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 INTERNAL MEMO 
 

Date: 10 July 2020 

To: Minister ZL Mkhize,  
Honorable Minister of Health 

From: Ministerial Advisory Committee 
(MAC) on COVID-19 

    
UPDATED MEMO ON INTERFERON AND ARTEMISIA USE FOR TREATMENT AND RESEARCH 

  
Problem Statement 
Does the currently available evidence support the use of interferon for Covid-19 treatment or 
research?  Does the currently available evidence support the use of Artemisia annua for Covid-
19 treatment or research? 

 
Evidence review 

 The DoH’s Therapeutic Guidelines Committees conducted a rapid review of available 
clinical evidence about use of interferons with or without other medicines for hospitalised 
patients with COVID‐19 (apprendix 1) 

 The Committee found no systematic reviews, or controlled studies on this topic 
 They identified four case series (single arm cohorts) from China in which all patients 

received inhaled interferon 
 As the studies did not have any comparator group and all patients received interferons, 

they were unable to determine whether interferons influence outcomes 
 No reports on the use of interferons in children with COVID‐19 were identified and their 

use is discouraged outside of a clinical trial setting 
 An article in the 10 July 2020 issue of Nature entitled, “Can interferons stop COVID-19 

before it takes hold?  Biology of infection supports early treatment with body’s own viral 
defenses” discusses the potential of interferon in early treatment, noting that interferon 
can be dangerous in ill patients as it may potentiate the immune response during the 
cytokine storm (appendix 2). The article highlights the importance of conducting studies 
of interferon. 

 The WHO Solidarity treatment trial includes one active treatment arm that includes 
interferon in combination with antiretrovirals.  
 

 The DoH’s Therapeutic Guidelines Committees conducted a rapid review of available 
clinical evidence about use of Artemisia annua for treatment of patients with COVID‐19 
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 The Committee found no clinical studies of any kind on Artemisia annua for treatment 
of Covid-19 

 Pre-clinical studies in China showed the alcoholic extract of sweet wormwood (Artemisia 
annua) was the second most potent herbal medicine used on SARS-CoV in 2005 

 The Max Planck Institute of Colloids and Interfaces, Potsdam (Germany) collaborated 
with ArtemiLife to test the Artemisia annua plant extract and artemisinin derivatives in 
laboratory cell studies against the novel coronavirus Sars-CoV-2 

 Two extracts of the Artemisia annua plants were developed – one with distilled water 
and the other with ethanol. A further version was developed combining the ethanol 
extract with coffee. Monkey lung cells were treated with each of the three extracts and 
then challenged with SARS-CoV-2. The extract of Artemisia annua in distilled water 
extract had little effect; ie. Artemisia annua on its own has little effect on the virus. 
However, when mixed with ethanol or with ethanol & coffee, it reduces viral growth in 
this tissue culture model.  

 These results are being evaluated by the Africa CDC to make a determination on 
whether clinical studies are warranted. 
 

 
Recommendations 

 There is currently insufficient evidence to support inclusion of interferon in treatment 
guidelines for COVID‐19 in South Africa 

 Clinical trial evidence is needed – interferons should only be administered to eligible 
patients with COVID‐19 in approved clinical studies 
 

 Additional pre-clinical data on Artemisia annua may be needed to provide adequate 
evidence to warrant clinical studies. When clinical study protocols obtain regulatory 
approval in South Africa, Artemisia annua may only be administered to eligible study 
participants in approved clinical studies 

 
 
 
Rationale for recommendations 
The lack of clinical evidence for both interferons and Artemisia annua precludes their use in 
the treatment of Covid-19 outside a clinical trial setting. 
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