There is no ‘number-answer’1
Numbers are very much in need, and expected from science. This appears to be the case also in the
present COVID-19 pandemic.
According The New York Times [1] the report which purportedly “jarred the U.S. and the U.K. to
Action”, from the Imperial College in London [2], warned about the possibility of 510,000 deaths in
Britain and 2.2 million in the US. How could such a two-digits precision be obtained in a situation
where known uncertainties include the prevalence of the virus in the population; the number of
asymptomatic cases and their infectiveness; the behaviour and resilience of acquired immunity; the
way the flue will react to the oncoming summer and to the next winter; the time needed to make a
vaccine globally available; and how individuals will adapt their behaviour to the new situation and
containment measures.
The report from the Imperial College explains that the calculation come from a model described in a
Nature paper [3] and associated online supplementary information [4]. Here we see that the
uncertainty in the prediction was assessed moving one uncertain factor at a time, a strategy bound to
grossly underestimate the uncertainty when the model is nonlinear and nonadditive [5][6], as is likely
the case for epidemiological models, due to the exponential term(s) in the solution.
As noted by Anthony Fauci in his reply to a politician insisting for a number of deaths, “There is no
‘number-answer’ to your question” [7].
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