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prompted by Congressional alarm 
over the cost and public health 
risks of ongoing drug shortages—
identified market economics as a 
major cause. Manufacturers have 
little incentive to invest in produc-
ing less profitable drugs, and the 
FDA cannot compel companies 
to boost production. In addition, 
just-in-time inventory practices 
have reduced stockpiles of essen-
tial drugs like the anticoagulant 
heparin. Finally, a shift to more 
overseas production has escalated 
logistical, regulatory, and quality 
control hurdles.

To address these problems, 
the task force made several rec-
ommendations to alter under-
mining market forces. Among 
them:
•	 establish a comprehensive data-

base to track drug shortages 
and assess their impact on pa-
tient outcomes, health care de-
livery, and costs 

•	 create a transparent rating 
scheme to reward mature 
quality management systems

•	 improve private sector con-
tracting practices—which cur-
rently are aimed solely at 

price-cutting—to incentivize 
pharmaceutical manufacturers 
to build reliable drug supplies

•	 extend drug expiration dates 
to the maximum safe shelf life 
Implementing these solutions is 

the greater challenge—and one 
that will not be surmounted easily. 
Changing market dynamics takes 
time. Consequently, drug shortages 
will likely persist for the foresee-
able future.—Lucy Wang Halpern

U.S. Food and Drug Administration, Drug 
Shortages Task Force. 2019. https://www.
fda.gov/media/131130/download; Hantel A, 
et al. JAMA Intern Med 2019;179(5):710-11.
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COVID-19 Continues to Spread

Updates on the coronavirus.

On December 31, 2019, a 
cluster of cases of a viral 
respiratory illness subse-

quently known as coronavirus 
disease 2019 (COVID-19) was 
identified in Wuhan, China. Since 
that time, according to latest re-
ports from the World Health Or-
ganization (WHO), more than 
99,000 cases and 3,400 deaths 
have been reported. The virus 
has spread to 90 countries. 
While only about 15% of cases 
have occurred outside of China, 
large outbreaks have occurred in 
South Korea, Japan, Singapore, 
Iran, and Italy. Pediatric cases 
have been rare. 

COVID-19 is caused by a 
coronavirus related to the vi-
ruses that cause severe acute 
respiratory syndrome (SARS) 
and Middle East respiratory 
syndrome (MERS), but the 
fatality rate of COVID-19 ap-
pears to be considerably lower 
than that of either SARS or 
MERS. Known as SARS-

CoV-2, the coronavirus that 
causes COVID-19 is transmit-
ted via respiratory droplets. 
The incubation period is esti-
mated to be two to 14 days,  
according to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC). In patients hospitalized 
with COVID-19 pneumonia, 
the most common symptoms 
have included fever, fatigue, 
dry cough, myalgia, and dys-
pnea. In an early case series, 
published online February 7 in 
JAMA, 26% of 138 hospital-
ized patients required admis-
sion to critical care. Treatment 
is supportive; antivirals and 
other drugs have not improved 
COVID-19 outcomes. 

At the time of this writing, 
the risk of acquiring COVID-19 
in much of the United States re-
mains low. A total of 164 cases 
of COVID-19 and 11 deaths 
have been reported by the CDC. 
Those at highest risk are per-
sons who have been exposed to 

a confirmed case of COVID-19, 
including health care workers 
caring for these patients. The 
CDC does not recommend 
wearing face masks for protec-
tion from any respiratory dis-
ease, including COVID-19, 
unless caring for a patient with 
COVID-19 in a health care set-
ting or at home. 

The CDC has posted 
 extensive information about 
COVID-19 for both health care 
professionals and the general 
public, including case defini-
tions, laboratory testing proto-
cols, infection prevention and 
control measures, and travel 
 restrictions, at www.cdc.gov/
coronavirus/2019-nCoV/ 
index.html. The epidemic is 
evolving rapidly, and informa-
tion on the site is updated 
 frequently.

For more timely updates, see 
our blog, Off the Charts, at 
ajnoffthecharts.com.—Betsy 
Todd, MPH, RN, clinical editor
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