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First human cases of COVID-19, the disease caused by the novel 

coronavirus causing COVID-19, subsequently named SARS-CoV-2 were 

first reported by officials in Wuhan City, China, in December 2019.  

 

SARS-CoV-2 was identified in early January and its genetic sequence 

shared publicly on 11-12 January. The full genetic sequence of SARS-

CoV-2 from the early human cases and the sequences of many other virus 

isolated from human cases from China and all over the world since then 

show that SARS-CoV-2 has an ecological origin in bat populations.  

 

Another coronavirus, SARS-CoV-1, the cause of the Severe Acute 

Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak in 2003, was also closely related 

to other coronaviruses isolated from bats. These close genetic relations of 

SARS-CoV-1, SARS- CoV-2 and other coronaviruses, suggest that they 

all have their ecological origin in bat populations. Many of these 

coronaviruses can also infect several animal species. For example, SARS-

CoV-1 infected civet cats and then humans, while the virus causing the 

Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS-CoV) is found in dromedary 

camels, and has continued to infect humans since 2012. 

 

All available evidence for COVID-19 suggests that SARS-CoV-2 has a 

zoonotic source. Since there is usually limited close contact between 

humans and bats, it is more likely that transmission of the virus to humans 

happened through another animal species, one that is more likely to be 

handled by humans. This intermediate animal host or zoonotic source 

could be a domestic animal, a wild animal, or a domesticated wild animal 

and, as of yet, has not been identified. 

 

All the published genetic sequences of SARS-CoV-2 isolated from human 

cases are very similar. This suggests that the start of the outbreak resulted 

from a single point introduction in the human population around the time 

that the virus was first reported in humans in Wuhan, China in December 

2019. 


