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1. Why test for Covid-19?
The World Health Organization (WHO) has repeatedly advocated for the
testing of suspected Covid-19 cases to be an integral part of each
country's response to the disease. Speaking on 13 March 2020, the
Director General of the WHO, Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus,
explained why "aggressive testing and contact tracing combined with
social distancing measures and community mobilisation" was vital to
curb infections:

You can't fight a virus if you don't know where it is. Find, isolate,
test and treat every case to break the chains of transmission. Every
case we find and treat limits the expansion of the disease. '

The WHO Director General reiterated this "simple message" on the
need for testing three days later:

the most effective way to prevent infections and save lives is
breaking the chains of transmission. And to do that, you must test
and isolate. You cannot fight a fire blindfolded. And we cannot
stop this pandemic if we don't know who is infected. We have a
simple message for all countries: test, test, test. Test every
suspected case. If they test positive, isolate them and find out
who they have been in close contact with up to 2 days before
they developed symptoms, and test those people too [if they
show symptoms of COVID-19]. 2

Testing (and contact tracing) for Covid-19 among people displaying
symptoms of the disease is thus advocated by the WHO for multiple,
inter-connected reasons. It is a means to identify who has the disease,
so that effective care and isolation measures can be put in place. Such
measures can also prevent the infected person coming into contact
with, and potentially infecting, others, thereby helping to disrupt the
transmission of the virus and slow the rate of infection. Researchers at
Imperial College, London, estimated that each case of Covid-19 in

Wuhan, China, infected an average of 2.6 other people, prior to control
measures being implemented.? Breaking the cycle of transmission would
require a reproduction rate of less than 1.

By slowing the rate of infection in a region or country, the peak number
of coronavirus cases is expected to be both lower and spread over a
longer period of time. The WHO notes that this should help to avoid a
significant surge of critical cases that risk overwhelming health services,
an approach sometimes referred to as 'flattening the curve'.* Testing
can also help support public health efforts to "characterise the
trajectory and severity of the disease", so that health authorities can
understand its prevalence and how it is evolving.®
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