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Covid-19: New wave could be coming after 11-
month reprieve

6:31am on 31 May 2025
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Professor Michael Baker says the new NB.1.8.1 is becoming dominant in a number of countries and would
"almost certainly" do the same in New Zealand. Photo: Supplied to RNZ

A sudden surge in Covid-19 detections - along with the emergence of a new, and
what's thought to be more infectious, subvariant - should be a warning to take action,
an epidemiologist says.

NB.1.8.1is now the dominant strain in China and Hong Kong. ABC News reports
(https://www.abc.net.au/news/2025-05-30/new-covid-strain-prompts-expert-booster-
warning/105352922) it is also driving up infections in Australia.

Here, the latest available ESR wastewater testing to 11 May shows the sub-variant
making up 21.6 percent of readings.

Epidemiologist Michael Baker said it comes as overall Covid-19 detections surge
(https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/in-depth/545120/too-many-catching-covid-19-in-
hospital-experts-say-but-precautions-being-rolled-back).
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Here, the latest available ESR wastewater testing to 11 May shows the sub-variantmaking up 21.6 percent of readings.


"We've had a long period when Covid levels have been relatively low in New Zealand.
It's about 11 months since our last big wave, the sixth wave, in June last year."

Baker said there were numerous surveillance systems giving an idea of how the virus
was spreading, and most were not showing changes. However that was not the case
for wastewater testing.

"There's quite a striking spike in the wastewater samples and the positivity detected
there. And numbers are really shooting up across the country, so for the first time in
around 11 months we're seeing what looks like the beginning of a wave."
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Wastewater testing reveals a spike in Covid-19 cases nationally. Photo: Supplied / ESR

Baker cautioned it was too early to see a clear picture and further results over the next
week or two would help.

"But I think it is a strong warning that we should be taking more action around Covid-
19 in various ways."

Baker said NB.1.8.1 was becoming dominant in a number of countries and it would
"almost certainly" do the same in New Zealand.



"We see many new subvariants and most of the time they're not translating at the
moment into a rise in cases.

"But that's why this one is different - we are seeing that early increase, but we're not
seeing it in all the surveillance systems yet, so we just need to keep watching.

"I think the message is very clear that we're moving into winter, we have got this rise
in cases - and if anyone has been putting off getting their Covid-19 booster, now
would be a good time to get it."

Baker said health authorities should also be taking additional precautions
(https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/543013/5-years-on-covid-remains-nz-s-most-
important-infectious-disease-it-still-demands-a-strong-response) in hospitals,
residential care facilities in particular.

He said the existing vaccine gave added protection against the new subvariant, which
descended from a variant the vaccine is based on.

"I think it's all adding up to a picture of the need to take precautions against this
infection."

Sign up for Nga Pitopito Korero (https://radionz.usé6.list-manage.com/subscribe?
u=211a938dcf3e634ba2427dde9&id=b3d362e693), a daily newsletter curated by our
editors and delivered straight to your inbox every weekday.
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