
Tracking the Media Tracking the 
Coronavirus: Quackery, Treatments 

and U-Turns

Brant Houston
Knight Chair in Investigative Reporting

University of Illinois
brant.houston@gmail.com

mailto:brant.houston@gmail.com


Johns Hopkins Covid Map
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County Dashboard – Sept 14

https://www.c-uphd.org/champaign-urbana-illinois-
coronavirus-information.html

https://www.c-uphd.org/champaign-urbana-illinois-coronavirus-information.html


CUPHD – Sept. 22
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Cumulative Cases in the County



Media Coverage

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ojW802yW2RY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ojW802yW2RY


Trump and Light



Trump and Hydroxchlorine



“Miracle Mineral Solution.”

https://www.physiciansweekly.com/covid-19-fdas-operation-quack-
hack-targets-bogus-treatments-and-cures/



“Miracle Mineral Solution.”

https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/07/09/fake-
coronavirus-cure-bleach/



Oleandrin at the White House

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/20/heal
th/covid-oleandrin-trump-mypillow.html

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/20/health/covid-oleandrin-trump-mypillow.html


Hydroxychloroquine facts

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/factcheck/2020/07/21/fact-
check-hydroxychloroquine-hasnt-helped-covid-19-studies-
show/5407547002/



Hydroxychloroquine facts

President Donald Trump took to Twitter on March 21 
to declare hydroxychloroquine and azithromycin as 
the "biggest game changers in the history of 
medicine."

Medical experts and policymakers, desperate to turn 
the pandemic's tide and propelled by hype, jumped 
on the bandwagon. The FDA approved emergency 
use of the drug in late March, and many states and 
countries kickstarted their own clinical trials. Among 
them was the World Health Organization with its 
Solidarity Trial.



Hydroxychloroquine facts

The early evidence was found to be flawed. 
On March 23, three statisticians published a 
review of the French study and found it 
overstated hydroxychloroquine's benefit by 
citing Chinese sources that lacked real 
evidence. 



Quackwatch

https://quackwatch.org/?s&_sf_s=covid

https://quackwatch.org/?s&_sf_s=covid


Fact Checkers

https://www.factcheck.org/2020/06/does-
vitamin-d-protect-against-covid-19/

https://www.factcheck.org/2020/06/does-vitamin-d-protect-against-covid-19/


Media Coverage

https://www.vox.com/recode/2020/4/13/21214114/media-
coronavirus-pandemic-coverage-cdc-should-you-wear-masks



Media Coverage

https://www.vox.com/recode/2020/4/13/21214114/media-
coronavirus-pandemic-coverage-cdc-should-you-wear-masks

Much of the mainstream media amplified 
this slow and muddled reaction to the 
rapidly spreading virus. Since alarming 
reports about Covid-19 began to emerge 
from China in January, the media often 
provided information to Americans that 
later proved to be wrong, or at least 
inadequate.



Media Coverage

https://www.vox.com/recode/2020/4/13/21214114/media-
coronavirus-pandemic-coverage-cdc-should-you-wear-masks

For instance: While President Trump has been 
correctly pilloried for describing the coronavirus as 
less dangerous than the flu, that message was 
commonplace in mainstream media outlets throughout 
February. And journalists — including my colleagues at 
Vox — were dutifully repeating exhortations from 
public health officials not to wear masks for much of 
2020.



CDC Back Tracks -Masks

https://www.marketwatch.com/story/the-cdc-says-americans-dont-
have-to-wear-facemasks-because-of-coronavirus-2020-01-30

https://www.marketwatch.com/story/the-cdc-says-americans-dont-have-to-wear-facemasks-because-of-coronavirus-2020-01-30


CDC Back Tracks on Masks

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-
sick/diy-cloth-face-coverings.html



WHO Back Tracks on asymptomatic 
spread

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8rfqOi8Qh-Q



Asymptomatic spread

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8rfqOi8Qh-Q



CDC Back Tracks

https://people.com/health/cdc-director-backtracks-coronavirus-
testing-change-after-criticism/

https://people.com/health/cdc-director-backtracks-coronavirus-testing-change-after-criticism/


CDC Back Tracks

https://www.wsj.com/articles/coronavirus-can-spread-by-tiny-air-
particles-cdc-now-says-11600700364

https://www.wsj.com/articles/coronavirus-can-spread-by-tiny-air-particles-cdc-now-says-11600700364


CDC Back Tracks

https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/politics/cdc-backtracks-and-now-
emphatically-supports-reopening-schools-after-criticism-from-
trump/ar-BB179oJv

https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/politics/cdc-backtracks-and-now-emphatically-supports-reopening-schools-after-criticism-from-trump/ar-BB179oJv


CDC Back Tracks

https://money.yahoo.com/cdc-says-covid-
19-survivors-132320747.html



FDA Home Page

https://www.fda.gov/emergency-preparedness-and-
response/counterterrorism-and-emerging-threats/coronavirus-disease-
2019-covid-19



FDA Emergency Use

https://www.fda.gov/emergency-preparedness-and-response/mcm-legal-
regulatory-and-policy-framework/emergency-use-authorization

https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2019/07/exclusive-fda-enforcement-actions-plummet-under-trump


FDA backs off

https://www.fda.gov/drugs/drug-safety-and-availability/fda-cautions-
against-use-hydroxychloroquine-or-chloroquine-covid-19-outside-hospital-
setting-or

https://www.fda.gov/drugs/drug-safety-and-availability/fda-cautions-against-use-hydroxychloroquine-or-chloroquine-covid-19-outside-hospital-setting-or


VA Study on Hydroxychloroquine

https://apnews.com/a5077c7227b8eb8b0dc23423c0bbe2b2

https://apnews.com/a5077c7227b8eb8b0dc23423c0bbe2b2


Hydroxychloroquine facts

This ineffectiveness would arise regularly in 
later research efforts. Last month, 
RECOVERY, a large British clinical trial 
investigating hydroxychloroquine treatment in 
hospitalized patients, found no significant 
difference in mortality after 28 days, or 
hospital outcomes between patients given 
the drug and those not. 



Hydroxychloroquine facts

Considering the adverse effects of 
hydroxychloroquine intake, it has the 
potential to put lives at risk of severe heart 
problems and other issues, according to the 
FDA. 



Hydroxychloroquine facts

Considering the adverse effects of 
hydroxychloroquine intake, it has the 
potential to put lives at risk of severe heart 
problems and other issues, according to the 
FDA. 



FDA backs off

https://www.modernhealthcare.com/government/second-trump-
appointee-out-fda-amid-credibility-concerns

https://www.modernhealthcare.com/government/second-trump-appointee-out-fda-amid-credibility-concerns


FDA enforcement declines

https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2019/07/exclusive-fda-enforcement-
actions-plummet-under-trump

https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2019/07/exclusive-fda-enforcement-actions-plummet-under-trump


FTC Actions

https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/blog/2020/07/cracking-down-fake-covid-
19-cures

https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/blog/2020/07/cracking-down-fake-covid-19-cures


A wave of fake treatments

Misinformation about COVID-19 is spreading 
online, including many fake cures or 
treatments for the disease.
At least seven companies have been warned 
by the Food and Drug Administration for 
fraudulent products to treat COVID-19.
The products cited in these warning letters 
include teas, essential oils, tinctures, and 
colloidal silver. https://www.healthline.com/health-

news/no-products-can-cure-covid-19



A wave of fake treatments
Some claims, like don’t eat ice cream, are 
just strange, with no basis in reality.

Others, such as eat more garlic, aren’t 
harmful by themselves — unless they keep 
you from following medical advice that 
actually has scientific evidence to back it up.

But some products can be harmful, such as 
the “miracle mineral supplement,” or MMS. 
This contains chlorine dioxide, a powerful 
bleaching agent, which can cause serious 
side effects  like severe vomiting and 



A wave of fake treatments

But some products can be harmful, such as 
the “miracle mineral supplement,” or MMS. 
This contains chlorine dioxide, a powerful 
bleaching agent, which can cause serious 
side effects, like severe vomiting and 
diarrhea.
The Daily Mail reported that at least 44 
people in Iran died from alcohol poisoning 
after drinking bootleg booze, thinking it 
would slow the spread of the virus.



QAnon and Coronavirus

https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-53997203

https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-53997203
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