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Learning Objectives
• Learn the following about COVID-19

• Clinical characterization

• Symptoms

• Lab diagnosis

• Management 

• Prevention

•   

• Challenges of Iraqi Healthcare System in COVID-19 Pandemic
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Background 

• As of 18 August 2022, over 590 000 000 people worldwide have been diagnosed with COVID-19, with over 
6.4 million deaths according to the WHO dashboard.

• A new variant, Omicron, that emerged in late November 2021 is now the dominant strain across the 
world and has contributed to the ongoing surge in several countries. 

• Vaccination is having a substantial impact on case numbers and hospitalizations in a number of high-
income countries, but limitations in global access to vaccines mean that many populations remain 
vulnerable.

•  The COVID-19 pandemic is a global outbreak of coronavirus, an infectious disease caused by the 
severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) virus.

• The first cases of novel coronavirus (nCoV) were first detected in China in December 2019, with the 
virus spreading rapidly to other countries across the world. This led WHO to declare a Public Health 
Emergency of International Concern on 30 January 2020, and to characterize the outbreak as a 
pandemic on 11 March 2020
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Clinical characterization 

• Asymptomatic infection with SARS-CoV-2:

•  The proportion of persons who become infected with SARS-CoV-2 and remain asymptomatic 
remains to be better understood. 

• A meta-analysis from earlier in the pandemic reported an overall estimate of 31%, from seven 
studies with predefined screened populations, prediction interval ranging between 26–37%. 

• Severity classification: In those patients that do become symptomatic, most people with COVID-19 
develop only mild (40%) or moderate (40%) disease.

• Approximately 15% develop severe disease that requires oxygen support, and 5% have critical 
disease with complications such as respiratory failure, ARDS, sepsis and septic shock, 
thromboembolism, and/or multi-organ failure, including acute kidney injury and cardiac injury. 
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Clinical characterization 

• Mental and neurologic manifestations: COVID-19 is associated with a spectrum of mental and 
neurological manifestations, including anxiety, depression, sleep problems, headache, dizziness, 
impaired sense of smell or taste, myalgias, delirium/encephalopathy, agitation, stroke, hypoxic 
ischaemic brain injury, seizures, coma, meningo-encephalitis and Guillain-Barré syndrome.

• In many cases, neurological manifestations have been reported even without respiratory symptoms.

•  Over 80% of COVID-19 patients in a hospitalized United States' cohort experienced neurological 
symptoms during the course of their illness and these manifestations were associated with a four-
fold higher risk of severe COVID-19 in this cohort.

• Clinical characterization in children: The clinical manifestations of COVID-19 are similar in children and 
adults, but generally milder with varying frequency of symptoms.

•  Although severe cases of COVID-19 in children, including fatal cases, have been reported, most 
children appear to have asymptomatic, mild, or moderate disease and recover within 1 to 2 weeks of 
disease onset.   
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Symptoms of COVID-19
• Possible symptoms include:

• Fever or chills

• Cough

• Shortness of breath or difficulty breathing

• Fatigue

• Muscle or body aches

• Headache

• New loss of taste or smell

• Sore throat

• Congestion or runny nose

• Nausea or vomiting

• Diarrhea
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Post COVID-19 condition

• WHO released A clinical case definition of post COVID-19 condition is known as “Long COVID-
19." 

• Post COVID-19 condition occurs in individuals with a history of probable or confirmed SARS-CoV-2 
infection, usually 3 months from the onset of COVID-19 with symptoms that last for at least 2 
months and cannot be explained by an alternative diagnosis. 

•  A recent meta-analysis of 10 cohort studies suggests the following factors may be 
associated with post COVID-19 condition: female gender, poor pre-pandemic mental 
health, poor general health, asthma, or being overweight or obese.

• Three meta-analysis suggest the following symptoms to be more common: fatigue, 
dyspnoea, cough, sleep disturbances, anxiety, depression, cognitive impairment, and 
difficulty concentrating.
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Post-COVID-19 complications

9



Post-COVID-19 
complications
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Variants of concern and severity of disease

• At present, there are five variants of concern (VoC) recognized by WHO: Alpha, Beta, 
Gamma, Delta and Omicron.

• VoCs seem to be more transmissible with Omicron currently outcompeting the other 
variants.

• Omicron was observed to cause less severe disease as well as have a lower risk of 
mortality.

• Among vulnerable populations, i.e. patients at the extremes of age, in populations with 
high comorbid burden, in frail patients and among the unvaccinated.
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Three disease severity groups
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Infection prevention and control measures

• Apply standard precautions according to risk assessment for all patients, at all times, when 
providing any diagnostic and care services.

• Screen all persons at first point of contact in health facility to allow for early recognition followed 
by immediate isolation/separation.

•  Suspected or confirmed COVID-19 patient to wear a medical mask and placement in a separate, 
well-ventilated area, ideally an isolation room/area if available.

• Isolate and cohort patients with suspected or confirmed COVID-19

• Apply transmission-based precautions (contact, droplet and/or airborne precautions) where indicated.
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Laboratory diagnosis
• The WHO recommends, for all suspect COVID-19 cases, at minimum the collection of 

respiratory specimens for nucleic acid amplification testing (NAAT) for example reverse 
transcription polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR).
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Management of mild COVID-19: symptomatic treatment

• WHO recommends that patients with suspected or confirmed mild COVID-19 be isolated to 
contain virus transmission according to the established COVID-19 care pathway. 

• This can be done at a designated COVID-19 health facility, community facility or at home (self-
isolation).

• We recommend patients with mild COVID-19 be given symptomatic treatment such as 
antipyretics for fever and pain, adequate nutrition and appropriate rehydration.

• Counsel patients with mild COVID-19 about signs and symptoms of complications that should 
prompt urgent care.
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Management of moderate COVID-19: pneumonia treatment

• The location of isolation will depend on the established COVID-19 care pathway and can be 
done at a health facility, community facility or at home. 

• The decision on location should be made on a case-by-case basis and will depend on the clinical 
presentation, requirement for supportive care, potential risk factors for severe disease, and 
conditions at home, including the presence of vulnerable persons in the household. 

• For patients at high risk for deterioration , isolation in hospital is preferred. 
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Management of severe COVID-19: severe pneumonia treatment

• We recommend immediate administration of supplemental oxygen therapy to any patient with emergency 
signs during resuscitation to target SpO2 ≥ 94% and to any patient without emergency signs and 
hypoxaemia (i.e. stable hypoxaemic patient) to target SpO2 > 90% or ≥ 92–95% in pregnant women.

• Deliver oxygen flow rates using appropriate delivery devices (e.g. use nasal cannula for rates up to 5 L/min; 
Venturi mask for flow rates 6–10 L/min; and face mask with reservoir bag for flow rates 10–15 L/min). 
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Treatments
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Preventing COVID-19

• COVID-19 vaccines

• Preventive medications

• The FDA has issued an emergency use authorization for tixagevimab plus cilgavimab 
(EVUSHELDTM), a medicine that can help protect you from getting COVID-19.

•  EVUSHELDTM contains two different antibodies and is given as two separate 
consecutive intramuscular (IM) injections at a doctor’s office or healthcare facility 
before you are exposed or test positive for COVID-19
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COVID-19 Vaccines

• Four COVID-19 vaccines are approved or authorized in the United 
States:

• Pfizer-BioNTech

• Moderna

• Novavax

• Johnson & Johnson’s Janssen (J&J/Janssen) (However, CDC recommends 
that the J&J/Janssen COVID-19 vaccine only be considered in certain 
situations, due to safety concerns.)

20
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/stay-up-to-date.html

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/different-vaccines/overview-COVID-19-vaccines.html#janssen-when-to-consider
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/different-vaccines/overview-COVID-19-vaccines.html#janssen-when-to-consider
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/stay-up-to-date.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/stay-up-to-date.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/stay-up-to-date.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/stay-up-to-date.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/stay-up-to-date.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/stay-up-to-date.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/stay-up-to-date.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/stay-up-to-date.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/stay-up-to-date.html


Raise Public Awareness to enhance Vaccination
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Challenges facing Iraqi during COVID-19 pandemic

• Challenges in the prevention (minimize number of cases).

• Challenges in the testing/diagnosis .

• Challenges in Treatment (reduce mortality).
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COVID-19 cases, deaths and vaccination
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First Case of COVID-19 in Iraq

• Iraq, along with other six Arabic countries 
(Lebanon, Bahrain, Kuwait,  Oman, Qatar and 
Saudi Arabia) obtained COVID-19 mainly via 
people who have visited Iran. 

• The first case of COVID-19 in Iraq was detected 
on Feb 24, 2020 in Al-Najaf city, south of 
Baghdad for an Iranian religious student.
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Number of Confirmed Cases on March 4, 2020
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Current Number 
of Reported 
COVID-19 cases
 (Nov 1, 2022)
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Socio-ecological Model (preventive measures) 

28Source: 2021 Seeds of Hope (https://seedsofhope.ladiocese.org/About/our-approach.html)



Complete
curfew (lockdown)
for 4 weeks then during 
weekends (Spring 2020) 
(Governmental policy level)
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Economical crises due to the lockdown
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Online Teaching
in 2020 helped 
to reduce new 
cases
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University of Baghdad College 
of Pharmacy pictures

(Governmental policy 
level)



Screenshot form the College YouTube Channel
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Challenges Face Iraq to control COVID-19 (in 2020)

[1] A shortage in personal protective equipment
(PPE) and ambulances 

[2] A low level of public awareness 
 
[3] A shortage in number of quarantine facilities

[4] Limited number of PCR testing labs 

[5] A shortage in hygiene preparations and

[6] A shortage in some COVID-19 treatment.

Source: Can developing Countries face COVID-19 alone ? The Iraqi situation (March 2020) 33



1-Shortage in 
PPE: Facemasks 
in 2020

• Facemask was sold  per 
piece 
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Limited Personal Protective Equipment 
in 2020 
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2-Inadequate awareness-Normal daily behaviors 
(without facemask)
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Normal daily 
behaviors 
(without facemask)
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Challenging awareness campaign 
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Challenging awareness campaign 
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Awareness webinars 
to healthcare 
providers
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3- Challenges in testing (COVID-19 diagnosis) 
in 2020

A polymerase chain reaction (PCR) test is used to diagnosis people 
who are currently infected with SARS-CoV-2, which is the coronavirus 
that causes COVID-19.
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One Central Public Health Lab in Baghdad
-March 2020
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Later-New COVID-19 testing labs

43



Challenges facing testing mobile clinics
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Limited COVID-19 testing at the airports
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The Preparedness of Iraqi Public Healthcare Settings and Providers for 
COVID-19 Pandemic (2020)
Sumayah Ghassan Sami, BS Pharm, Ali Azeez Al-Jumaili, MPH, PhD 
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The Preparedness of Iraqi Public Healthcare Settings and Providers for 

COVID-19 Pandemic

Sumayah Ghassan Sami, BS Pharm, Ali Azeez Al-Jumaili, MPH, PhD 
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4- Challenges facing COVID-19 treatment

• Shortage in treatment and equipment

• Lack of national COVID-19 treatment database 

• Rumors/ myths about hospital treatments

• Misleading information from some healthcare workers
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Iraq had limited number of specialized COVID-19 
centers
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Used public hospitals as COVID-19 centers
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The Ministry of Health built new temporarily centers with time
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Temporary COVID-19 centers
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Newly built COVID-19 centers
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Iraqi COVID-19 treatment 
protocol (updated twice)
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Treatment challenge: Shortage in some COVID- 
medicines
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Treatment challenge: 
High demand for oxygen
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Treatment challenge: 
Difficulties to get national treatment data

Lack of 
electronic 
medical records 
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Local studies about COVID-19 
treatment
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Treatment challenge: Impact of COVID-19 on Healthcare provides
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Source: Microsoft Power BI (April 2021)
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• More than 80% perceived high risk of infection and stress due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• Additionally, 86% of the HCPs had concerns of putting family and close friends at risk due to their job 
during the COVID-19 crisis.



Healthcare providers 
died due to COVID-19
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Famous soccer players that died due to 
COVID-19-(impacted people trust in hospitals) 
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4-Misleading by some healthcare workers on media 
regarding COVID-19 treatment
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Misleading example: An immunologist discouraged people on media 
from going to hospitals to avoid dying from wrong treatment and their 
adverse effects
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Misleading example:  A physician claimed there is no need for 
a facemask because it has negative impacts
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Misleading example: An orthopedic doctor claimed 
that Lidocaine solution can be used for COVID-19 
treatment and Lidocaine gel can prevent COVID-19 
infection instead of facemask.
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Unofficial treatment 
regimen for COVID-
19 through social 
media

67



Treatment challenge: Increase in-home treatment even for 
severe cases due to rumors against hospital care
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Prevention challenge: COVID-19 vaccines
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Source: https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/science/coronavirus-vaccine-
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70More Than 12.7 Billion Shots Given: Covid-19 Vaccine Tracker (bloomberg.com)
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/covid-vaccine-tracker-global-distribution/
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High-income countries vaccinated first
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COVID-19 Vaccines have arrived since Feb 28, 2021

As of January 20, the National Committee for Drug Selection at Iraqi Ministry of Health (MOH) approved three 
vaccines for emergency use: Pfizer/BioNTech, AstraZeneca and Sinopharm. 

Thereafter, the MOH ordered millions of doses from the Pfizer/BionTech, AstraZeneca and Sinopharm vaccines. 
The Chinese vaccine “Sinopharm”(50, 000 doses)  was fist vaccine received by Iraqi MOH on Feb 28, 2021.
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COVID-19 Vaccine arrival

Consequently, 336,000 doses of AstraZeneca vaccine were received on March 25, 

2021 through the COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access (COVAX) facility. 

Lately, on April 11, 2021, the MOH received 50,000 doses of Pfizer/BionTech 

vaccine and 200,000 doses of Sinopharm vaccine
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Iraq received AstraZeneca and Pfizer vaccines

News about AZ vaccine clotting adverse effects may discourage some people from 
vaccination. Later in 2021, AstraZeneca vaccine was permitted for patients above 40 
years old.

• https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/2/10/south-africa-to-sell-or-swap-astrazeneca-shots-minister

75
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Iraqi People hesitancy 
toward COVID-19 vaccination
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• Our findings expressed some hesitancy to receive the COVID-19 vaccine with the acceptance rate 

of 61.7%.

•  The HCWs perceived significantly higher susceptibility and severity of the COVID-19 infection 

compared to the general population.  

• The HCWs were significantly more likely than the general population to receive COVID-19 

vaccine.

•  Concerns with proper storage was the biggest barrier to vaccine receipt



Vaccination brings some hope
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Vaccination 
process is 
going on
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Challenges facing universities while returning to in-class 
teaching 
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In-class Final exam -Spring 2021
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Returning to in-class 
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Strategies to promote vaccination in 2021

• Vaccination card (2 doses) is required for all governmental employees 
since October 1, 2021.

• Vaccination dose is required for all university faculty and students 
since October 12, 2021.

• Children between 12 and 17 years are eligible to take Pfizer vaccine 
started Nov 1, 2021.

• Vaccination card is required for all passengers using the national 
airports starting Nov. 22, 2021.
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The Ministry of Health about 
the COVID-19 cases and 
Vaccination Statistics

83

• As of April 27, 2022, about 10,516,000 Iraqis get 
vaccinated.

• Total number of PCR tests conducted= 18,466,576.

• Total number of reported COVID-19 cases =
      2, 324,699.

• Total number of deaths = 25,208.



Vaccination Rate
Nov 1, 2022
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Children 12-17 years get vaccinated
 (Started Nov. 1, 2021)
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4th dose of Pfizer vaccine was approved for 
adults in October 2022

• 4th dose of the Pfizer vaccine can be given 6 months after the 3rd 
dose. 

• I took the 4th dose of the vaccine early in October 2022.

• The MOH also approved the Pfizer vaccine for children ≥5 years old, 
but still has not been implemented. 
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December 
2021
Graduation 
without face 
masks
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Public Hospitals
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Awareness visits to schools
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Take home message
• Iraq has been facing several challenges at prevention and treatment 

levels.

• Economy, resources and healthcare providers were exhausted after 2 
years of large number of cases due the COVID-19 pandemic 

• Vaccine is the only hope for prevention after relatively ineffective 
preventive measures and awareness campaigns.

• The Facemask is not required currently 
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