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The Omic ron Covid vari ant has been found to mul tiply about 70 times quicker than the ori ginal and Delta ver sions
of coronavirus in tis sue samples taken from the bron chus, the main tubes from the wind pipe to the lungs, in
labor at ory exper i ments that could help explain its rapid trans mis sion.
The study, by a team from the Uni versity of Hong Kong, also found that the new vari ant grew 10 times slower in
lung tis sue, which the authors said could be an indic ator of lower dis ease sever ity.
Michael Chan Chi-wai, who led the work, said the res ult needed to be inter preted with cau tion because severe dis -
ease is determ ined not only by how quickly the virus rep lic ates but also by a per son’s immune response and, in
par tic u lar, whether the immune sys tem goes into over drive, caus ing a so-called cytokine storm.
“It is also noted that by infect ing many more people, a very infec tious virus may cause more severe dis ease and
death even though the virus itself may be less patho genic,” he said. “There fore, taken together with our recent
stud ies show ing that the Omic ron vari ant can par tially escape immunity from vac cines and past infec tion, the
over all threat from the Omic ron vari ant is likely to be very sig ni �c ant.”
Jeremy Kamil, an asso ciate pro fessor of micro bi o logy and immun o logy at Louisi ana State Uni versity Health
Shreve port, poin ted out that Delta, which turned out to be more patho genic, showed a sim ilar pat tern of rep lic at -
ing more slowly in the lungs.
“These authors found Omic ron rep lic ates fant ast ic ally well – even far bet ter than either Delta or the ori ginal virus
– in bron chial tis sue,” Kamil said. “This could in some ways con trib ute to an advant age in spread/trans mis sion
between people.
“Of course, a huge com pon ent of Omic ron’s trans miss ib il ity in real life is going to be its poten tial to escape
neut ral ising anti bod ies that pro tect against infec tion in the �rst place. It’s very likely spread ing well even between
vac cin ated people, espe cially those who haven’t recently got ten a booster shot.”
The ini tial data, pub lished online and not yet peer-reviewed, came from exper i ments using lung tis sue samples
taken from patients dur ing sur gery. By 24 hours, the Omic ron vari ant had rep lic ated about 70 times more than
Delta and the ori ginal vari ant. Although the bron chus is not the upper res pir at ory sys tem, sci ent ists said this could
lead to people shed ding more virus and passing on infec tions more eas ily.
The �nd ings, together with other recent work show ing Omic ron infects cells more read ily, add to an emer ging
pic ture that the vari ant may be intrins ic ally more trans miss ible in addi tion to evad ing exist ing immunity.
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