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Virus Mutations Reveal How
COVID-19 Really Spread

Globe-trotting humans were the culprits
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The world struggled to understand how COVID-19 spread during the
pandemic’s first four months, but genetic sequences of the coronavirus
reported by laboratories tell the real story—when the virus arrived in
each place and where it came from. The sequences, which advance from

left to right in the graphic, show that the virus jumped from an animal

then people traveling from there spread it globally person to person.
The virus had not mutated significantly as of March 31, 2020; human
contact created the pandemic, not a wildly evolving pathogen. Mapping

faster, wider testing in China; earlier, stricter global travel bans and
isolation of infected people; and more immediate social distancing
worldwide.
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Early Spread: The coronavirus was already expanding across China sometime
% between December 1and December 21, according to mutations dating back to
December 10. This family tree is amodel created by Nextstrain, based on genomes
uploaded to the GISAID database. Uncertainties remain but will narrow as labs send
more samples. Scientific American downloaded these virus data on March 31.
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had not uploaded
complete genomes,
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(black outlines O),
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and Australia.
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Read more about the coronavirus outbreak from Scientific American

This article was originally published with the title "How COVID-19 Spread

Like Wildfire" in Scientific American 322, 6, 80 (June 2020)
doi:10.1038/scientificamerican0620-80
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