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TIME TO PEAK OF COVID-19 CASES 

  

Problem statement 

Empirical observation has indicated that in a number of countries, the peak of the epidemic 

occurs within 60 days of the 100th case.  

 Is this statement about 60 days after 100th case is accurate? 

 Given where we are in the epidemic since our 100th case, does this observation look 

likely for South Africa? 

 

Points for consideration: 

The following was considered regarding the question as to whether the COVID-19 epidemic in 

all countries peaks within 60 days of the 100th case, and what can we learn about the trend in 

the number of new cases from the experience in other countries:  

 South Africa recorded its 100th case on 15 March 2020, 72 days prior to the date of this 

report.  

 Logistical processes lead to considerable variability in the daily number of confirmed 

new cases. It is important to track the trend using a moving average and observe 7-10 

days of subsequent lower new case numbers before concluding that a country has 

reached its peak.  

 South Africa shows a steady upward trend in its moving average and recorded its 

highest number of new cases to date (by sample collection date) on 25 May 2020. South 

Africa has unlikely reached its peak in new confirmed cases, and the peak is definitely 

beyond 60 days. 

 Different countries’ responses impact on the development of the epidemic and will 

impact upon the time it takes to reach the peak. However, different standards and timing 

of reporting of cases make comparisons across countries difficult.  

 Nonetheless, a review of countries’ time to peak in new confirmed cases after recording 
their 100th case indicates that 77 countries reached their peak in 60 days; and 104 

countries have not yet reached their peak (generally low and middle-income countries). 



Page 2 of 2 
 

Of those countries that have not yet reached peak infections, 23 have already had more 

than 60 days since their 100th case.  

 Countries that reached their maximum number of daily new cases within the first 60 

days after their 100th confirmed case conducted more tests per 1000 population during 

the first 40-50 days after their 100th confirmed case, as compared with other countries.  

 Countries such as South Korea and New Zealand, which rapidly implemented early and 

effective testing, isolation and quarantine programmes, were successful in containing 

the spread of the virus, thus shortening the time to the maximum number of confirmed 

cases.  

 Given the unique situation of South Africa’s response to the epidemic (early lockdown 
with extension, the early implementation of non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPI), 

time to scale up testing, challenges in contact tracing etc.) it is unlikely that the 

observations from other countries can be extrapolated to our epidemic. 

 The epidemic in South Africa has the potential to differ given the co-morbities of HIV, 

TB and diseases of lifestyle in tandem with the relatively youthfulness of the population 

which may affect the outcome of the epidemic. 

 

 

Recommendations 

The statement is only partially true; and almost certainly does not apply to the South African 

population.  

 

It is true that some developed countries attain their peak number of new cases within 60 days 

of attaining their 100th case. Yet, it is certainly not true of some developing countries; and the 

evidence at our disposal indicates that it is not true of South Africa either. 

 

(See full advisory on peak document for details) 
 

 

Thank you for your kind consideration of this advisory from the MAC on COVID-19. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

 
PROFESSOR SALIM S. ABDOOL KARIM 

OVERARCHING CHAIRPERSON: MINISTERIAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON COVID-19 

DATE: 3 June 2020 

 

CC:  

» Dr S Buthelezi (Director-General:  Health) 

» Dr T Pillay (Deputy Director-General: National Health Insurance) 

» Dr S Zungu (Project Lead: Sectoral Response to Covid-19) 


