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South Africa has relaxed its covid-19 restrictions as
it reports that the peak of its fourth wave, this time
of the omicron variant, looks likely to have passed
without a spike in deaths.

The country’sDepartment ofHealth reported a 29.7%
fall in the number of new cases detected in the week
ending 25 December 2021 (89 781) from the previous
week (127 753).1

“All indicators suggest the country may have passed
the peak of the fourth wave at a national level,” said
the announcement of 30 December. Cases have
declined in all provinces except Western Cape (up
14%) and Eastern Cape (up 18%), and hospital
admissions have declined in all provinces except
Western Cape, it said.

The findings were followed by an easing of some
restrictions in South Africa, including curfew being
lifted. But large gatherings are still restricted, with
no more than 1000 people allowed indoors and 2000
people allowed outdoors, and masks are mandatory
in all public places.

The government statement said, “While the omicron
variant is highly transmissible, there havebeen lower
rates of hospitalisation than in previous waves. This
means that the country has a spare capacity for
admissionof patients even for routinehealth services.
There is a marginal increase in the number of deaths
in all the provinces.”

Less severe wave
While early reports fromSouthAfrica have suggested
that the omicron variant, which was first detected in
November 2021, may be more transmissible but less
severe than the previously dominant variants such
as beta and delta,2 the evidence base is now starting
to grow.

A preprint made available through the Lancet on 29
December compared covid-19 cases in the Gauteng
provinceduring the secondwave (41 046 cases), third
wave (33 423), and fourth wave (133 551). It found that
around 4.9% of people with covid were admitted to
hospital during the fourth wave, compared with
18.9% in the second wave and 13.7% in the third
(P<0.001).

The paper also reported that 28.8% of admissions in
the fourth wave were for severe disease, much lower
than in the second (60.1%) and third (66.9%) waves
(P<0.001).

Admitted patients in the omicron dominated fourth
wave were also 73% less likely to have severe disease
than patients admitted during the delta dominated
third wave (adjusted odds ratio 0.27 (95% confidence
interval 0.25 to 0.31)).3 However, the study authors

warned against extrapolating these findings to other
populations with different comorbidity profiles,
prevalence of prior infection, and vaccination
coverage, as these may be important factors.

In the UK, health leaders have emphasised that
although a lower proportion of covid cases seem to
be ending up in hospital, the actual number of
patients could still overwhelm the health system,
especially considering the apparently increased
transmissibility of the omicron variant.4
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