No Systemic Lupus Erythematosus with COVID-19 in Hong
Kong: The Effect of Masking?

To the Editor:

We read with interest the report by Favalli, et al on the incidence of the
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) in Italian patients with connective
tissue diseases'. None of the 61 patients with systemic lupus erythematosus
(SLE) surveyed was confirmed to have COVID-19. This is in contrast to the
initial analysis of the COVID-19 Global Rheumatology Alliance registry,
which shows an overrepresentation of SLE in patients with rheumatic
diseases who have been diagnosed with COVID-192. While we do believe
that patients with SLE might be more susceptible to COVID-19 because of
the underlying disease, comorbidities, and the use of immunosuppressive
drugs, they might be unexpectedly protected by virtue of the immune-mod-
ulators that are used to control their disease. The jury is still out owing to
the paucity of data to date. We report here on the situation in Hong Kong.

As of April 15, 2020, there were 1016 confirmed COVID-19 cases
in Hong Kong, which has a population of 7.5 million®. There were only
a handful of suspected or confirmed local cases subsequently, up to the
time of writing on May 6, 2020. All confirmed cases were hospitalized and
managed by the Hospital Authority, the public healthcare provider of Hong
Kong. A territory-wide search in the electronic data management system,
Clinical Data Analysis and Reporting System, of the Hospital Authority
revealed 5 cases of inflammatory arthropathies up to April 15. There was no
patient with SLE diagnosed to have COVID-19 in Hong Kong. The local
prevalence of SLE was reported to be 0.1%*.

While there is a possibility of underdiagnosis or underreporting of
COVID-19 and SLE, the chance is low because of the intense surveillance
for case detection and the much-heightened public health concerns in Hong
Kong?. On the other hand, community-wide mask wearing was practiced by
the general population at an early stage of the outbreak, which was believed
to be one of the reasons for the relative low overall incidence of COVID-19
in Hong Kong®. To answer the question of whether our blessing of no SLE
with COVID-19 in Hong Kong is due to cases masked or to protective
masks, we need more time and further studies.
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