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Corona virus 

16 Questions & Answers 

Lars Peter Nielsen, Former Professor of Virology and Clinical Microbiology and  
Preben Joffe, Consultant in Internal Medicine & Nephrology 

 
1. What is SARS-CoV-2? 

SARS-CoV-2 is the official name of the new Corona virus that has spread all over the world 
resulting in a pandemic. SARS-CoV-2 is short for “Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome   
Corona virus 2”. The number 2 reflects that this is the second Corona virus that has resulted 
in severe lung disease since these recordings began. 
 

2. What is COVID-19? 
COVID-19 is one name given to the disease that is caused by SARS-CoV-2. It was first named 
in 2019, hence the 19. CO – stands for Corona. VI – stands for virus. D – stands for disease. 
 

3. How does the virus spread? 
• Droplets: an infected individual coughing and sneezing releases the virus into the air.  
• Other body fluid: an infected individual also excretes the virus in all other body fluids 

including sweat, tears, urine and stool. 
Infection then occurs in one of two ways:- 

• Inhalation: Most commonly a victim then inhales the droplets and becomes infected 
– as with the common cold. Hence the use of protective masks in public spaces. 

• Contact infection: The patient’s skin or any surface area, including clothing, door 
handles, working surfaces and shared areas such as kitchens and bathrooms, can 
then contaminate another individual’s hands who then itches their eyes or touches 
their mouth and becomes infected. The virus can live for days on some surfaces and 
so is highly contagious in this way. Hence the protective clothing and rigorous 
frequent handwashing. 
 

4. Can you be infected by individuals who show no signs or symptoms of COVID-19? 
Yes, and this has contributed to the difficulties in managing the spread of the virus. People 
who have been infected may infect others for up to 6 days before experiencing any 
symptoms themselves. Additionally, many individuals do not experience any symptoms but 
are infected and capable of spreading the disease. 
 

5. Can you have COVID-19 even if you have been tested and the findings were negative? 
Yes, even though test for SARS-CoV-2 are sensitive they depend upon whether sufficient 
viral material has been taken especially with swab tests. Nose and throat tests can be 
negative even in infected individuals. If an individual is experiencing severe symptoms a 
deep airway swab test may well be called for. This requires specialist equipment and 
hospital staff. 
 

6. Can I be sure of the diagnosis if a swab test is positive for the virus? 
Yes – less than 1% of swab tests for antigens result in a false positive finding i.e., suggests  
you have it when you do not. (These antigen tests show if you have the disease right now.) 
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7. Can the measurement of antibodies in the acute phase be sufficient to make the 
diagnosis? 
Yes, approximately 70% of infected individuals will develop antibodies within 1-3 days, over 
90% from 4-8 days and if you have had symptoms for 2 weeks the sensitivity of the Biosynex 
test virtually 100%. (This is not true of many others finger prick tests – many still on the 
market along with those first imported from China have a less than 50% accuracy) 
 

8. How do you measure antibodies for SARS-CoV-2? 
Antibodies can be measured in 10 minutes with the new Biosynex quick test – also called the 
finger prick test. This test uses a droplet of blood after a finger prick that is placed in the 
plastic cassette. Just ten minutes later and the test is ready to read - you will note if a band 
crosses the IgM and IgG antibody lines. It does in individuals with a positive test. 
(www.youtube.com/watch?v=DvYqgh5EijA).   
 

9. Is the quick test secure if it only results in a positive finding for IgM?   
Yes, but this antibody is a less secure finding than IgG. The IgM antibody is often found in 
other types of infection. We recommend that if only IgM is found that the test is retaken 1 
to 2 weeks later in order to determine if IgG is present. If the IgG antibody is still not 
identified then it is unlikely that you have been infected with SARS-CoV-2. Certainly, you are 
unlikely then to have immunity against the infection and you need to remain very vigilant. 
 

10. Is the test secure if only IgG antibodies are found? 
IgG is the most important antibody relating to immunity against infections including SARS-
CoV-2. If present, it is highly likely that your disease has passed and, or that you are in the 
final phase of the disease. You are very likely to have immunity from the disease for a 
substantial period. Precisely how long this immunity lasts and how secure it makes an 
individual is still being characterised for SARS-CoV-2. However, the presence of IgG to an 
infection is the basic test used to assess immunity from communicable diseases worldwide.  
 

11. Is an individual susceptible to an infection if the antibody tests are positive?  
No, in that we know from other infective illnesses that antibodies protect the body from 
reinfection – that is their function and the basis of all immunity. We have no evidence that 
this is different for COVID-19 and there have been an estimated > 8.9 million cases 
worldwide. 
 

12. How long can we expect immunity to last? 
Uncertain, however we would expect the immunity to last for months. Re-testing after a few 
months is a sensible precaution at this stage – until the duration and degree of immunity 
conferred by IgG in SARS-CoV-2 is better known.    
 

13. Can a person become infected if they have had antibodies that disappear at a later date? 
Uncertain, however, antibodies are not the only means by which the body can protect itself 
from reinfection. There will still be cells that are able to produce antibodies if needed and 
other types of white blood cells will be effective in fighting off a new viral infection. So, even 
if you have no measurable antibodies you may well still have considerable immunity. 
 

14. Can one experience COVID-19 several times? 
Uncertain, however, if you have had a moderately severe case of COVID-19 you are likely to 
be immune for some time – several months and perhaps a few years. If reinfection does 
occur with SARS-CoV-2 it must be very rare given it is estimated that there has been > 8.9 
million infections worldwide and this is not being seen. It is therefore unlikely. 
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15. Can infections with other types of Corona virus protect people from COVID-19? 

Possibly.  
Not known and not safe to assume so. The fact that there are other Corona viruses that 
cause the common cold it is possible that antibodies from a prior Corona virus infection will 
offer a degree of protection. 
 

16. If I have IgG antibodies may I ignore government social distancing rules? 
No. These rules are there to protect our whole populations and whilst you may be immune 
from the SARS-CoV-2 virus you will not be immune for prosecution if you break social 
distancing rules. 
  
 

 


