B8 &

35

NUS

National University
of Singapore

Source: The Straits Times, pC3
Date: 27 July 2022

Omicron sub-variants

No cause
for concern
for now,
say exXperts

Symptoms are not
expected to differ
from those of
earlier variants

Amrita Kaur

Covid-19 cases around the world
are rising, with Singapore going
through a wave of infections driven
by Omicron sub-variants BA.4 and
BA.5. Average infections over a
seven-day period here climbed to
8,664 as of noon on Sunday, from
5,523 about a month ago, according
tothe Ministry of Health website.

BA.5, in particular, has fuelled a
rise in Covid-19 infection globally.
According to a World Health Or-
ganisation report published two
weeks ago, the variant was behind
52 per cent of cases sequenced late
last month, up from 37 per cent in
one week.

There is concern that these Omi-
cron sub-variants may lead to
more severe infections. Prelimi-
nary laboratory research shows
that they have a mutation in the
spike protein, LR452, that allows
them to bind better to lung tissue,
compared with earlier Omicron

variants BA.1and BA.2, which usu-
allyinfect the cells of the upper res-
piratory tract.

But experts here tell The Straits
Times there is no cause for con-
cern for now. The Ministry of
Health also said on Monday that
there is “currently no clear evi-
dence that Omicron variants cause
more severe disease”.

Associate Professor Hsu Li Yang,
an expert on infectious diseases at
the NUS Saw Swee Hock School of
Public Health, says: “This is partly
because such a distinction would
need careful and large-scale clini-
cal studies to distinguish. Also,
partly because global immunity to
Covid-19 is such a patchwork of vac-
cinated and/or infected indivi-
duals, it will be hard to confirm if
there really is a difference in rela-
tion to earlier variants. We should
not expect it to be different as it is
ultimately the same virus.”

Most people, he adds, will still ex-
perience upper respiratory tract in-
fection symptoms including sore
throat, runny nose and cough.
“Some may experience loss of taste
and smell to varying extents, but
these symptoms were also reported
for the earlier variants,” he says.

Dr Leong Choon Kit, a family
physician at Mission Medical
Clinic in Serangoon, says he has

not observed that the newer BA.4
and BA.5 variants affect the lungs
more than the throat. “In theory,
all the Covid-19 variants affect the
lungs, but the earlier variants of
Covid-19 (such as Delta) seem to af-
fect the lungs more than the newer
variants,” he notes.

Several laboratory studies have
found that compared with the
Delta variant, the Omicron variant
does not infect cells deep in the
lung as readily as it does those in
the upper airways.

For instance, a study published
in a journal titled Med in March
found that Omicron infection in
hamsters may result in strong up-
per respiratory tract infection, but
less severe lower respiratory tract
clinical disease, compared with
previous variants.

While experts say there is no dif-
ference in symptoms among the
Covid-19 variants, the waning ef-
fects of the vaccine is something to
watch out for.

Says Prof Hsu: “Immunity
against infection by these viruses
isnot lifelong, with the risk of rein-
fection rising after four to six
months, especially with the emer-
gence of new variants. A steep rise
in infections will result in a rise in
hospitalisations and deaths,
despite the protection offered by
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vaccinations and prior infections.”

Although vaccines available are
designed against the ancestral
variant, Dr Leong Hoe Nam, an infec-
tious diseases physician at Rophi
Clinic, says these still offer excellent
protection for the vulnerable.

“It reduces therisk of hospitalisa-
tion by five- to tenfold until the
new variant-specific vaccine be-
comes available. Protect yourself
against the death threats of the
new variants by getting boosted in
your vaccination,” he says.

Overall, Professor Paul Tam-
byah, president of the Asia Pacific
Society of Clinical Microbiology

and Infection, expects the
Covid-19 virus to evolve and be-
come less of a threat.

When viruses evolve, they be-
come more easily transmissible
and less deadly, he says. “This hap-
pened with the deadly Spanish flu
in 1918, which became the domi-
nant strain of seasonal influenza
for nearly 40 years. It happened
with HIN1 influenza A in 2009 and
has happened with every known
human virus. The experience with
the original strain followed by
Delta and then Omicron shows
that the Covid-19 virus is no differ-
ent,” he adds.
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