Emerging Covid variants Stratus and Nimbus accelerate UK case rise but do not increase severity
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A leading pharmacist in the UK has emphasised the importance of staying at home and resting for those who test positive for Covid-19, as infections increase driven by two new, highly contagious variants. The strains, named Stratus and Nimbus, are currently dominant in the UK, with official data showing a 22% rise in cases in the week to September 24, reaching 447 cases, alongside a modest increase in hospital admissions and deaths.
George Sandhu, Deputy Superintendent Pharmacist at Well Pharmacy, urged anyone testing positive to self-isolate in line with NHS guidance to minimise spreading the virus. He highlighted that Stratus, in particular, is spreading at an alarming rate, having mutated more quickly than previous strains and exhibiting a higher infection rate. Sandhu advised that adults should isolate for five days after testing positive, while children and young people, who tend to be infectious for a shorter period, should isolate for three days. Those who live with or care for elderly or vulnerable individuals, especially people with weakened immune systems, are advised to extend this period to ten days.
The symptomatic profile of these variants shares many hallmark Covid signs such as cough and fever, but patients affected by Stratus frequently report a hoarse throat, while those with Nimbus describe a particularly painful, “razor blade-like” sore throat. Experts caution that symptoms of these variants may easily be confused with cold or flu, underscoring the importance of testing for accurate diagnosis.
According to UK Health Security Agency (UKHSA) data, Stratus accounts for approximately 63% of current Covid cases, with Nimbus contributing around 25%. Despite their prevalence, health authorities assert that these variants do not cause more severe illness compared to previous strains. The World Health Organization has classified Stratus (officially XFG and XFG.3) as a "variant under monitoring," noting that it has contributed to about 60% of global Covid cases recently. Its rise is attributed to slightly increased transmissibility and partial evasion of existing immunity, compounded by waning population immunity and the seasonal return to indoor settings such as schools.
Government guidance reiterates the need for caution. Individuals testing positive are advised to avoid contact with others for five days, and children for three days, to reduce viral spread. For those dealing with vulnerable people, a 10-day precautionary period is recommended. In addition to isolation, practical steps such as wearing well-fitting face coverings in crowded places, frequent handwashing, and limiting contact with high-risk individuals remain key measures to control transmission.
The autumn booster vaccination programme is underway, with eligible individuals urged to receive their booster doses to strengthen immunity amid the rise in cases. While the situation bears similarities to previous autumn and winter spikes, officials emphasise that vaccination and adherence to public health advice remain the best defence against severe outcomes.
In summary, although the new Covid variants Stratus and Nimbus are driving a noticeable rise in Covid cases across the UK, current evidence does not signal increased severity. Health professionals strongly recommend following NHS guidelines for testing, isolation, and vaccination to help curtail the spread, particularly protecting those most vulnerable to serious illness during the winter months.
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