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Happy New Year! | hope you had a restful holiday. Here is the latest on COVID-19,
flu, and RSV in the U.S.
Overall respiratory health

It’s still looking rough out there. High numbers of influenza-like illnesses (ILI)—fever,

cough and/or sore throat reported at doctors’ offices—are peppered across the U.S.

Respiratory illness season was early and has already reached a high compared to the
last decade, but it’s on the descent. It’s too early to celebrate, though, as we may

see multiple wave humps as we did in the pre-pandemic years.
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(Source: CDC)

If we zoom into specific viruses, we see different stories.

RSV

RSV is nosediving, a welcome development for older adults, parents of kids under 5,

and pediatric hospitals.

Respiratory Syncytial Virus (RSV)

Percent Positive Detections

RSV Data for the US RSV Numerator Data for the US.
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U.S. RSV positivity rates and cases (Source: CDC)

In mid-November 2022, at the peak of RSV, hospitalizations blew pre-pandemic
years out of the water. This was mainly driven by admissions among kids under 5
years old, which reached an all time high rate of 70 kids hospitalized per 100,000
infections. (Historically, peaks range from 26-52 kids hospitalized per 100,000

infections).

Rates of RSV-Associated Hospitalization, all seasons

2

5.0

Rates presented likely underestimate actual rates of RSV.

Hospitalization rates are based only on those who had positive test results
for RSV through a test ordered by a health care professional; not all people
hospitalized with respiratory illness are tested for RSV.

The most recent 2 weeks of data are most prone to reporting lag. Interpret
results with caution.
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Hospitalization rate per 100,000
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RSV-NET Surveillance Season Week
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Data last updated: 12/28/2022 | Accessibility: Hover over graph area to display options such as show data as table and copy visual.
Note: AI/AN, American Indian or Alaska Native; A/PI, Asian and Pacific Islander.

(Source: CDC RSV-NET)

Flu

Flu continues to follow RSV and is also trending downwards, but certainly not as
quickly. All metrics—test positivity rate, positives in nursing homes, hospitalization—

are showing reprieve.

As far as cumulative severity, the Northern Hemisphere is largely reflecting patterns
of the Southern Hemisphere last summer—flu is back, but not particularly severe.
Flu hospitalizations are on track for a mediocre season compared to, for example,
the severe 2017-2018 flu season.
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Cumulative Rate of Laboratory-Confirmed Influenza Hospitalizations
among cases of all ages, 2015-16 to 2022-23, MMWR Week 51
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**In this figure, weekly rates for all seasons prior to the 2022-23 season reflect end-of-season rates. For the 2022-23 season,
rates for recent hospital admissions are subject to reporting delays, as shown in the shaded area. As hospitalization data are

received each week, prior case counts and rates are updated accordingly.

This doesn’t mean there isn’t any suffering, though. We have already lost 13,000

Americans to the flu—61 of those were children.

Will flu continue to decline? Not necessarily. Countries in the Southern Hemisphere,

like South Africa, saw two waves of flu: the first driven by one strain—called

influenza A—and the second driven by another strain—influenza B. Currently,

influenza A is driving U.S. cases, which means that we, too, may have another wave.

Jul 2022

Influenza subtype
Select all

Influenza B (lineage not determined)

Influenza B (Victoria)
Influenza B (Yamagata)
Influenza A not subtyped
Influenza A(H3)

Influenza A(HIN1)pdm09
Influenza A(H1)

Influenza A(HS5)

Page 4 of 9


https://substack.com/redirect/ddd0dbb9-fcc1-4f27-8685-8f83b5881426?j=eyJ1IjoiMWlzdGgwIn0.qCi1YZCHAQ9w3XOrhCWo0EdU6hKWYptpnkMb1Bpc8ns
https://substack.com/redirect/2d1c1b21-9677-4c8c-86c4-2601515fbe52?j=eyJ1IjoiMWlzdGgwIn0.qCi1YZCHAQ9w3XOrhCWo0EdU6hKWYptpnkMb1Bpc8ns
https://substack.com/redirect/03fddc65-b3e0-4c90-9776-1ad710da09da?j=eyJ1IjoiMWlzdGgwIn0.qCi1YZCHAQ9w3XOrhCWo0EdU6hKWYptpnkMb1Bpc8ns

South Africa flu specimens, 2022

COVID-19

Then there’s COVID, the only one of these three viruses trending upwards right now.

I’ll start with the good news: we got through 2022—one full year—without a new
variant of concern. In other words, Omicron continued to mutate without a variant

coming out from left field. As I've written before, this is a welcome development.

The bad news: Omicron subvariants continue to do plenty of damage on their own.
This is especially the case when coupled with the holidays (/i.e. changing behaviors

and social networks) and cooler weather.

Currently the viral culprit is XBB.1.5., which has caught the attention of many. In fact,
the WHO is currently conducting a risk assessment, which should be out in a few

days.

XBB.1.5 continues to have a viral advantage in the U.S. as it started in the Northeast
and is now quickly bleeding into the South and will soon dominate in the Midwest
and West. A great visualization below displays the projected spread. A peak is

expected in February.

JWeiland
@JPWeiland

A visualization of when spikes are expected in other parts
of the country

December 3

X
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How big or severe will the wave be? It’s hard to predict given such a complex

BB

immunity wall in the U.S. and limited knowledge of XBB.1.5, including the inability to

rely on trends from other countries, as this is a homegrown problem. (Singapore had

a XBB wave, but XBB.1.5. is a 3-generation difference. Also, Singapore has a highly

boosted population.)

Regardless, we are already in a wave. For really the first time, reported case

numbers have completely decoupled from wastewater, so we can’t rely on this

anymore. Wastewater is clearly on the rise.

—— Wastewater —— Clinical cases daily avg
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SARS-CoV-2 National Wastewater Trends, over time. Dark blue=
wastewater; Light blue/green= Reported cases (Source: Biobot
Analytics)

Unfortunately, hospitalizations are increasing too. In the Northeast, hospitalizations
among those over 70 years old are reaching very uncomfortable levels. They aren’t

close to last winter, yet, but let’s please not make last winter’s disaster our standard
of health.

i | — — —
All time Last 90 days UNDER 18 18-29 30-49 50-59 60-69 70+ ALLAGES

30 daily admissions per 100,000

20 daily admisSions

10 daily admission;

...........
~z

1 1 I 1 I
Oct. 2020 Mar. 2021 Aug. Jan. 2022 Jun. Nov.
About this data

Daily new hospital admissions by age in New York. Source: NYT

It’s important to note two positive things regarding severe disease:

1. Hospitalizations are very different today than they used to be. Indicators of
severe hospitalization, like ICU use and proportions of dexamethasone
administered— the standard of care for COVID-19 pneumonia—are not
increasing. This is a good sign that the severity of Omicron with XBB.1.5

mutations may not have changed, but we don’t have hard evidence of this yet.
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Covid patients in hospitals and I.C.U.s
Early data may be incomplete.

Hospitalized

10,000 hospitalized

5,000

I.C.U.s
Iu} F__I_’—/I\I_\/I_‘\/\I l ==
Mar. 2020 Sept. Mar. 2021 Sept. Mar. 2022 Sept.

New York Hospitalizations. Source: NYT

2. Vaccines work. People vaccinated with the fall booster have an 18.6 times
lower risk of dying from COVID-19 than unvaccinated people right now. The
risk of infection is also three times lower. This is even the case for people with

weaker immune systems, like those over 80 years old.

Select Outcome Rates of COVID-19 Deaths by Vaccination Status and Age Group

@ Deaths April 03, 2022-October 29, 2022 (22 U.S. jurisdictions)
Cases

40 = = =Unvaccinated: 18-29

Unvaccinated: 30-49
= = =Unvaccinated: 50-64
30 / ol \\ Unvaccinated: 65-79

,’ \\ ™y = = =Unvaccinated: 80+

Vaccinated without updated booster: 18-29

20 Vaccinated without updated booster: 30-49

Vaccinated without updated booster: 50-64

Vaccinated without updated booster: 65-79

Vaccinated without updated booster: 80+

Incidence per 100,000 population

------ Vaccinated with updated booster: 18-29

Vaccinated with updated booster: 30-49

May2022  Jun2022  Jul2022  Aug2022  Sep2022  Oct2022  ttTTTC Vaccinated with updated booster: 50-64

Deaths for ages Positive specimen collection date by start of week b4
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(CDC)

One of the biggest problems with the newer subvariants is that monoclonal
antibodies, including Evusheild, do not work. (Paxlovid still works.) This means that
part of the safety net we had for the vulnerable is missing, which is a massive

problem. Unfortunately, it looks like this will take months to fix.

Bottom line

RSV and flu trends are showing welcoming signs, but COVID-19 is now taking over.
The impact of XBB.1.5 and the height of the COVID-19 winter wave is unknown, but

the vulnerable are already in a tough spot.

There are a lot of sick people out there and still plenty of winter season left. Stay

healthy... You know what to do.

Love, YLE

“Your Local Epidemiologist (YLE)” is written by Dr. Katelyn Jetelina, MPH PhD—an
epidemiologist, data scientist, wife, and mom of two little girls. During the day she
works at a nonpartisan health policy think tank and is a senior scientific consultant
to a number of organizations, including the CDC. At night she writes this newsletter.
Her main goal is to “translate” the ever-evolving public health science so that people
will be well equipped to make evidence-based decisions. This newsletter is free
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