CAN WEARING MASKS STOP THE SPREAD OF
VIRUSES?

BBC 23 January 2020

One of the abiding images of any virus outbreak is people in
surgical masks.  Using them to prevent infection is popular in many
countries around the world, most notably China during the current
coronavirus outbreak where they are also worn to protect against high
pollution levels. Virologists are sceptical about their effectiveness
against airborne viruses.

But there is some evidence to suggest the masks can help prevent hand-to-mouth transmissions. Surgical masks
were first introduced into hospitals in the late 18th Century but they did not make the transition into public use until
the Spanish flu outbreak in 1919 that went on to kill over 50 million people.

= Coronavirus: How worried should we be?
= New China virus: Warning against cover-up as number of cases jumps
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challenge to keep a mask on for prolonged periods of time," Prof Ball added.

Dr Connor Bamford, of the Wellcome-Wolfson Institute for Experimental Medicine, at Queen's University Belfast,
said "implementing simple hygiene measures” was vastly more effective. "Covering your mouth while sneezing,
washing your hands, and not putting your hands to your mouth before washing them, could help limit the risk of

catching any respiratory virus," he said.

The NHS says the best way to avoid catching viruses such as flu is to:

= regularly wash your hands with warm water and soap

= avoid touching your eyes and nose wherever possible

= maintain a fit and healthy lifestyle

Dr Jake Dunning, head of emerging infections and zoonoses at Public Health England, said: "Although there is a
perception that the wearing of facemasks may be beneficial, there is in fact very little evidence of widespread
benefit from their use outside of these clinical setting." He said masks had to be worn correctly, changed
frequently and got rid of safely if they were to work properly. "Research also shows that compliance with these

recommended behaviours reduces over time when wearing facemasks for prolonged periods," he added. People
would be better to focus on good personal and hand hygiene if they are concerned, Dr Dunning said.
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