BE & N Source: The Straits Times, p1
3 = Date: 25 January 2021

&/ National University
of Singapore

Vaccines likely
still effective
against new
variants,

say experts

Rei Kurohi

Covid-19 vaccines like the Pfizer-
BioNTech one being used in Singa-
pore are likely to remain effective
against new variants of the coron-
avirus, including recent strains de-
tectedin Britain and South Africa.
Infectious diseases expert Ooi
Eng Eong from the Duke-NUS Med-
ical School said this is because the
vaccines enable the body to pro-
duce antibodies against the whole
of the spike protein that the virus
uses to infect human cells, while
the mutations are mostly occur-
ring only on the tip of the protein.
“Over time, more of the virus will
evolve, but there are some parts

VACCINE ROLL-OUT continued on A2

Source: The Straits Times © Singapore Press Holdings Ltd. Permission required for reproduction.



EEAANUS

National University
of Singapore

Source: The Straits Times, pA2
Date: 25 January 2021

Forget mutations — eflective vaccine roll-out more important: Expert

FROM A1

that have to be conserved. Not ev-
erything can change,” he told The
Straits Times.

Tworecent variants causing con-
cern among health authorities
around the world include the B117
strain first detected in Britain, and
the 501.V2 strain first seen in
South Africa. These variants share
a mutation affecting the tip of the
spike protein, which helps the
virus bind to human cells more ef-
fectively and could make the virus
more contagious.

“Think of it as a key getting into a
lock. The mutations happening
change the shape of the key and
that affects how it slots into the
lock. It’s getting better at getting
into the lock,” said Professor Ooi.

But binding to the human cell is
only the first step in infecting it, he
noted.

“The protein actually literally
needs to turn - the scientific term

is confirmation — before the inside
of the virus can be released into the
cell. Otherwise, the shell is still in
place and the heart of the virus can-
notgetinto the cell.”

Prof Ooi said the parts of the
spike protein that enable it to turn
the “key” in the “lock”, and thereby
release the core of the virus into
the cell, have not changed and can-
not change too much.

“The reason is that they are in
contact with many other parts. If it
mutates, the entire structure will
collapse,” he noted.

“The vaccine can generate anti-
bodies against those parts of the
virus that are really critical for the
infection process, making it very
hard for the virus to escape from
the immunity developed.”

Dr Michel Nussenzweig, an immu-
nologist at Rockefeller University
in New York, said existing vaccines
will still prevent serious illness and
people should continue to be vacci-
nated, The New York Times (NYT)

Notable variants of Sars-CoV-2

WUHAN REFERENCE STRAIN

The genome sequenced froman
isolated sample of Sars-CoV-2
collectedin Wuhan, China, in
December 2019isusedasa
reference strain for comparing
mutations.

'BRITISH VARIANT'

Britain last December has now
spread to atleast 50 other
countries inrecent months. It
featuresthe N501Y mutationin
the tip of the virus’ spike
protein,among others.

reported last Wednesday.

A study led by Dr Nussenzweig
tested antibodies from patients
who had received either the Pfizer-

: 'SOUTH AFRICAN VARIANT’

* The 501.V2 or B1351variant first
: detected in South Africalast

: October also features the N501Y
: mutation,and others that some
. scientists think could affect

: vaccine effectivenesstoa

. degree. It has spreadto Britain

: andat least 28 other countries.
The B117 variant first detected in :

: '‘BRAZILIAN VARIANT'

: The Plvariant was detected

. earlier this month in Brazil’s

: Manaus Cityand travellers from
. Brazilwho flew to Japan. It, too,
: features the N501Y mutation.

BioNTech vaccine or another vac-
cine developed by Moderna and
found a slight decrease in their ef-
fectiveness against virus samples

with three of the key mutations
seenin the South African variant.

But this is “not something that
we should be horribly freaked out
about”, he told NYT.

The Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine
hasalready been shown to be effec-
tive against the B117 variant, ac-
cording to lab results published by
the two companies.

The results, which have yet to be
peer-reviewed, were published on
medical pre-print website bioRxiv
last Tuesday.

“Further data is needed to moni-
tor the Pfizer-BioNTech Covid-19
vaccine’s effectiveness in prevent-
ing Covid-19 caused by new virus
variants,” the companies said in a
joint statement last Wednesday.

“So far, for Covid-19 vaccines, it
has not been established what re-
duction in neutralisation might in-
dicate the need for a vaccine strain
change.”

The statement added that the
messenger RNA (mRNA) technol-
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ogy used in the vaccine is well
suited to adjustments against new
future variants, if necessary.

Prof Ooi said that even if a tweak
isneeded, it will simply involve tak-
ing the mRNA sequence of the new
emerging strain and putting it into
the vaccine. He said it will not re-
quire trials that are as extensive as
what has already been done sofar.

“The trials will just have to show
that the vaccine is safe, and that it
can produce the same kind of im-
mune response that the original
vaccine could. It doesn’t actually
have to go through a phase three
trial again.”

Prof Ooi added that Singapore-
ansneed not worry about the muta-
tions being reported or the possibil-
ity of having to alter the vaccine in
thenear term.

“It’'s more important that we
make sure that the vaccine is rolled
out effectively, that the uptake is
high, that we spend sufficient re-
sources to counter misinforma-
tion, and make sure that decisions
about whether to receive the vac-
cine or notare made with facts.”
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