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Mixed corona balance: side effects and lessons learned from the
pandemic in African countries

The WHO has ended the Corona emergency, but the consequences will keep
African countries busy for a long time. Socially, economically, politically and also
in the fight against other infectious diseases. The balance sheet is mixed.

by Leonie March
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The Corona emergency was lifted  a week ago by the World Health Organization
. However, the consequences of the pandemic and of measures such as lock-
downs are still clearly felt in African countries: socially, economically, politically
and also in the fight against other infectious diseases. Scientists and health au-
thorities draw a mixed conclusion. Some diseases have been pushed into the

background by Covid-19. But there are also successes.

The worst fears have not come true, the "people in Africa’ did not die “on the
streets’, as virologist Christian Drosten predicted in an interview in March 2020

But the pandemic has had massive side effects in many of the continent’s more
than 50 countries. The fight against other infectious diseases, prevention and edu-
cation programs, laboratory capacities and basic health care have been scaled

back in view of the focus on Covid-19. Many patients avoided clinics and hospitals
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for fear of contagion or were unable to reach them because public transport was

restricted.

The pandemic was a wake-up call

Quarraisha Abdool Karim emphasizes that this situation was a "wake-up call” The
South African is one of the world's leading HIV scientists and sits on the steering
committee of UNAIDS. On the African continent, HIV/AIDS is still one of the lead-
ing causes of death, with more than 400,000 deaths in 2019 . Abdool Karim's
home country of South Africa has the highest number of HIV-infected people in
the world — almost eight million people. One lesson from Corona is clear, says
Abdool Karim: “We cannot drop everything as soon as a new epidemic or pan-
demic begins. There are consequences if we freeze action to fight HIV or tubercu-
losis as soon as a new virus emerges.” These consequences inctude, for example,
preventable ones (https./wwwiriffreporterde/de/ international/suedafrika-krankenhaus-

aerzte-corona-tuberkuloselnew infections or drug resistance

As everywhere on the continent, the South African government imposed a lock-
down as the first measure to prevent the chronically overburdened health sys-
tems from collapsing. Routine health services have been curtailed or temporarily
halted. That was also necessary at the time when the Sars-CoV-2 virus was still lit-
tle researched, says Abdool Karim. "The HIV and other central services were re-
opened very quickly, within a few weeks This was crucial for the seamless treat-
ment (https.//www.riffreporter.de/de/international/suedafrika-hiv-aids-corona-medika-
mente-schliessfach-impfung) - around five and a half million HIV-positive people in

South Africa take antiretroviral drugs.
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HIV activist explains

Less HIV testing, fewer new treatments

"However, various studies  show an effect of the pandemic on HIV tests and the
start of treatment,' says Abdool Karim: Significantly fewer South Africans took an
HIV test, and significantly fewer began treatment with medication. According to
figures from the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Malaria and Tuberculosis, the number
of HIV tests in 2021 fell by around 40 percent compared to 2019. This was a major
setback, because to reduce new infections, it is crucial that people know their sta-

tus and viral load is reduced by medication.

Abdool Karim sees two reasons for this decline: the capacities of the clinics fo-
cused on Covid-1g and a new pattern of patient behavior. "They were afraid of get-
ting infected with Covid-19 in the health facilities” That was the case, especially at
the beginning, but tests and new treatments have increased again in the mean-

time. Although not as quickly as she would have liked, the researcher adds.
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Civil society has been important during the pandemic

In countries like East African Rwanda, HIV programs were soon back on track. "This
is mainly thanks to the cooperation with our strong civil society network,” empha-
sizes Eric Remera. The doctor heads the HIV department at the Rwanda

Biomedical Centre, an agency that puts the Ministry of Health's plans into practice.

So-called peer educators are in close contact with patients and risk groups. For
example, they distributed HIV self-tests during the pandemic and set up a hotline
for questions from the population. “These are people that everyone respects and
trusts," explains Remera; who would know who had problems and who needed
new medication. In addition, patients who are on stable medication can also re-
ceive prescriptions for three to six months. "The lockdown lasted 45 days and

around 75 per cent of patients have at least a three-month supply. So it had little

impact,” Remera said.

Mosquito in front of the Rwanda Biomedical Centre, Kigali

https:/iwww.riffreporter.de/de/international/ende-corona-pandemie-folgen-lehren-afrika-krankheiten-masern-hiv 4/9



512123, 12:29 PM Afrika: Durchwachsene Bilanz der Corona-Pandemie

A similar system has also proven itself with regard to other infectious diseases
such as malaria. As in many African countries, community health workers in
Rwanda are the first point of contact for health issues in their villages. During the
lockdown, they were free to move about, handing out mosquito nets directly to
households, conducting tests and making sure patients were treated promptly. In
this way, the care of the population was ensured even at a time when many peo-
ple were insecure and did not dare to go to the clinics. In this way, it was possible
to prevent the corona pandemic from permanently affecting the fight against
malaria, HIV and tuberculosis - at least in Rwanda. Not all countries on the conti-

nent have been so successful.

Pandemic consequences for women and children are particularly
pronounced

The focus of health systems on Covid-1g for women and children  in many
African countries had a clear impact. Family planning programs were interrupted,
the number of safe births in clinics fell, and preventive and aftercare for pregnant
women and newborns was restricted, as was intensive care treatment. At a virtual
press conference  in late January 2023, WHO Regional Director for Africa
Matshidiso Moeti highlighted the failures in routine immunization: "Vaccination
campaigns for children under the age of five have been disrupted in significant

ways!

Millions of young children have not received primary immunization against dis-
eases such as polio, yellow fever, meningitis, diphtheria or measles. These dis-
eases are now breaking out again. The number of measles cases  in the first
quarter of 2022 was 400 percent higher than in the same period of the previous
year. Outbreaks have been registered in 20 African countries, Moeti said. This ac-
cumulation is “unprecedented” and can be counted among the “effects of the
Covid 19 pandemic”. Campaigns were then launched throughout the region, which
are now having an effect: “Not only have we caught up, but in 2022 we had higher

vaccination rates than before the pandemic,” Moeti sums up.

One of the countries hit by a measles outbreak is Liberia in West Africa. At a press

conference, the country's Minister of Health, Wilhemina Jallah, attributed this to
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*vaccination myths’, among other things. "Everywhere people were afraid that they
would be infected with Covid-19 through the vaccination and they stopped taking
their children to the clinics! Awareness campaigns with the help of citizens in the
communities had had an effect, but only "late”. . Many children had missed the
measles vaccination, and outbreaks had occurred in several parts of the country.
"The lesson we learned from this was that the communities have to be involved
from the start,” says Jallah. Vaccination concerns now seem to have been dis-
pelled. Liberia is one of the African countries with the highest corona vaccination

rate.

Scientists in the laboratory in Cape Town

African countries are learning lessons from the pandemic

According to the WHO Africa Director, successes like this deserve more attention:
“Sometimes we focus too much on the negative effects of the pandemic. We
learned a lot, built new capacities and expanded the reach of our health services!

The investments in the fight against Covid-19 have paid off and have had an im-
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pact after the pandemic. For example, the intensive care bed capacity has been
expanded, which will also benefit patients with other diseases in the future, In ad-
dition, the mechanisms and structures for dealing with future health emergencies

have been strengthened.

It is now a matter of implementing proven strategies and better preparing the
countries in the region for future pandemics. This requires access to integrated
health services, solid data, vaccines and, last but not least, the cooperation of the
population. Moeti also emphasizes the importance of communities and civil soci-
ety organizations (https./wwwiriffreporterde/de/international/suedafrika-zivilge-
seltschaft) . They had played a "central role” during the pandemic and could con-

tinue to help improve access to health services in the future.

This access must not only exist, but also be fair and inclusive, emphasizes the
South African HIV researcher Quarraisha Abdool Karim. Because as you
strengthen health systems, you always have to think about who might be Left be-
hind. Information, prevention and treatment should be open to everyone, without
exclusion, fear of discrimination or stigmatization. According to the motto “Leave
no one behind’, coined by WHO Director-General Tedros. “If everyone doesn't ben-
efit if we continue to think in terms of ‘us and them’, we'll still be having this con-
versation 20 years from now," says Abdool Karim. This can also be understood as a
dig at the unequatl global vaccine distribution
(https./wwwiriffreporterde/de/international/covid-patent-impfung-afrika-wto) during

the corona pandemic.

WHO Africa Director Moeti said at the end of January that while the risk of Covid-
19 is decreasing, her concern about cholera outbreaks is growing. In that month
alone, the number of cases reported to the WHO was about a third of the total
cases in the previous year. From the beginning of the year to mid-March, the WHO
registered more than 130,000 cholera cases and 3,000 deaths. Although these
outbreaks are not a consequence of a pandemic in the narrower sense, they do
make it clear that the African continent is constantly fighting infectious diseases.
And, Moeti adds: 'The increasing number of countries in which cholera breaks out
is putting immense pressure on the worldwide limited vaccine stocks.” Against this

background, too, Moeti supports the expansion and construction of vaccine pro-
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duction facilities (https./www.riffreporterde/de/international/afrika-impfstoff-produk-
tion-ziel-unabhaengig-import-herausforderung)on the African continent. So that the

next pandemic will bring fewer side effects.

This article first appeared on Spektrum.de . This is a slightly updated version.
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