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GeneXpert: Frequently Asked Questions 

June 5, 2020 

What is the GeneXpert? 

The GeneXpert is a device that allows for the rapid processing of COVID-19 tests.  
Each device we have can process four tests in each ‘cycle’ and each cycle takes 
approximately one hour. The GeneXpert requires a proprietary cartridge into which 
the sample is placed for processing, and each individual test requires one swab and 
one cartridge.   

 

How Many GeneXperts does the NWT have, and how much did they cost? 

The NWT currently has two GeneXpert devices, and these are located at the 
Stanton Territorial Hospital. We began processing tests using these devices on May 
15, 2020.  

The National Microbiology Lab (NML) provided the GeneXperts to the NWT on a loan 
agreement but stated that it is likely no future compensation will be sought, so the 
devices have not cost the NWT anything other than the cost of the Quality Control 
and the human resources required to set up and operate them. During ongoing 
conversations with NML, the stated intention was to send the NWT two more 
GeneXpert devices, but at this time that is not guaranteed.   

 

What are the benefits of the GeneXpert? 

The GeneXpert allows us to collect samples in NWT communities and process them 
in the Territory. This reduces the shipping time for samples that typically would 
need to go from a remote community to Alberta, allowing for “rapid testing” in the 
NWT. The value of rapid testing is that these results allow for the initiation of 
contact tracing and management of positive cases when needed. 

The device also has other testing capabilities, and in the future we may explore 
using it for tuberculosis, influenza and RSV (respiratory syncytial virus) testing. 
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What are the limitations of the GeneXpert? 

Although the GeneXpert is able to rapidly process COVID-19 tests, a steady supply 
of cartridges and swabs is required since each test requires one cartridge and one 
swab.  

Throughout Canada and in other nations, there is currently a limited supply of the 
testing cartridges used to process the COVID-19 tests. This shortage is limiting our 
ability to use these devices at maximum capacity. There is also a shortage of the 
swabs that are used in the tests, however at this time the availability fluctuates. 

 

What is causing the testing cartridge shortage? 

The shortage has been caused by the limits of manufacturing. COVID-19 is a new 
virus that resulted in a significant increase in demand for the cartridges, and this 
increase in demand could not be anticipated by the manufacturer.  
 
The Cepheid Company (the manufacturer of the GeneXpert device) is located in the 
US and supplies an allotment for Canada, via the National Microbiology Laboratory 
(NML). This allotment is then distributed to the sites in Canada performing 
GeneXpert testing. The NWT is experiencing the same level of shortage as the rest 
of Canada. 
 
As manufacturing production of GeneXpert testing cartridges is expected to 
increase, the allotment to Canada should also increase, which would enable the 
Territory to increase its own local testing capacity. However, currently there is no 
guarantee that we will in fact be able to increase or secure a regular supply, much 
the same as the rest of the sites in Canada using the GeneXpert. 

 

What is the NWT’s COVID-19 Testing Strategy? 

Our strategy is to send most testing to Alberta, but use our GeneXpert for testing 
that requires rapid results. Using the GeneXpert only for testing that requires rapid 
results will not limit our ability to perform tests, as Alberta has the capacity to 
handle our testing needs. 
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I heard that if we get enough testing cartridges, we could test the entire 
population of the NWT, and that would allow the NWT to remove COVID-19 
restrictions. Is that true? 

No. The value in rapid testing is the rapid identification, contact tracing and 
management of positive cases. Rapidly receiving negative swabs may be valuable 
in certain situations (for example at discontinuation of self-isolation after a resolved 
case of COVID-19), however a negative swab does not change precautions nor does 
it provide reassurance for a person who was exposed or at risk of developing 
COVID-19. 

If someone has symptoms to meet the criteria for COVID-19 testing, they may still 
need to remain on self-isolation until their symptoms improve depending on their 
specific circumstances, regardless of whether the swab was negative.   

Even if we had unlimited access to the testing cartridges we would not being mass-
testing. If someone is tested one day, the next day they could still develop COVID-
19. Because of this, rapidly testing the entire population of the NWT is not feasible 
and would give individuals a false sense of security since they were tested in the 
past, when in reality they could have developed COVID-19 since they were last 
tested.  

 

What is the process for determining who is tested with the GeneXpert? 

Our approach with rapid testing is to identify and prioritize the populations in whom 
a rapid positive test will make a significant difference to our population, by 
triggering rapid contact tracing.  

These are generally populations with high risk of contact and spread (long term 
care, corrections, homeless or marginally housed, group homes and mining camps 
and those who have been in contact with a confirmed case who cannot effectively 
self-isolate), those for whom the rapid result will impact rapid clinical decision 
making (people who are unwell enough to be hospitalized), and those without rapid 
access to medical care (cabin communities). There is a designated team of 
physician leads who approve use of GeneXpert tests. 

The following is a complete list of the populations that are being prioritized for 
testing on the GeneXpert, This criteria was developed in partnership with GNWT 
public health representatives. 
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a. Symptomatic patients or staff in: 
i. Long Term Care Facility 
ii. Corrections  
iii. Homeless shelter/marginally housed  
iv. Group Home   
v. Mining camp 

b. Any symptomatic hospitalized patient without an alternative diagnosis  
c. Any symptomatic person living in a cabin community  
d. Any symptomatic individual in known contact with a confirmed positive 

case, and who is unable to effectively self-isolate while awaiting the 
results of a test 

We do not have a guaranteed or regular supply of testing supplies at this point. As 
we receive GeneXpert supplies, we are allocating some for weekly use (depending 
on the procurement that week, at this point we are allocating less than 20 per week 
for use), while allocating some for a stockpile that we aim to build to use if we have 
an outbreak and require urgent rapid testing. An example of a situation that would 
require the use of this stockpile would be a situation such as an outbreak in a long 
term care facility, where rapid testing would enable more rapid management and 
containment. 

Prioritization may change as new information emerges about COVID-19 and 
considering the NWT situation. 

 

Are there other testing devices available? 

Other testing platforms are available for rapid COVID-19 testing such as the 
previously planned Spartan Bioscience Cube technology. This implementation has 
been delayed as the manufacturer is currently working to improve swab stability 
and meet Health Canada guidelines for testing. The timeline for this cannot be 
accurately predicted.  
 


