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WASHINGTON

A month after mass
demonstrations against
racial injustice filled city
streets across America,
epidemiologists and a
McClatchy analysis of
COVID-19 case data sug-
gest the protests did not
lead to dramatic increases
in transmission, providing
further insight into what
does — and doesn’t — lead
the coronavirus to spread.

To the surprise of some
epidemiologists, the surge
of protests following
George Floyd’s death in
Minneapolis police custo-
dy on May 25 hasn’t con-
sistently led to a surge in
COVID-19 cases in the
cities where those protests
occurred.

Some metropolitan
areas such as Miami, Dal-
las and Boise have seen
increased case counts and
“positivity rates” — the
percentage of coronavirus
tests that come back posi-
tive — since May 25. But
other cities that had some
of the largest protests,
such as Minneapolis, Chi-
cago, Washington and
New York, have actually
seen a decline in case
counts and prevalence of
the virus, as measured by
the percentage of positive
tests.

If the protests had
played a direct and mea-
ningful role in the coro-
navirus spikes, epidemiol-
ogists say they would have
expected to see a consis-
tent trend throughout
cities across the country
that saw mass demonstra-
tions. But that has not
occurred.

In Miami, for example,
the positivity rate was
roughly 4% on May 25.
Since June 15, it’s been in
double digits practically
every day, and has even
topped 20% on a handful
of days. 

By contrast, in Washing-
ton, D.C., the positivity
rate was above 10% in late
May, but has consistently
been below 5% since mid-
June. 

The recent data has led
epidemiologists to ques-
tion whether large outdoor
gatherings have served as
the “superspreader”
events they initially feared
— and is providing them
with further evidence that
major coronavirus spread-
ing events are occurring
primarily at indoor facil-
ities.

“There was a concern
that large group mass
gatherings would be
risky,” said Dr. David
Alden Drew, an epide-
miologist at Massachu-
setts General Hospital and
the Harvard T.H. Chan
School of Public Health,
referring to the Floyd
demonstrations. “But I
haven’t seen any compell-
ing data that shows there
are spikes in incidence

related to this.”
“It is consistent with

what we’ve been seeing,
that indoor events are
much more dangerous
than outdoor events, for
sure,” Drew said.

Scientists examining the
linkage between protests
and spiking cases have
struggled with a multitude
of factors. Many cities
began reopening around
the same time that the
protests began, which also
coincided with Memorial
Day, a major federal holi-
day for family and com-
munity gatherings that
marks the start of warmer
weather.

Some states are not
tracking positivity rates at
the city or county level,
making it impossible to
determine whether an
increase in cases has been
driven by the introduction
of the virus in rural areas
versus in cities that experi-
enced protests. 

But overseas, in coun-
tries with robust contact
tracing programs, scien-
tists have most commonly
linked superspreading
events to indoor facilities.
Epidemiologists are in-
creasingly confident that
risk is especially pro-
nounced in restaurants
and bars — public venues
where individuals must
remove their masks to eat
and drink.

In the United States,

experts note that cities
which saw the largest pro-
tests and are showing a
decline in coronavirus
cases — such as Washing-
ton and New York — pro-
hibited indoor dining
throughout most of June,
while those that opened up
indoor facilities in May are
the ones seeing increases.

“Most of the cases
where you’ve seen super-
spreading events have
been indoors — choirs and
churches, bars and restau-
rants. And those are gen-
erally indoor places,”
Lloyd Hough, a senior
official and biology expert
with the Department of
Homeland Security’s Sci-
ence and Technology
Directorate, told
McClatchy this week.

McClatchy analyzed
four weeks of data in a
handful of cities where
demonstrations took
place, examining case
numbers and positivity
rates, when available,
since the week before the
Floyd protests began. The
positivity rate is one statis-
tic that epidemiologists
have identified as a re-
liable marker to determine
whether prevalence of
COVID-19 is actually
increasing, or whether
higher case numbers are
due to increased testing.

LIMITED DATA

When available,

McClatchy examined case
counts leading up to
Floyd’s death on May 25,
and in the weeks follow-
ing, since epidemiologists
say there is normally a lag
time of one to two weeks
between when people are
infected with COVID-19
and when they are tested.

McClatchy looked at
daily case count and test-
ing data at the city or
county level — for Boise it
was the public health
district which includes the
city — through the end of
June. 

The analysis showed
that some cities, such as
New York and Washing-
ton, which had some of
the largest protests in the
country saw a decline in
both raw cases and the
percentage of positive
tests in the weeks follow-
ing the protests, while
other cities, such as Miami
and Dallas, saw increases
in both after the protests.

Some jurisdictions don’t
release testing data at a
city or county level, mak-
ing it impossible to deter-
mine the rate of CO-
VID-19 tests that are posi-
tive. Still, it’s possible to
draw some conclusions by
looking at raw case counts
and statewide positivity
rates.

In the two weeks prior
to May 30, when protests
in Raleigh began, CO-
VID-19 cases increased

47% and the average daily
increase was 39 in Wake
County, the second most
populous county in North
Carolina. In the two weeks
following May 30, positive
cases increased 79% and
the daily average of new
cases more than doubled
to 95. 

While the number of
completed tests in Wake
County has not been re-
leased, the positive rate
for the state during that
time increased steadily
from 6% to 10%, which
suggests that the positivity
rate might have increased

in Wake County during
that time period. The state
began to reopen in late
May, right before the
protests, making it diffi-
cult to determine whether
the increases were due to
eased restrictions or the
protests.

By contrast, Minneapo-
lis, where Floyd died, saw
a decreased number of
cases in the weeks follow-
ing his death. While the
positive test rate isn’t
available for Minneapolis
or for the county it’s in,
Hennepin County, the
positive test rate dropped
dramatically statewide. 

In Florida, which has
seen a large spike in posi-
tivity both in Miami-Dade
County and across the
state, the spike started in
mid-June, as the county’s
positivity rate started
creeping into double di-
gits, where it has mostly
remained ever since, top-
ping 20 percent on a
handful of days.

Miami-Dade County
Mayor Carlos Gimenez
blasted graduation parties
and restaurants not fol-
lowing social distancing
rules, but also attributed
some of the spike to pro-
tests, without offering
further evidence of how
the protests and CO-
VID-19 increase were
linked. The county also
began to reopen in late
May, right before the
protests began.

Further complicating
the matter is that younger
Americans — who were
more likely to engage in
protests, are less likely to
exhibit symptoms and are
less likely to get tested —
have been driving recent
coronavirus spikes in sev-
eral communities across
the South.

News & Observer data-
base editor David Raynor
and Miami Herald reporter
Doug Hanks contributed to
this report.
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Black Lives Matter protesters block the streets of Wynwood in Miami on June 13. Recent data has led epidemiologists
to question whether large outdoor gatherings have served as the “superspreader” events they initially feared — and is
providing them with further evidence that major coronavirus spreading events are occurring primarily at indoor
facilities.
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