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RISING risK
of dengue
uring Covid-19

Vigilance is needed to fight dengue: The risk rises with more
people staying home, exposed to dengue clusters; and humid,
rainy weather also favours its spread
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and Amanda
Makha Bifani

For The Straits Times

As the Covid-19 pandemic engulfs
both the world’s attention and
healthcare resources, less
attentionis being given tolarge
disease outbreaks from a more
familiar viral pathogen - the
dengue virus.

Dengue cases, caused by the
dengue virus, are being reported at
an alarming rate from numerous
countriesin Latin Americaand
Asia, including Singapore.

The National Environment
Agency (NEA) hasreported more
than 7,000 cases of dengue herein
the first 415 months of this year,
with more than 30 high-risk and
80 medium-risk clusters spread
across the country.

The current dengue epidemicis
explained by the shiftin the most
prevalent type of dengue (from
type 2 to type 3) inapopulation
with historically low immunity to
type 3.

The situation could be further
exacerbated by sporadic rainfall
patternsin the coming months. If
major actions are not taken to
mitigate transmission, the number
of dengue casesin Singapore this
yearis predicted to far exceed that
lastyear.

CHALLENGES OF ADUAL
OUTBREAK

Singapore’s healthcare and public
health systems are currently
fighting two fierce battles — against
the emergence of Covid-19 and the
re-emergence of dengue.

To make matters worse, many of
the early disease features, such as
muscle and body aches, fever,
fatigue and headache, overlap
between Covid-19 and dengue.

This early similarity presents
primary healthcare personnel with
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the challenging task of
. differentiating between the two
: infectious diseases.

In Singapore, two patients were

mistakenly diagnosed with
: dengue, only to belater reclassified :
: as Covid-19 patients.

As Covid-19 and dengue have

: distinct methods of transmission

¢ andrequire different containment
: measures, accurate diagnosis of

: theinfectious virusis required to

: provide suitable care for patients

¢ and safetyprecautions for

: healthcare workers.

Although co-infections of

: dengue and Covid-19 have yetto be
: reported, the possibility of such

: co-infections occurring cannot be

: ruled out,and may pose a further

: challenge for healthcare settings.

Hence, with the immense focus

: andresources beingallocated to

: controlling the Covid-19 pandemic,
: itis critical to remain vigilant when
: itcomes to the diagnosis of dengue.

Dengue is a familiar enemy to

: Many of the early disease features of dengue and Covid-19 are similar, making it
: challenging to differentiate between them, say the writers. ST PHOTO: LIM YAOHUI

: Singaporeans,and thus we havea

¢ plethora of resources dedicated to

: combating the virus. However,

: facinga dengue outbreakunder

: circuit breaker conditions presents
anew and unique set of challenges.

; Covid-19 control measuresaimto :

: containarespiratory pathogen,

: while dengue is spread by

: mosquitoes, and respiratory

: control measures will not impact

: themosquito vector. In fact, the

: unprecedented circuitbreaker

. measures have halted most

: non-essential work and thus

. altered the social behaviour of the

: community.

As the majority of dengue clusters

: arefoundinresidential areas, the

: increase in time that people spend

: athome, especially during the

: morningand early evening when

: Aedes mosquitoes are at the peak of
¢ theirblood-seeking behaviour,

: raises therisk of getting bitten by

: dengue-carrying Aedes

! mosquitoes.
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Therefore, during this circuit

. breaker period, the NEA has

: advised residents and workplaces
: tobe extravigilantand to

: implement strict vector control

' measures on their premises,

. including the removal of stagnant
¢ water and spraying of insecticide.

: BEYOND THE CIRCUIT BREAKER

. Asthe circuit breaker restrictions
. aresetto ease after June 1, it is

: important to approach the future
: with caution.

The impact of the Covid-19

§ pandemic on dengue control
. effortsisyet unclear. For the
: immediate future following the
. circuit breaker, Covid-19 will
. rightlyremainat the forefront.

Asschools and workplaces are

. setto reopen, itisimportant that

. their premises be closely

: monitored for mosquito-breeding
: sitesso thatindividuals canreturn
: todengue-safe environments.

Additionally, employees have

! beenurged to telecommute as

: much as possible to ensure safe

: workplaces, which means thata

. large proportion of the workforce
: will still be working from home.

Hence, those residing in dengue

. transmission clusters will continue
. tobe at high risk of dengue

: exposure.Asrain, warmthand

: humidity are forecast toincrease in
: the coming months, the current

: upward trajectory of dengue cases

. ispredicted to escalate. This is of

: concernasitisestimated that half

. the Singaporean population has

: never had a dengue infection.

Dengue type 3, the currently

i circulating virus, is the type most

| : associated with disease during

. primaryinfection, thus the current
. outbreakis more likely tolead to

. severe cases.

Historically, dengue types1or2

havebeen the dominant types
: foundin Singapore, and are likely

toreturn at some pointin the
future, as dengue outbreaks

. generally occur every two to four

: years. This presents further

: complicationsasasecondary

. infection by dengue type 2 is often
: associated with severe disease.

With dengue type 3 currently

. threateningsevere disease from

. primary infections, and the

¢ likelihood of dengue type 2

: returning withits attendant risk of
. severe secondary infections, it is

clear that Singapore must not letits

: guard down in the fight against
. dengue.

While the dengue outbreak s

. currentlyovershadowed by the

¢ global magnitude of the Covid-19

: pandemic, the size of the current

. dengue outbreak may set the stage
. for the severity of future dengue

. outbreaksin Singapore.
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