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A highly transmissible, less-deadly
COVID variant should lead us to revisit
questions about pandemic
precautions

Erica Grieder

6-8 minutes

When I asked Professor Bryan Edward Stone how he was feeling

about the upcoming spring semester, he sighed.

“Unprepared?” he offered, after a few moments. “At this point I

don’t know what I’m doing.”

He teaches American history at Del Mar College in Corpus Christi

—which has done what it can to protect students, staff and faculty

from COVID-19 over the past two years, despite the necessary

trade-offs, and the various ways that the state of Texas has tied its

hands.

There are no vaccine mandates, or mask mandates, on campus.

But class enrollment has been capped at half-capacity. Students

have the option to attend lectures online, rather than in person. For

the fall semester, at least, professors had the option to do all their

teaching online, at least for a few weeks-a precaution inspired by

the surge in COVID cases last summer, driven by the Delta

variant. It remains to be seen whether the college will adopt a
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similar policy now that we’re in another surge, this one fueled by

the omicron variant.

Stone sounded a wistful note, when he reminisced about teaching

in 2020, the beginning of the pandemic. Restrictions were more

sweeping, at that point—instruction was entirely online, for

example—but at least everyone expected that, and was able to

plan accordingly.

“I thought that actually went pretty well,” he reflected, before

adding a caveat: “It was the first year of COVID, and everyone was

cooperative and collegial about it.”

That’s an important disclaimer, for sure. Any esprit de corps

Americans might have experienced early in the pandemic

dissipated long ago, and the arrival of the omicron variant has not

revived it.

If anything, the opposite. This particular variant is giving

Americans on both sides of the COVID debate—let’s call them

COVID skeptics and COVID realists—cause to double down on

their respective political positions.

The new variant is highly transmissible, to the point that it’s

causing breakthrough infections among the vaccinated and

boosted. But it’s seemingly not as dangerous as the variants that

preceded it.

Consider what’s happening in the Houston region, although the

surge is a nationwide one.

Harris County’s average positivity rate-that is, the positivity rate

over the preceding fourteen days-reached 18.9 percent on Dec.

23rd, according to county health department. That’s more than four
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times the average positivity rate calculated just a month prior. It’s

also, almost certainly, a lowball estimate. We have no idea how

many people have gotten positive results from self-testing kits—or

who would have, had they been able to find a self-testing kit in the

first place.

Meanwhile, the COVID levels in the city’s wastewater have soared.

And Gov. Greg Abbott, a Republican, is assailing Pres. Joe Biden,

a Democrat, for failing to provide the state with sufficient supplies

of monoclonal antibodies and testing kits “when they are needed

most”; that’s as close as the governor has come, all year, to

acknowledging the gravity of this pandemic.

At the same time, the current surge is not as bad as those that

preceded it, in terms of hospitalizations and deaths. Both are

rising, as you would expect given the surge in new confirmed

cases. That’s tragic in itself, and because for most of the year,

we’ve had access to vaccines that effectively prevent most

COVID-related hospitalizations and deaths.

But according to data from the Texas Medical Center,

hospitalizations and deaths in the Houston area have increased,

rather than skyrocketed like the case count; that’s merciful. It’s

also consistent with the early reports from abroad, which suggest

that omicron is highly transmissible, but relatively mild.

That being the case, omicron should spur all of us to revisit some

of the assumptions we’ve made, in navigating the pandemic up to

this point—and the policies we’ve adopted at the local level, to

keep people safe.

Houston ISD, for example, will keep its mask mandate in effect

when classes resume this week. It will also offer free testing for
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students and staff at certain district campuses. Those are sensible

precautions, given the surge in infections.

But other district policies should come under new scrutiny,

probably. Under the “Ready, Set, Go” protocols the district updated

this fall, for example, a student who tests positive for COVID-19

has to leave in-person school for ten days of quarantine. Any

unvaccinated student identified as “a close contact of a confirmed

case”--ah, the poetry of bureaucracy-has to quarantine for eight

days, and can return to the classroom only after producing a

negative test.

Those guidelines are more strict than the Centers for Disease

Control now recommends. As of last week, the official guidance

from the federal government is that people who test positive

should isolate for just five days.

Similarly, do vaccine mandates-or the strong suggestions to that

effect, in states like Texas-still make sense, in a context where

many people are now acquiring antibodies via infection? The city

of Houston, for example, adopted a policy in September,

stipulating that city employees who aren’t vaccinated be regularly

tested. There are now, according to Mayor Sylvester Turner, 745

city employees with COVID as of Thursday. That’s a striking

statistic, but one that ultimately tells us very little about how the

affected employees are actually faring, or whether Houstonians

should expect disruptions to city services as a result of these

infections.

These questions don’t have straightforward answers, for several

reasons—including that the delta variant hasn’t gone away and

entirely new variants may yet emerge, as several billion people
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around the world remain unvaccinated. But there’s no harm in

asking them.

Otherwise, we’ll begin this new year as we spent much of the last

one: at each other’s throats, some of which are filled with a

potentially serious virus.

erica.grieder@chron.com
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