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South Africa's new COVID cases double in 1
day amid omicron

December 1 2021, by Andrew Meldrum

A woman is tested for COVID-19 at the Lenasia South Hospital, near
Johannesburg, South Africa, Wednesday, Dec. 1, 1021. South African doctors
say the rapid increase in COVID-19 cases attributed to the new omicron variant
is resulting in mostly mild symptoms. Credit: AP Photo/ Shiraaz Mohamed

South Africa's new cases of COVID-19 nearly doubled in a day,
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authorities reported Wednesday, signaling a dramatic surge in the
country where scientists detected the omicron variant last week.

New confirmed cases rose to 8,561 Wednesday from 4,373 a day earlier,
according to official statistics.

Scientists in South Africa said they are bracing for a rapid increase in
COVID-19 cases following the discovery of the new omicron variant.

"There is a possibility that really we're going to be seeing a serious
doubling or tripling of the cases as we move along or as the week
unfolds," Dr. Nicksy Gumede-Moeletsi, regional virologist for the
World Health Organization, told The Associated Press. "There is a
possibility that we are going to see a vast increase in number of cases
being identified in South Africa."

South Africa had seen a period of low transmission in early November
with a 7-day average of about 200 new cases per day, but in the middle
of November new cases began to rapidly increase. The new cases
reported Wednesday represent a 16.5% positivity rate of cases tested, up
from a 1% rate early in November.

South Africa's previous surge, driven by the delta variant in June and
July, saw daily new cases reach a peak of more than 20,000. With a
population of 60 million people, South Africa has recorded more than
2.9 million COVID-19 cases, including nearly 90,000 deaths.
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People line up to be vaccinated against COVID-19 in Lawley, south of
Johannesburg, South Africa, Wednesday, Dec. 1, 1021. South African doctors
say the rapid increase in COVID-19 cases attributed to the new omicron variant
1s resulting in mostly mild symptoms. Credit: AP Photo/ Shiraaz Mohamed

It's too early to be certain that the omicron variant is responsible for the
rise in cases, but it is very possible, say experts. Standard PCR tests can
suggest that a positive case is caused by omicron, but only a full genetic
sequencing can confirm it.

Labs in South Africa and Botswana are urgently doing genomic
sequencing to study omicron cases in order to see if it is significantly
more transmissible, causes more serious cases of COVID-19 or if it
evades protection from vaccinations, said Gumede-Moeletsi.
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"The current data that we're having is still very limited. So there are so
many additional characteristics of this virus that the researchers are busy
studying, of which transmissibility is one of them. Severity is also
another," she said, adding that researchers also need to find out if current
vaccines will still be effective against it.

A man who came to get a vaccine sits in isolation for further checking at a clinic
in Lawley near Johannesburg, South Africa, Wednesday, Dec. 1, 2021. Despite
the global worry, doctors in South Africa are reporting patients with the omicron
variant are suffering mostly mild symptoms so far. But they warn that it is early.
Credit: AP Photo/ Shiraaz Mohamed
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A woman is vaccinated against COVID-19 in Lawley, south of Johannesburg,
South Africa, Wednesday, Dec. 1, 2021. Scientists say it could be weeks before

they better understand how dangerous the omicron variant is. Credit: AP Photo/
Shiraaz Mohamed
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A hospital worker ensures people practice social distancing as they wait in line to
get vaccinated against COVID-19 at the Lenasia South Hospital, near
Johannesburg, South Africa, Wednesday, Dec. 1, 2021. Despite the global worry,
doctors in South Africa are reporting patients with the omicron variant are

suffering mostly mild symptoms so far. But they warn that it is early. Credit: AP
Photo/ Shiraaz Mohamed

Hospitalizations for COVID-19 are rising in South Africa, but not at the
dramatic rate of the new cases.

The omicron variant has been detected in five of South Africa's nine
provinces and accounted for 74% of the virus genomes sequenced in

November, the country's National Institute for Communicable Diseases
announced Wednesday.
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The earliest detection of the variant in South Africa may have been on
Nov. 8 in Gauteng province, according to data released by the institute.
It said until the end of October, the delta variant accounted for most
genomes sequenced in the country, but in November the omicron variant
overtook it.

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