Are We on Our Way to Solving the Coronavirus Problem?

It goes without saying that the coronavirus pandemic is a serious problem, on many levels. But is
it a solvable one? One way to find some answers is to look at the actual data. Let’s start with
what we know.
Can the Virus Be Controlled?
First, the virus started in China, and it got a real foothold there before the government
acknowledged the magnitude of the threat. If the virus was going to be uncontrollable anywhere,
it would have been in China. In fact, China did bring it under control, as you can see in the chart
below, available on the Worldometer website. (All charts in this article come from the
appropriate country pages on that site.)
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Another good example is South Korea. It had a very bad outbreak, largely because of one super
spreader. But as you can see below, South Korea has also brought the virus under control.
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All of this data shows something very clearly: the virus can be brought under control. Plus,
Taiwan and Singapore—two of the closest countries to China that you would think would be
most affected by the virus—managed to control it very quickly and very early on. So, it’s not
inevitable that the virus will spread uncontrollably. Even if it starts out that way, as in China and
South Korea, it can be controlled.
The data from all of these countries also reveals that both globally and especially here in the
U.S., this is a solvable problem. That is an important point—and one that we need to keep in
mind as we move forward.
Is There a Simple Solution?
So, how do we control the outbreak? The simple answer is to keep the virus from spreading to
new people. Viral spread is defined by how many people catch it off each carrier, known as R0
(pronounced R-naught). If that number is greater than one, where each carrier infects more than
one other person, the virus spreads. If it is below one, the disease dies out. It really is that simple.
Right now, that number seems to be about three for the coronavirus, in the absence of social
restraints, which explains the rapid spread and the panicked headlines. Left to itself, the virus
will indeed continue to spread. Fortunately, most countries and governments are no longer
leaving it to its own devices.
How do we limit the spread and reduce R0? Keep people away from one another. This is the idea
behind school shutdowns, restaurant and bar closures, and all of the other policy measures out
there. If people are not together, they can’t spread or catch the virus. Simple in theory, and as
noted above, we know it has worked in both China and South Korea.

We are also seeing signs it is working in Italy, where new cases look to be stabilizing as the
lockdown enters its third week. Yes, the numbers are still way too high. But they have to
stabilize before declining—and that is what is happening.
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The lesson here is that the coronavirus can and has been stopped in many countries, including
those with the most severe epidemics. To control the virus, it is necessary to push R0 down. We
see it can be and has been pushed down in multiple countries.
We also know how to do just that, through physical isolation (a term some prefer to social
isolation). We know it worked with extreme measures in China, we know it worked without
extreme measures in South Korea, and we're finding out it works in Italy. This approach is
working. There's a reason we're doing what we're doing.
What Should We Expect in the U.S.?
What does this data mean for us here in the U.S.? The good news is that, starting a couple of
days ago, we are taking the measures that work. The fast growth in virus cases that we've seen
thus far has been because we had not yet imposed the restraints that limit viral spread. We are
now implementing the policies that have been proven to work. Restrictions at the state level will
certainly help, and the national emergency declared by President Trump puts those restrictions in
bold.
Once again, Winston Churchill was right when he said that you can always count on Americans
to do the right thing, but only after they've exhausted all the other alternatives. Well, we've
exhausted the alternatives. Now we're doing the right thing, and we're probably past the point of
maximum danger.

Unfortunately, we are not past the point of maximum impact and certainly not past the point of
maximum headlines. Not only will the improvements from the restrictive policies not show up in
the data for weeks (as we saw in Italy), but the reported data may get worse. With increased
testing, it will look like more and more new cases showing up. That doesn't necessarily mean
that there are more new cases; it just means that all of a sudden, we know about them. As testing
gets better, and as we know more about how many cases there really are, things could look worse
even as they're getting better. Expect to see this story in the headlines, and be prepared for it.
How Will We Know When Things Are Getting Better?
We’ll know when the chart below shows a decrease in new infections. Right now, the U.S. chart
looks scary, but so did the charts for the other countries before they put the appropriate policies
in place. Plus, there is reason to believe the actual results may be better than we saw in other
countries.
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As mentioned, we are probably close to the point of peak actual infections, now that restrictive
measures are in place for a large part of the population. But we don’t know that, and we don’t
know when the curve will bend down. The first sign will be when the reported new cases first
stabilize, then roll over, and then start to decline. Keep an eye on this chart.
We are not at that point yet. Now, we see disease growth combined with better reporting
appearing to spike the case count. But if China, South Korea, and Italy are good guides, we
should see that point in the next month. That will be when things are getting better, even if the
headlines continue to get worse. Expect to see that, and understand that the underlying situation
is likely improving, even as the headlines get worse.

Can We Solve the Problem?
We are already at or close to the maximum public perception of risk. When all of the
professional sports seasons were cancelled, pretty much everybody in the country started to
realize what was going on. With that, and with all the follow-up coverage, people know what the
problem is, they know what to do, and by and large they are doing it. This awareness is what is
needed to beat the virus. The public reaction has been a good sign because it has enabled
governments to take the measures that they need to. We wouldn't have had a national emergency
without that public perception of risk. We would not have had the restrictions that we're seeing
right now, which will solve the problem over time, without that public perception of risk. The
panic has been a key part of solving the problem. While we are not there yet, we are on the way.
Other reasons to be optimistic relate to the simple fact that the U.S. is a very spread out country.
Most of the outbreaks have been in very concentrated populations, where people live on top of
one another and have multiple exposures (e.g., daily public transit use). That describes China,
Italy, and South Korea, as well as the major outbreaks in the U.S., such as New York, Seattle,
and Boston. In less concentrated areas, we see much less spread. We still need to isolate to
control, because we don’t want to see that spread start there, but we are in a much better position
to do so.
Here's the Good News
This is the real takeaway for the pandemic itself: it is real, it is serious, and we need to react. The
good news is that we are doing just that—and that will bring the virus under control. This
situation is not the apocalypse, but rather another solvable and survivable challenge. That’s the
good news.
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