
PANDEMICS BEFORE COVID 19 

 

Before the COVID 19 many other pandemics and epidemics shocked the world. Most of the 
pandemics in the 20th and 21st centuries, have either been caused by an influenza virus or a 
coronavirus. They have played a role in shaping human history throughout the ages:  

• The swine flu pandemic (2009-2010). Caused by the cause is Influenza A –H1N1 like, it 
seemed to be relatively mild as it didn’t require most infected people to be hospitalized. 
Anyway, by the end of the pandemic in 2010, the World Health Organization (WHO) 
reported around 18,500 confirmed deaths and in 2013 through statistical modeling of 
mortality data from multiple countries, researchers sharpened the estimate. They 
calculated that from 1 April to 31 December 2009, the virus had killed between 123,000 
and 203,000 people globally. 

• Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) (2002-2003). Caused by SARS-CoV, first 
infected humans in the Guangdong province of southern China in 2002. It spread to at least 
26 countries and infected more 8,000 people, although the death toll was considered very 
low compared to other pandemics (death toll is 774). Symptoms are influenza-like and 
include fever, headache, diarrhea and shivering. Even at the height of the pandemic, in 
2003, the overall risk of transmission was low. 

• HIV/Aids (1981 - present). First reported in 1981, it is caused by the Human 
Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) that attacks the cells that help the body fight infections. If 
left untreated, it can lead to the disease, AIDS. Almost one million people die each year 
because of AIDS. According to the WHO, which refers to it as a global epidemic rather than 
a pandemic, the Death Toll is 32 million. 

• Asian Flu (1956-1958). The first case of the Asian Flu was identified in China in 1956. The 
cause is Influenza A – H2N2 subtype. Studies suggested the pandemic originated from 
strains of avian and human influenza viruses. Symptoms, which included weakness in the 
legs, chills, a sore throat, running nose and cough, appeared soon after exposure to the 
virus. There were two waves of this outbreak, but the spread of the infection slowed 
following the development of a vaccine in August 1957. Death Toll: At least 1.1 million. 

• Spanish Flu (1918-1919). Caused by the Influenza H1N1- Avian origin, the first identified 
cases of this particular strain of influenza were recorded in the spring of 1918 among US 
soldiers during WWI, before spreading worldwide and infecting at least one-third of the 
global population. Although the death toll is unknown, many estimates put it at more than 
50 million and some as high as 100 million, making it the deadliest pandemic since the 
Black Death.  In the US, it was dubbed the “Spanish flu”, although researchers could not 
identify the geographical origin of the disease. However, cases of the illness were widely 
reported in Spain, which was not involved in WWI and therefore, not subjected to war-
time news blackouts, possibly creating a false impression that it originated there. Death 
Toll: Approximately 20-100 million 

• Cholera. Over the past 2 centuries, cholera has reached pandemic proportions many times. 
According to the WHO, there have been seven cholera epidemics. The one that had the 
greatest global impact was the third, in 1852. It killed hundreds of thousands of people. It 
originated in India before spreading through the rest of Asia and parts of Europe, North 



America and Africa. Cholera is caused by eating food or drinking water contaminated with 
the bacterium, Vibrio cholera. It can result in acute diarrheal disease that can kill within 
hours if left untreated. According to the WHO, there are still 1.3 million to four million 
cases of cholera each year, with between 21,000 and 143,000 fatalities.  

• Asiatic Flu (1889-1890). Caused by the Influenza A subtype H3N8, it is considered the last 
great pandemic of the 19th century. It was known as the “Asiatic Flu” likely because it 
originated in the Central Asian region of the Russian Empire.  The pandemic spread quickly, 
aided by the existence of modern forms of transport, like railroads, and transatlantic travel 
by boat. In fact, it took just four months to circle the planet.  Death Toll: At least 1 million 

• The Black Death (1346-1353). Caused by the Bubonic Plague, the Black Death ravaged 
Europe, Africa and Asia, killing anywhere between 75 million and 200 million people – 
making it the deadliest disease outbreak in recorded history. 

 


