
 

 
 

 

IMPORTANT LABORATORY UPDATE     30 January 2020 
 
Novel Coronavirus (2019-nCoV) testing guidelines for community referrers  

Note that changes to this guidance may be required as new information becomes available 

so please refer to regional and national updates from public health and the Ministry of 

Health 

Key points 

Testing in primary care requires consultation with the medical officer of health and clinical microbiologist. 

Patients should not be sent to collection centres for testing or additional blood tests. 

Background 

See: https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/diseases-and-conditions/novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov 

 There has been an outbreak of a new coronavirus (2019-nCoV) originating in Wuhan, China with over 6000 

cases so far. 

 This family of viruses includes the common cold as well as SARS and MERS coronavirus. 

 As yet the vast majority of cases come from the Chinese province of Hubei, but there have been cases 

reported in some other Chinese provinces and countries including Australia.  

 Almost all of the cases from outside Hubei have a history of travel to Hubei province. 

 There is evidence that the virus can spread from person to person in the community and in health care 

settings.  

 At this time it is unclear how easily this virus is spreading between people, or how sick most people will get 

e.g. whether they will have a cold, a flu-like illness, or be more likely to need to go to hospital with 

breathing difficulties. 

 The NZ Ministry of Health thinks that it is likely cases will be brought into NZ from overseas, but they 

believe the risk of an outbreak affecting the general population is low. 

Suspect cases 

Testing in primary care requires consultation with the medical officer of health (and subsequently the clinical 

microbiologist). Patients should meet the established case definition. 

Due to the rapidly evolving situation, the current NZ MoH suspect case definitions for 2019-nCoV infection 

may change at short notice, so please refer to the MoH website. 

Request forms 

Diagnostic request forms are to be filled out carefully and must include endorsement from public 

health/microbiology, clinical symptoms and relevant patient and travel history (must include date of travel 

and onset). 

Samples that arrive which are not pre-approved and do not have the relevant information will not be tested, 

instead the following report will be issued: 

https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/diseases-and-conditions/novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov
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“This sample has not been referred for novel coronavirus testing. Testing requires prior discussion. If you 

believe the patient meets the MoH case definition please contact the medical officer of health and the on-call 

clinical microbiologist. “ 

Samples 

Upper respiratory tract samples obtained using a flocked nylon nasopharyngeal (NPS) AND 

oropharyngeal swabs placed into a single red topped tube of VIRAL TRANSPORT MEDIUM.  

Collecting samples 

 Testing for this infection involves the use of nasopharyngeal and oropharyngeal swabs which are not 

performed at Labtests collection centres. 

 All specimens collected for laboratory investigations should be regarded as potentially 

infectious, and HCWs who collect, or transport clinical specimens should adhere rigorously 

to infection prevention and control guidelines. Please note it is important to wear PPE when obtaining 

these swabs to avoid the risk of cross infection. 
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