Covid-19 could be 'swallowed' into our bodies
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Researchers say they have found evidence that coronavirus infects the mouth, including inside the cheeks, in the gums and in salivary glands. When people swallow infected saliva, they could be spreading the virus to other parts of their bodies, 

The study, detailed in the journal Nature Medicine on Thursday, may explain why so many people infected lose their sense of taste, and suggests the mouth is an important source of the spread of Covid-19. It was previously known that saliva testing was a good way to detect infection, but researchers hadn't looked to see why.

"When infected saliva is swallowed or tiny particles of it are inhaled, we think it can potentially transmit SARS-CoV-2 further into our throats, our lungs, or even our guts," said Dr. Kevin Byrd of the American Dental Association Science and Research Institute, who worked on the study.

The mouth, nose, sinuses, throat and lungs are connected, and the virus can spread across all those regions in mucus that drains or is coughed up. They checked samples of oral tissue from people who died of Covid-19 and found the virus in about half of the salivary glands they tested.

The study also found evidence that people who test negative after a nasal swab sometimes continue to test positive on a saliva test, highlighting that even if the virus is cleared from the nasopharynx -- the upper part of the throat behind the nose -- it could persist in saliva.

YOU ASKED. WE ANSWERED.

Q. Can pregnant or breastfeeding women get a Covid-19 vaccine?

A. This depends on what country you're in. In many parts of the world, Covid-19 vaccines are unavailable to pregnant women, and breastfeeding women in some places are advised against being inoculated, because of a lack of data on these groups. In the US, the CDC has not advised pregnant and breastfeeding women to take the vaccine, but allows them to access it, arguing it is a woman's choice on how to balance the benefits and risks.

A new study suggests the Pfizer/BioNTech and Moderna Covid-19 vaccines used widely in the United States are at least effective for these women and even their unborn babies. Researchers at Massachusetts General Hospital, Brigham and Women's Hospital and the Ragon Institute of MGH, MIT and Harvard looked at 131 women who received either of the shots. The vaccine-induced antibody levels were equivalent in pregnant and lactating women, compared to non-pregnant women, the study shows. The team also found that breastfeeding women passed protective antibodies to their newborns.

TODAY'S PODCAST

"Only once we've really gone through this period where we've tried very hard to improve voluntary uptake, should we then start to think about mandates being necessary and appropriate." — Emily Largent, lawyer and assistant professor of medical ethics.

Suppressing the spread of Covid-19 in the United States is going to require vaccinating 70-85% of the population. But what happens if not enough Americans voluntarily get the vaccine? CNN's Chief Medical Correspondent Dr. Sanjay Gupta talks to Largent about a controversial proposal that's been floated: mandating the vaccines.

