
The COVID-19 pandemic is a global emergency, 
presenting challenges to healthcare systems 
that are unprecedented in scope and degree. In 
such times of crisis, there is a need for accurate 
information that is trusted, readily accessible and 
regularly updated. Such information is available 
from many sources, but the amount of information 
and the rate at which recommendations change 
can be overwhelming.  Southern.IML Pathology  
plans to compile laboratory updates that will 
present the most important developments 
and recommendations as they occur.

Specimen collection
When an individual meets the criteria for testing, and specimen 
collection needs to be arranged, the following options exist. 

Note: All patients must have a pathology request for COVID-19 
testing which specifies the criteria for testing and which is 
signed by the referring doctor.

Doctor collection 

Doctor collections can be performed when a patient presents with 
mild illness (no severe coughing or shortness of breath). Full 
personal protective equipment (PPE), including gloves, gown, mask 
and eye protection, must be worn. COVID-19 swab collection 
instructions are available overleaf . 

If severe illness (severe coughing and shortness of breath), please 
send the patient to the nearest public hospital Emergency 
Department.

Dedicated COVID-19 collection centres 
¡ 37 Denison Street, Wollongong and 57 Junction Street, Nowra.
¡ All patients must make an appointment to have the collection

Wollongong area phone 02 4224 7474 
Nowra area phone 02 4423 3111

¡ Only low-risk COVID-19 patients should be referred to a 
COVID-19 collection centre. 

Self-collection

Sonic Healthcare has conducted validation studies which 
support the accuracy of self-collected throat and nasal 
specimens. This is a convenient way to test and helps limit the 
spread of the virus to collection staff, doctors and other 
patients, while preserving PPE. Self-collected specimens will 
be accepted for testing in approximately one week.   
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Requests for non-COVID-19 
respiratory virus PCR
The scale of COVID-19 testing required to confront the 
evolving pandemic far exceeds available testing capacity 
and this disparity has made a process of triage necessary. 

As an unavoidable consequence of the national effort 
to contain the COVID-19 pandemic, laboratories will be 
unable to perform all tests requested.

 ¡ Multiplex respiratory virus PCR will be performed when 
requested on hospitalised patients, those in Emergency 
Departments and nursing home patients.

 ¡ Multiplex respiratory virus PCR will no longer be 
performed on other patients, unless there has been 
discussion with a Clinical Microbiologist.

¡ COVID-19 testing will be performed on all specimens 
which have had respiratory viral PCR requested.   

Please feel free to discuss this decision with one of our 
Clinical Microbiologists on (02) 42 247474.

Criteria for testing
The criteria for COVID-19 testing are listed on the NSW 
Health website1 and are subject to change as the global 
situation changes.

What to request 
¡ COVID PCR on throat + nasal swab 

– Single swab for both sites preferred 

¡ Advise patients to self-isolate until their result is available 
– Provide self-isolation factsheet2

Useful websites
1. www.health.nsw.gov.au/Infectious/diseases/Pages/

coronavirus-update.aspx
2. www.health.nsw.gov.au/Infectious/factsheets/Pages/

advice-for-suspected.aspx
3. www.health.gov.au/news/health-alerts/novel-

coronavirus-2019-ncov-health-alert 
4. www.smartraveller.gov.au/news-and-updates/

coronavirus-covid-19
5. www.health.nsw.gov.au/Infectious/Influenza/Pages/resp-

collection.aspx
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Nasal swab
7) Next, insert the tip of the same swab 2–3 cm 

horizontally into one nostril, or as far as is 
comfortably possible.

8) Rotate the swab 5 times and then leave in 
position for 5–10 seconds to absorb any 
material present.

9) Withdraw the swab carefully, taking care not 
to touch the exposed tip.

10) Insert swab shaft into tube, snap shaft at 
marked line.

11) Screw on lid firmly to ensure no leakage.
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Throat swab
1) Gently unscrew the orange lid and remove the 

swab from the container.
2) Do not touch any part of the swab other than the 

top of the swab.
3) Ask the patient to tilt their head back slightly and 

stick their tongue out. 
4) If necessary, use a tongue depressor to push 

the back of the tongue down and expose the 
tonsil area.

5) Without touching the sides of the mouth, swab the 
back of the throat and the tonsil area on both sides 
of the throat.

6) Withdraw the swab carefully, taking care not to 
touch any other part of the mouth.
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COVID-19 
swab collection

A combined throat and nasal specimen is required 
for COVID-19 testing. Both collections are performed 
on a single swab. Collection instructions are 
provided below.

x1

A doctor collection can be performed using full personal protective equipment (PPE), including gloves, gown, mask and eye 
protection, if a patient presents with mild illness (no severe coughing or shortness of breath).  

If severe illness (severe coughing and shortness of breath), please send the patient to the nearest public hospital Emergency Department. 

2–3 cm

5x

Tonsil
area

Preparation
 ¡ Wash/sanitise hands.

 ¡ Ensure the swab is labelled with the patient’s 
surname, first name, date of birth, gender, time 
and date of collection, and site of collection 
(throat and nose).
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Packaging and transport
¡ Place the labelled swab into the specimen 

bag.

¡ Notify the Southern.IML Pathology courier if pick up

is required.
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