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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Healthcare facilities recovering 
from the COVID‑19 pandemic now struggling 
to contain the spread of infectious diseases 
in Africa
Bashar Haruna Gulumbe1*   , Kadai Alhaji Lawan2 and Musbahu Abdullahi Bagwai3 

Dear Editor,

The World Health Organization (WHO) recent announce-
ment denotes COVID-19’s departure from its Public 
Health Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC) sta-
tus (Lenharo 2023), a crucial step, yet not signalling com-
plete eradication. For example, recent data indicates 1080 
active cases in Africa (WHO 2023a). This shift enables 
heightened scrutiny on other prevalent infectious diseases 
within Africa.

Throughout Africa, there have recently been out-
breaks of infectious diseases in addition to the continu-
ing COVID-19 pandemic. For instance, 40 yellow fever 
deaths were reported in the WHO African region from 
1 January 2021 to 7 December 2022 (WHO 2023b). 
Similar to this, on December 18, 2022, Sudan reported 
a case of circulating type 2 poliovirus obtained from 
immunization. There are still cholera outbreaks in the 
WHO African region, with 13 countries reporting cases 
(WHO 2023c). While these cholera cases and deaths 
have decreased over the past 5  weeks, these outbreaks 

are still taking place in areas that are experiencing natural 
disasters, armed conflicts, and resource shortages, with 
Malawi having the highest number of both reported cases 
and fatalities (WHO 2023c). More disturbingly, through-
out eastern and southern Africa, there have also been 
outbreaks of vomiting and diarrhoea that have sickened 
over 60,000 people and claimed 1700 lives, with Malawi 
and Mozambique suffering the greatest losses (Bawage 
and Uba 2023). In addition, there have been outbreaks 
of diphtheria (Agrawal et al. 2023), Lassa fever and men-
ingitis in West Africa, with substantial diphtheria and 
Lassa fever outbreaks in Nigeria (Gulumbe et  al. 2023) 
and a recent meningitis outbreak in Niger (WHO 2023b). 
In the light of recent circumstances, UNICEF has voiced 
poignant concerns regarding the capacity of healthcare 
facilities to curb the spread of infectious diseases amidst 
their recovery from the aftershocks of the COVID-19 
pandemic (Bawage and Uba 2023).

The causes of these outbreaks are multifactorial, 
including inadequate water and sanitary facilities, a lack 
of resources, natural catastrophes, and conflicts (WHO 
2023b). Poor hygiene habits and insufficient access to 
clean drinking water have also been linked to epidem-
ics of vomiting and diarrhoea in eastern and southern 
Africa (WHO 2023b). In addition, the interplay of factors 
such as rapid population growth and climate change fur-
ther complicates the health landscape (Baker et al. 2022). 
Increased human densities can facilitate the spread of 
diseases, while shifts in climate patterns can favour the 
proliferation of disease vectors like mosquitos. Their 
significant role in the transmission of diseases such as 
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yellow fever, malaria, and dengue underscores the need 
for robust vector control strategies and more compre-
hensive public health approaches. (WHO 2023b).

The COVID-19 pandemic has already had a profound 
impact on the healthcare sector in Africa, disrupting rou-
tine healthcare services and diverting resources towards 
COVID-19 response (Gao et  al. 2023; Tessema et  al. 
2021). This has left little capacity to tackle other infec-
tious diseases, and recent outbreaks of diseases such as 
yellow fever, polio, Marburg virus, cholera, diphtheria, 
Lassa fever, meningitis, and meningitis are placing addi-
tional pressure on an already overburdened healthcare 
system. These outbreaks pose a significant challenge to 
the already struggling healthcare system in the region. 
Undoubtedly, the healthcare infrastructure is central to 
the reduction of COVID-19 cases (Lenharo 2023). Inte-
gral elements include diagnostic testing, contact trac-
ing, therapeutics for those affected, and significantly, 
the orchestration of vaccine campaigns (Lenharo 2023). 
Effective vaccine dissemination remains pivotal in con-
straining viral transmission and limiting disease severity. 
Crucially, the role of health initiatives in promoting pre-
ventive education and endorsing healthcare guidelines 
cannot be understated in the broader context of pan-
demic management.

There is therefore the need for a comprehensive strat-
egy to address public health issues in the region. Govern-
ments and other stakeholders must invest in healthcare 
infrastructure and human resources to guarantee that 
healthcare facilities are capable of identifying, treating, 
and preventing infectious disease outbreaks to solve the 
problem of epidemic outbreaks in Africa. Increased pub-
lic knowledge of risk factors and the promotion of early 
detection and treatment are both necessary. A robust 
healthcare system must be developed via cooperation 
between governments, medical experts, and the general 
population. The development of cutting-edge strategies 
like telemedicine and mobile health clinics should be 
investigated, as well as investments in infrastructure for 
water and sanitation. Last but not least, improving dis-
ease surveillance systems and prioritizing the develop-
ment of vaccines and treatments for infectious diseases 
can significantly reduce the likelihood of outbreaks by 
preventing and containing them.

In conclusion, the healthcare system in Africa contin-
ues to face a great deal of difficulty as a result of infectious 
illness epidemics. Prioritizing expenditures in healthcare 
infrastructure, educating the public about the dangers of 
infectious diseases, and ensuring that healthcare facilities 
have the tools and expertise required to correctly identify 
and treat these illnesses are all critical steps in address-
ing this problem. Furthermore, cutting-edge approaches 
like telemedicine and community-based surveillance can 

aid in enhancing disease surveillance and management. 
While these elements are crucial, the creation of a more 
robust healthcare system also requires the active involve-
ment of national, regional, and international organiza-
tions (Shin et al. 2018). Entities such as the WHO and its 
Africa Office, Cochrane Africa with its promising Global 
Evidence-Local Adaptation project, Africa Evidence 
Network, the Africa Regional Community of the Guide-
lines International Network, African Health Econom-
ics & Policy Association, and The African Accreditation 
Cooperation bring invaluable expertise, resources, and 
a global perspective. In our interconnected world, their 
contributions are essential to enhancing Africa’s health-
care system. Therefore, it’s not only the responsibility of 
the government, medical experts, and the general popu-
lation, but also of these national, regional, and interna-
tional organizations to work together towards improved 
healthcare outcomes in Africa.
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