
 

US faces a double coronavirus surge as
omicron advances

December 15 2021, by Laura Ungar and Carla K. Johnson

  
 

  

Kristin Grant, a microbiologist on the COVID-19 team at the Washington State
Department of Health's Public Health Laboratory, loads samples that tested
positive for COVID-19 into a machine that prepares them for automated genome
sequencing, Tuesday, Dec. 7, 2021, in Shoreline, Wash. Data from the
sequencing can then help determine which variant of the virus is present. Credit:
AP Photo/Ted S. Warren, File
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The new omicron coronavirus mutant speeding around the world may
bring another wave of chaos, threatening to further stretch hospital
workers already struggling with a surge of delta cases and upend holiday
plans for the second year in a row.

The White House on Wednesday insisted there was no need for a
lockdown because vaccines are widely available and appear to offer
protection against the worst consequences of the virus. But even if
omicron proves milder on the whole than delta, it may disarm some of
the lifesaving tools available and put immune-compromised and elderly
people at particular risk as it begins a rapid assault on the United States.

"Our delta surge is ongoing and, in fact, accelerating. And on top of that,
we're going to add an omicron surge," said Dr. Jacob Lemieux, who
monitors variants for a research collaboration led by Harvard Medical
School.

"That's alarming, because our hospitals are already filling up. Staff are
fatigued," leaving limited capacity for a potential crush of COVID-19
cases "from an omicron wave superimposed on a delta surge."

Most likely, he and other experts said at a news briefing Tuesday, an
omicron surge is already under way in the United States, with the latest
mutant coronavirus outpacing the nation's ability to track it.
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A sign reminds customers that masks are required in their store in New York,
Dec. 13, 2021. The new omicron coronavirus mutant speeding around the world
may bring another wave of chaos, threatening to further stretch hospital workers
already struggling with a surge of delta cases and upend holiday plans for the
second year in a row. Credit: AP Photo/Seth Wenig, File

Based on specimens collected last week, the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention said omicron accounted for about 3% of genetically-
sequenced coronaviruses nationally. Percentages vary by region, with the
highest—13%—in the New York/New Jersey area.

But Harvard experts said these are likely underestimates because
omicron is moving so fast that surveillance attempts can't keep up.
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Globally, more than 75 countries have reported confirmed cases of
omicron. In the United States, 36 states have detected the variant.
Meanwhile, delta is surging in many places, with hot spots in New
England and the upper Midwest. The five states with the highest two-
week rolling average of cases per 100,000 people are New Hampshire,
Rhode Island, Michigan, Minnesota and Vermont.

Universities are abruptly closing classrooms during finals week with
infections multiplying at a fast rate. Both t he NBA and NHL have had
to postpone games, and the NFL had its worst two-day outbreak since
the start of the pandemic, with dozens of players infected.

  
 

  

People wait in line at a COVID-19 testing site in Times Square, New York, Dec.
13, 2021. The new omicron coronavirus mutant speeding around the world may
bring another wave of chaos, threatening to further stretch hospital workers
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already struggling with a surge of delta cases and upend holiday plans for the
second year in a row. Credit: AP Photo/Seth Wenig, File

Outside the U.S., the president of the European Union said omicron will
become the dominant variant in a month and declared that "once again,
this Christmas will be overshadowed by the pandemic."

Scientists around the world are racing to understand omicron, which has
a large number of worrisome mutations in important regions of its
genetic structure that could affect how it spreads from person to person.
How quickly the number of cases doubles, known as "doubling time,"
can give a preview of what the disease burden could be in a few weeks.

CDC Director Rochelle Walensky said Wednesday that early data
suggests omicron is more transmissible than delta, with a doubling time
of about two days.

In Britain, where omicron cases are doubling every two to three days, the
variant is expected to soon replace delta as the dominant strain in the
country.
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https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-12-eu-omicron-dominant-variant-mid-january.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-12-eu-omicron-dominant-variant-mid-january.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-12-omicron-fast-threatens-britain-hospitals.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-12-uk-covid-cases-doctor-worse.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-12-uk-covid-cases-doctor-worse.html


 

  

Steve Grove, a chaplain at Hennepin County Medical Center, prays in a
COVID-19 patient's room, Dec. 10, 2021, in Minneapolis. The new omicron
coronavirus mutant speeding around the world may bring another wave of chaos,
threatening to further stretch hospital workers already struggling with a surge of
delta cases and upend holiday plans for the second year in a row. Credit: AP
Photo/Charlie Neibergall, File

The U.K. on Wednesday recorded the highest number of confirmed new
COVID-19 infections since the pandemic began, and England's chief
medical officer warned that the situation is likely to get worse as
omicron drives a new wave of illness during the holidays.

"The data out of the UK are quite alarming at this point," and
foreshadow what's to come in the United States, said Bronwyn MacInnis,
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director of pathogen genomic surveillance at the Broad Institute of MIT
and Harvard. For example, she said, by Tuesday afternoon, omicron was
already the most common variant in London.

In many ways, omicron remains a mystery. Hints are emerging from
South Africa, where it was first reported, indicating it may cause less
severe disease than delta but be better at evading vaccines.

But, MacInnis warned: "There's much more that we don't know about
this variant than we do, including the severity."

  
 

  

Shoppers walk along Oxford Street, Europe's busiest shopping street, in London,
Dec. 15, 2021. The new omicron coronavirus mutant speeding around the world
may bring another wave of chaos, threatening to further stretch hospital workers
already struggling with a surge of delta cases and upend holiday plans for the
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second year in a row. Credit: AP Photo/Frank Augstein, File

At the same time, Lemieux said, there seem to be fewer tools to fight it.
Some monoclonal antibody treatments don't work as well against
omicron in lab tests, Lemieux said. Vaccines appear to offer less
protection, although CDC officials said booster shots strengthen that
protection.

Dr. Anthony Fauci, the nation's top infectious disease expert, said
Wednesday there is no need, for now, for an omicron-specific booster
shot. The two-dose mRNA vaccines, the Pfizer and Moderna shots, still
appear to offer considerable protection against hospitalization from
omicron, Fauci said.

"If we didn't have these tools, I would be telling you to really, really be
worried," Fauci said.

Jeff Zients, the White House coronavirus response coordinator, said the
U.S. has the tools to fight the virus, including omicron, and "there is no
need to lock down." With vaccines available now for 95% of Americans,
"we know how to keep our kids in schools and our businesses open. And
we're not going to shut down."
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Black Friday shoppers wearing face masks wait in line to enter a store at the
Citadel Outlets in Commerce, Calif., Friday, Nov. 26, 2021. The new omicron
coronavirus mutant speeding around the world may bring another wave of chaos,
threatening to further stretch hospital workers already struggling with a surge of
delta cases and upend holiday plans for the second year in a row. Credit: AP
Photo/Ringo H.W. Chiu, File
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Krystal Salgado, 11, receives her second dose of the Pfizer COVID-19 vaccine
from Lurie Children's hospital registered nurse Elvia Cervantes at Northwest
Community Church in Chicago, Dec. 11, 2021. The new omicron coronavirus
mutant speeding around the world may bring another wave of chaos, threatening
to further stretch hospital workers already struggling with a surge of delta cases
and upend holiday plans for the second year in a row. Credit: AP Photo/Nam Y.
Huh, File
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Kids and adults wait for their booster or second dose of COVID-19 vaccine at
Northwest Community Church in Chicago, Saturday, Dec. 11, 2021. The new
omicron coronavirus mutant speeding around the world may bring another wave
of chaos, threatening to further stretch hospital workers already struggling with a
surge of delta cases and upend holiday plans for the second year in a row. Credit:
AP Photo/Nam Y. Huh, File

Health officials called on Americans to get vaccinated, get their booster
shots, wear masks indoors and get tested before traveling and before
holiday gatherings.

"Hospital capacity is already at a breaking point in many states because
of severe cases of COVID-19," Michael Fraser, CEO of the Association
of State and Territorial Health Officials, said in a statement.
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Given the high level of transmission, MacInnis said there will
undoubtedly be severe cases.

"No matter how severely it affects healthy, fully vaccinated and boosted
populations, it will hit the most vulnerable among us the hardest still,"
she said. "So the elderly, the immunocompromised, other vulnerable
populations will still be at greatest risk and still bear the brunt of this."

© 2021 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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