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Up to 40 per cent of first wave Covid cases could have
been caught in hospitals

Hospital-acquired infections may have had 'high impact' on mortality and prolonged
initial wave by several weeks

By Sarah Knapton, SCIENCE EDITOR

12 February 2021 • 6:24pm

Report authors concerned that many cases were seeded by people released from hospital while infected CREDIT: Neil Hall/EPA
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Up to four in 10 patients with Covid in the first wave may have

caught the virus in hospital, leading to a "substantial" impact on

deaths, new government papers show.

It was previously thought around one-fifth of infections had been

caught in hospitals, but researchers at Public Health England and

the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (LSHTM)

also looked at the number of people testing positive within two

weeks of discharge. 

Under the most conservative estimate, which only included people

infected after at least 15 days in hospital, just 8.8 per cent of

infections were found to be "nosocomial", or acquired in hospital,

equating to 7,906 people.

However, under the least conservative estimates – which included

those testing positive within three days of entering hospital or 14

days after discharge – the number rises to 40.5 per cent of hospital

infections, a total of 36,152 people.

Separate modelling by the same group using different data from

the Covid-19 Clinical Information Network concludes that there

may have been 31,070 hospital infections in England over the first

wave.

Sage minutes show that experts have been aware of the paper since

October, but the Government has repeatedly refused to release it

until now and rejected a Freedom of Information request from The

Telegraph to see the modelling.

On Friday, the Government Office for Science released an updated

version of the paper, saying it now estimated that 20-25 per cent of

people may have acquired their infection in hospital in the first

wave, although it contained the same modelled numbers as the

original paper. 

The experts said hospital-acquired infections may have prolonged

the first wave by several weeks.

Although the paper does not estimate the number of deaths from

hospital-acquired infections, the authors said the "impact on

mortality may be high".

"Since hospitalised patients tend to be old and/or frail, the impact

in terms of morbidity and mortality would nonetheless be

expected to be substantial," the report authors said. They are also

concerned that many cases were seeded by people who were

released from hospital while infected. 

Many care homes complained that they were forced to admit

patients from hospital who had not been tested for Covid, and it is

thought that a large number of such discharges seeded the virus.

In the first few months of the pandemic, many hospitals

complained they did not have enough PPE to protect patients and

staff.

The authors modelled that onward transmission from people

discharged led to around 50,550 new infections and warned that

further infections could have been seeded into the community

from healthcare workers.

Commenting on the figures, Paul Hunter, professor in medicine at

the University of East Anglia, said: "This is not that surprising. As a

country, we did not manage the first wave of the epidemic at all

well, especially as regards the protection of our most vulnerable

individuals and our healthcare and care workers.

"The exact proportion of people with a nosocomial depends in part

on how you define that. The 40 per cent figure is probably too

high, but maybe not by that much. But a high risk of hospital-

associated infection is an expected outcome of a situation where

we were not able to provide adequate supplies of PPE to healthcare

workers."

As well as spreading the virus, the paper estimates that around 15

per cent of people discharged from hospital with an infection

would have returned with a serious disease.

The group estimated that 31.4 per cent of infections in hospitals in

the first wave were either caught in hospital or a result of a hospital

infection being passed to someone in the community. 

The estimated 'R' value of coronavirus in hospitals has been

estimated to be up to 14 in hospitals. 

NHS national medical director, Professor Stephen Powis said: “We

disagree with these claims, since as the paper itself admits, this

research makes large speculative assumptions about Covid cases in

hospitals which are not actually backed up by data, notably during

a period when testing availability for Covid-19 was often limited.

“The ONS and other data have conclusively demonstrated that the

root cause of rising infection rates in hospitals is rising rates in the

community, which is why it’s so important the public continue to

follow hands, face, space advice.”
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