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Scientists from the Home Team Science and Technology Agency (HTX) are developing
a probe to test for the Wuhan virus, which has been described as a novel coronavirus
that has a genetic make-up similar to that of the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome
(Sars) virus. This is how it is being done.

Testmay take nearly two months to develop,
butit’salonger wait for commercial kits

LimMin Zhang

While the mystery flu that has hit
the Chinese city of Wuhan has not
reached Singapore’s shores, scien-
tists with the Home Team have al-
ready begun working on a way to
test for thevirus.

This comes after China recently
released a draft genome of the
newly discovered virus, which has
seen 45 confirmed cases in Wuhan,
as well as infections confirmed in
Japanand Thailand.

Spearheading the development

of the test kit is the Chemical, Bio-
logical, Radiological, Nuclear and
Explosive Centre of Expertise un-
der the recently formed Home
Team Science and Technology
Agency (HTX).

The centre's director May Ong
told The Sunday Times that design-
ing a probe to test for specific
viruses within hours could take
two to three weeks. Testing the
probe could take another month,
including making sure the testis re-
liable - meaning it produces a low
number of false positives - and spe-
cific to the so-called Wuhan virus,

rather than other viruses in the
same family.

Ms Ong, who was a chemical de-
fence researcher with DSO Na-
tional Laboratories before joining
the Ministry of Home Affairs in
2008, is also seeking the full
genome sequence from China to
better refine the probe. “The probe
that can be developed based on the
initial sequence could also ‘catch’
other viruses from the same fam-
ily, such as Sars, thus we need the
complete sequence,” she said.
“With more information, the detec-
tion of the virus would be more spe-
cific.”

While there may be other re-
search organisations and firms on
a similar mission, it is important
for Singapore to have its own capa-

bilities as commercial kits could
take six months or more to de-
velop, she said.

An “initial genome” of the virus,
taken from a sample from an in-
fected patient, was posted on an
open-access site, virological.org,
on Jan 10 by a consortium led by
Professor Yong-Zhen Zhang of Fu-
dan University in Shanghai.

The Ministry of Health said yes-
terday that the latest suspected
case was a 52-year-old Singapore
resident with pneumonia, who had
travelled to Wuhan. His condition
was stable but he had been admit-
ted for further assessment and
treatment, and isolated as a precau-
tionary measure.

Five earlier cases in Singapore
have been cleared.

Once the probes are made into
a detection kit, it can be used to
test for whether the Wuhan virus
is present in samples. The entire
process can take a few months

The World Health Organisation
hassaid the Wuhan virus is a newly
emerging strain of coronavirus
with “some limited human-to-hu-
man transmission” and warned of
a potential wider outbreak. Coron-
aviruses are a large family of
viruses that cause avariety of infec-
tions ranging from the common flu
to more severe cases like the Mid-
dle East respiratory syndrome.

To prepare for any possible out-
breaks, the Home Team might step
up checks at its borders to ensure
quick identification of infected
people.

A machine called a bio-sampler
collects air samples from six land
and sea checkpoints daily, includ-
ing the Tanah Merah Ferry Termi-
nal, the Singapore Cruise Centre at
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Harbourfront, and the Woodlands
and Tuas checkpoints.

From these samples, HTX scien-
tists can detect all known strains of
flu viruses that could be transmit-
ted to humans in three hours.
These checks also monitor bio-
chemical agents such as anthrax,
ricin, and the plague.

Ms Ong said the team is prepared
to step up its collection of samples
from the current twice a day, to
four times if needed.

“We send our results to the
Health Ministry. Past data has
shown that viruses detected at the
borders coincided with an increase
in hospital and clinic visits several
weeks later,” she added.
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