Ireland advises new self-isolation rules amid rise of Covid variant NB.1.8.1 with unusual gut symptoms
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Health officials have raised alarms regarding a newly identified Covid variant, named NB.1.8.1, which is notable for its unusual symptoms and potential for rapid transmission. The emergence of this strain has prompted public health authorities in Ireland to advise individuals exhibiting any signs of Covid to self-isolate for a minimum of two days. This recommendation comes in light of mounting evidence linking NB.1.8.1 to gastrointestinal issues, a departure from the more common respiratory symptoms typically associated with Covid-19.
First identified in January 2025, NB.1.8.1 has already been reported in countries including the UK, the US, and Australia, as well as popular travel destinations such as Thailand, Egypt, and the Maldives. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), this variant emerged as a result of the convergence of two earlier strains, KS.1.1 and KP.3.3. By late April 2025, it accounted for approximately 10.7% of global infections, a significant rise from 2.5% a month earlier, indicating its expanding reach.
Symptoms associated with NB.1.8.1 include not only the traditional flu-like manifestations such as fever, sore throat, and fatigue, but also a range of gastrointestinal disturbances. Individuals may report nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea, heartburn, too, and some have experienced bloating and abdominal pain. Dr. Lara Herrero, a virology expert at Griffith University, noted that while common symptoms of this variant overlap with those of prior strains, the unique gastrointestinal symptoms warrant heightened vigilance among the public.
The WHO has classified NB.1.8.1 as a “variant under monitoring,” reflecting concerns that it may possess mutations enabling enhanced cell infection and transmission capabilities. Observations from affected regions, specifically Asia, indicate an uptick in cases and emergency room visits, which has prompted continued surveillance and research into the clinical impacts of this strain.
Though currently there is no substantial evidence to suggest that NB.1.8.1 causes more severe illness than previous variants, public health officials are nonetheless urging persistent caution—particularly in light of its ability to partially evade immunity from prior infections and vaccinations. Vaccination efforts remain paramount, particularly for vulnerable populations. Moreover, experts emphasise the importance of maintaining public health measures such as mask-wearing and social distancing, especially for individuals experiencing symptoms consistent with this or any strain of Covid-19.
As the situation evolves, health authorities are monitoring the variant's spread closely, weighing potential adjustments to existing vaccines that may need to be adapted to effectively combat this new threat. There is an ongoing discourse about developing targeted vaccines to enhance immunity against emerging strains like NB.1.8.1, following the recent announcements from vaccine manufacturers regarding experimental formulations.
In summary, the emergence of variant NB.1.8.1 signals a renewed challenge in the ongoing fight against Covid-19, reaffirming the need for public awareness and adherence to health guidelines as global health systems brace for potential impacts as cases rise.
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