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XBB.1.5 emerges in the Americas: what it means to the region
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Now that the XBB.1.5 SARS-2 coronavirus omicron
subvariant has emerged in the United States, a major
question is what this means for the entire region of the
Americas. Previously, both delta and omicron variants
devastated Latin America as they did in the United
States, resulting in catastrophic losses in human life. In
all, almost 3 million people have died from COVID-19
in the Western Hemisphere, with two-thirds of those
deaths in Latin America." A worry is that XBB.1.5 will
eventually spread from the United States where it
currently predominates and penetrate the South. For
example, a case of XBB.1.5 was reported last week in
Brazil from a woman who had recently visited the
United States.

Here is the immediate concern: The World Health
Organization recently announced that XBB.1.5 is highly
transmissible and among the most contagious of all
SARS-2 coronaviruses to date.” Moreover, XBB.1.5 has
immune escape properties that may exceed other omi-
cron subvariants. For instance, XBB.1.5 can evade some
plasma antibodies against earlier omicron subvariants,
including BA.1, BA.5, and BF.7.° Preliminary studies
from Peking University and the Chinese Academy of
Sciences indicate that the enhanced transmissibility of
XBB.1.5 results from a combination of antibody evasion
and strengthened binding interactions of this mutated
virus to its mammalian ACE2 receptor.’

In terms of virus spread, here is what we know so
far: For the week ending January 7, 2023, just over one-
quarter (approximately 27-28%) of the COVID-19 cases
in the US were caused by the XBB.1.5 omicron sub-
variant, but this percentage varies significantly across
the country. In the northeastern states, more than 70%
of the cases are caused by XBB.1.5 whereas only 5-6%
of the cases were from XBB.1.5 in the Upper Midwest.*
In Texas, the gateway US state to Mexico and Latin
America, just under 20% of the cases were from
XBB.1.5.

In New York and other northeastern states where
XBB.1.5 has become dominant, hospitalizations are
rising precipitously so there are concerns that entry of
XBB.1.5 into the Latin American region—where much
of the population is under-vaccinated or unboosted—
could produce a sharp increase in serious illness and
deaths. This concern may be especially relevant to the
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bivalent booster directed against the omicron BA.4/BA.5
subvariants, which offers some cross-neutralization
versus XBB,’ and therefore possibly XBB.1.5 as well.
Currently, only 15% of the US population has received
the new bivalent booster (that became available in
September 2022) according to the CDC,’ but the
COVID-19 Vaccine Tracker based at McGill University
in Montreal, Canada reports that neither bivalent
booster from Pfizer or Moderna respectively, has been
approved in any countries in the Americas outside of the
US and Canada,® although both Brazil and Peru have
recently approved it for health care professionals or
other priority groups.”® Overall, however, the adoption
by Latin American countries is very limited and rela-
tively late in the game. This adds to the vulnerability of
the Latin American and Caribbean region.

There is no certainty that XBB.1.5 will gain a foothold
in Latin America. The fact that the percentage of XBB.1.5
cases remain low in the Upper Midwest suggests that this
variant could potentially stay confined to a small
geographic region and not affect Central or South
America. After all, the lambda variant did not make much
of a public health impact North America after it emerged
in Peru, or the mu variant from Colombia.” However, the
fact that cases are now rising in Texas means that we
should anticipate at least some virus spread into Mexico
and elsewhere in Latin America, including for example
the case in Brazil highlighted above.™

In addition to clarifying whether XBB.1.5 has spread
beyond North America and into Central and South
America, we need to understand the effectiveness of
currently available vaccines. If confirmed that the
recently released bivalent booster directed versus BA.4/5
elicits some cross-protection than it is imperative that
we make it available for the entire Western Hemi-
sphere."! Alternatively, our Texas Children’s Hospital
Center for Vaccine Development, which made available
a unique low-cost and patent-free recombinant protein
COVID-19 vaccine technology for India, Indonesia, and
elsewhere, is now preparing a BA.4/5 version for in-
clusion in a bivalent recombinant protein vaccine for
use globally. Still another option is to quickly pivot and
prepare an XBB.1.5-specific mRNA or recombinant
protein for administration—possibly as a trivalent vac-
cine along with the vaccines to the original lineage and
BA.4/BA.5—for the Western Hemisphere.

This year the Pan American Health Organization will
celebrate its 120th Anniversary. Whether 2023 will also
become the year in which COVID-19 slows or finally
halts, or whether XBB.1.5 becomes the latest COVID-19
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wave similar to those resulting from the delta or early
omicron SARS-2 variants remain unknown. Still
another issue is whether a new variant might arise out
of China in the coming weeks during its devastating
pandemic. Ultimately, the hope is that 2023 will not be
as bad as 2022 or 2021. However, this may depend on
how quickly we act to counter this vexing latest variant.
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