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81% of international flights into NYC had SARS-
CoV-2 in waste, small trial finds

The study demonstrated feasibility as COVID surveillance nose-dives worldwide.
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Enlarge / Passengers on an Air France flight on April 20, 2021.
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In a small trial, aircraft wastewater proved easy and useful for monitoring the SARS-CoV-2 variants touching down in the US, the Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention reported Thursday.

The study found that the testing could be done cheaply and easily; it only added about three extra minutes to aircraft maintenance times at
airports and didn't require hassling passengers with nose swabs or other sampling methods. Moreover, the testing could be easily scaled up
as needed as the world largely abandons other SARS-CoV-2 testing and monitoring strategies, the CDC authors concluded.

"This investigation demonstrated the feasibility of aircraft wastewater surveillance as a low-resource approach compared with individual
testing to monitor SARS-CoV-2 variants without direct traveler involvement or disruption to airport operations," the authors concluded.

The CDC conducted the study in collaboration with biotech company Ginkgo Bioworks. Together, they collected and tested wastewater samples
from 80 flights into New York City's John F. Kennedy International Airport between August 1 and September 9, 2022. All the flights were


https://arstechnica.com/science
https://cdn.arstechnica.net/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/GettyImages-1317978862-scaled.jpeg
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/passagers-dans-un-avion-air-france-mesure-sanitaire-anti-news-photo/1317978862?phrase=airplane%20passengers%20in%20seats&adppopup=true
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/72/wr/mm7208a3.htm?s_cid=mm7208a3_x
http://arstechnica.com/
https://arstechnica.com/author/beth/

international, originating from the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and France.

Overall, 65 airborne sewage samples from 80 flights (81 percent) were positive for SARS-CoV-2. The rate of positive samples was the same
among the three countries: the Netherlands samples were 81 percent positive, with 22 of 27 samples positive; so was France, with 22 of 27
samples positive; as was the United Kingdom, with 21 of 26 samples positive.

The researchers were able to get 27 genome sequences from 25 of the samples. All of the genomes revealed omicron sublineages, mostly BA.5
as well as BA.4.6 and BA.2.75.

The study adds to other evidence that airport and aircraft wastewater surveillance can play a role in monitoring the spread of pathogens, such
as SARS-CoV-2. And it dovetails into larger pandemic-era efforts by the CDC to blend wastewater sampling into its pathogen surveillance

systems.

This has proven useful in various places around the country for monitoring early surges of COVID-19 as well as tracking the spread of polio in
New York. In the case of SARS-CoV-2, viral shedding in feces can begin very early in an infection, potentially before a person has symptoms.

There are limitations to the aircraft surveillance, of course. It will be mostly helpful for longer flights, where people are more likely to use the
lavatory. And it's unclear if all airlines will agree to the sampling. Last, because international travelers can have various connecting flights

before arriving in the US, it might not be possible to track the origin of variants that arrive in the US.

Still, the authors say the surveillance has its place. "In combination with traveler-based surveillance, aircraft wastewater monitoring can
provide a complementary early warning system for the detection of SARS-CoV-2 variants and other pathogens of public health concern."

@BethMarieMole

. Beth Mole / Beth is Ars Technica's health reporter. She's interested in biomedical research, infectious disease, health policy and law, and has a Ph.D. in microbiology.



https://arstechnica.com/science/2023/01/poop-on-planes-may-help-cdc-probe-international-pathways-of-pathogens/
https://arstechnica.com/science/2022/02/cdc-turns-to-poop-surveillance-for-future-covid-monitoring/
https://arstechnica.com/author/beth
https://arstechnica.com/author/beth
https://twitter.com/BethMarieMole
https://www.condenast.com/user-agreement/
https://www.condenast.com/privacy-policy/
https://arstechnica.com/amendment-to-conde-nast-user-agreement-privacy-policy/
https://arstechnica.com/affiliate-link-policy/
https://www.condenast.com/privacy-policy/#california
https://www.condenast.com/online-behavioral-advertising-oba-and-how-to-opt-out-of-oba/#clickheretoreadmoreaboutonlinebehavioraladvertising(oba)

