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Background

Since the COVID-19 Omicron variant was deemed a variant of concern in November 2021, it has become the
dominant strain of COVID-19 globally and continues to circulate. While many are familiar with the BA lineages
(BA.1, BA.2, BA.3, BA.4, BA.5, etc.) that caused the majority of infections in 2022 in BC and across Canada’,
research shows that a newer sublineage referred to as XBB.1.5 appears to be increasing rapidly throughout
the world and is now being detected in British Columbia."

The XBB.1.5 sublineage is part of a larger family of XBB sublineages, all of which are evolutions of the
preceding Omicron BA strains. XBB.1.5 contains a larger number of mutations than the previous Omicron
subvariants, thus leading to its increased transmissibility." Real world data also shows that XBB.1.5 jumped
from approximately 1.3% of COVID-19 cases in the United States in the first week of December 2022, to
40.5% of the cases by December 31, 2022.¥ In the northeastern region of the United States, it has increased
even more, accounting for approximately 70% of total cases as of January 2023." Globally, XBB.1.5 appears
to be growing sporadically in some centres, but is expected to continue to grow based on its rapid activity in
the US.

In Canada, as of January 4, 2023, the Public Health Agency of Canada announced that 21 cases had been
confirmed nationally, 12 of which were identified in BC."" Using layers of protection including wearing a good
quality, well-fitting mask; ensuring adequate ventilation; staying home when feeling unwell; hand washing
thoroughly and regularly; practising distancing measures; and staying up to date with COVID-19 vaccinations
remain an important way to protect against infection.

While XBB.1.5 appears to be more transmissible due to its high number of mutations, further investigation is
required to determine if there are any other effects caused by these mutations to the severity of illness or long
COVID-19 symptoms. Preliminary data from one December study demonstrates that XBB sublineages may
have increased immunity evasion“, however, data is still being collected and analyzed.

As leaders in public health and immunization, nurses continue to maintain the public’s trust in providing
evidence-informed, safe, and ethical care throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and are relied upon for the
most up-to-date information about current COVID-19 variants in circulation. As COVID-19 and other health
emergencies continue to take a toll on an overwhelmed health care system, British Columbians are strongly
encouraged to continue to use their layers of protection and stay up to date with immunizations in order to
protect their own health, and that of the wider community.

Remaining up to date with the most recent information about XBB.1.5 and other COVID-19 news is essential.
Nurses can continue to spread this information when working directly with the public as well as through
broader health networks. The BC Centre for Disease Control and the Public Health Agency of Canada continue
to monitor COVID-19 developments provincially and nationally, as well as provide pertinent resources and
updates.

Key Messages

e The Omicron variant was designated a variant of concern in November 2021 and was the predominant
variant leading to COVID-19 infections throughout 2022.

¢ In the US, the XBB.1.5 subvariant was responsible for approximately 1.3% of infections in early
December but accounted for 40% of new infections in the US by December 31, 2022, and 70% of
infections in the northeastern US alone.

e XBB sublineages are evolutions of the preceding BA lineages with a greater number of mutations which
lead to increased transmissibility.
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https://www.nnpbc.com/pdfs/policy-and-advocacy/covid/IB-COVID-19-Omicron-Subvariant-BA2.pdf
https://www.nnpbc.com/pdfs/policy-and-advocacy/covid/Omicron-Subvariants-BA4-&-BA5.pdf
http://www.bccdc.ca/health-info/diseases-conditions/covid-19/about-covid-19/variants
https://www.canada.ca/en/news/COVID-19-announcements.html
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e Preliminary evidence shows that XBB.1.5 may have increased immunity evasion, however, data is still
being collected and analyzed.

¢ Vaccines available for use in Canada, particularly the bivalent vaccines, remain a strong defense
protection against COVID-19.

¢ In addition to keeping up to date with COVID-19 immunizations, wearing a good quality, well-fitting
mask; ensuring adequate ventilation; staying home when unwell; washing hands frequently and
thoroughly; and maintaining physical distance remain effective ways to protect against infection.

¢ Nurses continue to be at the forefront of COVID-19 pandemic response by providing safe, ethical, and
evidence-informed care.
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e Global News: 21 cases of XBB.1.5 COVID subvariant confirmed in Canada
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