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Your most urgent questions about the new
coronavirus

Image 1. Children wear masks at a train station in Hong Kong, January 22, 2020. A new coronavirus emerged in Wuhan, China, in
December 2019. As of February 10, 2020, it had infected more than 40,000 people globally and resulted in more than 900 deaths. Photo:
Kin Cheung/AP Photo

Scientists are racing to unravel the mysteries of a new coronavirus that recently emerged in China.

The outbreak is now a global public health emergency, the World Health Organization said on

January 30. As of February 10, the virus had infected more than 40,000 people globally and

resulted in more than 900 deaths. Its rapid spread has sparked global concern. It also is triggering

many questions from researchers and the public alike. In this rapidly evolving epidemic, many

unknowns remain.

Here's what we know so far about what's known as the 2019 novel coronavirus, or 2019-nCoV. 

What is 2019-nCoV?

Coronaviruses are one of a variety of viruses that typically cause colds. But three members of this

viral family have caused more severe outbreaks that include pneumonia (a type of inflammatory

lung disease) and risk of death. The first was severe acute respiratory syndrome, or SARS. Then
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came Middle East respiratory syndrome, or MERS. Now there is 2019-nCoV. This latest

coronavirus first emerged in Wuhan, China.

When did the outbreak start?

Chinese officials notified the World Health Organization on December 31, 2019, of an unknown

pneumonia-like disease in 44 patients. Initial reports tied this disease to a seafood market in

Wuhan, a city in central China's Hubei Province.

But the earliest cases may not be related to exposure

at the market. That's what a team of Chinese

researchers reported January 24 in The Lancet. The

earliest known patient got sick on December 1. He had

not been exposed to the market, according to the

study, although the first person who died had been.

"The market was not the [source of the] index case. It

was an amplifier," said Anthony Fauci. "People

crowded in the market infected each other." Fauci directs the National Institute of Allergy and

Infectious Diseases in Bethesda, Maryland.

Where did the virus come from?

Coronaviruses originate in wild animals. Sometimes they leap to humans.

Current data suggest that the virus made the leap from animals to humans just once and that since

then it has been moving between people. Based on how closely related the viruses are that have

been isolated from patients, animals from the seafood market probably didn't give people the virus

multiple times (as researchers once thought). 

Can it infect pets?

There are currently no reports of pets getting sick with 2019-nCoV.

Several types of coronaviruses can infect animals, and in some cases it can make them ill. So the

U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, or CDC, advises avoiding contact with pets and

wearing a face mask if you are sick.

While the CDC recommends that people traveling to China avoid animals, the agency says there is

no reason to believe that animals or pets in the United States can transmit the virus.

What are the symptoms of a 2019-nCoV infection?

People sickened by the new virus may develop a fever, cough and difficulty breathing, according to

the CDC. Though many people with 2019-nCoV might experience mild symptoms, others can

develop pneumonia.

The CDC reports that symptoms of 2019-nCoV may appear from two to 14 days after exposure. On

average, it may take someone five days to become visibly sick, researchers reported January 29 in

the New England Journal of Medicine. That number, however, is based on only 10 patients, so it

needs further study, the researchers wrote.
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How infectious is the virus?

Researchers don't yet know, but since 2019-nCoV has never infected humans before last year,

people have not yet developed immunity to it. So it's likely that everyone is vulnerable to becoming

infected.

How long does it stay on surfaces?

Researchers aren't sure, but not very long. Or that's what they expect, based on what they know

about other coronaviruses. These viruses typically survive on a surface for only a few hours, notes

Nancy Messonnier. She directs the CDC's National Center for Immunization and Respiratory

Disease in Atlanta, Georgia. 

While it's still unclear how the new virus spreads, coronaviruses in general are thought to be

spread primarily by respiratory droplets. These are spread when patients cough, for instance.

There is no evidence suggesting 2019-nCoV can be transmitted from things such as imported

goods, according to the CDC.

How does it spread?

The new virus is spreading from person to person. Like SARS and MERS, it probably spreads

between people similarly to other respiratory diseases, the CDC says. Respiratory droplets from an

infected person's cough or sneeze can carry the virus to someone new.

Some coronaviruses can cause the common cold. Severe coronaviruses infect deeper parts of the

respiratory tract than cold viruses do. So infected people are not usually contagious until they start

to show symptoms, says Stanley Perlman. He's a virologist at the University of Iowa in Iowa City.

There have been some reports of people without symptoms spreading 2019-nCoV. And because

people might be infected and not show obvious symptoms, doctors should isolate patients and

trace their contacts as soon as possible.

How far has 2019-nCoV spread?

So far, it's not clear how many people the virus has sickened. Epidemiologists — researchers who

work as disease detectives — are attempting to come up with a good estimate.

Through the end of January, most of the thousands of people with confirmed diagnoses of the new

virus have been in China. But several other countries — 27 as of February 7 — also reported

isolated cases. Many of these patients had just returned from a trip to China.

A few countries outside China are now reporting human-to-human transmission, including

Vietnam, Germany and the United States.

How deadly is the disease?

The coronaviruses that cause colds usually bring fairly mild symptoms. They tend to just affect the

upper airways (sinuses and throat). But the new virus is more like SARS and MERS. It penetrates

much deeper into the respiratory tract. 2019-nCoV is "a disease that causes more lung disease than

sniffles," says Fauci of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases. It's damage to the

lungs that can make these viruses deadly.
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An analysis of 99 hospitalized patients, including the first cases from Wuhan, shows that 17

developed what is known as acute respiratory distress syndrome. It's a condition that affects the

lungs and can limit the blood from getting enough oxygen. Eleven of these patients would go on to

die from multiple organ failure. 

Right now, the 2019-nCoV death rate appears to be about four in every 100 infected people. That's

what the World Health Organization reported on January 23. But that number may well change as

more cases are diagnosed, Fauci notes.

What is the situation in the U.S.?

As of February 4, health officials had confirmed the coronavirus in 11 people. These included two

infected by someone else in the U.S.

Twenty U.S. airports began actively screening travelers from China for symptoms in late January.

Because of the relatively rapid release of information from China, countries like the U.S. have had

time to put strong screening procedures in place. 

What are the best ways to protect yourself?

There is no drug or vaccine to treat or prevent 2019-nCoV. But there are things people can do to

limit the chance they will become infected. And they aren't much different from what you'd do to

keep from picking up colds or the flu, the CDC says. 

Wash your hands with soap and water for at least 20 seconds. Other tips include covering your

mouth when you cough or sneeze. Finally, don't touch your eyes, nose or mouth. Who knows what

viruses might have been on surfaces that you touched?


