
Soo Kim 24 avril
2020

Scientist Behind Sweden's Coronavirus Strategy Says
Country Better Prepared For Second Wave Due to Not
Having Lockdown
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The novel coronavirus in Sweden has spread to over 17,500 people and killed more than
2,100, as of Friday, according to the latest figures from Johns Hopkins University. While
cases continue to grow, the country has taken the surprising route of not imposing a
nationwide lockdown.

Despite international derision over the decision, the scientist behind Sweden's
coronavirus strategy claims the controversial move has been effective as the increased
number of people exposed to the virus will hopefully help prevent a second wave of
infections.

The decision to not issue a lockdown "worked in some aspects because our health
system has been able to cope," Anders Tegnell, the chief state epidemiologist at
Sweden's public health agency, told the BBC's Radio Four's Today program.

The country has by far and away the highest death toll among Scandinavian countries—
more than double the number of cases in Denmark and nearly four times as much as in
Finland.

But Tegnell argues: "At least 50 percent of our death toll is within elderly homes and we
have a hard time understanding how a lockdown would stop the introduction of disease.

"We already had a law making it illegal for visitors to come to elderly homes. They need
constant care, they need a lot of people coming and going to take care of them.

"So it's a bit unclear to us if a lockdown really would have stopped this from happening
or not."

Earlier this week, Tegnell told CNBC that the agency is "still very concerned about the
elderly. It's the group we said we needed to protect," he said, noting that the agency was
working with different homes to see how the risk factor could be lowered.

Tegnell also claimed up to 20 percent of residents in Stockholm, the capital of Sweden,
have been infected with the virus, noting "We believe that we have an immunity level, if I
remember rightly, somewhere between 15-20 percent of the population in Stockholm.

"This is not complete herd immunity but it will definitely affect the reproduction rate and
slow down the spread (of a second wave)," he added.
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Stockholm has reported nearly 15,300 confirmed cases of COVID-19, with at least 1,765
deaths, including among very elderly residents of nursing homes, according to the
agency.

On Tuesday, a study by Sweden's public health agency projected nearly a third of
Stockholm will have contracted the virus by early May, claiming the capital may have
passed the peak of the outbreak.

According to the study based on data from random testing and cases reported to
hospitals, around one third of Stockholm's population of nearly a million will be infected
by May 1.

The agency's study suggested the rate of new infections in Stockholm peaked on April 15,
while a decline was not yet evident from the data. The study also estimated that for each
confirmed case, there were around 999 milder cases not recorded because people did
not seek medical help.

European Air Pollution Hotspots See Highest COVID-19 Deaths: Study
Read more

Anders Wallensten, the deputy state epidemiologist at the agency, told reporters at a
press briefing on Tuesday: "Already a bit more than a week ago, the peak was reached, at
least according to this model, and we can expect fewer cases each day."

"But you also have to remember...that two-thirds have not been infected and can still get
it," Wallensten added, noting it was too early to say when Stockhom's death toll would
start to fall.

"The curve for the number of new cases hasn't started to decline yet, either, so we are
not there yet," he said.

While Tegnell claims he is "fairly confident" in the current combat strategy, several health
experts in the country have raised concerns over the relaxed approach, compared with
other nations, including Cecilia Soderberg-Naucler, a professor of microbial pathogenesis
at the Karolinska Institute in Sweden.

Soderberg-Naucler is among the nearly 2,300 academics who earlier this month signed
an open letter to the government urging it to introduce stronger measures to protect the
country's health care system as cases continue to grow.

"We must establish control over the situation, we cannot head into a situation where we
get complete chaos. No one has tried this route [of not imposing a lockdown], so why
should we test it first in Sweden, without informed consent?" she told Reuters earlier this
month.
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"My concern is things [the outbreak] are going too fast," Soderberg-Naucler said to Radio
Sweden, noting that the country was too slow to react when the virus was first brought
to the country by residents who traveled to higher risk areas, including to the Italian Alps
and Iran.

Soderberg-Naucler added she would like to see stricter measures be implemented to
help slow the spread of the virus in Sweden.

An article published on March 27 and co-written by two epidemiology professors at
Sweden's Lund University, explains: "Like in many other countries, the spread of COVID-
19 is quite uneven in Sweden. Most cases have been diagnosed and treated in the
greater Stockholm area, and lately also in the northern county of Jämtland—a popular
destination for skiers. On the other hand, some other geographical areas are relatively
spared, at least for the moment. In the third largest Swedish city, Malmö, still only a few
cases have been hospitalised at the time of writing.

"There is no doubt that the epidemic will spread, but the speed of this is disputed.

"Ultimately, given the uneven and relatively modest spread of the virus in Sweden at the
moment, its initial strategy may not turn out to be reckless. But going forward, Sweden is
likely to have to impose stricter restrictions depending on how the virus spreads,
especially in metropolitan areas or when the healthcare system is under severe strain,"
said the authors, Paul Franks (a professor of genetic epidemiology at Lund University)
and Peter Nilsson (a professor of internal medicine-epidemiology at Lund University).

They added: "Swedish authorities believe there are many infected people without
symptoms and that, of those who come to clinical attention, only one in five will require
hospitalisation. At this point, it is hard to know how many people are asymptomatic as
there is no structured screening in Sweden and no antibody test to check who has
actually had COVID-19 and recovered from it. But substantially underestimating hospital
surge requirements would nevertheless be devastating."
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People having lunch at a restaurant in Stockholm on April 22, 2020. Getty Images

Last month, Stefan Hanson (another Swedish academic) and Claudia Hanson (a Swedish
epidemiologist) co-wrote an op-ed in Sweden's Dagens Nyheter newspaper, noting: "We
see the situation in Italy...and we are only a few weeks behind...we can't surrender! The
U.K., which had the same strategy as Sweden, has now changed completely. It is Stefan
Löfven's [Swedish Prime Minister] duty to do the same in Sweden."

When Newsweek contacted Sweden's Ministry of Health and Social Affairs for further
comment on the latest situation of the outbreak in Sweden and the aforementioned
letter co-written by several academics, a spokesperson for the ministry told Newsweek:
"Unfortunately the government will not be able to meet your request."

Newsweek has contacted the Swedish Prime Minister's Office, the Swedish Minister for
European Union Affairs and the Swedish Medical Association for a comment.

Current restrictions in Sweden include a ban on gatherings of more than 50 people,
while high schools and universities are closed and their courses are being taught online.
Residents have been told to avoid unnecessary travel and the government advocates
working from home, where possible, and avoiding contact with the elderly.

But schools for those under 16 remain open, while residents are allowed to visit shops as
normal and children can play outside. Restaurants, bars, cafes and nightclubs have
reportedly been told to offer seated table service only.
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