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Coronavirus ‘lab leakage’ rumors spreading  
Outbreak 'could have started' in Wuhan facility, as first patient never went to wet market 
identified as source  

by Frank Chen February 17, 2020  
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Xinhua  

A Wuhan lab affiliated with the Chinese Academy of Sciences has sought to dispel rumors that it 
“made and leaked” the highly infectious pneumonic virus that led to the still-raging global 
outbreak. While Chinese President Xi Jinping was briefed about the public health threat by the 
Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CCDC) in early January, the government 
decided against sounding the alarm because it did not want to “mar the festive vibe” during the 
Lunar New Year celebrations. 



The Wuhan Institute of Virology, located in the provincial capital of Hubei, which is the ground 
zero of the contagion, has been thrust into the media spotlight by the allegation last week that it 
leaked “bio-hazardous agents.” 

Posts circulating on WeChat and Weibo claim that a researcher at the institute was the first to be 
infected by the novel coronavirus, now called Covid-19 by the World Health Organization.  

The female virologist and a graduate from the institute, referred to as “patient zero,” had never 
visited the city’s shambolic wet market – also known as the “zoo” – where a range of wild 
animals were sold. The market has been identified by the authorities as the most probable source 
of the deadly pathogen.  

In a statement released on Sunday, the lab stressed that the researcher had left the city in 2015 
and was in good health, refusing to release more information about her for privacy reasons.  

 



 
A rumor that the Chinese Academy of Sciences’ Wuhan Institute of Virology could have leaked the virus 
is circulating. Photos: Xinhua 

The institute is said to be the nation’s only Biological Security Level 4-certified lab, the highest 
level in the hierarchy of biosafety and biocontainment procedures codified by the US Center for 
Disease Control and Prevention. The Wuhan lab has the equipment and staff to handle the most 
infectious viruses, including Ebola. 

Shi Zhengli, the institute’s lead researcher on bat-related viruses, said on her social media 
account that she “guaranteed with her own life” that the outbreak had nothing to do with the lab 
but was a “nemesis for the barbaric habits and lifestyle of some people – like eating wild game 
including bats.” 

Shi’s team said at the end of January, when the acute respiratory disease started to strike down 
more people in Wuhan and the rest of Hubei, that bats could have been the initial host of the 
coronavirus and SARS virus. Shi also heads an expert panel advising the Hubei provincial 
government in the battle against the epidemic. 



 
Patients line up in an outpatient department at a hospital in Wuhan. Photo: WeChat 

 
A woman wears a face mask as a preventative measure against the COVID‐19 coronavirus, as she 
watches a race during the Hong Kong Gold Cup at the Sha Tin racecourse on February 16, 2020.  
Photo: AFP 



Richard Ebright, a biology professor at Rutgers University in New Jersey, told the BBC that 
genomic sequencing of the coronavirus showed no proof that it had been artificially modified, 
yet he could not rule out the possibility that the unfolding pandemic could be the result of a “lab 
incident.” 

Ebright said the coronavirus was a cousin of one found in bats captured by the institute in caves 
in the southwestern province of Yunnan in 2003, and that samples had been kept in the Wuhan 
lab since 2013.  

Also, a paper that appeared in the prestigious medical journal The Lancet at the end of last month 
has lent credibility to speculation about the origins of the virus. The paper quoted seven doctors 
at Wuhan’s Jinyintan Hospital as saying that the first patient admitted on December 1 had “never 
been to the wet market,” nor had there been any epidemiological link between the first patient 
and subsequent infection cases, based on the data from the first 41 patients treated there.  

Furthermore, a note from the Chinese Ministry of Science and Technology is seen as a tacit 
admission that some kind of incident may have occurred at the Wuhan lab.  

On Saturday, the ministry issued a directive mandating more stringent handling of viruses and 
bioagents by all labs and research institutes. The document alluded to the slack oversight and 
management rampant at some facilities, and stressed that protection and decontamination must 
be beefed up now that more labs across the nation are intensifying their efforts to develop 
medicines to treat it and a vaccine to prevent it.  

Meanwhile, Hong Kong’s Ming Pao daily reported on Monday that the CCDC had sounded the 
alarm in a report on the emerging SARS-like outbreak submitted to the top leadership in early 
January. However, curbing the spread was not at the top of the agenda when Xi and other 
members of the party’s upper echelon sat down for a Politburo meeting on January 7. Citing its 
source, the broadsheet said top leaders were opposed to any contingency measures “that may mar 
the festive vibe and make the public panic.” 

In a move seen as a bid to highlight Xi’s early involvement in combating the outbreak, state 
media revealed on Sunday that the president “gave specific instructions” to contain the spread in 
the January 7 meeting, amid people’s simmering exasperation with the state and local cadres’ 
tardy response to the public health crisis that has made more than 70,000 sick across the country 
as of Monday afternoon. 



 
Gao Fu, chief of China’s CCDC. Photo: Xinhua 

And even though the CCDC alerted Xi early on, its chief, Gao Fu, is still under fire for his public 
assurances last month that people were not likely to become infected as a result of normal human 
contact. Calls are being made for Gao, a veterinarian by training, to step down. 

https://asiatimes.com/2020/02/coronavirus‐lab‐leakage‐rumors‐spreading/ 


