 SOCIAL MEDIA AND PROLIFERATTION OF FAKE NEWS, DODGY HEALTH ADVICE AND FAKE CURES ON(COVID-19)
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     A pandemic is an epidemic of disease that has spread across a large region, for instance multiple continents or worldwide affecting a substantial number of people. A widespread endemic disease with a stable number of people is not a pandemic. Widespread endemic diseases with a stable number of infected people such as recurrences of seasonal influenza are generally excluded as they occur simultaneously in large regions of the globe rather than being spread worldwide. Throughout history, there have been a number of pandemics of diseases such as smallpox and tuberculosis. The most fatal pandemic recorded in human history was the Black Death ( also known as The Plague), which killed an estimated 75-200 million people in the 14th century. Other notable pandemics include the 1918 influenza pandemic (spanish flu) and the 2009 influenza pandemic (H1N1). Current pandemics include HIV/AIDS and the 2019-20 coronavirus pandemic.

       On Wednesday, 8 April, the Digital Secretary, Oliver Dowden BBC NEWS, had a virtual meeting with Facebook, Twitter, Youtube owners and Google. During the call the firms committed themselves to developing further technical solutions to combat misinformation and disinformation on platforms, weekly reporting on related misinformation trends, improving out of hours coverage and response rates to harmful misinformation, providing messaging to users about how to identify and respond to information. On March 8, Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg said a collection of information from the WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION and CENTERS FOR DISEASE CONTROL would begin appearing on top of the news feed in the United States and other countries around the world over the next day. The goal of the center is to direct Facebook's large user base to vet information and to offer a strong counterweight to the misinformation that spreads elsewhere on its and around the internet. Separately, Facebook announced that it would make its workplace product free for the government and for emergency services. Zuckerberg also noted that he is working from home during the virus outbreak along with the vast majority of other Facebook employees.

       On March19, 2020, in a post on its website, Twitter said 'We will enforce this in close coordination with trusted partners, including public health authorities and governments and continue to use and consult with information from those sources when reviewing content'. It follows an announcement from technology companies like Facebook, Google, LinkedIn, Microsoft, Reddit and Youtube earlier this week in which they committed to work together and with governments, in response to the pandemic. In a joint statement, they said they would work to ensure people could stay connected to each other during isolation as well as fight any misinformation and fraud linked to the outbreak. ”We are working closely together on Covid-19 response efforts”, the statement said. "We are helping millions of people stay connected while also jointly combating fraud and misinformation about the virus, elevating authoritative content on our platforms and sharing critical updates in co-ordination with government healthcare agencies around the world”.                                                              more.
         Social media sites and search engines have already been placing official guidance from the HSE and World Health Organization at the top of search results.

       During this pandemic, unreasonable health advices have gone round on social media platforms and the internet. Most of them are useless to downproperties', there is no evidence that eating garlic can protect people from the new coronavirus. The South China Morning Post reported a story of a woman who had to receive hospital treatment for a severely inflamed throat after consuming 1.5kg of raw garlic. In general, eating fruit and drinking water is good but there is no evidence in  any specific foods to help in combating this particular virus.

      Miracle Minerals: Jordan Sather a youtuber, who has thousands of followers in different platforms has been claiming that a "miracle mineral supplement" called MMS, can "wipe out" coronavirus.It contains chlorine dioxide - a bleaching agent. Sather and others promoted the substance even before the virus outbreak and in January he tweeted that, “not only is chlorine dioxide an effective cancer killer, it wipes out coronavirus too". The FDA (US FOOD and Drug Administration) says it "it's not aware of any research showing that these products are safe or effective for treating any illness". It warns that drinking them can cause nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea and symptoms of severe dehydration. 

     Home-made Hand Sanitizer: As reports of shortages emerged in Italy, countless of recipes on how to make home-made gel appeared on social media platforms. Most of these recipes, alleged dupes for one of the country's most popular brands were for a disinfectant best suited for cleaning surfaces and scientists notified that it is not best suited for our skin. Alcohol-based hand gels usually also contain emolients, which make them gentler on the skin, on top of their 60-70% alcohol content. At the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, Sally Bloomfield a professor says that she does not believe you could make an effective product for sanitizing hands at home - even vodka only contains 40% alcohol.

     Drinkable Silver: The use of colloidal silver was promoted on US televangelist Jim Bakker's show. Colloidal silver is tiny particles of metal suspended in liquid. A guest on the show claimed the solution kills some strains of coronavirus within 12 hours (while admitting it had not yet been tested on Covid-19). It was widely shared on Facebook on how the treatment can be effective for coronavirus, particularly by "medical freedom" groups that are deeply suspicious of mainstream medical advice. Though, there are some occasional uses of silver in healthcare, for example in bandages applied to wounds but that does not mean it is effective to consume. The US health authorities advised that there is no evidence this type of silver solution is effective for any health condition. It could cause serious side effects including kidney damage, seizures and agyria-a condition that makes your skin turn blue. Unlike iron or zinc, they say silver is not metal that has any function in the human body and those promoting this substance on for general health on social media are now being warned from Facebook's fact-checking service.

                .               more.
        Drinking water every 15 minutes: A post, copied and pasted by multiple Facebook's accounts, quotes a "Japanese doctor" who recommends drinking water every 15 minutes to flush out any virus that might have entered the mouth. At the University of Oxford Professor Trudie Lang says there is "no biological mechanism" that would support the idea that you can just wash a respiratory virus down into your stomach and kill it. Infections like the coronavirus enter the body via the respiratory tract when you breathe in. Some might go into your mouth but even constantly drinking water is not going to prevent you from catching the virus. Even though, drinking water and staying hydrated is generally good medical advice.

      Heat and Avoiding Ice Cream: Variations of the advice suggesting heat kills the virus from recommending drinking hot water to taking hot baths or using hairdryers. A post copied and pasted by dozens of social media users in different countries and falsely attributed to Unicef -claims that drinking hot water and exposure to the sun will kill the virus and says ice cream is to be avoided. Charlotte Gornitka, who works for Unicef on coronavirus misinformation says: "A recent erroneous online message- saying to be a Unicef communication appears to indicate that avoiding ice cream and other cold foods can help prevent the onset of the disease and of course was wholly untrue. Though, the virus does not survive well outside the body during the summer but we do not yet know how heat impacts the new coronavirus.

Professor Bloomfield says " trying to heat your body or expose yourself to the sun -presumably to make it inhospitable to the virus -is completely ineffective. Once the virus is in your body, there is no way of killing it -your body just has to fight it off.  Outside the body, to actively kill the virus you need temperature of around 60 degrees [Celsius]" -far hotter than any bath. Washing of bed linens and towels at 60C is a good idea for it can kill any virus on the fabric but not an option for your skin.

     Sources of news;  Wikipedia, The journal.ie, BBC News, The Verge.com and WHO.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                END

