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Could new Omicron variant XBB.1.5 fuel further Covid infections?
The offshoot accounts for 40% of Covid cases in the US, raising
fears of fresh waves of illness as it spreads to other countries
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Scientists have raised concerns about a new Covid variant that is spreading fast in the US and threatening to cause further waves
of infection. Here’s what we know so far.

What is the new variant called?

It’s known as XBB.1.5. It’s one of the latest descendants of Omicron, the highly transmissible version of Covid that caused cases
to surge in the UK last winter. Offshoots of Omicron have dominated global Covid infections ever since. XBB.1.5 evolved from the
XBB variant of Omicron, itself a fusion of two different BA.2 variants.

How fast is it spreading?

The variant seems to have arisen in or around New York state in late October. At the end of December, the number of cases in the
US more than doubled in a week. It now accounts for about 40% of all Covid infections in the US. Hospitalisations are rising in
New York, raising fears that XBB.1.5 is about to cause further waves of illness as it spreads to other countries. Some US estimates
suggest that XBB.1.5 is spreading more than twice as fast as the BQ.1.1 variant, which is one of the most common variants found
in the UK.

Why is it spreading so rapidly?

The variant has an unusual mutation known as F486P that is helping it spread. The mutation changes part of the Covid virus that
many antibodies from vaccination or previous infection target. The change makes the antibodies less effective at neutralising the
virus. The parent variant, XBB, has a different mutation at the same position. This makes XBB good at evading immune defences
too, but the mutation comes with a cost: the virus cannot latch on to human cells as effectively, so the virus is actually less
infectious. The XBB.1.5 offshoot suffers no such handicap: the F486P mutation allows it to evade antibodies without
compromising how well it attaches to human cells. In fact, it binds to them even more strongly than XBB, driving up its
infectivity. “The mutation can give that immune evasion without the cost to infectivity and that’s why it’s become so
successful,” says Ravi Gupta, professor of clinical microbiology at the University of Cambridge.
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… as 2023 begins, and you’re joining us from Belgium, we have a small favour to ask. A new year means new opportunities,
and we're hoping this year gives rise to some much-needed stability and progress. Whatever happens, the Guardian will be
there, providing clarity and fearless, independent reporting from around the world, 24/7. 

Times are tough, and we know not everyone is in a position to pay for news. But as we’re reader-funded, we rely on the
ongoing generosity of those who can afford it. This vital support means millions can continue to read reliable reporting on the
events shaping our world. Will you invest in the Guardian this year?

Unlike many others, we have no billionaire owner, meaning we can fearlessly chase the truth and report it with integrity. 2023
will be no different; we will work with trademark determination and passion to bring you journalism that’s always free from
commercial or political interference. No one edits our editor or diverts our attention from what’s most important. 

With your support, we’ll continue to keep Guardian journalism open and free for everyone to read. When access to information
is made equal, greater numbers of people can understand global events and their impact on people and communities.
Together, we can demand better from the powerful and fight for democracy.

Whether you give a little or a lot, your funding will power our reporting for the years to come. Support the Guardian from as
little as €1 – it only takes a minute. If you can, please consider supporting us with a regular amount each month. Thank you.
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Has the virus reached the UK?

Scientists in the UK analyse the genetics of only a fraction of Covid samples now, so there’s some uncertainty around XBB.1.5.
But the variant has been detected here, and surveillance suggests it makes up at least 4% of Covid viruses being sequenced.

Does it cause more severe disease?

There is no evidence that XBB.1.5 causes more severe disease than other Omicron variants. But the fact that it is spreading fast is
worrisome, as the virus is more likely to reach vulnerable people who could be hospitalised or die from the infection, especially
if they have not received their latest booster.

Will it spark another wave?

That is the concern. In the US, scientists suspect XBB.1.5 is at least partly responsible for the rise in hospital admissions in New
York, though cold weather and indoor gathering will also contribute. It is unclear whether the variant will drive a big surge in the
UK, but some rise is anticipated. “It might drive an increase in cases, but I’m not convinced this will necessarily cause an
explosive wave of infections in the UK,” says Gupta. “I don’t think there’s any cause to panic. The main thing we worry about is
the severity of the disease, and there is no evidence that it’s more severe. People should, however, make sure they are up to date
with their vaccines.”

Paradoxically, the winter wave of influenza and other nasty respiratory viruses that are doing the rounds might blunt any spike
in Covid. If you catch a virus it should activate the innate immune system, the body’s frontline defences against pathogens,
offering at least some protection against viruses that follow soon after. So if you caught flu or another respiratory virus over
Christmas, your immune defences might resist a brief encounter with Covid.

What do scientists advise?

Vaccines are still the best way to protect against severe Covid, but Sam Wilson, a professor of virology at the University of
Glasgow, says taking familiar Covid precautions will also help. “Regardless of the impact of a new variant, the NHS is already
under tremendous pressure from a cocktail of different viruses this winter,” he says. “Where it is possible, taking voluntary steps
to reduce transmission – reducing contacts, wearing high-quality masks in crowded indoor spaces, and isolating if you have
symptoms – will help reduce the pressure on the NHS.”
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