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Why we must advocate for
proper care on the frontlines
of the Ebola outbreak

As the Bundibugyo virus public-health crisis continues to evolve,
physician Richard Kojan is finding ways to care for people with the
infection and helping relatives to visit loved ones safely.

By Melissa Hobson
¥ f in ¢ O X

m Save article

Richard Kojan and his colleague Patient Kipala Wenga put on personal protective

equipment before visiting people in the red zone of the Ebola treatment centre in
the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Credit: ALIMA

On 15 May this year, an Ebola disease outbreak caused by the rare
Bundibugyo virus was declared in the Democratic Republic of the Congo
(DRC) and Uganda. This species was named after the Ugandan district in

which it was first recorded in 2007. In the two previous known Bundibugyo
virus outbreaks in these countries, the fatality rate was between 30% and
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50%. By 23 September, the number of cases in the DRC had reached 7,890
and around 3,799 people had died — a death rate of around 48%.

Thereis no licenced vaccine or cure for this species of Ebola virus. Two of
four potential Bundibugyo vaccines — which aim to train the body’s
immune response to the virus — are currently in clinical trials, as are a
number of drugs that could be given to people who have potentially been
exposed to the virus but do not yet have symptoms.

Richard Kojan, an intensive-care physician at
The Alliance for International Medical Action
(ALIMA) in Paris, has been working on the
frontlines of the response in the DRC.
Health-care workers such as Kojan face many
challenges. The symptoms of Bundibugyo
infection are very similar to that of the more-
deadly Zaire species: fatigue, headaches,
fever, bleeding and severe diarrhoea and

vomiting. Many people with these diseases
arrive at treatment centres in circulatory

Nature Spotlight: Infectious

diseases shock and ultimately die from multi-organ

failure.

Kojan has more than two decades of medical experience. He has worked as
an anaesthetist in public and private hospitals since 2002, after
graduating as a specialist in intensive care and anaesthesiology from the
University of Kinshasa. He joined ALIMA in 2010.

What are the challenges of working on an Ebola
outbreak?

We don’t have vaccines for many of the viruses in the filovirus family,
whichincludes the Ebola viruses. As well as this, health systems in low-
income countries such as the DRC are not well prepared for epidemics like
these, and we tend to discover outbreaks late: that is why death rates are
often very high at the beginning of an outbreak. While we’re running
diagnostic laboratory tests, the virus continues spreading. Low resource
levels also mean that health-care workers aren’t well prepared with
measures for infection prevention and control, such as isolating patients,
and they might not have the required medical equipment.

Why is there often a delay in diagnosing Ebola?

Ebola is not a health-care worker’s first thought when someone presents
with symptoms. For example, fatigue is one of the first symptoms, but lots
of people in this region are working incredibly hard, many of them are
fatigued. No one sees a person with that symptom and immediately thinks
they might have Ebola, which makes it hard to spot the early stages of an
outbreak.

Also, Ebola symptoms are very similar to those of many other tropical
diseases, including malaria. Even when people seek medical treatment
quickly, other diseases must be ruled out before Ebola is considered. As
this is happening, time is being lost because the virus is still multiplying
inside the person’s body.
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Whatis it like on the frontlines
of an outbreak?

It’s very difficult. Many people arrive at our
treatment facilities with metabolic
disorders, electrolyte imbalances from loss

of fluids, unstable blood pressure and blood
flow to vital organs, and in shock or

Better diagnostics could
have limited this Ebola
outbreak

respiratory distress. Health-care workers
need to urgently correct electrolyte
imbalances with intravenous potassium and
treat respiratory issues with oxygen. Antibiotics are given to prevent
bacterial infection — one of the major complications of Ebola — and
adrenaline is used to counter shock.

All of this is challenging because people with Ebola are kept in separate
rooms in the hospital in an area known as the red zone. To enter it, health-
care professionals must put on full personal protective equipment (PPE),
which takes time. This makes it difficult to monitor patients continuously
and to intervene quickly when there is a problem. The PPE makes you
sweat so much that it’s hard to stay inside the red zone for more than 30
minutes. After 20 minutes, you start to feel bad. But all of our facilities are
full of patients. So, you can’t go inside for just 30 minutes. You would
never be able help everyone in that time.

What is the CUBE and how does it affect treatment?

The CUBE (emergency biosecurity chamber for epidemics), is an exciting
innovation that I developed with my team. This biosecure mobile isolation
unit can be assembled in 90 minutes, enabling us to manage highly
contagious people in extreme environments relatively quickly. It is a
single transparent room that is 9 square metres in size and can be set up
inside larger tents to separate people with confirmed Ebola infections
from other individuals. The unit has built-in gloves that enable us to reach
inside and treat people without having any direct contact with them. The
ability to monitor patients continuously also makes it possible for us to
conduct clinical trials. An airlock door prevents splashes or droplets of
contaminated fluid from leaving the red zone and enables us to move
things in and out safely when needed. These features mean that health-
care workers can provide continuous monitoring, communicate with
patients in real time and intervene quickly, without needing to put on full
PPE.
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A patient is tended to by two nurses using a CUBE mobile isolation unit. credit: Elie
BIGABA / ALIMA

For us as health-care workers, this has really changed our lives. We've
treated more than 500 people with highly contagious haemorrhagic
fevers — such as Ebola or Marburg disease — in more than 28 CUBEs
deployed across the DRC, Guinea and Nigeria since 2018.

Before CUBE units were in use, families were unable to visit or contact
infected loved ones. Not being able to see the high standard of care inside
the facilities led to misunderstandings, and the community found it
difficult to trust health-care workers. When we introduced the CUBE, we
invited patients’ relatives into the facilities to see their family members
through the plastic walls of the unit. It had never been possible to see and
spend time with their loved ones before. This has had a huge social impact
and helped to resolve tensions.

What are some of the other ways that you are tackling
thevirus?

Even when an outbreak occurs in arural area, we have a satellite-based
Internet connection, artificial-intelligence systems and other technology.
Wherever we're working, these things can help us to bring a better
standard of care. For example, monitoring vital signs with wearable Al-
assisted Bluetooth devices can flag problems early and help us to
intervene sooner.

Al tools can have animportant role in

RELATED
" tracking the spread of the virus, too. The

National Institute of Biomedical Research
(INRB) in Kinshasa has launched an Al-
powered surveillance dashboard tool to
monitor the current outbreak in real time.

What it will take to stop the
spiraling Ebola outbreak

Technology can have areal effect, not only
from a clinical point of view but also by

helping us to build trust with the
community. When we provide proper care for people, the community
trusts us. People in remote regions with few resources don’t always get the
proper standard of care and when this happens, they stop trusting
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medical teams. We must advocate that it is possible to properly care for
people with Ebola — there is no excuse not to.

doi: https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-026-02983-7

This interview has been edited for length and clarity.

This article is part of Nature Spotlight: Infectious diseases an editorially
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