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What is SARS? 
SARS (Severe acute respiratory syndrome) is a 
viral respiratory illness that was recognized as a 
global threat in March 2003, after first appearing 
in Southern China in November 2002. There 
have been no outbreaks since 2003 and no 
cases recorded since 2014. 

SARS is caused by a coronavirus, called SARS-
associated coronavirus (SARS-CoV).  

What are the symptoms? 

The illness is characterised by a high fever, 
possibly chills, discomfort, and body aches. 
Some people also experienced mild respiratory 
symptoms at the outset. Diarrhoea was seen in 
approximately 10-20% of patients.  

After 2 to 7 days, patients often develop a dry, 
non-productive cough and pneumonia that 
becomes severe requiring hospital admission.  

How does it spread? 

SARS is mainly spread by close person-to-
person contact (within 1-2 metres), via by 
droplets produced when an infected person 
coughed or sneezed. The virus also spreads 
when a person touches a surface or object 
contaminated with infectious droplets and then 
touches his or her mouth, nose, or eyes. 

How is it treated? 

There is no specific treatment except for 
comprehensive supportive care. Antiviral 
medication is not considered to be helpful and 
antibiotics are not effective. Medicines and other 
treatments are used to reduce symptoms, 
oxygen is given and if necessary, a breathing 
machine is used. 
 

How is it prevented? 

Strict infection-control practices are crucial for 
the prevention of SARS. 

The disappearance of SARS in 2004, was a 
major international public health effort. Isolation 
of patients, strict use of masks, gloves, and 
gowns, closure of schools, hospitals, and clubs, 
and quarantine of exposed individuals probably 
all contributed to preventing spread and stopping 
the outbreak. 

 

In an outbreak the chances of getting SARS can 
be reduced by: 

• wearing a mask, hospital gown, and gloves 
and washing your hands if you are around 
someone with SARS 

• not going to areas where there is an outbreak 
of SARS  

 

• not eating certain foods (such as meat from 
unusual animals) if you travel or live in Asia. 

Work is being done to develop a vaccine against 
SARS. 

How long is a person with SARS 
infectious to others?  

After exposure to a person with SARS it usually 
takes between 2 and 7 days for symptoms to 
develop. Persons with SARS are most likely to 
be contagious only when they have symptoms, 
such as fever or cough.  

Patients are most contagious during the second 
week of illness. However, as a precaution 
against spreading the disease, it is 
recommended that persons with SARS limit their 
activities outside the home (for example, by not 
going to work or to school) until 10 days after 
their fever has gone away and their respiratory 
(breathing) symptoms have improved.  

 

____________________________ 
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