
  

HEALTH FACT SHEET 
 
 

 

 
 

How does the new UK variant spread 
more easily from person to person? 
 

There is no conclusive evidence yet, but it 
appears that the virus “sticks” to cells better, 
once it gets into the body, rather than being 
“smarter” or “faster” in any other way.  
 
Therefore, adhering to the basic global 
recommendation of keeping a safe distance, 
wearing a face covering when this is not 
possible to keep space between people or 
when sharing an enclosed space with others, 
and frequent hand washing and not 
touching your face, still is the most effective 
thing to do to protect yourself and others.  
 
Furthermore, current PPE is still considered 
effective, including homemade 3-ply cloth 
masks. 
 

Does the new variant cause milder or 
more severe disease? 
 

There is no evidence that the new UK variant 
causes more severe disease, more long-term 
complications, or a higher number of deaths. 
Increased community rates of infection 
mean that any contacts between people may 
involve a higher risk of encountering the 
COVID-19 virus than previously. 

 
Is the new UK variant detected by 
currently available viral tests? 
 

Yes, it is detected by PCR (lab based) antigen 
tests. Less is known about the rapid (lateral 
flow tests) which are due to be rolled out in 
UK schools during January and which we are 
using for asymptomatic staff testing in the 
National Health Service in the UK and which 
are currently assumed to be effective against 
all recent “variants of concern”. 
 

 

Does the new UK variant respond to 
medicines currently being used to 
treat people for COVID-19? 
 

Yes, treatments for COVID -19 remain 
effective against the variants we are 
currently treating in the UK and globally.  
 

Does the new variant change the 
effectiveness of COVID-19 vaccines? 
 

There is no evidence that this is occurring 
and most experts believe this is unlikely to 
occur because of the nature of the immune 
response to the virus. 

 

COVID-19 
MUTATIONS 

 

Viruses constantly change through 
mutation, and new variants of a virus are 
expected to occur over time.  
 

Sometimes new variants emerge and 
disappear. At other times, new variants 
emerge and persist.  
 

Multiple variants of the virus that causes 
COVID-19 have been documented globally 
during this pandemic.  
 

 

The new UK variant was first detected in 
September 2020 and is now highly prevalent 
in London and Southeast England and is 
slowly spreading North and Southwest. It has 
since been detected in numerous countries 
around the world, including the United 
States and Canada. 
 
In South Africa, another variant has emerged 
independently of the variant detected in the 
UK. This variant, originally detected in early 
October, shares some mutations with the 
variant detected in the UK. There have been 
cases caused by this variant outside of South 
Africa. This variant seems to spread more 
easily and quickly than other variants. 
Currently, there is no evidence that it causes 
more severe illness or increased risk of death. 
 
Another variant recently emerged in Nigeria. 
Currently, there is no evidence to indicate 
this variant is causing more severe illness or 
increased spread of COVID-19 in Nigeria. 
 
The evolution of SARS-CoV2 looks a bit like a 
huge family tree. 
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