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———— Letter to the Editor

COVID-19: Is Reinfection a Threat or Not?

Juliin Felipe PORRAS VILLAMIL’, *Mario Javier OLIVERA ?

1. Facultad de Medicina, Universidad Nacional de Colombia, Bogotd DC, Colombia
2. Grupo de Parasitologia, Instituto Nacional de Salud, Bogotd DC, Colombia

*Corresponding Author: Email: moliverajr@gmail.com

(Received 08 Mar 2020; accepted 19 Mar 2020)

Dear Editor-in-Chief

The culprit of the latest pandemic, identified as
SARS-CoV-2, was detected between Nov and
Dec 2019, when it was isolated from throat
swabs in Chinese patients (1). Since then it has
caused devastating effects in several regions spe-
cially in Italy, USA and Spain, and it was declared
as a pandemic by the WHO several weeks ago
(1). As of Mar 23, at least 600,000 cases have
been confirmed around the world with as much
as 30,000 reported deaths; deepening the prob-
lem, the virus can be detected even 25 d after
symptom onset filling even more the possible
concerns regarding the control of this new public
health threat. Another, one of these concerns in
this new pandemic is the possibility of reinfec-
tion, in this article we strive to present some evi-
dence regarding this possibility.

Now, the cutrrent available evidence is not as
clear, the press and several newspapers have giv-
en light on reports of some of such happenings,
but the characteristics and contexts of the cases
are somewhat unclear. Although we could not
find case reports in indexed journals providing
evidence of reinfection in patients, we found a
research letter which provides some information
regarding this aspect: in this articles, the authors
show some results of some patients, who recov-
ered from COVID-19, which were negative at
medical discharge were in follow-up positive
again (2).

Several articles published between Feb and Mar
by the press related some cases similar to the
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ones reported in the aforementioned research
letter (3-5), in this cases the patients were dis-
charged testing negative and without symptoms
just to return several days later with symptoms
and testing positive again. These types of cases
were reported to occur in China, Japan, and Ko-
rea. Even as this is what was stated in the press,
these cases could be the result of faulty tests,
false positive, discrepancies between tests, prema-
ture medical discharges or they are sick of other
causes and test positive for dormant fragments of
the disease (6). Even as this could be the case this
positivity after discharge could be fairly common,
at least 14% (7). However, there is a silver lining,
a small study on monkeys could suggest that rein-
fection is of little or no concern (8). Unfortunate-
ly, this study is relatively small, it has been not
peer-reviewed and most likely is not strong
enough to provide good evidence (8).

Finally, right know SARS-CoV-2 has become one
of the greatest public health threats of the last
decades, cases and death toll have rising dramati-
cally over the last weeks, businesses and lives
have been shattered, normal lives disrupted, and
the end of the epidemic is still far. At the mo-
ment mitigating the effects of the pandemic on
normal lives and vulnerable populations is what’s
important, afterward as with SARS-CoV-2, con-
trolling community transmission will be vital (9),
although at the moment it is rather difficult, even
with strict measures and a strong public health
system.

Available at:  http://ijph.tums.ac.ir



http://ijph.tums.ac.ir/

Porras Villamil & Olivera: COVID-19: Is Reinfection a Threat ...

What goes against the possibility of reinfection as
a public health problem is that immunity to pan-
demic coronavirus should: last a fair amount of
time: immunoglobulin count in patients that suf-
fered other pandemic coronavirus lasted for at
least two years indicating that patients could be
susceptible to reinfection after three years (10).
This finding of the time of an adequate presence
of the tools used by the immune system to fight
infections contrasts with those suggested in the
reports of reinfection, since although immunity
may fade over time, but not on the scale of weeks
as these reports suggest. On the other hand, the
tests used are very sensitive to detect viral genetic
material and, although the patient has recovered
from COVID-19 infection, fragments of the vi-
rus can persist in the human body - while the
immune system eliminates them - and these
fragments can be detected by these tests, but it is
not a new infection.

One additional problem for control and is that at
least two types SARS-CoV-2 may be circulating,
one more lethal than the other. As well, reports
of possible reinfection are not readily available,
and information is relatively scarce. Finally, one
of the problems is that the press, newspaper
journals and other new outlets depend of sensa-
tionalistic news to survive. They sought discord
on purpose, sensationalistic news and headings;
they also hide information, are sometimes biased,
and sometimes put opinions as facts. Therefore,
it should not be assumed that these patients re-
covered from COVID-19 were reinfected again,
but more studies should be done.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare no conflict of interest.

113

References

1.

9.

Wu F, Zhao S, Yu B et al (2020). A new
coronavirus  associated ~ with  human
respiratory disease in China. Nature, 579
(7798): 265-209.

Lan L, Xu D, Ye G et al (2020). Positive RT-
PCR test results in patients recovered from
COVID-19. JAMA, doi:
10.1001 /jama.2020.2783

Stanway D, Kelland, K (2020). Explainer:
Coronavirus reappears in discharged patients,
raising questions in containment fight.
https:/ /www.reuters.com/article/us-china-
health-reinfection-explainer/explainer-
coronavirus-reappears-in-discharged-patients-
raising-questions-in-containment-fight-
idUSKCN20M124

Su A (2020). They survived the coronavirus.
Then they tested positive again. Why?.
https:/ /www.latimes.com/wotld-
nation/story/2020-03-13/china-japan-korea-
coronavirus-reinfection-test-positive

NHK (2020). Japanese man tests positive for
coronavirus again.
https:/ /www3.nhk.or.jp/nhkworld/en/news
/20200315_13/

McGleenon B (2020). Coronavirus reinfection
threat: China and Japan see patients catch
deadly virus twice.

Liugian L, Huang, S, Wei, H (2020). 14% of
Recovered Covid-19 Patients in Guangdong
Tested Positive Again.
https:/ /www.caixinglobal.com/2020-02-
26/14-of-recovered-covid-19-patients-in-
guangdong-tested-positive-again-

101520415 html

Bao L, Deng W, Gao H et al (2020). Reinfection
could not occur in SARS-CoV-2 infected
thesus macaques. bioRoxiy,
https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.03.13.990226

Low DE (2004). Why SARS will not return: a
polemic. CMAJ, 170(1):68-9.

10. Wu LP, Wang NC, Chang YH et al (2007).

Duration of antibody responses after severe
acute respiratory syndrome. Ewerg Infect Dis,
13(10):1562-1564.

Available at:  http://ijph.tums.ac.ir



http://ijph.tums.ac.ir/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-health-reinfection-explainer/explainer-coronavirus-reappears-in-discharged-patients-raising-questions-in-containment-fight-idUSKCN20M124
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-health-reinfection-explainer/explainer-coronavirus-reappears-in-discharged-patients-raising-questions-in-containment-fight-idUSKCN20M124
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-health-reinfection-explainer/explainer-coronavirus-reappears-in-discharged-patients-raising-questions-in-containment-fight-idUSKCN20M124
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-health-reinfection-explainer/explainer-coronavirus-reappears-in-discharged-patients-raising-questions-in-containment-fight-idUSKCN20M124
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-health-reinfection-explainer/explainer-coronavirus-reappears-in-discharged-patients-raising-questions-in-containment-fight-idUSKCN20M124
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-health-reinfection-explainer/explainer-coronavirus-reappears-in-discharged-patients-raising-questions-in-containment-fight-idUSKCN20M124
https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2020-03-13/china-japan-korea-coronavirus-reinfection-test-positive
https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2020-03-13/china-japan-korea-coronavirus-reinfection-test-positive
https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2020-03-13/china-japan-korea-coronavirus-reinfection-test-positive
https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2020-03-13/china-japan-korea-coronavirus-reinfection-test-positive
https://www3.nhk.or.jp/nhkworld/en/news/20200315_13/
https://www3.nhk.or.jp/nhkworld/en/news/20200315_13/
https://www.caixinglobal.com/2020-02-26/14-of-recovered-covid-19-patients-in-guangdong-tested-positive-again-101520415.html
https://www.caixinglobal.com/2020-02-26/14-of-recovered-covid-19-patients-in-guangdong-tested-positive-again-101520415.html
https://www.caixinglobal.com/2020-02-26/14-of-recovered-covid-19-patients-in-guangdong-tested-positive-again-101520415.html
https://www.caixinglobal.com/2020-02-26/14-of-recovered-covid-19-patients-in-guangdong-tested-positive-again-101520415.html
https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.03.13.990226
https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.03.13.990226

