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1.  Reading Passage

In  early  April  2026,  the  MV  Hondius  —  a  Dutch  expedition  cruise  ship  —  departed  Ushuaia,
Argentina,  bound  for  Antarctica  and  a  string  of  remote  South  Atlantic  islands.  Within  weeks,
passengers  began  dying.  By  early  May,  three  people  were  dead,  at  least  eight  cases  had  been
confirmed or suspected, and health authorities across four continents were racing to find anyone
who  might  have  been  exposed.  The  vessel  had  become  the  centre  of  one  of  the  most  complex
disease-containment challenges in years.

The  pathogen  responsible  is  a  hantavirus  —  specifically,  the  Andes  strain,  a  rare  virus  normally
carried  by  rodents  in  South  America  and  transmitted  to  humans  through  contact  with  infected
droppings,  urine,  or  saliva.  Hantaviruses  are  not  new;  they  have  been  known  for  decades  and
occasionally  cause  outbreaks  in  the  Americas,  where  they  can  produce  hantavirus  pulmonary
syndrome,  a  severe  illness  that  attacks  the  lungs  and  cardiovascular  system  and  kills  roughly  40
percent  of  those  who  develop  the  most  serious  form  of  the  disease.  There  are  no  established
vaccines  or  targeted  treatments  —  care  focuses  on  managing  symptoms.  What  makes  the  Andes
strain unusual,  and what makes this  outbreak so alarming,  is  that it  is  the only known hantavirus
capable  of  spreading  directly  from  one  person  to  another,  typically  through  close  and  sustained
contact.

Health investigators believe the outbreak most likely began before the ship even left port. A Dutch
couple  had  been  travelling  extensively  through  Argentina,  Chile,  and  Uruguay  since  November
2025, visiting areas where the species of rat known to carry the virus lives. The incubation period
for  hantavirus  can  be  anywhere  from  one  to  eight  weeks,  which  means  a  person  can  become
infected, feel perfectly healthy, board a cruise ship, and only fall seriously ill weeks into the voyage.
That appears to be exactly what happened. The man died on board on April 11; his wife disembarked
at Saint Helena and died in a hospital  in Johannesburg shortly after.  A third passenger,  a German
woman, died on May 2. By the time the outbreak was confirmed through laboratory testing, at least
30 passengers had already disembarked at Saint Helena and scattered to their home countries.

The  ship's  situation  quickly  became  a  logistical  and  political  standoff.  Floating  off  Cape  Verde  in
West  Africa  with  more  than  140  passengers  and  crew  still  on  board,  the  MV  Hondius  sought
permission  to  dock  in  Tenerife,  in  Spain's  Canary  Islands,  to  evacuate  its  passengers.  Local
authorities  initially  refused,  citing  concern  for  islanders'  safety  —  a  reaction  that  echoed  early
COVID-19  responses.  But  here  is  the  catch:  with  cases  now  confirmed  in  Switzerland  and  South
Africa, and a Dutch flight attendant being tested after brief contact with an infected passenger on a
Johannesburg  flight,  the  outbreak  had  already  left  the  ship.  Containing  it  required  international
coordination, not a single port's decision.

Public  health  officials  were  quick  to  stress  that  hantavirus  is  not  the  next  COVID-19.  The  World
Health  Organization  assessed  the  overall  global  risk  as  low,  noting  there  is  no  evidence  of
widespread transmission. Unlike the coronavirus, the Andes virus does not spread through casual
airborne contact; it requires close proximity. What the outbreak does illustrate, experts warned, is
a  broader  trend:  as  humans  increasingly  encroach  on  wild  animal  habitats  —  through  tourism,
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farming, and urban expansion — the risk of so-called zoonotic spillover events grows. An estimated
three in four emerging infectious pathogens are zoonotic, meaning they originate in animals before
crossing to humans. The MV Hondius outbreak was, in that sense, a small and contained version of
a much larger pattern that scientists expect will define global health for decades to come.
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2.  Explanation

A deadly virus carried by rats in Argentina somehow ended up killing passengers on a high-end
Antarctic cruise — and now a dozen countries are scrambling to contain it.

What's Going On?
In  April  2026,  passengers  aboard  the  MV  Hondius,  a  Dutch  expedition  cruise  ship,  began  falling

seriously  ill  with  fever,  respiratory  failure,  and shock.  By  early  May,  three people  had died — a  Dutch

couple  and  a  German  national  —  and  at  least  eight  cases  had  been  confirmed  or  suspected  across

multiple  countries.  The  ship,  carrying  passengers  of  23  nationalities,  became  the  centre  of  an

international health response as it floated off the coast of Cape Verde in West Africa, unable to dock.

The  culprit  is  the  Andes  strain  of  hantavirus,  a  rare  rodent-borne  pathogen  normally  found  in  South

America.  Investigators  believe  a  Dutch  couple,  who  had  been  birdwatching  in  areas  of  Argentina  and

Chile known for hantavirus before boarding the ship on April 1, likely brought the virus on board. From

there, because the Andes strain is the only hantavirus capable of spreading person-to-person, it moved

through the ship's confined quarters. Cases have since been confirmed in Switzerland and South Africa,

and  a  Dutch  flight  attendant  was  also  being  tested  after  briefly  coming  into  contact  with  an  infected

passenger.

How To Think About It
The MV Hondius outbreak is really two problems stacked on top of each other: a biology problem and a

logistics problem. Understanding both separately makes the situation clearer.

• The biology parallel  — think of  the Andes virus like a pickpocket who only works in crowds.  Most

hantaviruses  can  only  jump  from  rodent  to  human.  The  Andes  strain  can  also  jump

human-to-human, but only via close contact — like a pickpocket who needs to be right next to you.

Shared  cabins,  medical  care,  even  a  brief  plane  ride  can  create  that  proximity.  The  moment  this

particular strain boarded a ship with 147 people, the risk profile changed completely.

• The logistics parallel — think of the ship like a hospital in the middle of the ocean that nobody wants

to accept. When a patient in an ER is contagious, you isolate them in a single ward. But when your

entire  ward  is  floating  at  sea,  every  potential  port  becomes  a  political  negotiation.  The  Canary

Islands'  regional  president  initially  refused  to  let  the  ship  dock  —  echoing  the  early  days  of

COVID-19,  when  the  Diamond  Princess  was  stuck  offshore  in  Japan  —  because  local  populations

feared exposure. International law and public health ethics collided in real time.

Key Things To Know
• Mortality  rate:  hantavirus  pulmonary  syndrome  kills  roughly  40%  of  those  who  develop  severe

disease — making it far deadlier than seasonal flu or COVID-19, even if far rarer.

• The mechanism of spread: the Andes virus transmits through respiratory droplets and bodily fluids

during close contact — not through casual airborne exposure like measles or COVID, which is why

WHO assessed the global public risk as low.

• Key player — Oceanwide Expeditions: the Dutch company that operates the MV Hondius revealed
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that  30  passengers  disembarked  at  the  remote  South  Atlantic  island  of  Saint  Helena  on  April  24,

nearly two weeks after the first  death,  before the outbreak was identified — complicating contact

tracing enormously.

• Non-obvious consequence: a Dutch flight attendant who briefly came into contact with an infected

passenger  on  a  Johannesburg  flight  was  being  tested  for  hantavirus  —  showing  how  a  single

connecting flight can turn a shipboard outbreak into a multi-continent tracking exercise.

• What most people get wrong: this is not the next COVID. WHO officials explicitly stressed there is

no evidence of widespread transmission risk, and health experts noted hantavirus does not spread

easily enough to cause a large epidemic.  The real  lesson is about zoonotic spillover — how animal

diseases keep finding new paths to humans.

Why It Matters
If  you're  thinking  about  careers  in  medicine,  public  health,  environmental  science,  or  international

relations, this outbreak is a live case study in all four. It shows why global health infrastructure matters

— not just for the people on that ship, but for anyone who shares a flight, a hospital, or a city with them.

It also illustrates a trend that will define your generation: as humans push deeper into wild habitats —

for tourism, farming, or urban expansion — contact with animal-borne viruses increases. An estimated

three out of every four emerging infectious diseases are zoonotic, meaning they jump from animals to

humans. The MV Hondius is a small, contained example of a much larger pattern.

The Bigger Picture
The  MV  Hondius  outbreak  is  the  latest  reminder  that  geography  no  longer  contains  disease.  A

birdwatching  trip  through  South  America,  a  luxury  cruise,  a  connecting  flight  —  that  is  all  it  took  to

spread a rare rodent virus across a dozen countries in weeks. Scientists have long warned that zoonotic

pathogens are a growing threat, driven by climate change, deforestation, and the expansion of human

activity into animal habitats. What to watch next: whether investigators can confirm the exact source of

the Dutch couple's exposure in Argentina; whether any of the 30+ passengers who disembarked at Saint

Helena  test  positive;  and  whether  international  protocols  for  ship-borne  disease  outbreaks  —  widely

criticised after the Diamond Princess episode in 2020 — are finally strengthened.
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3.  Key Terms Glossary

Hantavirus
A  family  of  viruses  carried  by  rodents  and  transmitted  to  humans  primarily  through  contact  with
infected  rodent  droppings,  urine,  or  saliva.  They  can  cause  severe  diseases  including  hantavirus
pulmonary syndrome (HPS), which attacks the lungs and cardiovascular system.

Andes strain
A  specific  species  of  hantavirus  found  in  South  America  and  the  only  known  hantavirus  capable  of
spreading directly from one person to another, usually through very close contact such as sharing a
living space or providing medical care.

Zoonotic pathogen
A disease-causing organism — virus, bacterium, or parasite — that can jump from animals to humans.
Examples  include  influenza,  Ebola,  rabies,  and  hantavirus.  The  process  of  jumping  species  is  called
'spillover.'

Hantavirus pulmonary syndrome (HPS)
The severe form of hantavirus disease seen in the Americas, characterised by rapid progression from
flu-like  symptoms  to  pneumonia,  acute  respiratory  distress,  and  in  serious  cases  cardiovascular
collapse. Case fatality rates for severe HPS are around 40%.

Contact tracing
The public health process of identifying and monitoring everyone who may have come into contact
with  an  infected person,  in  order  to  catch and isolate  new cases  before  they  spread further.  It  is  a
core tool in controlling outbreaks.

Incubation period
The  time  between  when  a  person  is  first  exposed  to  a  pathogen  and  when  they  begin  showing
symptoms. For hantavirus,  this is typically one to eight weeks — meaning someone can be infected,
feel fine, travel internationally, and only fall ill weeks later.

Endemic
A  disease  or  pathogen  is  endemic  to  a  region  when  it  circulates  there  regularly  and  persistently,
rather  than appearing  in  sudden outbreaks.  Hantavirus  is  endemic  in  parts  of  Argentina,  Chile,  and
Uruguay, meaning it is consistently present in local rodent populations.
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4.  Reading Comprehension Quiz

Circle the best answer for each question.

Q1. The passage primarily argues that the MV Hondius outbreak is significant because it
A) demonstrates that hantavirus has mutated into a more contagious and globally threatening pathogen
B) illustrates how a rare animal-borne virus can spread internationally through modern travel and confined

spaces
C) proves that cruise ships should be banned from visiting regions where hantavirus is endemic in rodents
D) shows  that  WHO  protocols  for  shipboard  disease  management  are  entirely  ineffective  and  must  be

replaced

Q2. According to the passage, why is the Andes strain of hantavirus considered especially concerning

compared to other hantaviruses?
A) It is found in more rodent species and therefore has a wider geographic range than other strains
B) It produces symptoms more quickly than other strains, leaving less time for diagnosis and treatment
C) It is the only known hantavirus strain capable of spreading directly between humans
D) It is resistant to the treatments that are effective against other hantavirus strains worldwide

Q3. The passage indicates that identifying the outbreak was complicated primarily because
A) hantavirus symptoms are identical to those of influenza, making laboratory testing unreliable
B) the virus's long incubation period meant passengers had already scattered internationally before cases

were detected
C) the MV Hondius lacked a ship's doctor and had no capacity to conduct on-board medical assessments
D) Argentine health authorities refused to share information about hantavirus cases with the WHO

Q4. As used in the passage, the word 'endemic' most nearly means
A) dangerous and rapidly spreading through a population
B) consistently present within a specific region or population
C) originating from a single identifiable source or patient
D) unique to a species and incapable of crossing to humans

Q5. As used in the passage, the word 'prolonged' most nearly means
A) physically intimate and involving bodily contact
B) documented and verified by medical professionals
C) extended over a significant period of time
D) repeated across multiple separate occasions or encounters

Q6. Which statement about cruise ships and infectious disease can most reasonably be inferred from

the passage?
A) Cruise ships are the most common origin point for new global disease outbreaks
B) The confined, shared environment of a ship accelerates transmission and complicates containment
C) International  maritime  law  requires  cruise  operators  to  quarantine  all  passengers  at  the  first  sign  of

illness
D) Passengers on expedition cruises face a higher risk of infection than those on standard Caribbean routes
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Q7. The passage suggests that the rise in hantavirus infections in Argentina the previous year was most

likely caused by
A) warmer temperatures making hantavirus strains more transmissible between humans
B) an increase in the rodent population that carries and spreads the virus
C) greater international tourist activity in known hantavirus zones of Argentina
D) a decline in Argentine public health funding for rodent-control programmes

Q8. The author's primary purpose in including the comparison to the Diamond Princess cruise ship is

to
A) argue  that  COVID-19  was  more  dangerous  than  hantavirus  and  deserved  a  stronger  international

response
B) show that the MV Hondius situation is unprecedented and has no historical parallel in public health
C) illustrate that shipboard disease outbreaks involving quarantine and international coordination are not

new
D) warn that hantavirus could become a pandemic on the scale of COVID-19 if not contained immediately

Q9. What  can  most  reasonably  be  inferred  about  the  relationship  between  human  behaviour  and

zoonotic disease risk, based on the passage?
A) Zoonotic diseases are exclusively a threat in developing nations with limited public health infrastructure
B) Tourism to remote wildlife areas poses a greater disease risk than urban expansion into animal habitats
C) As  humans  increasingly  encroach  on  animal  habitats,  the  likelihood  of  animal-to-human  disease

transmission grows
D) International  travel  is  the  primary  driver  of  zoonotic  spillover  events,  more  so  than  environmental

factors

Q10.Which choice provides the best evidence for the answer to the previous question?
A) There are no established vaccines for hantaviruses or remedies for infection by them.
B) The threat from zoonotic diseases is growing, driven by intensive farming, increasing encroachment of

people into animal habitats and climate change.
C) An estimated three out of every four emerging or re-emerging infectious pathogens are thought to be

zoonotic.
D) Most  scientists  think  the  most  likely  cause  of  Covid  was  a  zoonotic  spillover  from  a  wild  creature  to

humans.

My Score:  _______ / 10
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5.  Answer Key with Explanations

Q1. The passage primarily argues that the MV Hondius outbreak is significant because it

Answer: B

The passage explains that a virus acquired during a birdwatching trip in South America spread across a ship and
then to multiple countries via flights and disembarkations, illustrating the role of modern travel and close quarters.
Option  A  is  wrong  (Trap  C  —  there  is  no  evidence  in  the  passage  of  a  new  mutation;  the  Andes  strain's
person-to-person capacity is an existing,  rare trait).  SAT Tip:  When a question asks what the passage 'primarily
argues,' focus on the overall arc of the text, not a single dramatic detail — the central claim ties together the most
recurring ideas.

Q2. According to the passage, why is the Andes strain of hantavirus considered especially concerning

compared to other hantaviruses?

Answer: C

The  passage  states  directly  that  the  Andes  strain  'is  the  only  one  known  to  transmit  between  humans,'  which
distinguishes  it  from other  hantaviruses.  Option D is  a  Trap B distractor  — it  uses  the  passage's  language about
treatments but inverts the meaning; the passage says there are no established treatments for any hantavirus. SAT
Tip: For 'according to the passage' questions, the correct answer will be a close paraphrase of something explicitly
stated — avoid answers that go beyond what the text says.

Q3. The passage indicates that identifying the outbreak was complicated primarily because

Answer: B

The passage notes that the incubation period for hantavirus can be up to eight weeks, and that 30 passengers had
disembarked at Saint Helena before the outbreak was identified,  with others already scattered around the world.
Option C is a Trap C distractor — it  contradicts the passage,  which mentions the ship's  doctor was among those
evacuated,  implying  one  was  present.  SAT  Tip:  On  cause-effect  questions,  trace  the  passage's  explicit  chain  of
reasoning rather than inferring from background knowledge.

Q4. As used in the passage, the word 'endemic' most nearly means

Answer: B

The passage uses 'endemic' to describe hantavirus in Argentina — meaning it is regularly and persistently present
there,  not  that  it  is  currently  spreading  rapidly.  Option  A  is  a  Trap  A  distractor,  confusing  'endemic'  with
'epidemic,'  which  implies  active  and  rapid  spread.  SAT Tip:  On vocabulary-in-context  questions,  substitute  each
option back into the sentence and ask which one preserves the sentence's original meaning — the word that fits the
context wins over the word's most common everyday usage.

Q5. As used in the passage, the word 'prolonged' most nearly means

Answer: C

The  passage  describes  past  human-to-human hantavirus  infections  as  involving  'close  and  prolonged  contact'  —
meaning sustained over time, not repeated on separate occasions. Option D is a Trap A distractor, subtly shifting
from 'duration' (how long) to 'frequency' (how many times). SAT Tip: When two answer choices are close, identify
the precise dimension each one measures — time, frequency, intensity, verification — and match it to how the word
functions in the sentence.
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Q6. Which statement about cruise ships and infectious disease can most reasonably be inferred from

the passage?

Answer: B

The passage explicitly states that ships 'provide ideal conditions for infectious diseases to thrive and spread'  and
notes the difficulty of tracing contacts and managing disembarkation — together supporting option B. Option A is a
Trap  C  distractor  —  it  may  be  debatable  in  the  real  world,  but  the  passage  makes  no  such  comparison  between
cruise ships and other outbreak origins. SAT Tip: Inference questions ask what 'can be inferred' — the right answer
must follow logically from what the passage actually says, not from general knowledge you bring in.

Q7. The passage suggests that the rise in hantavirus infections in Argentina the previous year was most

likely caused by

Answer: B

The passage states that reported infections in the Southern Cone region rose last year and that 'experts think this
may have been because of a rise in rodent populations.' Options C and D are Trap C distractors — plausible in the
real world but not mentioned or implied in the passage. SAT Tip: When the passage attributes a cause to experts or
officials, that attribution is your evidence — an answer that names a different cause is almost always wrong on an
inference question.

Q8. The author's primary purpose in including the comparison to the Diamond Princess cruise ship is

to

Answer: C

The Diamond Princess reference is used to place the MV Hondius outbreak in context — it happened before, with
COVID-19, and involved similar challenges of offshore quarantine and international response. Option D is a Trap B
distractor, using the COVID comparison in the passage but reversing its meaning — the passage specifically says
experts do not believe hantavirus will become another pandemic. SAT Tip: When analysing the author's purpose for
including a specific  reference,  ask what role  it  plays in the surrounding argument — context-setter,  evidence,  or
counterexample — rather than treating it as an isolated claim.

Q9. What  can  most  reasonably  be  inferred  about  the  relationship  between  human  behaviour  and

zoonotic disease risk, based on the passage?

Answer: C

The passage states that the threat from zoonotic diseases is 'driven by intensive farming, increasing encroachment
of people into animal habitats and climate change,' directly supporting option C. Option A is a Trap C distractor —
it's a common real-world assumption, but the passage makes no such geographic restriction. SAT Tip: On inference
questions, the correct answer will be traceable to a specific passage sentence — if you can't point to one, the answer
is likely a trap.

Q10.Which choice provides the best evidence for the answer to the previous question?

Answer: B

Option  B  directly  states  the  causal  mechanism  —  encroachment  into  animal  habitats  increasing  disease  risk  —
which is the exact basis for the inference in Q9. Option C is a Trap B distractor: it supports the idea that zoonotic
diseases are common, but it doesn't speak to the role of human behaviour as the driver of growing risk. SAT Tip: On
evidence-pairing  questions,  first  lock  in  your  answer  to  the  previous  question,  then look  for  the  passage  excerpt
that most directly states the reason — not just a related fact. The evidence answer must explain the why, not just
confirm the what.
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