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omicron surge
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People wear face masks as they exit Westminster underground station, in
London, Thursday, Dec. 9, 2021. Britain's Prime Minister Boris Johnson said
beginning next Monday, people should work from home if possible. Starting on
Friday, the legal requirement to wear a face mask will be widened to most indoor
public places in England, including cinemas. Next week, having a COVID-19
pass showing a person has had both vaccine doses will be mandatory to enter
nightclubs and places with large crowds. Credit: AP Photo/Alberto Pezzali
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The British government may need to introduce tougher restrictions to
slow the growth of the omicron variant and prevent a new surge in
COVID-19 hospitalizations and deaths, British scientists said Saturday.

U.K. health officials say omicron is spreading much more quickly than
the delta strain and is likely to replace it and become the dominant 
variant in Britain within days. The U.K. recorded 58,194 coronavirus
cases on Friday, the highest number since January, though what portion
were the omicron variant is unclear.

Concerns about the new variant led Prime Minister Boris Johnson's
Conservative government to reintroduce restrictions that were lifted
almost six months ago. Masks must be worn in most indoor settings,
vaccine certificates must be shown to enter nightclubs and people are
being urged to work from home if possible.

Many scientists say that's unlikely to be enough.

Modeling released Saturday by scientists at the London School of
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine suggested omicron is likely to cause a
large wave of infections by January, and could cause between 25,000
and 75,000 deaths in England in the next five months if no other
measures are taken.

The most pessimistic scenario foresees half a million people hospitalized
with the virus by the end of April and says daily hospital admissions
could be double the previous peak in January 2021. The study by the
scientists, who help advise the British government, has not been peer
reviewed.
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A person wears a face mask while walking in Westminster underground station,
in London, Thursday, Dec. 9, 2021. Britain's Prime Minister Boris Johnson said
beginning next Monday, people should work from home if possible. Starting on
Friday, the legal requirement to wear a face mask will be widened to most indoor
public places in England, including cinemas. Next week, having a COVID-19
pass showing a person has had both vaccine doses will be mandatory to enter
nightclubs and places with large crowds. Credit: AP Photo/Alberto Pezzali
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A woman wears a face covering as she crosses Westminster Bridge in London,
Thursday, Dec. 9, 2021. British Prime Minister Boris Johnson has announced
tighter restrictions to stem the spread of the omicron variant. He is again urging
people to work from home and mandating COVID-19 passes to get into
nightclubs and large events. Credit: AP Photo/Frank Augstein
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A woman wears a face mask as she crosses Westminster Bridge in London,
Thursday, Dec. 9, 2021. British Prime Minister Boris Johnson has announced
tighter restrictions to stem the spread of the omicron variant. He is again urging
people to work from home and mandating COVID-19 passes to get into
nightclubs and large events. Credit: AP Photo/Frank Augstein

The number of infections will depend on how much the variant escapes
protection from vaccines, and how effective booster shots are at
bolstering immunity, both of which remain unclear.

Scientists in South Africa, where omicron was first identified, say they
see signs it may cause less severe disease than delta, but caution that it is
too soon to be certain.
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https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-12-south-african-doctors-omicron-milder.html


 

"In our most optimistic scenario, the impact of omicron in the early part
of 2022 would be reduced with mild control measures such as working
from home," said Rosanna Barnard of the school's Center for the
Mathematical Modelling of Infectious Diseases. "However, our most
pessimistic scenario suggests that we may have to endure more stringent
restrictions to ensure the (health service) is not overwhelmed."

Johnson's government says it is not considering tougher measures, but
aims to offer everyone 18 and over a booster shot of vaccine by the end
of January.

The U.K. Health Security Agency said Friday that both the AstraZeneca
and Pfizer vaccines appear less effective in preventing symptomatic
infections in people exposed to omicron, though preliminary data show
that effectiveness appears to rise to between 70% and 75% after a third 
vaccine dose.
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