” Kelly Chandler of
Itasca County Health and Human Services in
Minnesota, said in a statement.

W

“We are at the crisis levels of 2020 but with-
out the same levels of COVID precautions in
place,” she said. “For your own sakes, dig out
your masks and limit your exposure to groups,
especially indoors.”

Despite the uptick, forecast modelers who have
been tracking the pandemic don’t think the
surge will be as severe as last winter’s wave.
“The vast majority of the population has some
form of immunity,” Nicholas Reich, a biostatis-
tician at UMass Amherst who runsa COVID-19
forecasting model, told NPR.

“That feels really different about this moment,”
he said. “There are fewer people to infect.”
That said, the U.S. is dealing with the conta-
gious Delta variant this year, he noted. People
are also ready to gather with others, celebrate the
holidays and interact without masks.

Protection against infection — both from vac-
cinations and prior infections — is also waning.
“You put all of this together, and what you see in
Europe where many countries with higher vac-
cination rates than the United States are seeing a
surge, of course it’s going to happen,” Ali Mok-
dad, a professor of Health and Metrics Sciences
at the University of Washington’s Institute of
Health Metrics and Evaluation, told NPR.
More people will travel and gather indoors this
year, which could increase transmission risks,
the news outlet reported. At the same time, kids
are now able to get vaccinated, and all adults
may soon be able to get a booster shot.

“So we’re in a stalemate,” Ashish Jha, MD,
dean of Brown University’s School of Public
Health, told NPR.

“I don’t expect us to have a horrible surge,” he
said. “But I can certainly imagine parts of the
country that see modest-sized surges as people
get together and as the weather stays cold.”
(Courtesy https:/www.webmd.com/)
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