
 

Rapid antigen testing isn't perfect, but could
be a useful part of Australia's COVID
response
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Since the start of the pandemic, COVID-19 testing in Australia has been
performed using highly sensitive PCR (polymerase chain reaction) tests.
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But this conventional model of testing, which involves swabbing by a
health-care professional and transporting samples to a laboratory for
analysis, has important bottlenecks. Recent reports indicate people have
been waiting several hours just to have a swab taken.

With the current COVID outbreaks in Australia, there's been a renewed
focus on alternative testing methods to PCR—in particular rapid antigen
testing.

New South Wales this week announced it would begin using rapid 
antigen tests in schools to allow year 12 students to return to the
classroom safely, as well as in essential workplaces.

So what are rapid antigen tests, are they effective, and what role should
they play in Australia's response to COVID-19?

BREAKING: Year 12 students likely to be tested daily with rapid
antigen tests to get them back in class. The testing regime
expected to extend to essential workers across Sydney to ramp up
fight against delta, and give greater and faster surveillance reach. 
@9NewsAUS

— Chris O'Keefe (@cokeefe9) July 27, 2021

What are antigen tests?

Antigen tests detect protein on the surface of SARS-CoV-2 (the virus
that causes COVID-19) directly from a sample taken with a swab
inserted into the nose.

Because antigen tests do not amplify parts of the virus' genetic code,
they are less sensitive than PCR tests.
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https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-22/COVID-live-updates-blog-sydney-lockdown-victoria-restrictions/100312668
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/antigen+tests/
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/jul/28/cautious-welcome-for-rapid-antigen-tests-to-control-sydney-COVID-outbreak-despite-reliability-concerns
https://twitter.com/9NewsAUS?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://twitter.com/cokeefe9/status/1419932221599719430?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw


 

The main advantages of antigen tests over PCR tests include their lower
cost and their speed. Most antigen tests are designed to be used at the
point of care, with results available in about 15 minutes. They cost
roughly A$5 to A$20 per test.

How effective are they?

In countries such as the United Kingdom and United States, antigen tests
have been used widely to complement PCR testing during the pandemic.

So far, the strongest published evidence to support the use of antigen
tests is in symptomatic people within the first few days of their
symptoms starting, when the amount of virus in nasal secretions is
highest.

In other words, antigen tests are most accurate when the viral load is
highest and when a person is likely to be most infectious. If an antigen
test is taken either too early or too late in the course of infection, it may
not detect the virus.

There are conflicting data on the performance of antigen tests in people
without symptoms. A Cochrane review looking at results across several
studies found the sensitivity of antigen tests (the likelihood of a positive
result if someone is infected with the virus) was between 40% and 74%
in people without symptoms. So a fair proportion of people tested may
receive a negative test when they really have the virus.

With this in mind, compared to a "one-off" antigen test, repeated antigen
testing (for example, daily) may improve the detection of virus,
particularly in people who don't have symptoms, or when there's a low
level of disease in the community.

Importantly, "real-world" overseas studies looking at antigen testing have

3/6

https://www.cochranelibrary.com/cdsr/doi/10.1002/14651858.CD013705.pub2/full
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2021.03.19.21253964v2.full.pdf
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2021.03.19.21253964v2.full.pdf
https://www.cochranelibrary.com/cdsr/doi/10.1002/14651858.CD013705.pub2/full
https://www.bmj.com/content/374/bmj.n1637
https://academic.oup.com/cid/advance-article/doi/10.1093/cid/ciaa1890/6052342


 

varied widely in the types of tests it was compared with, the populations
tested, and how much disease was circulating in the community at the
time of the study.

This means it's very hard to extrapolate information from overseas
directly to Australia.

We need to trial rapid antigen testing in Australia to
get reliable local information

The Therapeutics Goods Administration has so far approved 20 rapid
antigen tests for use in Australia.

But antigen tests can only be supplied to accredited laboratories, medical
practitioners, health-care professionals working in residential and aged-
care facilities, or health departments. The commercial supply of
COVID-19 antigen kits for self-testing at home is prohibited.

One way we could properly evaluate the use of antigen tests in Australia
is through a series of clinical trials.

These could include trials of returning travelers undertaking daily self-
testing in home quarantine, or repeated testing of groups of workers in
potentially high-risk workplaces (for example, food distribution centers,
construction sites or aged care).

Lessons from HIV

A precedent for community-based self-testing for an infectious disease
in Australia is HIV. There were initially concerns the antibody test used
for home HIV testing was not sensitive enough, and not as good as the
gold standard laboratory test. There were also concerns people wouldn't
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https://www.tga.gov.au/COVID-19-test-kits-included-artg-legal-supply-australia
https://www.tga.gov.au/legal-supply-COVID-19-test-kits


 

know how to deal with a positive test.

But the implementation of HIV self-testing over the past couple of years
has been broadly successful. Education campaigns help people
understand the limitations of the test, while there are effective processes
in place to support people who return a positive result.

Although COVID-19 and HIV are very different diseases, the HIV
experience offers useful lessons on how to implement home testing for a
high-impact disease in a low-prevalence setting, while ensuring testing is
accessible and convenient for all, including marginalized groups.

It's not perfect, but it could be useful

One fundamental proviso for the use of widespread antigen testing is
that we have to be prepared to accept a degree of risk. We know these
tests are less sensitive than the current diagnostic "gold standard,"
meaning it's almost certain they will miss some cases of COVID-19.

PCR testing undoubtedly underpins our high-quality laboratory response
to COVID-19 in Australia. But our capacity to sustain PCR testing at the
level we will eventually need for communities to function normally and
for international borders to reopen is uncertain.

We urgently need pragmatic real-world trials of new testing strategies to
help us understand how best to return to a "COVID-normal" life.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation
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https://www.afao.org.au/about-hiv/getting-tested-for-hiv/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/test/
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2015/202/10/potential-public-health-benefits-hiv-testing-occurring-home-australia
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/rapid-antigen-testing-isnt-perfect-but-it-could-be-a-useful-part-of-australias-covid-response-164873
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