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COVID-19: Should vulnerable people
shield because of Omicron?
With the Omicron variant of COVID-19 spreading rapidly across the UK, the
Government is considering whether to bring in stricter restrictions over
Christmas. The available data so far show that the strain is extremely
transmissible, which may be particularly problematic for vulnerable people.

Should clinically vulnerable people start
shielding because of Omicron?
Currently, no official advice on shielding has been issued in England. This
means people who were previously considered clinically extremely
vulnerable (CEV) are no longer being told to shield.

With the number of cases of Omicron rising quickly, the Government has
not ruled out introducing stricter COVID-19 rules in England to help curb the
spread of the virus. This may include a full lockdown, curfews for people
going to pubs or restaurants, or curbs on household mixing.

Whether or not people who are at risk of becoming seriously unwell from
COVID-19 will be told to shield is currently unknown. The current guidance
for vulnerable people is to be fully vaccinated (including with a COVID-19
booster jab) and to consider waiting until 14 days after the last dose before
being in close contact with others. It's also important to think about whether
those around you have been vaccinated and to consider social distancing.

Whether or not you should socialise depends on what you feel comfortable
with. Dr Sarah Jarvis, clinical director of Patient.info advises "If you're
vulnerable, you may want to avoid crowded spaces. I would definitely urge
you to ventilate your home (meeting outdoors if possible); to ensure friends
and family have taken lateral flow tests before seeing you; and consider
asking home visitors to wear face coverings.
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"It also makes sense to limit your contact with people who are at high risk of
being infected, especially if they haven't been vaccinated."

Advice for clinically vulnerable people in
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland
In Scotland, people who are at highest risk of becoming seriously ill from
COVID-19 are currently being asked to follow the same measures as
everyone else. This includes getting vaccinated and getting the booster jab
and limiting social contact with other households and gathering in groups
of no more than three households. People are also being advised to wear
masks where necessary, avoid crowded spaces and do regular lateral flow
tests, particularly before seeing others.

In Wales, the shielding advice is being continuously reviewed and those on
the Shielding Patient List will be contacted with advice on how to keep safe
if there is a significant change. Clinically vulnerable people are being asked
to follow the same rules as the rest of the population, but are also advised
to take extra precautions to keep themselves safe from coronavirus. These
include staying two metres from people you do not live with, keeping
contacts to a minimum and meeting others outside where possible.

At the moment, the advice for vulnerable people in Northern Ireland is
similar. People are being asked to get their vaccinations, including their
boosters, and to limit social contact with other people.

Use a "layered approach" to reduce the risk of
catching Omicron
It's important to consider your own level of risk from the virus. For example,
whether you have had your vaccinations and booster vaccine, your age
and whether you have a health condition that could lead to complications
if you contract COVID-19.

Rodney Rohde, a professor of clinical laboratory science and an infectious
disease specialist at Texas State University, says vulnerable people should
use a "layered approach" to protect themselves against Omicron. For
example, by ensuring they have had their vaccines and limiting contact
with others.
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"Those who are immunocompromised should always be on alert," says
Rohde. "Risk reduction is my ongoing advice with common sense involved.
For example, I don't wear my mask at home or when I'm surrounded by
others who are fully vaccinated. However, if I'm at the grocery store, in a
classroom teaching, or in a crowd that I don't know, then I'm masked.

"Wash those hands, avoid crowds and poorly-ventilated areas," he adds.
"When in a high-risk environment, test as necessary, and avoid
unnecessary travel to areas where high prevalence of the infection is
occurring."

Why getting your COVID-19 booster vaccine is
crucial
Healthcare workers and volunteers are working hard to get people
vaccinated, which is essential in the fight against COVID-19. However,
recent studies suggest people need three doses of a COVID-19 vaccine for
better protection against infection with Omicron.

Although it is too soon to know the exact extent to which vaccination
prevents infection with Omicron, preliminary data suggest our vaccines
may be less effective against the variant. According to one study, two
vaccines alone are around 30%-40% effective at preventing infections.
However, data from South Africa suggest they are still 70% effective at
preventing severe disease and hospitalisation.

The available data on booster vaccines are more promising, too. Research
by Imperial College London suggests that getting a booster could provide
between 80% to 85% protection against severe illness. According to another
recently released study, the Moderna booster jab leads to a 37-fold
increase in levels of antibodies against Omicron.

"It would be wise for at-risk people to once again become very careful,"
says William Schaffner, a professor of preventative medicine at Vanderbilt
University.
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"Clearly, all should be vaccinated and wear masks at indoor gatherings.
Participating in group activities also should be reconsidered. Omicron is so
very contagious and still has the capacity to produce severe disease
requiring hospitalisation, so it is prudent to be careful rather than carefree."

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss COVID-19: Should vulnerable people shield because of Omicron? and find
more trusted resources at Patient.
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