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Nipah Virus in Kerala with Symptoms and Challenges

Kerala, known for its lush landscapes and serene backwaters, has faced a recurring nightmare in recent years—the Nipah
virus. This zoonotic virus, which initially made its presence felt in 2018, has once again reared its deadly head in 2023. To
shed light on this concerning issue, we turn to Dr A S Anoop Kumar, a renowned expert in infectious diseases and tropical
fevers at Aster MIMS Hospital, Kozhikode. Dr Anoop has been at the forefront of both the 2018 outbreak and the recent
cases, playing a pivotal role in the detection and containment of Nipah. In this article, we delve into the reasons behind
the virus's persistence in Kerala, how its symptoms have evolved, and the importance of ongoing research in tackling this
formidable foe.

Alert healthcare system
detects Nipah outbreaks

The route of Nipah virus transmission from bats to humans has
not been clearly established in Kerala

Widespread: NIV Pune found
Nipah virus antibodies in fruit bats
(Pteropus medius) in nine States,
including Kerala, and the Union
Territory of Pondicherry

B Three Nipah virus
outbreaks — 2018, 2021
and 2023 — in Kerala
have been in Kozhikode
district; the 2019 outbreak
was in Ernakulam district

® Four outbreaks in five
years may be because
the virus has become

.enderr.lic i‘n bats in K.erala, or due to thorough ® Patients who tested positive for Nipah
investigation of undiagnosed fever cases for virus in 2023 had only respiratory symptoms
possible Nipah virus infection or both not reported anywhere in the world before.
m Except in NIV Pune, there is no Nipah Nipah virus detection still became possible
virus testing facility anywhere in India. due to doctors’ high index of suspicion
Kerala screens for Nipah virus routinely in a ® In the latest outbreak, a combination —
molecular lab in Calicut Medical College possible index case, clustering of cases,

® Patients with unusual symptoms are tested unusual symptoms, and proximity to the

for Nipah virus, the reason why Kerala might 2018 outbreak epicentre — led to testing for
be detecting Nipah cases Nipahvirus

[Source: The Hindu]
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A Brief History of Nipah in Kerala

The Nipah virus first emerged in Kerala in 2018, causing widespread panic and claiming the lives of 17 individuals. Fast
forward to 2023, and Kerala is grappling with the virus for the fourth time in the last five years. Six cases have already
been detected, all within the northern district of Kozhikode. Dr Anoop Kumar, the Director of Critical Care at Aster MIMS
Hospital's North Kerala Cluster, has been instrumental in identifying and containing the virus on both occasions. His
expertise has also extended to serving on the state government's expert advisory panel for managing Covid-19.

Understanding Nipah Virus and Dr. Anoop Kumar's
Insights

Before delving into the recurrent outbreaks in Kerala, let's first understand what the Nipah virus is. Nipah virus (NiV) is a
zoonotic virus that was first identified in Malaysia and Singapore in 1999. The virus can be transmitted from animals to
humans, and in some cases, from human to human. Fruit bats are considered the natural host of the Nipah virus, and it is
primarily transmitted to humans through the consumption of contaminated fruits or direct contact with infected animals.

[Source: The Indian Express]

Dr A'S Anoop Kumar, who played a pivotal role in detecting the Nipah virus during both the 2018 outbreak and the recent
cases, offers valuable insights into the situation. He has highlighted several key factors contributing to the recurrence of
Nipah outbreaks.
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Understanding the Recurrence

The recurrence of the Nipah virus in Kerala, particularly in Kozhikode, raises a critical question: why does this region
witness repeated infections? Dr Anoop Kumar offers insights into this perplexing issue.

Zoonotic Origins: The Nipah virus is believed to be zoonotic, meaning it can be transmitted from animals to humans. In
the case of Kerala, fruit bats are considered the natural reservoir of the virus. These bats often inhabit the region's dense
forests, providing ample opportunities for spillover events where the virus crosses over to humans.

Environmental Factors: Kerala's unique environmental conditions, characterized by dense vegetation and a high degree of
biodiversity, create an ideal setting for Nipah virus transmission. The virus can be found in the saliva, urine, and excreta of
infected bats, contaminating fruit and date palm sap that people consume.

Community and Cultural Practices: Cultural practices such as the consumption of raw date palm sap, which is often
contaminated with the virus, have contributed to the spread of Nipah. Traditional customs and habits die hard, and
despite awareness campaigns, some individuals continue to engage in risky behaviours.

The Evolution of Nipah Symptoms

One intriguing aspect of the Nipah virus in Kerala is the evolving nature of its symptoms. Dr Anoop Kumar elaborates on
how the virus has manifested differently in recent cases compared to the 2018 outbreak.

2018 Outbreak: During the 2018 outbreak, Nipah presented with severe symptoms that primarily affected the respiratory
and neurological systems. Patients experienced high fever, severe cough, altered mental states, and encephalitis. The
rapid progression of symptoms made it challenging to diagnose and treat.

2023 Cases: In recent cases, the symptoms have exhibited a shift towards a more gastrointestinal presentation. Patients
have reported symptoms such as nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain, and diarrhoea. While respiratory symptoms are still
present, the prominence of gastrointestinal symptoms has raised concerns about potential changes in the virus's
behaviour.
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[Source: Hindustan Times]

The Importance of Ongoing Research

Dr. Anoop Kumar emphasizes the critical need for continued research into the Nipah virus. While significant strides have
been made in understanding the virus, many questions remain unanswered.

Mutation and Adaptation: Viruses, including Nipah, can mutate over time, potentially altering their transmission and
virulence. Monitoring these changes is essential to anticipate and respond effectively to outbreaks.

Vaccine Development: Developing a vaccine for Nipah is a priority. Research can provide insights into the virus's genetic
makeup and help in the development of preventive measures.

Community Awareness: Education and awareness campaigns must be ongoing. Communities need to understand the
risks associated with certain practices and be equipped with knowledge on how to protect themselves.

Improved Surveillance: Enhanced surveillance systems can help detect outbreaks at an early stage, facilitating a rapid
response to contain the virus.

Preventing Nipah Outbreaks

Preventing Nipah outbreaks in Kerala, or any other region, requires a multi-pronged approach involving public health
measures, research, and community participation.
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Surveillance and Early Detection: Dr Anoop Kumar emphasizes the importance of early detection and surveillance
systems. Rapid identification of cases and isolation of infected individuals can prevent the virus from spreading.

Research and Studies: The Nipah virus is still not fully understood, and more research is needed to comprehend its
behaviour and evolution. Dr Anoop Kumar calls for increased funding and collaboration among researchers to study the
virus comprehensively.

Public Awareness: Communities in high-risk areas should be educated about the virus, its modes of transmission, and
preventive measures. This includes avoiding contact with sick animals, not consuming fruits with bat bites, and practising
good hygiene.

Protection of Ecosystems: Efforts should be made to protect natural ecosystems and wildlife habitats to reduce the
chances of virus spillover from animals to humans.

The recurrent appearance of the Nipah virus in Kerala, particularly in Kozhikode, is a cause for concern. As Dr A S Anoop
Kumar aptly puts it, the virus's return underscores the need for constant vigilance and research. Understanding the
complex interplay of environmental factors, cultural practices, and viral evolution is essential in devising effective
strategies to combat Nipah.

——y - . -
Ly - " & e RN / P T
o A 'y IS ALAWNA
- ~ 'y )
& b 3 ¢
. - A -

L=
|

[Source: Hindustan Times]

The evolving symptoms of Nipah also present a new challenge, demanding a shift in diagnostic and treatment
approaches. While Kerala has shown resilience in its battle against the virus, continued research is the key to staying
ahead of this formidable foe.
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In conclusion, the persistence of the Nipah virus in Kerala serves as a stark reminder of the ever-present threat of emerging
infectious diseases. Only through a concerted effort involving research, awareness, and community engagement can we hope to
minimize the impact of Nipah and similar viruses on the people of Kerala and beyond. Dr. Anoop Kumar's dedication to this
cause is a beacon of hope in the fight against Nipah, and his expertise continues to be an invaluable asset to the state of Kerala.
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