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A Bit of Good News

What Do We Do Now?

The Risk of a COVID-19 Spike and the Federal Reserve
It Is Time to Open Up the Economy, Slowly

Personal Observations

Simply discussing COVID-19 will undoubtedly make this letter controversial and, in some
circles, political. That is not my intent. | truly believe that something affecting all of us so deeply
should be kept in the scientific realm to the extent possible, not the political. Sadly, that is not
the case today in many countries.

My theme today is on the pandemic’s future economic impact, especially in the United States.
It is relatively easy to look back and see what happened, but | am more interested in future
responses. In the US, we have tried a wide variety of experiments in various states over the
past six months, some which seem to have worked and some that have been less effective.

| am going to make some suggestions about how we move from here. | can guarantee you that
no one will be happy with everything | write. This is an emotional issue. What follows are just my
feelings and observations.

In general, here is what we have learned.
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First, the median age of fatalities seems to be around 80. Deaths below that age level are highly
associated with one or more conditions like obesity, hypertension, heart disease, diabetes, a
weakened immune system, etc. Deaths among those under 20 are quite rare.

The estimated Infection Fatality Rate is close to zero for younger adults but rises sharply with
age, reaching about 0.3% for ages 50-59, 1.3% for ages 60-69, 4% for ages 70-79, and 10%
for ages 80-89.

That is not to say that every death does not matter, and when it is your loved one, it is tragic. |
get that. Truly, | do. But according to CDC data, only about 6% of COVID-19 deaths were from
COVID-19 alone. All the others had at least one comorbidity associated with them and, on
average, all US deaths had 2.6 additional conditions.

Second, the lockdowns created a depression-like economic reaction in the first quarter and
even though the economy has rebounded, it is still in severe recession territory. It's impossible
to say otherwise when over 800,000 are people still applying for unemployment benefits every
week.

Third, both health and economic impacts have skewed toward those of lower income and ability
to recover. Those of us lucky enough to have jobs where we can work from home have seen
relatively less damage, and in some cases even improvement, at least from an employment
standpoint.

With the benefit of hindsight, | am sure that we would’'ve made different choices in terms of our
response to the disease. It would’ve been nice to have a stockpile of N95 masks and other PPE
gear. Efforts are underway to remedy that problem, but those will likely take years to actually
prove successful.

A Bit of Good News

The justifiable concern about hospitals being able to handle large numbers of cases seems to
have improved. Further, treatment practices and medicines have increased and will continue to
get better.

Likewise, hundreds of vaccines are in some stages of trial/testing. There are over 30 vaccines
currently in a phase 3 trial. To put it in hockey or soccer terms, that is over 200 shots on goal.

Given the wide variety of approaches, most will either fail because they don’t work or have
harmful side effects, or they are uneconomic. But the good news is we only need a few to help
bring the disease under control.

Further, as time passes, we get closer to herd immunity. And while that is a nebulous concept,
as we are not sure quite what the number is for this particular virus (here the scientists strongly
disagree with each other), like every flu pandemic that we have had in the past 70 years, herd
immunity is eventually reached. We have to hope that immunity to this virus is long lasting,
otherwise all bets are off.
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As an aside, everyone has learned today that the elderly long-term care facilities are at risk. In
many countries, 50% to 60% of COVID-19 deaths are from care facilities. In some countries, it
approaches 80%. While every death is horrible, life expectancy for those victims was often short
already. The length of stay data are striking:

* The median length of stay in a nursing home before death was five months
* 65% died within one year of nursing home admission
*  53% died within six months of nursing home admission

There is a reason insurance companies that offer long-term healthcare insurance provide a
significant discount for the first 90-day exclusion clause. That is because they know the risk of
dying soon after you enter a healthcare facility is quite high. That’s just a very sad actuarial fact.

Cases in the US are now trending down with the exception of locations associated with super
spreader events like the Sturgis motorcycle gathering. It was more than just North and South
Dakota, but you can track increases back to where a motorcyclist went home and see smaller
spikes there.

What Do We Do Now?

Many experts see high odds of an increase in both cases and hospitalizations (and thus deaths)
as winter approaches. There will be a natural tendency to want to go back into lockdown mode.
We can’t do it.

A lockdown on the level that we had in the second quarter would throw the economy into yet
another depression scenario that would be even harder to escape. Hundreds of thousands of
small businesses, and a few larger ones, are simply going to go out of business as it stands
today. That represents millions of jobs. Another lockdown would make the situation even worse.

Interestingly, according to the Wall Street Journal, “The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, in its 2017 community mitigation guidelines for pandemic flu, didn’t recommend
stay-at-home orders or closing nonessential businesses even for a flu as severe as the one
a century ago.” The World Health Organization (WHQO) Writing Group, after reviewing the
literature and considering contemporary international experience, concluded that “forced
isolation and quarantine are ineffective and impractical.” Canada’s pandemic guidelines
concluded that restrictions on movement were “impractical if not impossible.”

Of course, there were other authorities and government officials who disagreed with those
suggestions and promoted lockdowns. | am not going to argue whether or not the decisions
were proper. That's water under the bridge. | am arguing that we cannot pursue future
lockdowns to the extent that we did.

So what do we do?
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First, we have to figure out how to protect those who are most vulnerable. They must be
supplied with N95 masks.

Second, we need to recognize that people are dying as a secondary effect to the lockdowns.
There is a significant spike in deaths of despair, drug use, and suicide. Doctors in Denver
noticed that there was a reduction of heart attack victims coming to hospitals. They found that
the number of people dying of cardiac arrest at home in the two weeks following the statewide
stay-at-home order was greater than the total number of people who died of COVID-19 in the
city during that time.

New cancer diagnoses have fallen off significantly. That means people are not coming in for
checkups, and when (or if) their cancer is eventually discovered, it will be later stage and thus
more likely to be fatal.

In England, there was a 50% decline in admissions for heart attacks as people were concerned
about going into hospitals with COVID-19 patients. The result was 40% more people dying from
lower-risk treatable heart conditions. For strokes, the situation is further exacerbated by living
alone and not having visitors as 98% of emergency calls for strokes are made by someone else.

(My own daughter, Amanda, who was the picture of health, experienced a severe stroke.
Fortunately, her husband found her within a few minutes, as he was working from home. He got
her to the hospital where she recovered. Now she is back out in the community and working, but
many are not so fortunate.)

There are other knock-on effects. Tuberculosis kills 1.5 million people each year. According to
one estimate, a three-month lockdown across different parts of the world and a gradual return
to normal over 10 months could result in an additional 6.3 million cases of tuberculosis and 1.4
million deaths. A six-month disruption of antiretroviral therapy may lead to more than 500,000
additional deaths from ilinesses related to HIV, according to the WHO. Another WHO model
predicted that in the worst-case scenario, deaths from malaria could double to 770.000 per year.

While lockdown may seem to protect us from an immediate known problem, the unintended
consequences are Killing just as many people from different sources and few of those deaths
make it into the media.

Third, we need to do the obvious. While the use of masks is controversial in some quarters, and
not legally mandated everywhere, | believe we should continue using masks in public places—
especially if you are older (like me) or have a comorbidity. Social distancing is also effective.
Interestingly, normal flus and other infectious diseases are down thanks to social distancing and
mask usage. (Dr. Mike Roizen and | wrote about this last June, and it is still accurate.)

Fourth, until we have a vaccine or have clearly obtained herd immunity, and the risk is no more
than that of a normal flu, we should avoid mass events like football games and arena sports.
And it should go without saying to wash your hands frequently.
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And speaking of herd immunity, let me refer to a country that is somewhat controversial:
Sweden. It did not pursue a lockdown strategy. It kept its schools open and reopened them
again. It had 5,800 deaths as of a few weeks ago. Seventy percent of those deaths were in
long-term care facilities, most of them occurred early on, providing the spike in its initial death
rates. And while everyone was agonizing over the deaths in Sweden, there were more deaths in
Sweden in 1993 and 2000 from the flu than from COVID-19 this last year.

Today, deaths and hospitalizations in Sweden are in the single digits and zero most days. Its
policy worked, at least for the Swedes. Sweden may be a bad analogy for the US. Its population
simply has less comorbidities.

Fifth, we need to figure out more precise and reasonable social-distancing methodologies.
Arbitrary 50% rules for restaurants may not make sense in every case. The actual distance
between tables is what is important. Most restaurants, for example, can’t be profitable at 50%
capacity. The same goes for almost any retail business or public place.

Sixth, businesses should consider reserving times for those who need additional protective
measures. Again, using the restaurant example, maybe dinner from four to six for those who
are older or vulnerable so that they can feel comfortable getting out again, with more distancing
between tables for that period of time.

Seventh, we clearly need to improve the availability of not just masks and other protective gear
but also important drugs and medical supplies. Temporary tax breaks to encourage the building
of facilities within the US may be useful. | know that a bill has been introduced in Congress to
make it easier to produce pharmaceuticals and equipment within Puerto Rico.

(Interestingly, not that long ago, there were significant tax advantages for pharmaceutical
companies to locate production in Puerto Rico. For whatever reason, those were removed and
eventually the pharmaceutical companies left, but there are still enormous facilities that could
once again be used for pharmaceutical production.

Eighth, | wrote about the potential for 205 to 222 nm ultraviolet light (UVC) to kill not only this
coronavirus but all viruses and bacteria without harming humans. It turns out there are several
companies working on such products. Right now, they are terribly expensive. But with the
development of a simple LED capable of producing that light, the cost would drop by several
magnitudes. Not only would this protect us from COVID-19, but it would protect us from other
infections in the future. It would help in other ways, too. Fifty thousand people a year die from
hospital-acquired infections. This would cut that into a fraction. This type of lighting should
become ubiquitous not only in businesses but also in the homes of at-risk people.

It would not take a great deal of money to make many research centers focus on developing
cheaper LEDs for UVC light. We would probably recover the investment quickly just by needing
less PPE gear, which must be constantly replenished. Not to mention the future lives saved
around the world. Honestly, this is probably the most productive suggestion | made so far, at
least from a long-term standpoint.
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The Risk of a COVID-19 Spike and the Federal Reserve

Dr. Woody Brock, in his latest “Quarterly Profile,” gave us the submitted wisdom:

Looked at differently, the Fed’s newest policy can be viewed as a substitution of fragility
monitoring for inflation monitoring. Powell has just stated that the Fed will now tolerate
more inflation than it used to. One reason why was his concern with economic fragility --
fragility which has been created by interest rates that have been too low for too long.

Another lockdown and the economy slipping back into depression would tempt the Federal
Reserve to enact even more aggressive quantitative easing, since it can no longer cut rates.
That would have the unintended consequence of potentially increasing inflation, which the
Federal Reserve is absolutely certain it can control (of course it is absolutely certain), and will
make the economy even more fragile.

While | agree with Woody, | think the Fed has been managing fragility for decades. It was the
famous “Fed put.” It has certainly made the world more fragile. And while it may seem a little
arcane to want to avoid a lockdown in order to keep from tempting the Fed to give us more QE,
this economist sees that as a quite worthy goal—ninth or tenth on my list, for sure, and way
below doing the things necessary to preserve life, but it is still there.

It Is Time to Open Up the Economy, Slowly

I am not suggesting we open up the economy overnight. But we do need to open it up in an
orderly fashion as soon as possible with the above caveats about masks, social distancing, and
clearly no mass events until there is a vaccine, or the disease, like all flus in the past 50 years,
simply and obviously runs its course.

| recognize that there is somewhat of a contradiction in my position. | am saying that there is a
potential for the disease to spike again this winter. But because herd immunity, at whatever level
we are at, has already been somewhat improved, that spike should be of lesser magnitude.
Further, we have better treatments and our hospitals are not threatened with being overrun.
Sometime in 2021, with or without a vaccine, we should be able to treat this as a simple risk
along the lines of a normal flu, and go about our day-to-day lives.

| will close by offering this collection of links from a close friend, who for personal business
reasons must remain anonymous. He obviously leans toward the “end the lockdowns now”
camp, but he provides scores of links to scientific articles and journals to back up his position.

| found it quite useful. | get about this much data from one source who seemingly collects
everything written within the last 24 hours and provides pages of links and summaries. It can be
a bit overwhelming, but it is also encouraging to see the progress being made on the vaccine
front.

There are no good or easy choices, and certainly none that will make everybody happy.
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Personal Observations

We find out today (as you read this) what the new restrictions will be in Puerto Rico. Right now,
they are relatively strict in some areas. Restaurants are open at 50% capacity, but alcohol is not
served after 7 PM, and everything is pretty much shut down on Sunday. The current governor,
who lost in her last primary election and immediately imposed much stricter lockdown rules, will
tell us the new rules. The informal “betting” market is split between things being mismo (Spanish
for the same) or more severe. | hope they are both wrong, in that | hope it loosens up bit, at
least from the exercise/gym standpoint. A lot of people would like to get back to work. Tourism is
way down.

I do hope the bill that was introduced in Congress will make its way through, as making Puerto
Rico a new pharmaceutical and PPE production center would be fabulous for local workers. As
an aside, the entire island is an opportunity zone, and there are numerous new projects being
worked on to take advantage of that. | think that in 10 years, Puerto Rico will be a relatively
much more prosperous island.

Finally, | have a small request. We’re taking a quick survey of Mauldin Economics readers to
gauge your attitudes on the economy, markets, and a few other topics. It's completely private
and will only take a few minutes. Please click here to participate.

With that, it's time to hit the send button. Have a great week and stay safe out there!

Your cautiously optimistic about COVID analyst,
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John Mauldin
subscribers@mauldineconomics.com
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