Dear Professor D. Joaquin Poch Broto,
President
Real Academia Nacional de Medicina,

RE: Australia and the COVID-19 pandemic

| feel very proud and deeply honoured to be a Miembro de Honor, Real
Academia Nacional de Medicina (Spain). | am writing from Australia to you to
express our solidarity and deep concern for you and your members during this
terrible COVID-19 epidemic.

| am very much aware of very high toll being experienced by Spain in terms of
both mortality and morbidity. Australia is very distant from Spain by thousands
of miles. Never-the-less, we face and share the same challenges although we
have not yet suffered the same pattern and severity of disease as Spain.
Whether this is because the disease spread has not yet reached a high peak here
yet, or whether our preventative actions have been applied earlier, or whether
we are just lucky, remains to be seen.

My dear friend, Manuel Serrano Rios told me that you and the Academy would
like to hear from overseas Members. For me this letter affords an opportunity
to send my thoughts and best wishes, and to provide you with information of
how things are in Australia and if there is any useful information that might help
Spain and the Academy members in this battle with this destructive COVID-19.

In the beginning! In late 2019, we had disastrous bushfires throughout Australia
with huge loss of land and property and many deaths. As a nation, we were just
recovering from this catastrophe when we were hit by this tsunami of the
coronavirus. Some of us in epidemiology saw it coming. | felt that our Federal
Government was slow to act to start planning to meet the challenge.

In part, our Federal government was hampered by what some of us believe to
be an obsolete constitutional issue i.e. that health key responsibilities rest with
the States such as New South Wales and Victoria rather than the national
Federal Government. Decisions were being made separately and some were
conflicting. Fortunately, led by our Prime Minister, Scott Morrison and Health
Minister Greg Hunt, decisions were pulled together into a united front. While
there were still some territorial issues, the prevention strategy has come
together in a united manner.



Unfortunately, we had some other issues that delayed strong action which are
likely that Spain shares:

e Thousands of Australian citizen were overseas and were given short time
windows to return and some already had contacted the coronavirus but
were still asymptomatic

e Many tourists from overseas from countries, even China, were still
arriving in Australia at the height of their own epidemics and could not
return to home countries as their borders had been closed

e Thousands of backpackers were stranded here, also caught here because
of border closures or the cancelation of international airline flights

e Cruise ships with coronavirus infected passengers were still trying to land
passengers in Australian ports like Sydney

This was all happening simultaneously and our Border Control was not fully
prepared for the “assault” of these incomers. This result in a high percentage
(around 50%) of those currently infected in Australia being the result of
transmission from these groups.

Government Action Towards a Lock- down: Many measures have now been
imposed — our Federal and State government are working together much more
smoothly. We have some of the strictest national rules and methods such as
Social Distancing and isolation of those already infected and their contacts.
Australia has understood the lessons from Taiwan, Singapore and Korea and our
borders are all but sealed. Overall, the community is being compliant with the
Governments demands but certain groups, particularly the “care-free” younger
generation are flaunting the law and the government’s imploring messages.
Heavy fines are now being applied by our Police force for those who break the
2-week isolation rules for those affected or their contacts, and those who ignore
the strict Social Distancing rules. Strenuous efforts are being made by
Government and its health advisors to attain higher compliance as there are
some early signs that we may soon see a “flattening” of the curve.

My own State of Victoria is doing quite well — Daniel Andrews, the Premier, is
showing great leadership at this critical time in history but it is important for
people to realise and be told that it may be 6 months or more before life returns
to normal. Keeping the public informed with correct information not only of the
serious nature of COVID-19 including death, but also the reality that this is an
epidemic that is here for the long haul is paramount - everybody needs to work
together to save lives. The community need to be prepared for the long run and



both the Government and the community need to keep their foot on the
“accelerator” to enforce compliance.! It is vital that the community understand
that COVID-19 is not a “Mickey Mouse” version of the common influenza.

Community education: Australia has numerous bodies making websites and
bulletins but importantly there is an easily accessible central web link from the
Australian Government with information, news and regular updates:
https://www.health.gov.au/news/health-alerts/novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov-

health-alert

There are also State Government information sites as well and community ones.
Here is one that | am involved with. It has very simple instructions for the local
community to follow to lower their risk of infection as well as link to other key
COVID-19 websites: https://www.maccabiupdates.com/

In conclusion, Australia now has:

e avery high levels of testing for COVD-19 so unknown cases are now being
detected in greater numbers.

e strong emphasis on Social Distancing and patient and contacts isolation
and

e strong education and promotion of relevant health and frank and strong
warning of the public to the devastating outcomes

These are all key factors that may help us to lower rates of this deadly virus. In
this way, as a nation, we may hopefully be in a strong position for the nation to
recover from this terrible pandemic.

Very sincerely, Paul Zimmet

Professor Paul Zimmet AO MD PhD FRACP FRCP FTSE Doctor of Laws, Honoris
Causa (Monash), Doctor Philosophiae Honoris Causa (Tel Aviv), Honoris Causa
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