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Scientists consider polymerase chain reaction, or PCR, tests a highly reliable tool for diagnosing COVID-19. But social
media posts are misrepresenting a recent Centers for Disease Control and Prevention announcement regarding the
eventual discontinuation of its own test, falsely claiming the government has conceded that PCR tests aren’t reliable.

A @ What tests are available for COVID-19?

Full Story

In the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention developed and de: its
own polymerase chain reaction, or PCR, test to identify infections with the novel coronavirus (although its in out
was beset with some issues).

Avyear and a half later, the federal agency has notified labs that it will — at the end of 2021 — withdraw its emergency use
authorization request for the test to the Food and Drug Administration, thereby discontinuing its use.

The agency in a July 21 notice recommended that labs use “one of the many FDA-authorized alternatives” and said it
“encourages laboratories to consider adoption of a multiplexed method that can facilitate detection and differentiation of
SARS-CoV-2 and influenza viruses.” Such multiplex tests, including one from the CDC, can look for both the novel
coronavirus and multiple types of influenza at the same time — which conserves testing materials and allows public
health labs to do influenza surveillance while testing for SARS-CoV~2, or the virus that causes COVID-19.

But the CDC did not say it was no longer supporting the use of PCR tests in general, many of which have been 17112 zed
by the FDA — or that its original PCR test for SARS-CoV-2 can't tell the difference between coronavirus and influenza —
as viral posts spreading online falsely claim.




S C “After 180 million positive cases, the CDC have announced their withdrawal statement
C I H E C K from using the PCR test to detect Covid, due to its lack of detection to differentiate

. between Covid and Influenza,” read a July 25 tweet screenshot posted to Instagram. The
» FACTCHECKING

SCIENCE-BASED

post received more than 4,000 likes.

/ (HFALBW A July 26 Facebook post similarly claimed: “Big News-CDC withdraws PCR test from FDA
EUA. It’s inability to differentiate Covid from Influenza was #1 reason.”

The CDC’s PCR test in question looks only for SARS-CoV-2, not influenza — which is
quite different from a test that mistakenly diagnoses influenza cases as COVID-19, as the
posts erroneously suggest.

Other posts have falsely claimed it was the FDA that made the purported revelation about the CDC’s PCR test, or PCR tests
in general.

A since-deleted July 23 tweet from “UK Medical Freedom” falsely claimed that the “FDA announced today that the CDC
PCR test for COVID-19 has failed its full review. Emergency Use Authorization has been REVOKED.”

Two days later, on July 25, a controversial gym owner in New Jersey, Ian Smith, falsely claimed in a viral twee: that the
“FDA confirms PCR tests not accurate for testing COVID.” He referred to COVID-19 as a “Manufactured crisis.”

As we said, the announcement in question came from the CDC and was about plans for the eventual discontinuation of its
own test. It is still in use currently. The FDA did not revoke the CDC test’s emergency use authorization or question the
reliability of PCR tests, an FDA spokesman confirmed to us.

Scientists consider PCR tests a reliable and highly specific diagnostic tool, as we’ve explained before, but dist (< about
them have persisted amid the COVID-19 pandemic.

In explaining the CDC’s decision to end the use of its own PCR test at the end of 2021, Kristen Nordlund, an agency
spokeswoman, in an email to us cited “the availability of commercial options for clinical diagnosis of SARS-CoV-2
infection, including multiplexed (discussed here) and high-throughput options” — referring to technologies that use an
automated process to administer hundreds of tests per day.

“Although the CDC 2019 Novel Coronavirus (2019 nCoV) Real-Time RT-PCR Diagnostic Panel met an important unmet
need when it was developed and deployed and has not demonstrated any performance issues, the demand for this test has
declined with the emergence of other higher-throughput and multiplexed assays,” Nordlund said.

She continued: “CDC is encouraging public health laboratories (PHL) to adopt the CDC Influenza SARS-CoV-2 (Flu SC2)
Multiplex Assay to enable continued surveillance for both influenza and SARS-CoV-2, which will save both time and
resources for PHL.”

The FDA's website lists a multitude of PCR tests for COVID-19 that have been issued emergency use authorizations.

Jim McKinney, an FDA spokesman, told us in an email that to date, “the FDA has authorized more than 380 tests and
sample collection kits to diagnose COVID-19, many of which are PCR tests. PCR tests are generally considered to be the
‘gold standard’ for COVID-19 diagnosis.”

“The FDA has not issued any statement questioning the reliability of PCR test results in general and will continue to
consider authorization for validated PCR tests,” he added.

Dr. Michae] Mina, a Harvard University assistant professor of epidemiology, told us that the CDC’s decision regarding its
test made sense, given how the landscape has changed.

“CDC s likely going to pull its own EUA for its test because hundreds of other labs now have their own EUAs and CDC no
longer even needs to use its own test since many companies now have EUAs for manufactured tests,” he said in an email.
“The major Companies like Roche, Hologic, Abbott all have their own test kits and instruments. Then the ThermoFishers
of the world have EUAs for their PCR kits that can be run in the exact same way as the CDC assay. So there really is no
reason for CDC to retain their EUA.”

Mina said the move had to be done carefully, since some public health labs may currently be relying on the CDC’s test.

“At the end of the day, the CDC EUA was more or less a recipe for how to test for CoVID, and a couple ingredients,” Mina
said. “Now we have all these kits and fully automated processes so it’s no longer needed.”

Editor’s note: SciCheck’s COVID-19/Vaccination Project is made possible by a grant from the Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation. The foundation has no control over our editorial decisions, and the views expressed in our articles do not
necessarily reflect the views of the foundation. The goal of the project is to increase exposure to accurate information
about COVID-19 and vaccines, while decreasing the impact of misinformation.
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