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ABSTRACT

Background: Our understanding of arrhythmias is minimal with SARS-CoV-2 virus and with the
emergence of its double mutant, virtually nonexistent. Patients with the double mutant (B.1.617)
SARS-CoV infection had more cardiac manifestations, including arrhythmias and sudden death,
than with the traditional variant.

Objective: To determine the incidence of arrhythmias in COVID-19 patients with double mutant
strain of SARS-CoV-2 virus (B.1.617).

Materials and methods: We describe a prospective observational study conducted in the
Department of Medicine, United Institute of Medical Sciences, Prayagraj, Uttar Pradesh on
patients admitted to the hospital during the period March 2021 to May 2021. Different type of
arrhythmias were studied in the admitted patients.

Results: Sinus bradycardia is the most common arrhythmia, followed by atrial fibrillation.
Malignant arrhythmias, such as ventricular tachycardia/ventricular fibrillation and Torsades de
pointes due to QT prolongation, were present in small number of patients with high mortality
outcomes. Sinus tachycardia and high-grade AV blocks were also present in some of the patients.
Conclusions: Current literature lacks studies on arrhythmias secondary to COVID-19 (double
mutant) strain and its possible mechanisms. This makes it difficult to distinguish between
arrhythmias secondary to COVID-19 (double mutant) infection due to hypoxemia,
dyselectrolytemia, SIRS, comorbidities, and medications or direct viral effects on the
cardiomyocytes.
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INTRODUCTION

India is in the midst of a devastating second wave of COVID-19. For the past several
weeks, cases and deaths have reached a new height. The country is recording more than
400,000 cases per day’.

The situation in India sounds quite similar to what has already happened in Brazil,
and South Africa but then, over the course of time, as people’s immunity waned, more
contagious variants surfaced and sparked another surge. The latest of these variants
been labeled as B.1.617 (double mutant). This subtype has two key mutations that have
cropped up in two other infamous strains.

There are well-documented cardiac complications of COVID-19 in patients with
and without prior CVD. Myocardial injury is very common, especially in critically ill
COVID-19-infected patients, through different mechanisms mainly due to direct damage
of cardiomyocytes and SIRS (systemic inflammatory response syndrome). Cardiac
complications include myocarditis, heart failure, and acute coronary syndrome resulting
from coronary artery thrombosis or SARS-CoV-2-related plaque disruption?.

Our understanding of arrhythmias is minimal with SARS-CoV-2 virus and with the
emergence of its double mutant, virtually nonexistent.

Evidence has shown that arrhythmias are also one of the major cardiac complications.
Liu et al. reported that about 7% of patients reported palpitations as a presenting
symptom. In a recent report from Wuhan, China, 16.7% of hospitalized and 44.4% of ICU
patients with COVID-19 had cardiac arrhythmias>.

The probable mechanisms for arrhythmogenicity in COVID-19 include altered
intercellular coupling, interstitial edema, and cardiac fibrosis that leads to abnormal
conduction in addition to abnormal Ca?* handling and downregulation of K* channels -
resulting in repolarization abnormalities and action potential conduction abnormalities*.

Patients with the double mutant SARS-CoV infection had more cardiac manifestations,
including arrhythmias and sudden death, than its traditional variant.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

We conducted this study in Department of Medicine, United Institute of Medical Sciences,
Prayagraj, Uttar Pradesh on 43 patients (32 in ICU and 11 in General Medicine ward)
admitted to the hospital during the period March 2021 to May 2021.
The inclusion criteria were:

1. Age »18years

2. COVID disease due to variant B.1.617 (double mutant),
The exclusion criteria were:

Patients who do not give consent

Age <18 years

COVID disease due to traditional variant

Patients suffering from end stage renal and hepatic diseases

Pregnant females

Patients who had prior history of arrhythmias

Patients who had thyroid disorders
Double mutant strain infection was confirmed by sending samples to NIV (National
Institute of Virology), Pune, India.
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Figure 1. Sexdistribution in cases of arrhythmias in
patients infected with COVID-19 double mutant strain.
Table 1 Distribution of patients with arrythmias according to their sex.
Arrhythmias TOTAL Males Females
n (%) n (%) n (%)
Sinus bradycardia 19 (44%) 16 (37%) 3 (7%)
Atrial fibrillation 10 (23%) 7 (16%) 3 (7%)
Sinus tachycardia 6 (14%) 4 (9%) 2 (5%)
VT/VF 4 (9%) 2 (5%) 2 (5%)
Torsades de pointes 2 (5%) 1 (2%) 1 (2%)
High Grade AV Block 2 (5%) 2 (5%) -
RESULTS

In our study the mean age of participants was 40.2 & 12.2 years, of which 32 (74.4%)
were males and 11(25.6%) were females (Figure 1).

Sinus bradycardia is the most common arrhythmia which was found in 44% patients
(n =19: 16 males, 3 females), followed by atrial fibrillation which was present in 23%
patients (n = 10: 7 males, 3 females) (Table 1).

Malignant arrhythmias such as ventricular tachycardia/ventricular fibrillation were
present in 9% patients (n = 4: 2 males and 2 females) (Figure 2).

Torsade de pointes due to QT prolongation was present in 5% patients (n = 2: 1 male
and 1 female).

Sinus tachycardia was present in about 14% patients (n = 6: 4 males and 2 females).

High-grade AV blocks were present in 5% of patients (n = 2: both males) (Figure 3).

DISCUSSION

Our understanding of arrhythmic complications in COVID-19 (double mutant strain) is still
evolving. We have an increasing number of cases of arrhythmias at our center, but there
is very little literature on arrhythmias in COVID-19 patients, especially in double mutant
strain.

Wang et al. reported that among 138 patients who were hospitalized with COVID-19,
arrhythmias were reported in 17% of the patients and more commonly in 44% of the
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Figure 2. Distribution of arrhythmias in patients according to their gender.
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Figure 3. Distribution of patients with specific arrythmias.

patients admitted to an intensive care unit>. In a group of 393 patients with COVID-19
patients in New York, rates of atrial arrhythmias were higher among patients requiring
mechanical ventilation (17.7% in mechanically ventilated patients compared with 1.9% in
non-invasive ventilation groups)6.

The most common arrhythmia we found in relation to COVID-19 double mutant strain
was sinus bradycardia (19 patients), which was found mainly in our wards. In a report
by Kir et al., bradycardias were seen in a patient with COVID-19 infection with normal
echocardiography and normal cardiac biomarkers’.

Atrial fibrillation was the second most common cardiac arrhythmia observed in
patients with COVID-19 infection (double mutant strain), found in our 23% of patients.
Most of these patients were in intensive care units, which is the same as found by
Gopinathannair et al. in their survey, and also by Seecheran et al. 8.

Patients who developed atrial fibrillation were typically older in age (mean age
59 % 12.2 years). The mechanisms that might cause atrial fibrillation in these patients are
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elusive, mainly due to systemic infection, direct viral cardiomyocyte injury, hypoxemia,
susceptibility of the population due to advanced age and their comorbidities, and, finally,
sympathetic nervous system overactivity?.

Additional atrial and ventricular arrhythmias have been witnessed in COVID-19 double
mutant strain patients, without any prior history of arrhythmia or heart disease.

Malignant ventricular arrhythmias, which consist of ventricular tachycardia/ventricular
fibrillation, were found in about 9% of patients who were mostly mechanically ventilated
and had very high cardiac markers. In COVID-19 double mutant strain, malignant
ventricular arrhythmias could be secondary to the side effects of medication, hypoxia,
pulmonary disease, activated protein kinase C, direct oxidized Ca2+/calmodulin-
dependent protein kinase Il activity and myocarditis*®.

Torsade de pointes due to QT-prolongation was found in 5% of patients who were
advanced in age, on mechanical ventilation, and had a history of intake of medications
causing QT- prolongation, such as azithromycin and hydroxychloroquine, which was
similar to previous reports™ 3,

Cardiac arrhythmias had also been associated with disease severity. It had been
seen that patients with elevated troponin T levels were at higher risk of severe disease,
ICU admission, and death. Furthermore, new-onset arrhythmia, elevated biomarkers
including CPK-MB, lactate dehydrogenase (LDH), inflammatory biomarkers including
C-reactive protein (CRP), and IL-6 levels were all associated with severe disease*>.

High-grade AV blocks were present in 5% of our patients, which may be due to SARS-
CoV-2 tropism for cardiac myocytes and the inflammatory response of the host. Virus
replicating within myocytes provokes an adaptive immune response characterized by an
influx of natural killer cells and T cells®. These cells are ultimately responsible for viral
clearance, but in the process cause cytokine-mediated cellular damage and edema that
result in interruption of the conduction pathways-8.

Further studies should be done to determine whether patients with viral myocarditis
secondary to COVID-19 double mutant strain infection are at an increased risk of lethal
arrhythmias when given arrhythmiogenic medications, as compared to patients receiving
the same medications without evidence of viral myocarditis.

CONCLUSION

Many viral infections are known to cause arrhythmias due to viral myocarditis and
existing anecdotal evidence suggests this can also occur with double mutant strain of
SARS-CoV-2 virus (B.1.617) patients as well.

Current literature lacks studies on arrhythmias secondary to COVID-19 (double mutant)
strain and its possible mechanisms. This makes it difficult to distinguish between
arrhythmias secondary to COVID-19 (double mutant) infection due to hypoxemia,
dyselectrolytemia, SIRS, co-morbidities, and medications or direct viral effects on the
cardiomyocytes. In order to find the exact mechanisms and its long-term consequences,
further research is required.
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