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The study says that “the continually high percentage contribution of work-related infections, despite work distancing being effective,
suggests that the workplace is a key infection site in Singapore”. ST PHOTO: BENJAMIN SEETOR

Workplace distancing

more effective than

school closures: Study

Sick adults more likely to go to work than kids
are to go to school, spreading virus, it finds

Salma Khalik
Senior Health Correspondent

Workplace distancing is far more ef-
fective in reducing the spread of
Covid-19 than school closures, said
ateam of experts.

They noted in a study that sick
adults are more likely to go to work
than sick children are to go to
school. The adults would spread the
virus to co-workers, who would
bring itback to their own homes.

The team - mostly from the Na-
tional University of Singapore Saw
Swee Hock School of Public
Health - said workplace distanc-
ing, quarantine and school clo-
sures combined give the best
outcome, an approach that should
be immediately deployed “if local
secondary transmission is con-
firmed within Singapore. How-
ever, quarantine and workplace
distancing should be prioritised
over school closure”.

Singapore is not at the stage
where all these measures need to
be in place yet, said Associate Pro-

fessor Alex Cook, one of the au-
thors of the study, which was
funded by the Ministry of Health
and the Singapore Population
Health Improvement Centre.

The team assessed various scenar-
ios and the effectiveness of differ-
ent strategies to keep patient num-
bers within manageable propor-
tions - flattening the infection
curve, as it is called. Their calcula-
tions start from the moment 100
unidentified patients in Singapore
may be spreading the disease in the
community.

The study uses the median from
1,000 simulations carried out for
each of five scenarios: doing noth-
ing; quarantine; workplace distanc-
ing; school closures; and a combina-
tionof the last three.

If all three measures are in place,
infection numbers would range
from 1,800 to more than 250,000
by day 80, depending on the rate of
transmission.

The lower number is based on a
rate of one person infecting 1.5 oth-
ers; the upper figure is from one per-
son infecting 2.5 others. These are

the ranges experts have given for
the transmissibility of the virus.

At the lower rate, workplace dis-
tancing would reduce the number of
people infected by day 80 to 4,000.
There would be 10,000 infected peo-
pleifonlyschools were closed.

Health Minister Gan Kim Yong
told Parliament last Wednesday:
“If we do nothing, the number of
cases will shoot up, like what hap-
pened in several cities and coun-
triesrecently.”

The study, published in The
Lancet Infectious Diseases journal
last Monday, noted that if no mea-
sures had been taken, the number
of infections here would have been
between 279,000 and 1.2 million by
day 80.

If Singapore had not started con-
tact tracing and quarantining close
contacts, there would have been
100 unidentified people with
Covid-19 by early last month, with
day 80 falling in mid-April.

Prof Cook said the scenarios ap-
ply when contact tracing is no
longer possible because of the vol-
ume of cases, which is not the situa-
tion yet.

“At present, transmission is still
being contained here: The large in-
crease in cases has been driven by
citizens and residents returning
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from outbreak areas. But there’s no
evidence that contact tracing is
‘breaking down’ because of this.

“At least for now, there would be
little benefit to closing schools. I'm
sure that this option will be consid-
ered if children start to play a more
importantrole in the outbreak.”

But he said people who can work
from home should do so. “Older
people, including working-age
adults, are at greater risk of compli-
cations, which is why work distanc-
ingis being promoted.”

The study said: “The continually
high percentage contribution of
work-related infections, despite
work distancing being effective,
suggests that the workplace is a key
infection site in Singapore.”

This was supported by Mr Gan: “In
Singapore, we saw a few local clus-
ters emerge where individuals who
were feeling unwell or had medical
certificates... did not minimise so-
cial contact, and continued to at-
tend work or social activities.”

Singapore invoked the Infectious
Diseases Act last Wednesday, giv-
ing the Government the power to
punish those who flout Covid-19-re-
lated medical leave.

The study added that another
area of concern is the Singaporean
habit of eating out.

from the time there are 100 unidentified people with Covid-19.
Figures may not add up due to rounding off.
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About 75 per cent of people go to
a hawker centre at least once a
week, according to the Ministry of
the Environment and Water Re-
sources. If possible, people should
be incentivised to stay at home
and practise workplace distanc-
ing, the study noted.

Singapore has closed all pubs, dis-
cos and other leisure locations
where crowds gather. Eating joints
have been told to keep groups of pa-
trons separated by 1m.

The study indicated that most in-
fections, whether interventions are
in place or not, would be in the east
and north-eastofthe country. Most
of the spread would oceur in homes
or the community.

The study acknowledged thatin-
terventions needed to prevent
community transmission might
not be widely supported by the
population.

But it added: “Current govern-
ment-led outbreak control mea-
sures will only be successful with
public cooperation through exercis-
ing good hygiene, infection preven-
tion in shared spaces, and adequate
education to understand when
symptoms might be indicative of a
potential Sars-CoV-2infection.”
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