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Reinfection is rare, not yet
a cause for worry: Experts

Prof Paul Tambyah likens Hong Kong case to people who have two episodes of chicken pox

JOYCETEO, SENIORHEALTHCORRESPONDENT

News that a 33-year-old man in Hong
Kong was reinfected with Covid-19 has
sparked fears that people canget the dis-
ease more than once, but infectious dis-
eases expertssaid such cases arerare and
not a cause for worry, unless many more
casessurface.

Most people develop arobust immune
response after a Covid-19 infection, but
for reasons that are currently unknown,
the man in Hong Kong had failed to
mount an antibody response to the first
infectioninlate March.

Hewashospitalised and discharged on
April 14 after two negative swabs from
his nasopharynx and throat. Then he
tested positive for Covid-19 on a saliva
test on Aug 15, after returning from a trip
to Spain via Britain.

University of Hong Kong researchers
saidtheyhave foundthe world’sfirstdoc-
umented case of reinfection, after they
sequenced the virusfromtheman’sinfec-
tions and found that he had a different
strainfromthe one in March.

Professor Paul Tambyah, aseniorinfec-
tious diseases consultant at the National
University Hospital, said: “Thelikelyrea-
son he was reinfected with a different
strainisthathehad no detectableantibod -
ies after the first infection - possibly
because it was so mild (he was asympto-
matic throughout his hospitalisation),
butalsopossibly because of someuncom-
monspecificimmune defect.”

This appearstobe ararecase, “just like
we occasionally get people who have two
episodes of chicken pox or even
measles”,he added.

Globally, there are more than 23 mil-
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- Professor Paul Tambyah, senior infectious
diseases consultant, National University Hospital

lion Covid-19 cases.

Before the Hong Kong case, there had
beenonlysomeanecdotalreports ofrein-
fections.

Interestingly, the Hong Kong man had
no symptoms the second time around,
while duringhis first infection, the symp-
tomswere mild.

Prof Tambyah said the first infection
seems to have protected the man froma
seriousinfectionduring thesecondexpo-
sure.

It also primed him for a late antibody
response when exposed to the virus

Source: The New Paper © Singapore Press Holdings Ltd. Permission required for reproduction.

again, even though it was a different
strain.

“This is a single case, but represents
something we felt was plausible — that
immunitypost-infectionmaynotbelife-
long, just like for other human coron-
avirusesorinfluenza,” said Associate Pro-
fessorHsuLiYang, aninfectiousdiseases
specialist from the National University
of Singapore’s Saw Swee Hock School of
Public Health.

Vaccine-conferred immunity may not
belifelong as well, but it may perhaps be
more like influenza vaccine in which
repeated vaccinations are required, he
added.

Still, Professor Ooi Eng Eong, deputy
director of Duke-NUS Medical School’s
emerging infectious diseases pro-
gramme, pointed out that the immune
response to vaccination is different from
that against a Sars-CoV-2infection.

“The virus contains genetic elements
that are able to suppress our immune
response, whereas vaccines are designed
tostimulate theseresponses,” he said.

“Theresultant immunityfromvaccina-
tion and infection would likely be differ-
ent.”

There are still alot of unknowns about
theHong Kongcase. Forinstance, itisnot
known if the reinfected man was able to
mount a T-cell response to the initial
infection, evenif he did not have an anti-
bodyresponse, said Prof Tambyah.

T-cells, an essential part of the
immune system, may offer long-lasting
immunity against Covid-19.
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