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COVID-19 Era 
(What we Know & Fail to Learn)



COVID-19 in brief : A 1-year into the pandemic

• U.S reported 25.3% of cases and 19.7% of 
COVID-19 deaths 

• U.S account only 4.25% of world population



Steep staircase surge – a sign of uncontrolled outbreaks 
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The sports world in the era of COVID-19



Super Spreading Events – Game Zero

• Jan 31: First confirmed coronavirus case in Spain
• Feb 19: 2,500 Valencia Spain fans travel to 

Milan, Italy to play Atalanta in a stadium 
with 45,000 fans

• Feb 21: First case reported in Italy
• Feb- Mar: Bergamo become ground zero

• 35% of the Spanish players & staff tested 
positive

• ~ 1/3rd of Italy team’s players infected
• Mar 5: 3,800 cases in Italy and 250 in Spain Italian media called it a Biological bomb



March 11 - The day the Pandemic came to America to 
America

• Top US Infectious Disease Expert:
• US outbreak will get worse (647 

confirmed cases)
• WHO announces pandemic
• Oklahoma Thunder and Utah Jazz 

basketball game cancelled after 
infected player

• NBA suspends the season



Sports and COVID-19: Risk Assessment

• Community levels of COVID-19
• What type of sport is it?
• Do players share equipment?
• How long are athletes in contact with each other?
• Is it an inside or outside sport?
• How many players are on the team?



High Risk
Sports that involve:
• Close, sustained contact 

between participants
• Lack of significant 

protective barriers
• High probability that 

respiratory particles will 
be transmitted between 
participants

Moderate Risk
Sports that involve:
• Close, sustained 

contact, but with 
protective equipment in 
place 

• Intermittent close 
contact 

• Group sports OR sports 
that use equipment that 
can’t be cleaned 
between participants

Low Risk
• Sports that can be done 

with social distancing 
• No sharing of 

equipment or the ability 
to clean the equipment 
between use by 
competitors 

Sports and COVID-19: Risk Assessment



Golfing as popular as ever during COVID-19 pandemic



Ø Two Hub cities in Canada!
§ Teams stayed in open bubble 

environment for over 65 days 
§ 33,174 tests performed conducted
ü Zero cases
§ Lost game-day sales and gate tickets 

(average of $1.31 million for each home 
game sales)

COVID-19 impacts
National Hockey League (NHL)



Games held at one place – bubbles strategy 

Ø Players quarantined for a period upon arrival

Ø Testing and temperature checks before the 
travel and during the stay

Ø Extensive health monitoring throughout the 
duration of their stay

Ø Teams stayed at designated hotels only that are 
isolated from the outside community

Ø Teams removed from the competition for an 
extended period if they test positive 

Ø Mandatory masks and maintain social distance 
when they are not competing



Multilayered Prevention Strategy

Ø The Major League Baseball applied another strategy – a multilayered COVID-19 
prevention and mitigation strategy

Ø Played within their communities
Ø Shortened season games
Ø Extensive health & Safety protocol including outside the field
Ø Mandatory/frequent testing, temperature checks, masks, social distancing, hygiene
Ø Every team had a Compliant Safety Officer



COVID-19 impacts
Major League Baseball (MLB)

Ø Covid-19 Testing overview (June – September 2020)
§ Monitoring & Intake samples for player and staff (178,758)
§ MLB had 45 postponements and two games were not played.

Ø Intake testing at Summer Camp
§ 70 positives (62 players, 8 staff)
§ 1.8% positivity rate
§ 27 out of 30 clubs had at least 1 

positive case

ØMonitoring testing 
§ 89 positives (58 players, 31 staff)
§ 0.05% positivity rate
§ 21 out of 30 clubs had at least 1 

positive case

Ø About 99.45 % of results reported on same day sample received
Ø 58 consecutive days with no Major League player positive
Ø MLB had 45 postponements and two games were not played





Intake ends
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Lessons Learned

Ø Sports during a pandemic requires smart and flexible tactics (balancing infection 
control vs sports)

Ø Aggressive testing is critical but not sufficient

Ø Most team infections are community derived

Ø Sports remain susceptible to super-spreader events

Ø Aggressive health and safety protocols coupled with complete buy-in from ALL 
participants can successfully allow play within communites

Ø On-field transmission is low. Relative safety of limited team(s) interactions



COVID-19 Impacts: Professional Sports

Ø The NFL, playing later into the calendar as the pandemic 
worsened, had 722 positives between Aug. 1 and Jan. 
16.

Ø The NBA, which reduced its schedule from 82 games to 
72, has had 20 postponements since opening on Dec. 
22.

Ø The NHL, which reduced from 82 games to 56, has had 
seven postponements since opening on January 13ce 
opening on Jan. 13.







THANK YOU

“ It is not the strongest of the species that 
survive, nor the most intelligent, but the 

one most responsive to change .”
- Charles Darwin
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Lessons Learned: Testing

§ Saliva testing is a safe, accurate, reliable and non-invasive testing option

§ False positives in PCR testing is a risk and a preventable circumstance

§ Symptom onset generally occurs 1-2 days after first testing positive, if at all

§ Incubation Period:

o The time between exposure and testing positive is 2-5 days in most cases

o Shortest period was ~24 hours; longest period was 7-8 days 

o Due to the potential for longer incubation periods, it requires up to 2 weeks to fully resolve a 
team-wide outbreak



Lessons Learned: Transmission

§ Frequent testing, genomic tracking, and thorough contact-tracing investigations have 
provided us with extensive data from which we can draw conclusions about 
transmission

§ No documented instances of on-field transmission

§ Based on our data from the Marlins outbreak, CDC published a report concluding that 
the risk of on-field transmission is low



Lessons Learned: Transmission

§ Only one documented instance of Club-to-Club transmission, in which a visiting Club 
infected a visiting clubhouse attendant

§ The most common risk of exposure to COVID-19 is through family members or close 
friends

§ Transmission appears to occur almost always in indoor spaces when people are not 
wearing masks: clubhouses, hotel rooms, airplanes, buses, etc.

§ Strict mask wearing significantly reduces the likelihood of transmission



COVID-19 Testing: Public Considerations



2021 Outlook & Planning



COVID-19 Forecasts (Early 2021)

§ Experts consistently anticipate high levels of infection throughout the winter

§ While relatively high already, the numbers may still increase

§ In Belgium, the infection rate reached 7 times the current U.S. rate

§ Experts predict a continuation of roughly 12-week cycles of surges and abatements – 6 
weeks up and 6 weeks down

§ Surges are reactive to events (e.g., school openings, holidays, weather)

§ Possibility of a surge in late fall, next winter



COVID-19 Forecasts (2021 Season)

§ Community transmission of COVID-19 will be present during the 2021 season, 
necessitating protocols that are similar (or enhanced) to those in place for the 2020 
season

§ Rates will still be high in the Spring but are likely to improve as the season progresses

§ Transmission of the virus will dwindle over time rather than abruptly end, and 
conditions should significantly improve by the Fall



Vaccine Distribution Challenges

§ All but Johnson & Johnson candidate would 
require 2 doses administered ~4 weeks apart

§ Side effects and symptoms are possible in some 
recipients, which will complicate in-season 
vaccination

§ Distribution determined by states

§ Widespread distribution will not occur until the 
Spring at the earliest

VACCINE CANDIDATES



COVID-19 Testing: 2021 Planning

§ Lab-based PCR testing is the gold standard and will remain the core of MLB’s testing 
program

§ SMRTL is validating a method in which multiple saliva samples will be “pooled" and 
analyzed together, resulting in even faster turnaround times and cost savings; however, 
this will require FDA approval

§ Rapid PCR testing (e.g., Mesa Biotech) could be a valuable supplement for perimeter 
testing (e.g., bus drivers, family members etc.) but not a substitute for lab-based PCR 
testing

§ Consistent reliable rapid testing options throughout the league is recommended


