
Covid-19 is a pandemic now: what is in the name? 

 

On Wednesday 11
th

 March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) 

declared the ongoing Covid-19 (Corona Virus) issue, a “pandemic”. This 

is almost ten weeks after the first 40 cases were reported in Wuhan, 

China, now affecting 120,000 cases in 100 countries (as of today: 11
th

 

March 2020)  

 

So, let us look at the following points: 

1. What is a “Pandemic”? 

2. Examples of pandemics in recent history 

3. What does it implies labeling an infection, as pandemic?  

 

1. The Terms: 

Sporadic refers to a disease that occurs infrequently and irregularly.  

Endemic refers to the constant presence and/or usual prevalence of a 

disease or infectious agent in a population within a geographic area. 

Epidemic refers to an increase, often sudden, in the number of cases of 

a disease above what is normally expected in that population in that 

area. Outbreak carries the same definition of epidemic, but is often 

used for a more limited geographic area. 

Pandemic refers to an epidemic that has spread over several countries 

or continents, usually affecting a large number of people. It 

overwhelms resources quickly, both financial and health care. 

(Ref: Center of Disease Control US;  

 



Examples of Pandemics: 

In 2009, H1N1 influenza was the latest pandemic, affecting one in five 

people on the planet. It was not so deadly however, with mortality 

around 0.02 percent, not overwhelming the medical services at large.  

In 1918-19, the influenza pandemic affected almost 500 million people 

in the world, almost a quarter of its inhabitants. It’s mortality is not 

accurately known, but is estimated to be around 40 to 50 million.  

The recent SAARS in 2002-3 and MERS in 2012 (both also caused by 

different corona viruses) although more lethal than the current Covid-

19, were not pandemic, as they affected populations restricted to 

certain geographical areas (China/Hing Kong and the Middle East 

respectively). 

“Black Death” and Smallpox have been other examples of pandemics in 

the previous centuries. 

  

2. Implications of an infections being labeled as pandemic 

A disease outbreak is labelled as a pandemic when it is widespread, 

over several countries, affecting large number of people. The 

disease must also be infectious with human to human transmission. 

A “pandemic” disease sounds much threatening than “outbreak.” It 

should actually be lesser related to the seriousness of the disease than 

to the rapidity of actions taken by the authorities. 

Calling an outbreak a pandemic does not mean it cannot be controlled; 

it simply highlights the difficulties all nations would face to get rid of it 

and limit its damage through painstakingly slow process.  

 



Labeling a disease pandemic is necessary due to many reasons:  

a) When it is necessary to elevate the level of action taken by 

countries in order to limit spread of the infection and the damage 

caused by it. In other words, to get the world to respond to the 

situation with the seriousness it deserves. 

b) pandemics must be fought against at the international level, with 

multiple if not all countries taking actions, not a few as in the case 

of an epidemic.  

c) Public health measures are more effective aimed at reducing the 

spread of the disease when a pandemic occurs, rather than 

countries closing their borders against the affected countries, as 

the disease has crossed all boundaries. Countries however need 

to share knowledge, experience and expertise with one another 

to be able to conquer it across the globe 

d) Financial implications of a pandemic are huge. According to the 

World Bank, the annual global cost of moderate to severe 

pandemics is about $570 billion (about £440 billion) or 0.7 per 

cent of the world's income. The current Covid-19 has already seen 

heavy tolls on world economy with stock markets crashing all over 

and oil prices and currency values going mayhem. A UN report 

estimates that this current pandemic is estimated to cost the 

world about US one trillion Dollars. 

References: 

https://www.cdc.gov/csels/dsepd/ss1978/lesson1/section11.html 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/pandemic-what-meaning-coronavirus-

impact-uk-serious/ 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/03/1059011 

https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2020/3/11/21175061/who-declares-coronavirus-covid-19-

pandemic 


