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INDIA’S COVID CRISIS — WHEN DIFFICULT BECAME WORSE 
Its second wave is a result of poor political choices, bad communications,  

and neglect of public health principles 
 India is in its darkest days of the pandemic, but there may be still darker days to come. With one 
in three new infections globally occurring in the country, India’s astronomic surge in cases — more than 
3 lakh daily — is propelling the global pandemic, and represents a grave threat to the economic and 
social well-being of the Indian people. The political leaders, who have been too slow and largely failed to 
take the outbreak seriously, are now coming to realise the gravity of the task at hand. Lockdowns are 
spreading, but always one step behind the virus. Given the catastrophic state of affairs, effective 
intervention will require much more rigorous and extensive action. 
 
A data gap 
 It is difficult to grasp the true scope of this crisis. New Delhi’s test positivity rate — the rate at 
which people getting tested for coronavirus receive positive results — recently climbed above 30%. If it 
takes three tests to find one positive patient, it means that we are likely missing many, many infections. 
Indeed, one would not be surprised if the true number of infections was now above 10 lakh daily. And 
we can see it in all those undocumented deaths. While the official statistics suggest 2,000 deaths daily, 
the true number again is much higher. One crematorium in New Delhi has gone from managing 20 
bodies daily to 100; the constant running of the furnaces has caused its steel chimneys to melt. 
  
Premature celebration 
How did India find itself in this predicament? Certainly, the country faced many challenges in controlling 
the coronavirus, including the second largest population in the world, and one spread over an 
enormous, geographically and socially diverse country comprising both very rural areas and sprawling 
cities. But India’s leaders have made a very difficult situation worse. Early this year, daily new infections 
dropped to less than 10,000 — a remarkable achievement, driven in part by successful efforts to enforce 
social distancing and other public health measures. India began to roll out homegrown vaccines to much 
fanfare. Bharatiya Janata Party President J.P. Nadda declared that Prime Minister Modi had “saved the 
country,” comparing India’s performance under Modi favourably to that of the United States. 
 But this premature celebration has ushered in a nightmare. The resumption of large, in-person 
political rallies and other large gatherings are part of the fuel that has caused COVID-19 to explode. The 
Prime Minister recently declared, “I can see a sea of masses” at a rally in West Bengal, apparently 
oblivious to the grave risk that such a sea poses to his supporters. The government also took almost no 
steps to limit the risk posed by the Kumbh Mela festival, ironically claiming that infection precautions 
would present too great a threat to crowd safety. As a result, the Kumbh Mela has resulted in thousands 
of positive tests, including several sadhus and former King Gyanendra of Nepal, with many thousands of 
infections sure to go undetected as pilgrims return to their home communities and expose their families 
and neighbours. 
 
Control strategies 
 The virus has taken advantage of the overconfidence of the government over the past months, 
making matters worse. Viruses mutate constantly, but it is when they are allowed to spread unchecked 
through large populations that more infectious and more deadly variants become established and 
change the dynamics of outbreaks. India is now faced with managing a renewed epidemic driven at least 
in part by the B1.617 “double mutant” strain of SARS-CoV-2, with similar mutations to more virulent 
strains found in Brazil and South Africa. At the moment, however, scientists and public health 
policymakers are drawing on extremely limited data, as far too few cases of infection are being analysed 
to provide a complete and actionable picture of the spread of variants and their influence on disease 
dynamics. India must rapidly scale up its genomic surveillance efforts to give scientists and public health 
researchers the data they need to guide policy decisions. 
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 How can the astronomical growth of the pandemic in India be brought under control? Short-
term targeted lockdowns can help — the kind we are seeing in New Delhi and elsewhere. They will break 
the chains of transmission and can curb the exponential growth we are seeing across the nation. 
 A second strategy is expanding access to vaccines although its benefits are likely to take weeks 
to be felt. Vaccine rollout without massive outreach and support for the complex, the challenging 
logistics of administering vaccines, and simply broadening eligibility requirements will do little to slow 
the virus. The lockdowns we are seeing now will almost surely need to be extended beyond a week and 
will need to be in place until infection numbers start coming down substantially. It is worth 
remembering that lockdowns exact a terrible economic and social cost and are a strategy of last resort. 
 
Steps to take 
 So what might we do to minimise the time that cities and regions need to be in lockdown? India 
needs a surge of testing. Right now, given high test positivity rates, it is clear that the nation is not 
testing enough. Ideally, India would increase its testing rates several times over, with the goal of getting 
the positivity rate under 5%. The nation has the capacity to do that many more tests but has not made it 
enough of a priority. 
 We also know that universal mask wearing when people are outside their homes can be 
enormously helpful in curbing the spread of the disease. Given the crowds of Indian cities and towns and 
the high rates of infections, universal mask wearing, ideally with high quality masks, is critical and must 
be mandatory. 
 And banning all major indoor and outdoor events, including rallies, religious festivals, weddings, 
and so forth, is essential. If those were to continue, any hope of bringing this outbreak under control 
would quickly vanish. 
 Of course, India’s pandemic will finally come to an end when enough Indians are vaccinated — 
and targeting vaccines now most quickly and effectively can help control the spread of the virus. 
Whatever strategy India takes to administer vaccines (focus on elderly to save lives, young people to 
slow spread, etc.), the key is ensuring the country has enough vaccines. Here, the government needs to 
work with manufacturers like the Serum Institute, identify what is slowing them down, and use the full 
clout of the Indian government to drive production higher. 
  
Looking forward 
 India is now suffering the worst days of the pandemic, going through a second wave of 
coronavirus as a result of poor political choices, poor communications, and neglect of public health 
principles. For months, too many celebrated that India had “beaten the virus” even though none of us 
could explain how that could be and why. In this crisis, there is much that individuals can do to protect 
themselves and their families. But political leaders must do much more. The good news is that we know 
it can be done, and we know how to do it. Focus on public health measures, improve vaccinations, 
universal masking, and effective coordination across public health efforts. If we do these things, 
infections can turn, hospitals can stop being overwhelmed, and life can begin to go back to normal. 
 

DEFINITIONS: 
 
❖ neglect (noun) – negligence, carelessness, 

heedlessness, laxity; lack of proper care and 

attention, dereliction of duty. 

❖ public health (noun) – the branch of medicine 

handling public health; public health is also the 

science of protecting and improving the health 

of people and their communities through 

education, policy making and research for 

disease and injury prevention. 

❖ astronomic (adjective) – very high; very large 

(amount of something). 

❖ surge (noun) – sudden increase or rise of 

something. 

❖ propel (verb) – force, spur, drive, prompt. 

❖ grave (adjective) – crucial, critical, serious. 

❖ outbreak (noun) – outburst, flaring up, 

breakout, sudden appearance/occurrence of 

something. 
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❖ well-being (noun) – a healthy state/condition. 

❖ gravity (noun) – seriousness, importance/ 

significance, severity.  

❖ at hand (phrase) – imminent, close at hand, 

approaching, forthcoming, coming soon, about 

to happen. 

❖ given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

account, bearing in mind. 

❖ catastrophic (adjective) – destructive, ruinous, 

disastrous. 

❖ state of affairs (phrase) – condition, situation, 

circumstances. 

❖ intervention (noun) – the process of 

intervening in something; involvement, 

interference. 

❖ much more (phrase) – a lot more. 

❖ rigorous (adjective) – careful, diligent, 

attentive, ultra-careful, meticulous, 

painstaking. 

❖ grasp (verb) – understand, comprehend, 

follow, apprehend. 

❖ scope (noun) – extent, range, reach, purview, 

stretch, spread. 

❖ positivity (rate) (noun) – the proportion of 

positives to total tests done for disease; the 

percentage of tests that are turning out to be 

positive for disease; the rate at which people 

getting tested for disease receive positive 

results. 

❖ climb (verb) – rise, increase. 

❖ indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually, undeniably. 

❖ undocumented (adjective) – not having the 

proper (legal) document. 

❖ crematorium/crematoria (noun) – a place for 

the cremation of the dead (person). Cremation 

is a method of the final disposition of a dead 

body through burning. 

❖ constant (adjective) – continuous, persistent, 

round-the-clock. 

❖ furnace (noun) – an enclosed, industrial device 

used for heating. 

❖ premature (adjective) – untimely, early, too 

soon/too early; ill-timed, hasty. 

❖ predicament (noun) – problematic situation, 

difficulty, quandary. 

❖ certainly (adverb) – surely, definitely, 

unquestionably. 

❖ enormous (adjective) – huge, very large, 

massive. 

❖ geographically (adverb) – in terms of the 

region. 

❖ diverse (adjective) – very different, varying, 

multiple, sundry, dissimilar. 

❖ sprawling (adjective) – stretching, extending, 

spreading out (over a large area). 

❖ drop (verb) – decrease, lessen, reduce, 

diminish. 

❖ enforce (verb) – make something mandatory, 

necessitate, impose. 

❖ measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 

❖ roll out (phrasal verb) – launch, introduce, 

organize, inaugurate (something officially). 

❖ homegrown (adjective) – belonging to one’s 

own country. 

❖ vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation that 

improves immunity to a particular disease. 

❖ fanfare (noun) – publicity, media attention, 

sensationalism, display/show. 

❖ usher in (verb) – start, begin, initiate. 

❖ nightmare (noun) – very unpleasant or 

frightening experience; ordeal, horror, 

torment. 

❖ resumption (noun) – restart, restarting, 

recommencement, reopening.  

❖ in-person (adjective) – relating to an event 

where people physically present together. 

❖ rally (noun) – gathering, march/procession, 

meeting. 

❖ fuel (noun) – something that causes a difficult 

situation to worsen/intensify. 

❖ explode (verb) – increase suddenly, increase 

rapidly, escalate, accelerate, heighten. 

❖ sea (noun) – multitude, a host of, lot, large 

number, great quantity. 

❖ apparently (adverb) – seemingly, evidently, it 

appears that; supposedly. 

❖ oblivious (adjective) – unaware, heedless, 

unconcerned, unmindful. 

❖ pose (verb) – constitute, present, create, cause 

(a problem or danger or risk). 
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❖ ironically (adverb) – paradoxically, 

unexpectedly, strangely. 

❖ as a result (phrase) – subsequently, therefore, 

thus. 

❖ result in (phrasal verb) – cause, bring on, bring 

about, call forth, give rise to. 

❖ undetected (adjective) – not discovered. 

❖ pilgrim (noun) – traveller (going to holy/sacred 

place for a religious reason). 

❖ expose (verb) – make vulnerable; subject to 

something (infectious agents & others). 

❖ neighbour (noun) – a person living next door. 

❖ take advantage of (phrase) – make use of, 

utilize, put to use, use, capitalize on, draw on. 

❖ mutate (verb) – undergo (genetic change). 

❖ unchecked (adjective) – uncontrolled, 

unconstrained, unrestricted. 

❖ deadly (adjective) – fatal, lethal, life-

threatening. 

❖ variant (noun) – different or form or version or 

mutant of something (virus). 

❖ dynamics (noun) – basic/fundamental cause or 

force that triggers change within a system. 

❖ epidemic (noun) – a disease that affects a large 

number of people within a community, 

population, or region. 

❖ double mutant (noun) – a unique “double 

mutant” coronavirus variant – with a 

combination of mutations not seen anywhere 

else in the world – has been found in India. The 

‘double mutant’ virus that as having a bearing 

on the spread of the pandemic in India, has a 

formal scientific classification: B.1.617. 

❖ mutant (noun) – mutation, variant, variation. 

❖ strain (noun) – variety, kind, type; variant, 

mutant. 

❖ virulent (adjective) – highly infectious, highly 

infective, highly contagious, rapidly spreading. 

❖ draw on (phrasal verb) – make use of, use, 

employ, utilize. 

❖ scale up (phrasal verb) – increase, augment; 

step up.  

❖ genomic (adjective) – relating to the gene 

(genetic material) of a living thing. 

❖ surveillance (noun) – monitoring, observation, 

scrutiny, inspection. 

❖ astronomical (adjective) – very high/large 

(amount of). 

❖ curb (verb) – control, contain, restrict, limit. 

❖ exponential (adjective) – rapid, quick, fast. 

❖ rollout (noun) – official launch/introduction. 

❖ outreach (noun) – the level of reaching out/ 

activity/effort; involvement. 

❖ logistics (noun) – the process of planning & 

executing a complex operation; organization, 

planning, management, arrangement. 

❖ administer (verb) – dispense, provide, give, 

apply (a drug/vaccine). 

❖ in place (phrase) – established, in position. 

❖ come down (phrasal verb) – decline, reduce, 

lessen. 

❖ substantially (adverb) – considerably, 

significantly, largely. 

❖ (social) cost (noun) – a bad or unpleasant 

effect (that a business has on people/society). 

❖ last resort (phrase) – a final course of action 

when all else has failed; ultimate, final, 

eventual action. 

❖ universal (adjective) – relating to all people; all-

inclusive, all-embracing, comprehensive, 

general/common. 

❖ enormously (adverb) – extremely, very, hugely. 

❖ come to an end (phrase) – finish, stop, to reach 

an end. 

❖ vaccinate (verb) – inoculate, administer, 

introduce (with a vaccine to provide immunity 

against a disease). 

❖ slow down (phrasal verb) – reduce, lessen 

decrease (one’s activity). 

❖ clout (noun) – influence, power, control. 

❖ look forward (to) (phrasal verb) – anticipate, 

expect, hope for. 

❖ go through (phrasal verb) – undergo, 

experience, suffer, live through, endure, 

tolerate. 

❖ overwhelm (verb) – overload, overburden, 

beset, afflict/strain. 
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