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Dear Editor,

North Kivu (Figure 1) is the epicentre of the Kivu Conflict where armed conflict
between the military of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (Armed Forces of the
Democratic Republic of the Congo - FARDC) and the Hutu Power group has resulted
in violent armed clashes and inter-communal conflict [1]. With a 21,000-strong
force, United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo
(MONUSCO) constitutes the largest peacekeeping force currently in operation. This
area has about one million uprooted people and shares its borders with Uganda
and Rwanda, with cross border movement for trade. The humanitarian crisis and
deterioration of the security situation of this nature is expected to affect any

response to the outbreak [2].
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Figure 1. North Kivu [3]
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WHO described this combination of violence and disease outbreaks as a “perfect storm”, in their statement -
“A perfect storm of active conflict, limiting our ability to access civilians, distress by segments of the community,
already traumatized by decades of conflict and of murder” [4]. That in addition to misinformation by the
opposition party politicians and the attack on UN health workers makes medical aid challenging to deliver.

The Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) raged through Africa between 2014-2016, and went on to be the biggest
International Public Health Concern of International Concern (PHEIC) of the decade (Figure 2). Fragile
surveillance systems and weak public health infrastructure contributed to inability to contain this outbreak
and it quickly spread, enveloping the neighbouring countries and wreaking havoc. The WHO lifted the PHEIC
status on Africa’s Ebola situation on Mar 29, 2016, but the impact this epidemic had on the world, and principally
West Africa, is weighty. The 10th outbreak of Ebola virus disease in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC)
has been ongoing since August 2018. This is the largest-ever outbreak reported in the country and the world’s
second largest in history. It has been been declared a PHEIC on 17 Jul 2019 [5]. On 14 May 2020, the Ministry of
Health began the 42-day countdown to the declaration of the end of that outbreak. Cases had dropped to zero
by 17 Feb 2020 [6], but after 52 days without a case, surveillance and response teams on the ground confirmed
three new cases of Ebola in Beni health zone in mid-April [7] raising concerns of an animal reservoir.
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Figure 2. Ebola outbreak [8]

Healthcare workers (HCWs) caring for EVD patients are at the highest risk for contracting the disease.
Compounding the overwhelming effects EVD had on the HCWs, there was concomitant setbacks in the treatment
and control of major health issues like HIV, tuberculosis, measles, and malaria in these countries [9].

DRC'’s fight with EVD was just settling when WHO declared Covid-19 to be a PHEIC on Mar 12, 2020 [10]. DRC
announced its first case on Mar 10, 2020 - a Congolese man who had travelled from France and transited through
Kinshasa. The Ministry of Health and Social Affairs communiqués [11] reported 3763 cases (81 deaths, 512
recoveries, 7 cases transferred outside the country, 143 fresh cases in a day) and 2016 persons under observation
as of Jun 6 2020 with a transmission classification status as per WHO being Community Transmission. Covid-19
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continues to spread faster here than in the neighbouring countries like Senegal, which, together with Mali and
Nigeria, were the 4 countries which successfully tackled the 2014 Ebola outbreak in Africa [12]. Government
authorities in DRC has placed various measures like systematic body temperature screening and public gathering
and suspension of all flights and banning all air traffic since Mar 19 2020. Borders were closed and a state of
emergency was declared on Mar 24. But despite these measures, the virus’s continued progression throughout
the country suggests that these measures were inadequate [5]. WHO has provided testing kits to the National
Institute for Biomedical Research (INRB), Kinshasa and thirty-nine laboratories in the WHO African region now
test for Covid-19.

Measles is a major concern in the DRC. Since 2019, 3,69,520 cases and 6779 deaths have been reported [13].
This has been named as the world’s worst measles epidemic outbreak by the WHO [13]. The ongoing Congo EVD
outbreak and civil unrest has had a negative and disastrous impact on routine child immunization in the DRC.

On analysis of the spatial events leading to rapid spread and increased severity of EVD in West Africa, with
consequent high fatality rates, and extrapolating it with the pattern of the current pandemic of Covid-19, it
translates into one of the biggest threat facing any treating doctor in the world. There is a need to intellectualise
understanding of outbreaks with valuable recommendations crucial to preventing or curtailing any future
outbreak of the disease. For this, a meticulous data collection, compilation of line-lists and analysis of outbreak
investigations are recommended to define the epidemiology of the epidemic, to guide quick and operative
reactive campaigns. Population-based coverage surveys should be implemented to determine the susceptibility
profile and to recognize spaces of low coverage to better prioritize and resourcefully use capitals in order to
target the most vulnerable groups. There is also a desideratum to garner international attention and take steps
to increase public awareness.

In DRC, we all need all your prayers!!!
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