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Mul tiple new stud ies on human tis sue and lab anim als have provided the �rst insight into why the Omic ron
vari ant, though more con ta gious, causes milder dis ease than pre vi ous strains of Covid-19.
Research car ried out on mice and ham sters by a team of Japan ese and Amer ican sci ent ists showed that Omic -
ron, which �rst emerged in South Africa in Novem ber, pro duces less dam aging infec tions, often lim ited to the
nose, throat and wind pipe.
The study also found the strain did much less harm to the lungs — whereas pre vi ous vari ants would often cause
ser i ous breath ing di�  culty and scar ring — and that rodents infec ted with Omic ron lost less weight and were
less likely to die.
To the team’s sur prise, Syr ian ham sters, a spe cies known to get severely ill with all pre vi ous ver sions of the
virus, also exper i enced much milder symp toms with Omic ron.
“This was sur pris ing, since every other vari ant has robustly infec ted these ham sters,” Wash ing ton Uni versity
vir o lo gist and co-author of the study, Dr Michael Dia mond, told the New York Times.
A sim ilar �nd ing came from Uni versity of Hong Kong research ers, who stud ied bits of tis sue taken from human
air ways dur ing sur gery. The sci ent ists found that Omic ron grew more slowly than Delta and other vari ants did
in 12 lung samples.
“It’s fair to say that the idea of a dis ease that mani fests itself primar ily in the upper res pir at ory sys tem is
emer ging,” Ber lin Insti tute com pu ta tional bio lo gist, Roland Eils, who has stud ied how coronavir uses infect the
air way, told the Times.
The �nd ings, which will have to be fol lowed with fur ther stud ies, such as examin ing the air ways of people
infec ted with Omic ron, could explain why people infec ted with the vari ant seem less likely to be hos pit al ised
than those with Delta.
In New South Wales, Aus tralia, while case num bers con tinue to soar, hos pit al isa tion num bers have remained
rel at ively steady, as has the num ber of patients admit ted to intens ive
care as a res ult of the strain. Dur ing the state’s Delta out break in mid-2021, a quarter of hos pit al ised patients
were in the ICU whereas, at the moment, it’s less than one-in-10. The num ber of ICU patients in NSW requir ing
a vent il ator is also down. Dur ing the Delta out break, the per cent age of people in intens ive care who required
vent il a tion was over 20 per cent; now, only 2 per cent of patients require the use of one. “Hos pit al isa tions are
rising, but not at the same rate as newly repor ted cases, even allow ing for a time lag as
people who go on to develop ser i ous symp toms usu ally do so a week or more into their infec tion,” chair of epi -
demi ology at Deakin Uni versity, Pro fessor Cath er ine Ben nett, said.
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“It is prob ably not yet time to rest on our laurels,” Brit ish GP Dr Amir Khan wrote for Aljaz eera. “Omic ron cases
have been rising across the world, far faster than ini tially thought . . . Even account ing for 40-50 per cent less
sever ity and hos pital admis sions, if there are three times more cases, that will res ult in more hos pit al isa tions
and deaths than
what we saw with Delta.”
Khan warned that the num ber of people forced to isol ate “will inev it ably start to a�ect front line ser vices”.
“The other danger is if the pub lic holds onto this ‘milder’ nar rat ive, there is a risk that some people may
become com pla cent about reg u lar lat eral �ow test ing, mask-wear ing and vent il at ing indoor spaces. It may
even lead to fewer people tak ing up the booster vac cines. This will then res ult in fur ther cases and even tu ally an
increase in hos pit al isa tions and deaths.” — news.com.au


