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A call by a leading public health expert to cancel this summer’s
Olympic Games in Brazil for fear of accelerating a global spread
of the Zika virus has been quelled by new World Health
Organization guidance, which backs travel but advises athletes
and visitors to take simple steps to manage health risks.
Writing in theHarvard Public Health Review this month,1Amir
Attaran, professor in the faculties of law and medicine at the
University of Ottawa in Canada, described Rio de Janeiro as
being at the “heart” of the current Zika epidemic and said that
the Olympic organisers must confront “the bitter truth: the 2016
Olympic and Paralympic Games must be postponed, moved, or
both, as a precautionary concession.”
Brazil is at the centre of a large outbreak of Zika affecting 58
countries worldwide. Although the Brazil epidemic began in
the north east of the country last year, it has spread to densely
populated areas in other regions, including Rio de Janeiro.
In January the International Olympic Committee declared Rio
a “safe environment” for the games, but suspected Zika cases
in Rio are now the highest of any state in Brazil (26 000), and
its Zika incidence rate is the fourth worst (157 per 100 000).
“In other words,” wrote Attaran, “Rio is not on the fringes of
the outbreak, but inside its heart.” He condemned complacency
over the risks to health.2

“All it takes is one infected traveler,” he wrote. “A few viral
introductions of that kind, in a few countries, or maybe
continents, would make a full blown global health disaster.
Scientists can disagree on howmuch the mass migration of 500
000 foreigners will accelerate the virus’s global spread andmake
the pandemic worse—but none can possibly argue that it will
slow it down or make things better.”
Attaran noted the ongoing work to invent new technologies to
slow the spread of Zika, including effective vaccine, antiviral
drugs, insecticide, or a genetically engineered mosquito.3 “But

by spreading the virus faster and farther, the [Olympic] games
steal away the very thing—time—that scientists and public
health professionals need to build such defences,” he wrote.
Chris Dye, WHO director of strategy, said, “We are aware of
the diversity of views that have been expressed about the
Olympics.” After considering the evidence, WHO had issued
advice to people travelling to Rio,4 he said.
The WHO statement advised athletes and visitors to practise
safe sex, choose air conditioned accommodation, use insect
repellent, and wear light coloured clothing that covers as much
of the body as possible. Travellers should avoid “impoverished”
and “overcrowded” areas in the city, it added. Pregnant women
were warned not to travel and were advised to practise safe sex
or abstain from sex with partners returning from Zika hit areas
during their pregnancy.
Brazil is a big trading hub with 400 000 people travelling to
and from the country each week, so the Olympics may not, in
relative terms, see a dramatic change in traffic between
countries. The games will also take place during Brazil’s
wintertime, when fewer mosquitoes are active and the risk of
being bitten is lower. A seasonal drop in dengue and
chikungunya is also seen at that time of year.
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