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Clusters of pneumonia cases in Wuhan of Hubei Province 

 
 
 Pneumonia is a form of acute respiratory infection that affects the lungs.  
It is caused by a number of infectious agents, including viruses, bacteria and 
fungi.  When an individual has pneumonia, the alveoli of the lungs are filled 
with pus and fluid, which makes breathing painful and limits oxygen intake.  
Pneumonia should be treated with antibiotics.  According to the announcements 
of the Wuhan Municipal Health Commission on 31 December 2019, 3 January 
and 5 January 2020 (see Appendices I to III (Chinese version only)), a number 
of viral pneumonia cases of unknown causative pathogen were recently reported 
in Wuhan.  As of 8:00 am on 5 January 2020, a total of 59 pneumonia cases 
have been reported.  Their clinical signs were mainly fever, with a few cases 
having difficulty in breathing, and chest radiographs showing invasive lesions of 
both lungs.  The earliest and the most recent dates of onset of illness among 
these cases were 12 December and 29 December 2019 respectively.  All 
patients are isolated and receiving treatment in Wuhan medical institutions, of 
whom seven are in serious conditions and the remaining are in stable condition.  
Epidemiological investigations revealed that some patients were operators at a 
local seafood wholesale market in Wuhan.  For the time being, no evidence of 
obvious human-to-human transmission and no healthcare personnel infections 
have been observed. 
 
2. The assessment of the World Health Organization ("WHO") on 5 January 
2020 was that the reported link to a wholesale fish and live animal market could 
indicate an exposure link to animals.  The symptoms reported among the 
patients were common to several respiratory diseases, and pneumonia was 
common in the winter season.  However, the occurrence of 44 cases of 
pneumonia requiring hospitalization [as of 8:00 am on 3 January 2020] clustered 
in space and time should be handled prudently.  At present, WHO does not 
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recommend any specific measures for travellers.  It also advises against the 
application of any travel or trade restrictions on China based on the current 
information available on this event. 
 
3. Locally, the Government launched the Preparedness and Response Plan 
for Novel Infectious Disease of Public Health Significance ("The Plan") on 
4 January 2020.1  "Novel Infectious Disease of Public Health Significance" is 
defined as any infectious disease caused by a pathogen unknown to cause human 
disease before, but may have changed its property to cause human infection with 
or without the ability of efficient human-to-human transmission.  The disease 
has the potential to lead to international spread and public health emergency.  
A three-tier response level, namely Alert, Serious and Emergency, is adopted in 
the Plan.  The cluster of viral pneumonia cases with unknown cause in Wuhan 
is regarded as a Novel Infectious Disease of Public Health Significance.  The 
Serious Response Level2 has been activated on 4 January 2020. 
 
4. The Hospital Authority ("HA") announced on the same date the activation 
of Serious Response Level in public hospitals to tie in with the launching of The 
Plan.  A series of measures to enhance monitoring and infection control in 
public hospitals and clinics are implemented with immediate effect.  Any 
suspected case will be isolated in negative pressure isolation room for treatment 
and urgent laboratory investigation will be arranged immediately.  On 8 
January 2020, HA convened the Central Command Committee meeting and 
decided to further enhance the surveillance and infection control measures in 
public hospitals.  The relevant press release issued by HA is in Appendix IV. 
 
5. The Centre for Health Protection ("CHP") of the Department of Health has 
enhanced surveillance since 31 December 2019 in response to the cluster of 
pneumonia cases in Wuhan.  Up to 7 January 2020, doctors were requested to 
report to CHP under the enhanced surveillance system if they encounter patients 
with fever and acute respiratory symptoms, or pneumonia symptoms; and who 
had visited Wuhan (regardless of whether they have visited wet markets or 
seafood markets there) within 14 days prior to the onset of the illness.  Cases 
reported since 8 January 2020 were suspected cases of Severe Respiratory 
Disease associated with a Novel Infectious Agent which is a notifiable disease 
with effect from 8 January 2020.  As of 12:00 noon on 9 January 2020, CHP 
received reports of a total of 48 patient cases.  Among these cases, 25 patients 
have been discharged.  A summary of the details of the cases are in Appendix V. 
                                                 
1  The Plan can be accessed at the website of the Centre for Health Protection at 

https://www.chp.gov.hk/files/pdf/govt_preparedness_and_response_plan_for_novel_
infectious_disease_of_public_health_significance_eng.pdf. 

2  Serious Response Level corresponds to a situation where the risk of health impact caused 
by the novel infection on local population in Hong Kong is moderate. 

https://www.chp.gov.hk/files/pdf/govt_preparedness_and_response_plan_for_novel_infectious_disease_of_public_health_significance_eng.pdf
https://www.chp.gov.hk/files/pdf/govt_preparedness_and_response_plan_for_novel_infectious_disease_of_public_health_significance_eng.pdf
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Legislative framework for prevention and control of diseases 
 
6. At present, the Prevention and Control of Disease Ordinance (Cap. 599) 
("the Ordinance") and its subsidiary legislation provide a legislative framework 
for the prevention and control of communicable diseases that pose public health 
risks in Hong Kong.  The Ordinance confers the powers of seizure, forfeiture 
and arrest on public officials and the power to make relevant regulations on the 
Secretary for Food and Health ("SFH").  The Prevention and Control of 
Disease Regulation (Cap. 599A) ("the Regulation") provides for various control 
measures for the infectious diseases, such as notification of cases of scheduled 
infectious disease, disease prevention, medical surveillance, examination and 
tests, quarantine and isolation of persons. 
 
7. Under section 15 of the Ordinance, the Director of Health ("DoH") may 
by notice published in the Gazette amend Schedule 1 (which specifies a list of 
infectious diseases3 known as "scheduled infectious diseases") and Schedule 2 
(which specifies a list of infectious agents known as "scheduled infectious 
agents") to the Ordinance.  Separately, sections 56 to 59 of the Regulation 
provide for control measures to prevent the introduction into and transmission 
from Hong Kong of specified diseases.  The Prevention and Control of Disease 
(Amendment) Regulation 2020 and the Prevention and Control of Disease 
Ordinance (Amendment of Schedule 1) Notice 2020, made by SFH and DoH 
under sections 7 and 15 of the Ordinance respectively and gazetted on 
8 January 2020 for commencement of operation on the same date, add "Severe 
Respiratory Disease associated with a Novel Infectious Agent" as a specified 
disease in section 56 of the Regulation4 and as a scheduled infectious diseases 
under Schedule 1 to the Ordinance5.6 

                                                 
3  Under section 2 of the Ordinance, "infected" means the presence of an infectious agent on 

the surface of or inside the body of, or in, a human being or an article, whereas "infectious 
agent" means a parasite, a fungus, a bacterium, a virus, a prion or any other agent that can 
cause an infectious disease. 

4 The other seven scheduled infectious diseases being prescribed under section 56 of the 
Regulation as "specified diseases" are: (a) Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome; (b) Middle 
East Respiratory Syndrome; (c) novel Influenza A infection; (d) extensively drug-resistant 
tuberculosis; (e) plague; (f) smallpox; and (g) viral haemorrhagic fever. 

5  Before the amendment, there were 50 scheduled infectious diseases listed in Schedule 1 to 
the Ordinance. 

6  According to the Legislative Council Brief issued by the Food and Health Bureau and DH 
on 7 January 2020 [File ref: FH CR 4/3231/96], once a specific infectious agent related to 
"Severe Respiratory Disease associated with a Novel Infectious Agent" is identified, the 
name of the disease in Schedule 1 will be revised and the identified infectious agent will be 
added to Schedule 2 to the Ordinance.  At present, there are 32 scheduled infectious 
agents listed in Schedule 2 to the Ordinance. 
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Latest developments 
 
8. At the Council meeting of 8 January 2020, Hon Alice MAK, Hon 
Elizabeth QUAT and Dr Hon KWOK Ka-ki raised three urgent oral questions in 
relation to the Government's measures in response to the occurrence of 
pneumonia cases with unknown cause in Wuhan.  The questions and the 
Administration's replies are in Appendices VI to VIII respectively.  The 
transcripts of remarks made by SFH on the issue at a media session on 8 January 
2020 are in Appendix VIII (Chinese version only). 
 
9. According to the report of China Central Television on 8 January 2020, 
investigation by the Mainland health authorities showed that a novel coronavirus 
has been identified in some patients who are part of the cluster of viral 
pneumonia cases in Wuhan.  Coronaviruses are a large family of viruses which 
are common in many different species of animals.  Sometimes, these 
coronaviruses can evolve and infect humans and become a human coronavirus.  
At present, there are six coronaviruses known to infect human.  Four of these 
human coronaviruses (i.e. 229E, NL63, OC43, and HKU1) commonly cause 
mild to moderate illness like common cold.  The other two newer human 
coronaviruses, namely SARS-CoV (the beta coronavirus that causes Severe 
Acute Respiratory Syndrome which was first identified in the Mainland in 2003) 
and MERS-CoV (the beta coronavirus that causes Middle East Respiratory 
Syndrome which was first identified in Saudi Arabia in 2012), have been known 
to frequently cause severe illness. 
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