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COVID-19 and our canine companions: is biodetection a
viable alternative?
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Currently, real-time reverse transcription-PCR (RT-PCR)
assays is the molecular test of choice for the etiologic
diagnosis of SARS-CoV-2 infection, whilst supplemental
tools include anti-body-based techniques. Carrying out
PCR testing is time consuming and expensive; a single
RT-PCR test kit may cost over 100 USD, while setting up
a highly complex diagnostic and processing lab, including
staff training, requires more than 15,000 USD." The lack
of availability and accessibility of these tests makes them
difficult to use on a large scale, especially in developing
countries. Now, more than ever, the world is in desperate
need of a sensitive, rapid, inexpensive, non-invasive method
of screening large numbers of asymptomatic people.

Volatiles (infectious micro-organism specific organic
compounds released in breath, sweat and urine)
could be used as bio-markers for detection of specific
viruses.? Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs) of different
microorganisms have specific odours, and have been
detected by Trained Dogs, in the detection of malaria and
Influenza.® Furthermore, in Germany, preliminary findings
show that trained scent dogs were able to differentiate
SARS-CoV-2 infected individuals from non-infected
individuals.* These studies showed that dogs could identify
malaria and influenza with a degree of sensitivity and
specificity within the World Health Organization's criteria
for the selection of rapid tests.® This could prove to be
extremely useful for mass COVID-19 screening, since the
lack of symptoms render it undetectable by numerous
screening tests.

This would be a good application for countries like Nepal
which are developing, for example, screening travellers at
airports is an useful method to prevent imported COVID-19
infections, thus reducing the need to enforce quarantine
measure on incoming travellers. This would reduce the cost
of quarantine on governmental hospitals as well reduce
spread of the virus and the costs of treatment. Since Nepal
has a large population, bio-detection dogs would prove to
be a useful screening method as they can screen up to 250
people in an hour.®
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CONCLUSION

It is imperative that this screening method is used in Nepal,
as it will save the lives of many. Because of it's attributes,
this would be a good COVID-19 screening method for use
in Nepal. Nepal could benefit from a rapid, accurate, mobile,
inexpensive screening method such as Bio-Detection of
Volatiles by trained dogs.
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