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Currently recommended assays and Omicron

• Molecular tests (RT-PCR)

• No impact on the recommended RT-PCR protocols

• Charité (Berlin) for SARS-CoV-2 universal surveillance

• CDC Influenza SARS-CoV-2 multiplex for integrated sentinel surveillance

• WHO Emergency Use Listing (EUL) assays

• Some multitarget assays targeting the S gene show an S gene target failure (SGTF) which might be use as a proxy for some of the Omicron 
sublineages

• Ag-RDT

• Preliminary data show similar performance for the detection of viral cultures of Omicron vs Delta/other lineages

• Prospective clinical studies ongoing in particular for the tests that are listed in the WHO EUL



How to specifically detect Omicron (and other variants)?

• Identification of SARS-CoV-2 lineage/variants require full genome sequencing
• Capacity available at UWI T&T (PAHO Sequencing Reference Laboratory), CARPHA, SGU (Grenada)…

• Alternative approaches
• Sequencing targeted regions of the genome (e.g., Spike [S] gene) using Sanger sequencing

• Screening for specific mutations found in variants by RT-PCR

• Advantages of screening RT-PCRs
• Shorter turnaround

• Easy to implement in labs with RT-PCR experience

• Many commercial and non-commercial protocols available

• Disadvantages of screening RT-PCRs
• Not confirmatory

• Variants are characterized by a number of mutations found throughout the viral genome

• Mutations found in VOCs might arise in other lineages that may or may not be of concern

• Can only detect known mutations



• Naveca et al., COVID-19 in Amazonas, Brazil, was driven by the persistence of endemic lineages and P.1 
emergence, Nat Med 27, 1230–1238 (2021), https://doi.org/10.1038/s41591-021-01378-7

• Used to track Gamma in the Brazilian Amazonas context

Protocol detects two deletions:

Deletion: NSP6 S106/G107/F108  ORF1a S3675/G3676/F3677
Present in Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Lambda, and Omicron BA.2 and BA.3

Screening RT-PCR for ORF1a/NSP6 deletion

Deletion: NSP6 L105/S106/G107  ORF1a L3674/S3675/G3676
Present in Omicron B.1.1.529 and BA.1

https://www.nytimes.com/interactiv
e/2021/health/coronavirus-variant-
tracker.html

https://outbreak.info

Deletions NOT present in Delta, Mu, and non-VOC/VOI

Reagents and implementation support available from PAHO

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41591-021-01378-7
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/health/coronavirus-variant-tracker.html
https://outbreak.info/


Testing strategies in the context of Omicron circulation
• Main challenge in terms of testing is the significant increase in cases/testing requests

• Shift of the burden to the first level of care

• Need to expand testing capacities at the first level of care
• Implementation of Ag-RDTs

• In general, there is no need to confirm Ag-RDT results using RT-PCR

• High-quality Ag-RDTs are available through the PAHO Strategic Fund mechanism at globally negotiated 
prices

SD Biosensor STANDARD Q COVID-19 Ag Test
($3.30 per test incl. shipping)

Abbott Panbio COVID-19 Ag Rapid Test Device

nasopharyngeal and nasal versions
($2.25 per test incl. shipping)



Testing strategies in the context of Omicron circulation

https://www.paho.org/en/documents/epidemiological-alert-
rational-use-covid-19-diagnostic-tests-10-january-2022

https://www.paho.org/en/documents/epidemiological-alert-rational-use-covid-19-diagnostic-tests-10-january-2022


Recommendations for national 

SARS-CoV-2 testing strategies 

and diagnostic capacities

25 June 2021

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-2019-
nCoV-lab-testing-2021.1-eng

Patients who need to be hospitalized for other reasons, to 

detect COVID-19 according

(PAHO alerts on rational use and organization of services, 10 

and 21 January 2022)

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-2019-nCoV-lab-testing-2021.1-eng


Conclusions

• The emergence of mutations and variants is part of the viral evolution process

• Higher transmission rates will contribute to continuous virus evolution

• No silver bullet for COVID-19 control
• Need testing, surveillance, public health and social measures, vaccination…

• Need to expand testing capacity
• To this end, Ag-RDTs are key tools

• Need testing strategies that are aligned with testing capacity
• Clear prioritization criteria
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