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WEIGHING the costs:  

On COVID-19 vaccine 
A prohibitively expensive vaccine, besides being unacceptable, will do little good 

With over 6 million cases and the death toll from COVID-19 approaching 100,000, India 

is entering the first winter of the pandemic. Viral infections, particularly of the influenza 

variety, are also common at this time of the year and there may be new unknowns in the 

risks that lie ahead. However, another potential milestone approaches: the probable 

availability of a vaccine. Union Health Minister Harsh Vardhan, on multiple occasions has 

said that an India-made vaccine was likely to be available in “early 2021”. The government 

already has an expert committee on vaccine distribution. Their job is to decide who gets the 

vaccine first, how many will be eligible for the early doses, what the costs would be, and 

whether there should be a cost at all for the majority of Indians, who anyway were the 

hardest hit by the pandemic in the summer. Storage and supply of vaccines are also 

problems as daunting as making one and pose complex challenges in India. The government 

is yet to make its policy on distribution explicit but the current thinking appears to be that 

nobody would be denied a vaccine on the grounds of affordability. There is even discussion 

that a vaccine may be available via the national immunisation programme. This initiative 

currently offers at least nine vaccines for preventable diseases free for children and 

pregnant women. The pandemic’s global nature has meant that even the quest for a vaccine 

is international. The GAVI Covax alliance has emerged as the largest coordinator of vaccine 

development as well as distribution of a probable vaccine. Based on a combination of 

payments by 78 high-income countries and donations, the GAVI Covax aims to ensure that 

between 15-20% of every country’s population, or at least their most vulnerable, are able to 

be inoculated first. 

In principle, these are laudable aims and underline principles of equity. A paucity of 

testing facilities and equipment in March led to stringent restrictions on who could be 

tested. Though the tests were ‘free’, they were first available only in government facilities 

and this contributed to a significant pool of untested carriers and a rapid spread of the virus 

that was only marginally blunted by the lockdown. Only after the number of labs expanded 

to both public and private labs, restrictions on who could get tested were removed and, a 

greater variety of tests became available that disease management improved even though 

testing — though not expensive — was also not free. It is to be anticipated that vaccine 

delivery will be a protracted process and it will be a long time before the average citizen has 

access to it. There are at least three Indian companies testing their own vaccines, and so a 

prohibitively expensive vaccine, besides being unacceptable, is also unlikely. 

 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 

 weigh (verb) – consider, think about, 

contemplate, deliberate about, reflect on. 

 vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation that 

improves immunity to a particular disease. 

 prohibitively (adverb) – unreasonably, 

exorbitantly, excessively. 

 besides (preposition/linking adverb) – in 

addition to, as well, also. 

 cost (noun) – price. 

 toll (noun) – number, count, sum total (of 

deaths/casualties). 

 influenza (noun) – it is commonly known as 

“the flu”, is an infectious disease caused by 

an influenza virus. 

 lie ahead (phrasal verb) – be going to 

happen; to be in the future. 
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 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of 

a new disease; The illness spreads around the 

world and typically affects a large number of 

people across a wide area. 

 potential (adjective) – possible, likely, 

probable. 

 milestone (noun) – critical point, significant 

stage, turning point, watershed (moment), 

 major achievement. 

 probable (adjective) – most likely, possible, 

expected, anticipated. 

 occasion (noun) – time, moment. 

 hard hit (phrase) – severely affected. 

 daunting (adjective) – challenging, taxing, 

difficult;  intimidating, challenging, 

disconcerting. 

 pose (verb) – raise, ask, put (a question/ 

matter for consideration). 

 explicit (adjective) – clear, detailed, definite, 

categorical. 

 thinking (noun) – outlook, opinion, 

viewpoint, assessment. 

 ground (noun) – reason, factor, basis. 

 immunisation (noun) – the process whereby 

a person is made immune or resistant to an 

infectious disease, typically by the 

administration of a vaccine. Vaccines 

stimulate the body’s own immune system to 

protect the person against subsequent 

infection or disease. 

 quest (noun) – pursuit, search. 

 COVAX (noun) – COVAX is co-led by Gavi, the 

Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness 

Innovations (CEPI) and WHO. Its aim is to 

accelerate the development and 

manufacture of COVID-19 vaccines, and to 

guarantee fair and equitable access for every 

country in the world. 

 affordability (noun) – the cost/price of 

something. 

 vulnerable (adjective) – weak, exposed, 

susceptible; at risk, unsafe, unprotected. 

 inoculate (verb) – to inject/introduce a 

vaccine into the body of someone to produce 

immunity to a particular disease; immunize, 

vaccinate. 

 in principle (phrase) – in general, in essence; 

on paper, in theory. 

 laudable (adjective) – praiseworthy, 

commendable, admirable. 

 underline (verb) – underscore, emphasize, 

highlight. 

 paucity (noun) – insufficiency, deficiency, 

shortage. 

 lead to (verb) – cause, give rise to, result in, 

bring on. 

 stringent (adjective) – strict/stern, severe, 

tough/rigorous. 

 pool (noun) – a group of something. 

 carrier (noun) – a person who transmits a 

disease-causing microorganisms (viruses, 

bacteria, fungi &etc.) to others. Mostly, the 

carrier shows no symptoms of the disease. 

 blunt (verb) – reduce, diminish, decrease, 

lessen.  

 lockdown (noun) – an emergency protocol 

implemented by the authorities that 

prevents people from leaving from a place; 

 An extended state of confinement/ 

encirclement/isolation of a person by the 

authority. 

 anticipate (verb) – expect, foresee, predict. 

 protracted (adjective) – prolonged, 

 extended,  lengthened/lengthy. 

 unlikely (adjective) – not likely, improbable, 

questionable. 

********************************************************************************** 

MINSK ON THE BRINK:  

ON BELARUS POLITICAL CRISIS 
A smooth transition of power is essential for the stability and prosperity of Belarus 

With a strongman trying to cling on to power despite mounting challenges and a 

defiant opposition determined to continue protests despite a police crackdown, the political 
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crisis in Belarus appears to have entered into a dangerous stalemate. Faced with the 

toughest political crisis of his career, President Alexander Lukashenko, often called “the last 

dictator of Europe”, shows no sign of compromise for a peaceful settlement of the crisis and 

a smooth transition of power. Earlier this month, he was secretly sworn in, while his security 

police continued to crack down on the opposition. Svetlana Tikhanovskaya, the main 

opposition leader and Mr. Lukashenko’s challenger in the August 9 election, is in a self-

imposed exile in neighbouring Lithuania. Maria Kolesnikova, another key opposition figure, 

is in detention. Thousands of other protesters have been detained. But despite the regime’s 

coercive tactics, the protests on the street continued to swell. The crisis began after the 

country’s election commission declared Mr. Lukashenko, who has been in power since 1994, 

the winner of the presidential election with 80% vote, but the opposition claims the vote 

was rigged. Amid growing protests, the EU and the U.S. have thrown their weight behind the 

opposition, while a beleaguered Mr. Lukashenko has turned to his most important ally, 

Vladimir Putin of Russia.  

Mr. Putin has backed Mr. Lukashenko and sent “consultants” to Minsk to help the 

regime tide over the crisis. Before the elections, Mr. Lukashenko had expressed the desire to 

take Belarus away from Moscow’s orbit and strengthen economic and political ties with the 

West. That possibility has now been shut. With Russia’s help, he might be able to hold on to 

power, for now, but it is unlikely to solve any of the country’s problems. Already battling 

economic woes and the pandemic, the political crisis has practically paralysed the country. If 

Mr. Lukashenko’s plan is to continue to retain power at any cost, it could invite international 

sanctions that would wreak havoc on its economy. If the protests refuse to die down, Mr. 

Lukashenko would find it difficult to earn legitimacy and stabilise his government. He should 

ask himself if his continuance in office is worth destabilising the country that he has ruled for 

26 years. Also, a politically unstable country with a hostile opposition with direct support 

from the West would not serve Russia’s interests either. By propping up Mr. Lukashenko, 

Mr. Putin might be protecting Russia’s short-term interests, but the ensuing instability would 

threaten those interests in the long term. A peaceful settlement of the political crisis, a 

smooth transition of power and the formation of a credible, legitimate and stable 

government is essential. Both Russia and the West should work with the Belarusian 

government and the opposition to achieve this goal.  

 

Meanings of Difficult Words : 

 minsk (noun) – the capital of Belarus. 

 on the brink (of) (phrase) – on the edge/ 

verge of difficult/dangerous situation; at a 

crucial or critical point. 

 transition (noun) – change, transformation. 

 prosperity (noun) – wealth, good fortune, 

welfare. 

 cling (on to) (verb) – hold on to, 

grip/grasp, hold tightly. 

 mounting (adjective) – increasing, growing, 

escalating. 

 defiant (adjective) – aggressive, belligerent, 

 hostile, dissenting. 

 crackdown (noun) – getting tough, severe/ 

stern measures, restriction, suppression/ 

repression, clampdown. 

 stalemate (noun) – deadlock, impasse, 

standstill/stand-off. 

 face (verb) – encounter, experience, 

confront. 

 often (adverb) – frequently, many 

times, regularly. 

 compromise (noun) – agreement, 

understanding, settlement, deal. 

 swear in (phrasal verb) – admit into office, 

inaugurate, introduce (into office). 
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 crack down on (phrasal verb) – get tough on, 

take severe measures against, clamp down 

on. 

 self-imposed (adjective) – something 

imposed on self (not by others). 

 exile (noun) – banishment, expulsion,  

deportation; a person who lives away from 

his/her native country. 

 neighbouring (adjective) – adjacent. 

 detention (noun) – imprisonment, 

confinement/incarceration, captivity, 

custody. 

 detain (verb) – arrest, take into custody, 

imprison, jail, incarcerate. 

 regime (noun) – government. 

 coercive (adjective) – authoritarian, 

overbearing, tough/harsh, high-handed. 

 swell (verb) – grow larger, grow greater, 

increase, expand, rise (in number). 

 rig (verb) – manipulate, arrange fraudulently, 

influence, distort, tinker with, misrepresent. 

 amid (preposition) – in the middle of, 

surrounded by; during. 

 throw one’s weight behind (phrase) – to use 

one’s power (influence) to support someone/ 

something. 

 beleaguered (adjective) – hard-pressed, 

troubled, suffering. 

 turn to (phrasal verb) – consult someone or 

help. 

 ally (noun) – associate, confederate, partner, 

supporter. 

 back (verb) – support, endorse, approve, 

 advocate. 

 tide over (phrasal verb) – sustain, keep 

someone going, help/assist (someone in 

difficulty). 

 take away from (phrasal verb) – lower, 

reduce/lessen; play down, brush aside, gloss 

over. 

 orbit (noun) – sphere of influence; ambit, 

authority. 

 ties (noun) – bond, association, relationship. 

 shut (verb) – close. 

 battle (verb) – fight, combat, withstand, 

confront. 

 woes (noun) – trouble, difficulty, problem. 

 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of 

a new disease; The illness spreads around the 

world and typically affects a large number of 

people across a wide area. 

 paralyse (verb) – cripple, disable, stop, bring 

to a (grinding) halt, put out of action, 

immobilize/inactivate. 

 at any cost (phrase) – no matter how much 

effort or money needed. 

 sanctions (noun) – action taken, or an order 

given to force a country to obey international 

laws by limiting or stopping trade with that 

country, by not allowing economic aid for 

that country, etc (Courtesy: VOA Learning 

English). 

 wreak havoc (phrase) – cause/inflict a 

massive damage. 

 die down (phrasal verb) – come to an 

end, drop/stop, diminish. 

 legitimacy (noun) – justification, validity, 

reasonableness. 

 ask (oneself) (verb) – think about, mull over, 

ponder. 

 destabilise (verb) – undermine, 

weaken, damage, unsettle, upset. 

 hostile (adjective) – unfriendly,  aggressive,  

opposed, inimical, averse. 

 prop up (phrasal verb) – support, assist, help 

someone/something from the decline. 

 interest (noun) – benefit, advantage, 

concern. 

 ensuing (adjective) – resulting, evolving, 

emerging, developing. 

 credible (adjective) – believable,  acceptable, 

 reasonable, convincing. 

 legitimate (adjective) – valid, reasonable, 

reliable. 
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