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SOCIAL MEDIA AND PROLIFERATION OF FAKE NEWS, DODGY HEALTH ADVICE AND FAKE CURES FOR COVID-19

In the last few months, the world has been ravaged by the global pandemic, the Covid-19. The effect of which has been a global lockdown in over 180 affected countries and the few left trying to be proactive to the pandemic. More than 1, 897, 306 cases of the virus have been recorded globally while 117,726 people have lost their lives to the pandemic.

With over 573,816 infected persons and a total of 117,726 deaths, the United States of America is currently the epicenter of the deadly virus. It is closely followed by Spain and Italy with 169,496 infected persons, 17,489 deaths and 159,516 infected persons, 20,465 deaths respectively. Its socio-economic impact on nations of the world is quite astounding. Many businesses have been shut down, with experts projecting disastrous economic outlook for many nations in the coming months. Thousands of flights have been cancelled while countless money spinning entertainment and sporting events have been postponed indefinitely, and in some cases cancelled out rightly. 

Social media, being the fastest means of communication has served as an effective means to create awareness on the Covid-19 pandemic. Various health organizations including the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Nigerian Centre for Disease Control (NCDC) have made use of social media platforms to inform the public on the symptoms of the virus and measures to avoid spread of it.

While social media has proved to be an effective means to create awareness on the Corona virus pandemic, it is also being used for the proliferation of fake news concerning the epidemic, thereby creating unnecessary fear among the public. Social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and Whatsapp have recently been used to circulate various kinds of misinformation as regards the Covid-19 pandemic. The misuse of social media for this purpose however will not be the first time being that social media platforms have a history of being wrongfully taking advantage of for proliferation of fake news during moments of crisis. 

In 2014, during the Ebola outbreak that plagued Nigeria, a Whatsapp broadcast was circulated instructing people to bath with hot water and salt solution as a preventive measure for the virus. Even though there was no medical basis for it, the “prescription” went viral enough for the government to officially debunk it. But that ultimately proved futile, as at least two people died and several others were hospitalized over excessive salt consumption. 

Misleading advertisements for treatments and vaccines, rumors of so-called cure, many false promises are circulating on the Internet about treating, protecting, and curing oneself from COVID-19. This epidemic of fake news is a threat to the public and has just been qualified as an “infodemic” by the WHO.

Misinformation is something that we might expect for any major event that captures people’s imagination, but in the case of COVID-19, the spread of fake news offers unique challenges and dangers to the public.

In Iran, one of the hardest-hit countries, more than 210 people died from drinking toxic alcohol after claims circulated online that it could treat or ward off COVID-19, the official Iran news agency reported.

On March 30, a British paper reported that nearly 300 people were killed and more than 1,000 became ill after ingesting toxic methanol across Iran following rumors that it can help cure corona virus.

According to the paper, Iranian social media accounts in Farsi falsely suggested a British school teacher and others had cured themselves of the corona virus with whisky and honey, based on a tabloid story from early in February.

On March 29, there were reports that Mombasa residents received phone calls at night advising them to drink black tea to avoid the corona virus that has killed six and infected 172 people in Kenya. The residents were warned if they ignored the 'advice', they might die from the illness. According to a resident, “I received a call that a child has uttered seven words at birth in Pokomo (Tana River) that the cure to Corona virus is black tea” .
The fear of being infected with the disease led to many Mombasa residents filling their stomachs with black tea observing the dictates of a myth that has no medical basis.

In the USA, a man in Arizona died last month after taking chloroquine phosphate in an apparent attempt to self-medicate against the novel corona virus. According to hospital system, Banner Health, the man and his wife did not take the pharmaceutical version of the drug, but rather “an additive commonly used at aquariums to clean fish tanks.”

According to the wife who spoke to NBC News, they learnt of chloroquine's connection to corona virus during a President Donald Trump news conference where he touted the drug that has been used to cure malaria as the treatment for novel corona virus.

In Nigeria, three people overdosed on the drug in the wake of Trump's comments. A Lagos state official told CNN that three people were hospitalized after taking the drug.

The health officials later issued a statement cautioning against the use of chloroquine for Covid-19 treatment. This remains a misconception as there is not yet enough clinical evidence that it's effective in the cure of the disease.
Dangerous fake cures debunked by AFP include consuming volcanic ash and fighting infection with UV lamps or chlorine disinfectants, which health authorities say can harm the body if used incorrectly.
The NCDC have also had to debunk a lot of fake stories circulating regarding the Covid-19. The agency has reported that preventive measures such as drinking palm oil, drinking hot lemon, eating garlic and ginger, gargling warm water and salt, or using special oils are all useless against the disease.
The effects of this infodemic on the general public will include an increased panic and fear causing people to act on these misinformations without verification. This, as shown above will only result in adverse consequences which might turn out worse than the pandemic if not curtailed. 
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