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HONG KONG: From being duped into taking poi-
sonous “cures”, to watching businesses crumble and
avoiding life-saving medication, people are suffering
devastating real-world impacts of a deluge of online
virus misinformation. As the new coronavirus that has
killed more than 20,000 people causes markets to
crash and sets scientists scrambling for a solution, ru-
mors and false claims are fuelling confusion and
deepening the economic misery.

The effects can be tragic - in Iran, one of the hard-
est-hit countries, more than 210 people died from
drinking toxic alcohol after claims circulated online
that it could treat or ward off COVID-19, the official
Irna news agency reported. Dangerous fake cures
debunked by AFP include consuming volcanic ash
and fighting infection with UV lamps or chlorine dis-
infectants, which health authorities say can harm the
body if used incorrectly.

Another remedy that “kills the coronavirus”, ac-
cording to misleading social media posts, is drinking
silver particles in liquid, known as colloidal silver. “I
am making colloidal silver now. I have asthma and
does it really work... worried/stressed over virus.
Does this help if I take a teaspoon a day. New to
this...” said a post by a user named Michelle in a pub-

lic Facebook group, alongside a photo of a jar of
water with a metal rod in it.

The side effects of taking colloidal silver can in-
clude a bluish-grey skin discoloration and poor ab-
sorption of some medicines including antibiotics,
according to the US National Institutes of Health.
But this has not put some people off. An Australian
man who said he regularly buys the concoction told
AFP it had “sold out in my town ... but before the
virus, I could always get some”. Cocaine and bleach-
like solutions are also among the risky fake cures
touted online. “No, cocaine does NOT protect
against #COVID-19,” the French government
tweeted in response.

Businesses hit hard 
As panic buying leaves supermarket shelves

empty around the world, some Indian traders and
farmers have had the opposite problem — people
shunning their products due to false information. Re-
tailers in Delhi told AFP they had stocked up on Chi-
nese-made goods such as toy guns, wigs and other
colourful accessories ahead of Holi festival earlier this
month. But “misinformation about Chinese products
- that they might transmit coronavirus - caused a

downfall in the sales of Holi goods. We witnessed a
reduction in sales of around 40 percent compared to
previous year”, said Vipin Nijhawan from the Toy As-
sociation of India. The World Health Organization has
said the virus does not last long on inanimate surfaces,
so it is unlikely imported goods would remain infec-
tious even if contaminated.

Heart meds 
The rapid spread of information online means that

when scientists discuss as-yet unproven theories,
anxious patients can take unnecessary risks. Confu-
sion has been sparked by letters and theoretical pa-
pers published in scientific journals about whether
some types of heart medication can raise the chance
of developing a serious form of COVID-19.

This has prompted health authorities across Eu-
rope and America to advise heart patients - already
more at-risk for the disease - to continue taking their
drugs. Carolyn Thomas, who runs a blog for women
living with heart disease, said dozens of her readers
had contacted her for advice after seeing tweets
warning about ACE inhibitors and angiotensin recep-
tor blockers. “Until I get in to see my own cardiologist,
I’m still taking my own drugs, even as I wonder if they

are increasing my own vulnerability to catching the
virus,” Thomas, who is self-isolating at home in
Canada said.

“I’m afraid to take them, yet I’m afraid to stop,”
she said. Professor Garry Jennings, chief medical ad-
visor for Australia’s Heart Foundation, said the theo-
retical papers were “based on a number of factors
which are all disputed” and warned that if patients
stopped taking their medication there could be an
upshot in heart attacks and deaths. “In the absence
of any other evidence that it’s actually happening, and
with the knowledge that these drugs are beneficial...
it’s not a good idea to stop,” he said.

And a man died in the US from taking a form of
chloroquine - hailed by President Donald Trump as a
potential “gift from God” remedy” - after he took a
form of the drug his wife had used to treat her pet
fish. The woman told NBC News: “I saw it sitting on
the back shelf and thought, ‘Hey, isn’t that the stuff
they’re talking about on TV?’” Banner Health, a non-
profit health care provider based in Phoenix, said on
its website that “a man has died and his wife is under
critical care after the couple, both in their 60s, in-
gested chloroquine phosphate, an additive commonly
used at aquariums to clean fish tanks.”—AFP 

Fake cures and rumors: Virus 
misinformation hits homes

Devastating impacts of a deluge of online virus misinformation

EYAM: In the 17th century, residents in the re-
mote English village of Eyam quarantined them-
selves to prevent the spread of bubonic plague.
Most paid with their lives. Now their descen-
dants and locals are outraged that a steady
stream of visitors have ignored government
warnings to stay at home to tackle the coron-
avirus outbreak. Last weekend, walkers were out
in force in the spring sunshine in the Peak Dis-
trict National Park, and traipsed through the vil-
lage, which is home to about 1,000 people. Local
councilor Claire Raw said residents, a significant
proportion of them elderly, were angry and
urged people to leave.

“We need to protect our residential areas
that do have higher-than-average proportions of
older people,” she told AFP. “We all need to be-
have responsibly.” Because of the pandemic,
which has so far claimed 335 lives across Britain,
the museum that tells the story of the “plague
village” has decided not to re-open after the
winter break. Normally, it receives some 30,000
visitors each year. But more than half of its vol-
unteers are aged over 70 - one of the most at-
risk groups for the virus.

In 1665, the bubonic plague arrived in the

Derbyshire village of Eyam from London, nearly
150 miles (250 kilometres) further south, carried
by fleas in fabrics ordered by a tailor. As dozens
died, the rector of Eyam church, William Mom-
pesson, with the help of his predecessor Thomas
Stanley, convinced parishioners the only way to
fight it was to shut off the village completely. 

Neighboring communities helped out, leav-
ing food on the edge of the village. Vinegar-the
only known disinfectant at the time-was used to
keep germs at bay. The current vicar of St
Lawrence’s church, Reverend Mike Gilbert, is
currently in self-isolation because his wife has
shown symptoms of COVID-19. During the
plague, worshippers gathered outside to pray,
keeping their distance from one another. Now,
the church is closed and services have moved
online, while Gilbert has been posting videos on
Facebook and speaking to parishioners via
videoconferencing.

What happened in the past-centuries before
modern medicine and science-was driving the
current response locally, he said. “It does inspire
others because we know that even though the
death toll was terrible, most people did survive,”
he explained. “They came out and life started
again. So, we’re hopeful as well. “Our people
here are no different to anywhere else. There’s
worry and fear and also lots of love and support
for people around. “So when we see that, we see
the worst and the best of humankind.”

“All the things that they had decided to do
were very efficient,” said Francine Clifford, a vil-
lage historian. “It was successful. But they paid
the price.” In 14 months, some 260 villagers died

of plague-perhaps as much as a third of the pop-
ulation, which was estimated at between 350 and
800.  But by November 1666, the disease had
disappeared and containment prevented it from
spreading further north. Joan Plant, 73, is de-
scended from one of the 83 families that survived
the plague. It was astonishing that history was
repeating itself, she said.

But as the government in London imposes a
three-week lockdown, with non-essential shops
and services shut, and restrictions on crowds,
people should look to the past for inspiration. “I
think the lesson at this moment is to remember
that they isolated themselves. Nobody went out.

Nobody came in,” she said. Current restrictions
could be in place for weeks, if not months. Plant
said people should be aware it is for the greater
good.

“I know a lot of people died (in Eyam) and
that’s really tragic and sad. But actually, it saved
the communities around,” she added. “It didn’t go
any further north in the country. One small village
in the north of Derbyshire, 350 years ago, made
a difference to everybody else so that it didn’t
spread. “I think that’s the lesson we need to learn.
The technique worked 350 years ago. If we take
on board what we’re up to do and do as we’re
told, then it will work again in 2020.”—AFP  

UK ‘plague village’ 
offers a lesson for 
virus-hit country 

EYAM: Graves of those who lost their lives in the 17th century Great Plague are seen in the village of Eyam in
Derbyshire, northern England. — AFP 


