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WHO should know the past lessons from SARS and MERS when talking on vaccine 

• Yoshiyasu Takefuji, Professor, Keio University 

(27 September 2020)  

Kai Kupferschmidt wrote an article entitled “Despite obstacles, WHO unveils plan to 

distribute vaccine” (1). The article is misleading the readers of Science because of 

neglecting the past lessons from SARS identified in 2003 and MERS in 2012 

respectively.  

According to WHO, the SARS disease appeared in November 2002 in the Guangdong 

province of southern China. A total of 8,098 people worldwide became sick with SARS 

during the 2003 outbreak. Of these, 774 died in the United States. MERS-CoV has 

infected 2,442 persons and killed 842 worldwide. According to NIH, the SARS disease 

disappeared in 2004, likely due to intensive contact tracing.  

SARS-CoV-2 was named after SARS by WHO on Feb. 11 2020 (2). This virus naming 

means that SARS-CoV-2 is very similar to SARS-COV. Both SARS-CoV and SARS-

CoV-2 use human ACE2 as entry receptor and human proteases as entry activators (3). 

This means that COVID-19 has the similar infection transmission as the SARS.  

Unfortunately, despite WHO efforts, there is still no vaccine for SARS and MERS 

(4,5,6,7). 
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