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THE USE OF CONFIRMATORY PCR TESTING FOR POSITIVE LFD RESULTS

Purpose

1. To update you on UK Government plans to suspend confirmatory PCR testing
for positive LFD results, and to seek your approval to allow contact tracing in Scotland
to commence immediately following a positive LFD result, rather than wait for a
confirmatory PCR result.

Priority

2. Urgent - to reduce any delays to contact tracing, your approval is sought to
action changes to the contact tracing system next week.

Context

3. Since the introduction of LFD testing in December, it has been operational
practice across all 4 Nations for positive LFD results to be followed up by a
confirmatory PCR test, to rule out false negatives. This was instated as a safeguard in
view of the comparatively lower sensitivity of LFD tests, to avoid incorrectly asking
people to self-isolate based on a false positive.

4. In the case of Scotland, England and Northern Ireland, national policy has been
for contact tracing to only commence following a positive confirmatory PCR result.
While this has meant a short delay to contact tracing, it was considered proportionate
on balance, to limit the resulting harm from mistakenly asking contacts to isolate on a
false positive, as well as any undue strain on the contact tracing system from having
to 'reverse' trace false positives.

UK Government proposal

5. We have been made aware that the UK Government is planning to suspend
confirmatory PCR testing for positive LFD results, potentially as early as next week.
This is based on an assessment that the prevalence in England is now at such a rate
that the risk of false positives has reduced to a tolerable level.

6. This move is also being considered as a result of the UK Government wanting
to remove the current delay to contact tracing caused by having to wait for a
confirmatory PCR result. The current operational model in England means that it is not
possible to reverse self-isolation notices following a false positive, meaning if they
were to start contact tracing from a positive LFD result but continue with the
confirmatory PCR tests, they would not be able to reverse the contact tracing or
isolation notices for people who receive a subsequent negative PCR result.

7. We understand that the Welsh Government are already using a positive LFD
test to trigger contact tracing, but do not plan to stop using confirmatory PCR tests. In
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Northern Ireland we expect confirmatory PCR testing to remain, but are not clear yet
on their position on a positive LFD as the trigger for contact tracing.

Clinical advice for Scotland

8. The deputy CMO and senior PHS clinicians have been considering the issue of
confirmatory PCR separately for Scotland and have reached the consensus that it
would not be appropriate to stop confirmatory PCR testing of positive LFDs at this
point.

9. Our data indicates that the false positivity rate is still somewhat unclear and
likely varies depending on prevalence in different groups, settings and areas. Data
from December suggests a false positivity rate of ca. 30% for asymptomatic LFD
testing. While we expect to see this drop as we increase the amount of LFD testing
carried out, clinicians are not yet reassured that the false positivity rate is low enough
to justify doing away with confirmatory PCR testing all together.

10. Notwithstanding the above, clinicians are recommending Scotland moves to
start contact tracing immediately following a positive LFD result rather than wait for the
confirmatory PCR result, to more quickly break chains of transmission. Unlike
England, Scotland does have the system capacity to rescind contact tracing and
isolation notifications and would therefore be able to swiftly reverse any contact tracing
on a false positive.

11. We are also considering the impact in terms of app notifications, which in
Scotland are generated by the contact tracer after the contact tracing interview is
completed. As app notifications cannot as easily be 'reversed' due to the confidential
nature of the design of the app, we are exploring a differentiated approach where app
notifications would continue to be triggered following the confirmatory PCR. As the
vast majority of confirmatory PCR results are currently received within 24 hours in
Scotland, it is likely to only be a small number of cases where the confirmatory PCR
result has not yet been received at the time of the initial contact tracing interview.

12. The views of Scottish Directors of Public Health have been sought on the above
recommendations. DsPH are content to move to full contact tracing from a LFD
positive, and agree that PCR confirmatory testing for LFD positives should continue
for now. They are also content with the recommendation to continue to only trigger app
notifications once a confirmatory PCR positive has been received. The Test & Protect
Steering Group has also considered and is content to recommend the above
proposals.

13. It is important that any announcement by the UK Government on their planned
changes to confirmatory PCR testing and any associated communication of test
results to individuals following this change adequately takes account of the different
approaches being taken in other parts of the UK. Officials have therefore been liaising
with the UK Government to ensure this.
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Recommendation

14. You are invited to agree to the following recommendations of Scottish senior
clinicians:

1) That a positive LFD result should be the basis for contact tracing to start
immediately on a result being known;

2) that confirmatory PCR tests to be taken after a positive LFD should continue to
be the policy position at this time; and

3) that app notifications continue to only issue following a confirmatory PCR result.
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