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Social distancing for covid-19: is 2 metres far enough?
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Introducing blanket policies for the public to wear face masks
has major problems, many of which have been pointed out.1-3

“In theory, wearing masks could instil a false sense of security,”1

but “given the gravity of the pandemic, indirect evidence of
benefit combined with the low risk of harm should outweigh
the absence of direct evidence supporting mask wearing by the
general public.”2

There is another important, yet not widely debated, risk
regarding distancing and masks that must be carefully considered
because it could have serious repercussions. We have shown
how an exhalation behaves, including how far it can travel,4 and
described the underlying transport mechanisms involved. Small
and larger droplets, even in short small breaths, are transported
far beyond 1 metre. For larger volume, more energetic breaths,
the exhalation and droplet burden travel well beyond 2 metres.
A safe separation of 1 metre cannot be relied on in any
circumstances. Although limited scientific evidence supports 2
metres in the present context, we have clear scientific evidence,
based on direct experimentation in humans in real life, that a
simple 2 metre distance rule might be inappropriate for
preventing droplet transmission between people in many
situations.
Airborne outdoor tobacco smoke is a reasonable surrogate for
small droplets suspended in the air and can help inform the
present debate. In some countries, public health legislation
already exists for outdoor tobacco smoke, requiring smokers
congregating in building entrances, for example, to remain

variably 2-10 metres from the public.5 6 An experimental study
found that exhaled outdoor tobacco smoke was detectable over
9 metres from its source.6

This known behaviour of exhaled air is vitally important when
considering social distancing advice particularly regarding
exercise, such as running, which is associated with large volume
exhalations and forces. In such circumstances a 2 metre
separation is most unlikely to be an effective barrier. Its use
should be urgently reviewed.
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