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Coronavirus: why is outdoors safer than
inside?
Socialising with people outside your household is now permitted but only if
you stay outside and remain two metres away from them. We explore why
risk of coronavirus transmission is likely lower outdoors and what you still
need to do to stay safe.

Use Patient's coronavirus checker tool if you have any symptoms of
fever, a new cough or loss of smell or taste. Until you have used the
tool and been advised what action to take, please stay at home and
avoid contact with other people.

Even when coronavirus rules were at their strictest, some freedoms were to
be found outdoors. While we weren't allowed to meet people outside our
household or sunbathe when UK lockdown was introduced on March 23, we
were permitted to exercise outside once a day. For many, that daily jog or
stroll through our immediate streets became a lifeline - a chance to
engage with nature or focus on personal fitness during a strange and
frightening period of adjustment.

On May 11, a slight easing of the rules was announced in England.
Sunbathing was no longer banned, you could exercise outdoors for as long
as you wanted to, and you were able to meet one person from another
household outside, providing you stayed two metres away from them at all
times.

On June 1, England loosened the restrictions further, permitting up to six
people from separate households to meet in parks or private gardens as
long as social distancing was observed. Some forms of exercise such as
fishing, golf and tennis are now permitted. Slightly different rules are in
place in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.
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For now, our social life is weather-permitting. Apart from the
announcement on 10th June in England allowing an adult living alone (or
with children under 18 years of age) to 'bubble' with a single other
household, it's illegal for two people from different households to meet
indoors in England. But how do we know the risk of coronavirus transmission
is lower if we stay outside?

The evidence
A study of 318 COVID-19 outbreak clusters in China, encompassing 1,245
confirmed cases across 120 cities, has provided some clues. Researchers
discovered coronavirus transmission mostly occurred in the home and on
public transport. Only one transmission occurred outside, where social
distancing had not been observed.

"They discovered that of more than 1,200 contacts that were shown to have
been infected, only one was outside and they admitted to being close
together for over 15 minutes," says Professor Keith Neal, Emeritus Professor
of the Epidemiology of Infectious Diseases at the University of Nottingham.

The research has yet to go through the standard scientific review process
so the findings should be interpreted with caution. And the outbreaks
analysed by the researchers occurred while much of China was under
lockdown, meaning the chance of transmission outside of households was
already less likely.

Coronavirus and fresh air
Nevertheless, ventilation is likely important when it comes to preventing the
spread of infection. Coronavirus can spread via contact with an infected
surface, such as a door handle; and by breathing in viral particles from an
infected person.

Viral particles can be released from coughs, sneezing and talking. And
these particles can be transmitted in two forms: aerosols (small particles
that stay suspended in the air); and droplets (larger particles which fall to
the ground). Transmission from viral particles increases the closer you get
to the person with COVID-19 and the longer you're in contact with them.
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Outside, Neal explains, you're far less likely to touch an infected surface
than you are indoors. While suspended, viral particles will get quickly
diluted by fresh air and droplets will fall to the ground rapidly where they
can no longer be breathed in.

"We're still not sure how significant aerosol is as a form of transmission but
in any event, it will be dispersed in the air movements. And you always have
air movements of some form outside," he explains.

It's also generally much easier to keep your distance from people outdoors.

"So when you're queuing outside Aldi to go shopping, not only is it easier to
keep more than two metres apart from people, you've also got the air
movements distributing the droplets and aerosol particles completely and
there are no surfaces to touch."

UV from sunlight may also destroy virus particles left on surfaces outside -
but further research is needed to determine how much this affects the
coronavirus that causes COVID-19.

Staying safe outside
If you are heading outside to meet a friend or exercise with others, it's still
important to follow the guidelines. Although the risk of transmission of
coronavirus is lower outside than indoors, it is not zero.

Self-isolate if you have symptoms
You mustn't leave your house if you have any coronavirus symptoms (such
as a continuous cough, a high temperature or a loss of smell or taste). If
any member of your household has symptoms, everyone should isolate
until that person has been tested and the result received - and if they test
positive, everyone else must isolate for 14 days.

Remember that in England and Wales, anyone with symptoms is eligible for
testing. in Northern Ireland and Scotland, anyone aged over 5 years who's
symptomatic can apply for a test.

Wash your hands
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Practising good hand hygiene will still help to stop the spread of
coronavirus. Wash your hands with soap and water for 20 seconds before
leaving the house to go outdoors, and wash them again as soon as you
return.

Keep your distance and avoid crowds
Viral transmission is still possible outdoors, particularly if you're in close
proximity with a lot of people. You want to avoid crowds as much as you
possibly can.

And while it's tempting to hug a friend or family member outdoors, for the
moment you need to resist and stay at least two metres apart during the
meeting. The further away you are from a person, the lower the risk of
transmitting the virus. And don't share food, drinks or utensils with anyone
from outside your household.

Limit the number of people you see
Even though you're allowed to meet up to five people from different
households in England, it's a good idea to restrict your contacts as much as
possible, so you're not meeting lots of different people during the lockdown.

"As long as you're not mixing with lots of different people then you won't be
spreading infection between groups, which is why there's there's a limit on
how many people you can meet," says Neal. "Ideally, if you meet the same
people, the risk is even less."

Consider a mask
It's not mandatory to wear a mask outdoors in most situations, but it's good
to carry one in your bag in case you end up going somewhere where social
distancing isn't possible, such as a supermarket.

From 15th June, face coverings will be required while using public transport
or visiting a hospital or general practice in England. Read our advice on the
correct way to wear a mask to protect yourself and others from infection.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss Coronavirus: why is outdoors safer than inside? and find more trusted
resources at Patient.
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