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When Melbourne pathologist Mark Thacker's daughter recently booked a dentist appointment 
to have her wisdom teeth removed, she was forced to take a COVID-19 test three to five days 
beforehand. 

"For that test result to be accurate on the day she goes in, she and the six people at our house 
would have to be in isolation for the three to five days before," says Mr Thacker, director of 
Life BioScience. 

"So in reality, the lab test result would be outdated by the time she arrives at the dentist." 



 
A man in Slovakia is administered the COVID-19 antigen test. Getty 

Instead, a real-time screening test could produce results in just 15 minutes, he says. 

Construction workers, fly-in fly-out miners, movie producers and international airlines are 
trialling the emerging	antigen	screening	tests in Australia to help COVID-proof their 
workplaces. 

Advertisement 
But federal and state health authorities are yet to approve wide-scale public 
use and funding of the rapid antigen tests, which the diagnostics industry 
says will be crucial to opening up the economy and international borders. 

A research	paper by economists at Harvard University and the University of 
California, Los Angeles, has found that the budget, economic and health 
benefits of rapid COVID-19 screening tests "far exceed" their costs, "by 
reducing the number of healthy workers in quarantine and by increasing 
adherence to quarantine measures". 

Business supportive 
In Melbourne, construction sites have been trialling the 15-minute antigen 
tests. 



Says Master Builders Victoria chief executive Rebecca Casson: “The quicker 
turnaround on results could increase productivity, as anyone who does feel 
any symptoms currently has to wait a day or more for results. 

 
A Melbourne construction worker on site in August, during the city's 
months-long lockdown. AP 

"This also allows for a quicker control of testing for close contacts." 

Australian Tourism Industry Council executive director Simon Westaway 
says rapid and easily administered 15-minute antigen testing can be a 
"game-changer" for the sector. 

"It will support the genuine but still stifled efforts to get our domestic 
visitor economy fully reopen and better tackle a future, safe international 
border reopening to like-minded and safe destinations," Mr Westaway says. 

Standard polymerase chain reaction (PCR) tests being taken by thousands 
of Australians take 24 to 48 hours to produce a result. They cost about $90. 

The new antigen tests take about 15 minutes and cost about $30. The tests 
are undertaken by nose swabs and will soon also be done from saliva 
samples. 



The technology emerged in August and there are about nine products 
available for use by qualified medical professionals in Australia. It is being 
used in countries including Germany, China, Brazil, Britain and Slovakia. 

Less accurate results 
But there is a downside. PCR tests are more accurate, detecting about 99 
per cent of positive virus cases. 

Rapid antigen tests are less sensitive, detecting 84 per cent to 97 per cent of 
positive cases that a PCR test picks up. 

Doherty Institute professor Deborah Williamson says rapid antigen tests 
have been "incredibly useful" for diagnoses overseas where the virus is 
much more prevalent. 

"The tests are less sensitive than PCR, so if there is a false negative result 
for someone who doesn't realise they have the virus; the public health 
consequences can be quite profound," she says. 

"There is no doubt we have to explore new testing approaches but more 
evidence is needed for these to be used for screening in Australia." 

Pathology Technology Australia chief executive Dean Whiting says rapid 
antigen tests can complement PCR tests, not replace them. 
Testing is the key to keeping everything going. 

— Dean Whiting, Pathology Technology Australia 

He says twice weekly rapid tests at high-risk and essential workplaces such 
as hospitals, aged-care facilities, mines and airlines could help detect 
asymptomatic virus carriers and instil confidence in businesses to operate. 

"Testing is the key to keeping everything going," Mr Whiting says. 

SureScreen Australia chief executive Troy Stewart says its rapid screening 
COVID-19 tests are being used all over Europe and many other countries. 



"These tests could be used to safely open Australia’s industry, tourism, 
education and international travel." 

A back-of-the-envelope estimate suggests it would cost about $1 billion to 
$2 billion over the next 12 to 18 months to undertake wide-scale regular 
rapid testing in high-risk and essential workplaces, until a vaccine arrives. 

"The cost of testing is trivial compared to the cost of shutdowns," Mr 
Whiting says. 

"We would really like the federal and state governments to get a framework 
and funding mechanism for this testing." 

Federal Health Minister Greg Hunt has been cautious after being 
embarrassed earlier this year by spending	$19	million	on	rapid	COVID-19	
antibody	tests	that	turned	out	to	be	largely	useless. 

The fingerpick testing kits were designed to detect if someone had ever had 
the virus in the past, not whether they were currently infected. 

Mr Thacker says: "It's totally different. The only thing that is the same is 
how fast they are." 

His Life BioScience has Therapeutic Goods Administration approval to 
supply rapid antigen testing kits to medical practitioners and laboratories, 
but not the general public. 

The new antigen tests detect if a person is presently infected with the live 
virus. 

The old, discredited antibody test checks if the body has had a reaction to 
the virus and has developed some immunity from a past infection. 

Nev Power, the head of the government's National COVID-19 Commission 
advisory board, in	October said the rapid development of COVID-19 testing 
in terms of speed and accuracy also meant the traditional two-week 
mandatory quarantine period for returned overseas passengers could be 
reduced to as little as one or two days, especially if combined with pre-
departure testing. 


