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While the ori ginal Omic ron vari ant �rst detec ted in South Africa in late Novem ber is still the dom in ant virus strain in most coun tries,
oth ers are start ing to worry about a new sub-vari ant that has been halt ing the down ward trend in infec tions – the BA.2 sub-vari ant.
One of three Omic ron sub-vari ants, the BA.2 vari ant has become the main strain cir cu lat ing in sev eral coun tries includ ing Den mark,
the UK, India and South Africa. Accord ing to a Feb ru ary 3 Fin an cial Times report on the sub-vari ant, it has as many as 27 muta tions
that are not found in the ori ginal Omic ron vari ant, BA.1.
However, is this enough to make it a real threat to coun tries still strug gling to recover from the Omic ron wave and the unpre ced en ted
rate of infec tions it brought with it? Pub lic health bod ies in both Den mark and the UK have determ ined the vari ant to be between
30%34% more infec tious than BA.1, said the Fin an cial Times, and the UK des ig nated BA.2 to be a vari ant under invest ig a tion back in
mid-Janu ary. The World Health Organ iz a tion (WHO) is also cur rently invest ig at ing it as a vari ant of con cern, as they are with all Omic -
ron sub-lin eages.
Speak ing to The Jer u s alem Post, Dr. Dorit Nitzan, regional emer gency dir ector for the WHO, explained the expec ted tra ject ory of the
sub-vari ant, and what it could mean for the future of the pan demic.
“The expec ted tra ject ory is that it will become the new dom in ant vari ant, as once it crosses past a cer tain threshold it becomes dom in -
ant – like we’re see ing in Den mark and the UK,” she said in answer to whether or not other coun tries can expect to see a sim ilar rise in
sub-vari ant cases in the com ing weeks. However, she said, there does not seem to be a risk of rein fec tion for those who have already
con trac ted the ori ginal Omic ron vari ant, as the two vari ants are not di� er ent enough, although there is not yet enough research to be
abso lutely sure.
In terms of the sim il ar it ies and di� er ences between BA.1 and BA.2, Nitzan explained that the most prom in ent di� er ence right now is
the trans miss ib il ity of the sub-vari ant.
“It moves from per son to per son much faster,” she explained. “If you’re with someone in a room who has the virus, you will get it. The
moment you take your mask o� to drink and eat – you never know when you’ll get it. We can see this in Den mark, it moves so quickly.”
Regard ing the incub a tion period – the time between con tract ing the virus and becom ing sick – some people have repor ted a shorter
incub a tion period of just two to three days after expos ure. Oth ers have repor ted unusu ally long incub a tion peri ods, some times tak ing
up to two weeks for symp toms to show after expos ure.
Nitzan said it’s hard to get an accur ate read ing of the incub a tion period in places like the UK and Den mark because so many people are
car ry ing the virus, and a pos it ive case can often not be traced to one spe ci�c point of infec tion.
OTHER THAN the increased trans miss ib il ity of BA.2, Nitzan said there are not many sig ni �c ant di� er ences that have been found dur ing
ini tial research into the vari ant.
“There are three main sub types of Omic ron: the ori ginal, BA.2 and BA.3, and we are fol low ing them and need to be aware of them and to
learn more about them,” she said, before explain ing why there are big ger con cerns than just one or two Omic ron sub-vari ants.
“What we will prob ably see in Europe is that most of the muta tions and changes in the virus will occur now within the Omic ron tree, but
in the mean time, under our noses in Africa and other places that have no access to vac cines, we might have totally di� er ent vari ants
devel op ing right now .... I think that Omic ron right now is not the mega-issue. We have to focus on allow ing and ensur ing vac cine

access in other parts of the world.”
In some places, 80% of the most vul ner able pop u la tion have yet to receive even one vac cine, Nitzan explained, adding that it would be
impossible to say what vari ants are devel op ing in these areas of the world and to know whether they could be sim ilar to Delta or even
worse.
“Virus muta tions occur in the immun ode � cient, and these coun tries have a lot of mal nu tri tion and chronic or com mu nic able dis eases
like HIV/AIDS. And these are the people that the virus likes to stay with for a longer time. Their body gives fer tile ground to the vari ants.
That’s why we need to focus on them.”
Does this mean coun tries try ing to get the vari ant under con trol are wast ing their time?
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“It’s good to focus on other vari ants [like BA.2],” she stressed. “We still need to save lives here and now and we need to do whatever we
can to pro tect ourselves and allow the health ser vices to take care of all who need them, not just those with coronavirus.” At the same
time, however, she added, “We need to lend a shoulder to the rest of the world, and that will pro tect us too.”
Asked if the vac cine short ages in devel op ing coun tries means that Omic ron and the sub sequent BA.2 vari ant will not mean the “end of
the pan demic” as many have been sug gest ing, Nitzan was skep tical, say ing it could be, but only if the rest of the world is provided with
the vac cines they are cur rently lack ing.
“Omic ron gives us hope [for the end of the pan demic] but this is a win dow of oppor tun ity for us to take care of the rest of the world. If
we do it quickly and in the right way, Omic ron could lead us to the end of the pan demic, but if we keep focus ing on ourselves and not on
the rest of the world, we will not be able to call it the endgame yet.”
In con clu sion, she sum mar ized, coun tries are right to be vigil ant when it comes to the Omic ron sub-vari ants, but there is no use hop ing
that they sig nal the end of the pan demic while vul ner able people still lack access to vac cines.
“It’s very import ant that we do everything we need to do loc ally, but we also have to care glob ally. I don’t think we should stop what
we’re doing, but it’s not enough and we can’t defend ourselves without pro tect ing the rest of the world.”


