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Long COVID: A Smoldering Problem 
in the Fire Service
B Y  A L E X  F R O S T ,  C L A R A  T R Y O N ,  S U S A N N E  D ’ I S A B E L ,  A N D  D E N I S E  L .  S M I T H

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the 
world like nothing else in this century, 
devastating many families and affecting 
every aspect of life. After three years of the 
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most common symptoms are fever or 
chills, shortness of breath, cough, fatigue, 
muscle or body aches, headache, loss of 
taste or smell, sore throat, diarrhea, con-
gestion, and nausea or vomiting.3  Most 
individuals experience mild to moderate 
acute symptoms and generally recover 
within 10 to 20 days.4 Although rare, far 
too many people, including firefighters, 
have died of COVID-19. The National Fire 
Protection Association (NFPA) reports 
that in 2020 and 2021, COVID-19 was 
the leading cause of line-of-duty-deaths, 
claiming 143 firefighters’ lives.5,6 And, for 
some individuals who have endured the 
initial infection, COVID-19 symptoms do 
not completely resolve, or the infection 
leads to the onset of new and trou-
blesome symptoms—a condition known 
as Long COVID, which is the focus of this 
article. 

Long COVID, also known as 
Long-Haul or Post-Acute COVID 
Syndrome (PACS), is a potentially 
debilitating condition that is generally 

considered to occur when COVID-19 
symptoms (existing symptoms or new 
ones) persist for more than 12 weeks.7

The full duration of Long COVID remains 
unknown, as some individuals have 
not yet returned to their prepandemic 
health following infection. As seen in 
Figure 2, the SARS-CoV-2 virus stim-
ulates a heightened immune response 
that leads to inflammation across most 
body systems. Each body system reacts 
uniquely to the viral infection or the 
resulting inflammation to produce a wide 
array of burdensome and sometimes 
mysterious symptoms.8 Table 1 displays 
some of the common symptoms asso-
ciated with different organ systems af-
fected by Long COVID. Those who suffer 
from Long COVID may experience many, 
some, or just one of these symptoms and, 
to further complicate an already complex 
disease, symptoms may resolve and 
emerge or reemerge over time.

Figure 2 outlines how Long COVID 
affects key body systems and how this 

can lead to health and safety conse-
quences for firefighters. Changes to the 
respiratory, cardiovascular, neural, and 
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cardiac event); increased risk of hyper-
tension (exacerbating atherosclerosis 
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the fire service, including decreased car-
diorespiratory fitness, a diminished work 
capacity, impaired situational awareness, 
and an increased risk of cardiac events.  

How Common Is Long COVID?
Recent data collected by the National 

Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) 
reveal that about one-third of adults 
reported experiencing symptoms that 
lasted three months or longer (Long 
COVID).16 Encouragingly, many people 
who suffer from Long COVID do see 
their symptoms resolve. Unfortunately, 
however, many continue to deal with 
post-COVID conditions for well over a 
year and, in some cases, individuals have 
been suffering with Long COVID for more 
than two years. Overall, NCHS data in-
dicate that about 6% of U.S. adults or more 
than 15 million people are currently grap-
pling with the impact of Long COVID.16

The true number of firefighters suffering 
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