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Deadly Pandemic
Notwithstanding the tameness of H1N1, influenza viruses could still wipe out millions and wreak economic havoc

By Katherine Harmon
June 2010 Issue
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The H1N1 virus has packed less of a pandemic punch than initially feared, but it has uncovered some hard truths about our readiness—or lack thereof—for coping with a more deadly pathogen. Despite vast medical advances since the 1918 influenza epidemic, a novel, highly contagious illness could still devastate populations and upend social, economic, political and legal structures the globe over.
A new virulent strain—of flu or any other virus—could kill off millions, even those who appear to be in their prime, says Lawrence O. Gostin, a professor of global health law at Georgetown University. In addition, many nations would likely close borders, an action that would be accompanied by discrimination against individuals and recrimination among governments. International trade and commerce would drop, which would have “enormous financial implications,” says Gostin, who estimates a 3 to 5 percent drop in global GDP (amounting to a loss of $1.8 trillion to $3 trillion). This cycle of instability and contagion could last “on the order of years,” he notes, as subsequent waves of an illness arrive with changing seasons.
In situations where a viral threat is just becoming apparent, policy makers and others would have to make tough decisions with imperfect and incomplete information. Basic human rights could face challenges as governments tried to subdue the spread.
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If the contagious affliction came from a human malefactor, the social upheaval would most likely be worse. “The burden of morbidity and mortality would be lower,” Gostin remarks, but “when it’s man-made, people fear the worst. It’s very socially and economically disruptive—more so than a natural disaster.”
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