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UNDERMINING ‘VACCINATION FOR ALL’ 
The new vaccine strategy raises questions, beginning with the Centre giving up  

its control over the market for vaccines 
 Just when the spread of COVID-19 has reached catastrophic proportions, with the daily case-load 
rising faster than that seen anywhere in the world since the beginning of the novel coronavirus pandemic, 
the Government of India has acted by unveiling a completely revamped vaccine strategy. Two key 
elements are the hallmark of this new strategy, which will be implemented from May 1. First, the phased 
roll-out of the vaccination drive initiated on January 16 under which the vaccine-eligible sections of the 
population were gradually increased, has now been extended to the entire adult population, namely, to 
those above 18 years. Second, and more importantly, a significant deregulation of the vaccine market has 
been effected and vaccine manufacturers have the freedom to sell 50% of their vaccine production to 
State governments and private hospitals, and at prices that can be substantially higher than that hitherto 
fixed by the government. A third element of the vaccine strategy, which was not announced formally, is a 
grant of ₹45 billion to the two vaccine manufacturers, the Serum Institute of India (SII) and Bharat 
Biotech, to boost their capacities. 
 
Handing over the reins 
 The new vaccine strategy raises a number of questions, not the least from the manner in which 
the central government has given up its control over the market for vaccines, a key feature of the vaccine 
roll-out plans thus far. This issue assumes further significance since the Government of India is well aware, 
as all public authorities around the world are, about the significance of vaccinating every citizen in the 
country; “none of us will be safe until everyone is safe”. It is, therefore, vitally important that public 
health authorities in the country take an objective view of the realities of the country before adopting 
strategies for vaccine availability, for this is absolutely critical for resetting lives and livelihoods disrupted 
by the pandemic. Several facts suggest that this has not done while rejigging the extant vaccine strategy. 
 
Vaccine exports 
 The phased roll-out of the government’s ambitious vaccination drive, beginning with health-care 
and frontline workers in January, followed by the gradual inclusion of senior citizens and people above 45 
years in March and April, respectively, was in sync with the availability of vaccines in the country. 
Although SII, the largest vaccine producer, had initially promised to supply 100 million doses of vaccines a 
month, in reality it could provide between 50 million to 60 million doses. But, given that India too saw a 
degree of “vaccine-scepticism”, the Government of India found itself in a situation where it could promise 
exports of vaccines to 95 countries, mostly in Africa and Asia. As of April 26, these countries have received 
more than 66.4 million doses of vaccines from India. 
 Until now, nearly 142 million vaccine doses have been administered in the country, the third 
highest in the world. However, in terms of population share, less than 2% has received both vaccine 
doses, while less than 9% has received one dose. But there is one worrying facet, which is that a demand-
supply mismatch has begun to appear as the coverage of the vaccine-eligible population expanded. The 
largest supplier, SII, gave two explanations for its inability to meet its commitments. The first was that the 
United States Government had used a Cold War piece of legislation, the Defense Production Act, to 
restrict exports of vaccine culture and other essential materials. Second, the company complained that it 
lacked the financial capacity to expand its production, requesting a grant of ₹30 billion from the 
government. 
 
Onus on States 
 It is the face of this vaccine supply-crunch that the government has announced the new vaccine 
strategy, by opening vaccination to all adults in the country, and allowing vaccine producers to sell 50% of 
their production directly to State governments and private hospitals. The new strategy shifts the onus 
onto the State governments, which have to take decisions regarding free vaccination for people above 18 
years, while the central government would continue to support vaccination for people above 45 years, 
and health-care workers and frontline workers. The government has not fixed the vaccine prices and has 
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allowed the producers to pre-declare the prices they would charge from the State governments and 
private hospitals, a sharp departure from the extant strategy. 
 Thus far, government facilities have provided vaccines free of cost, while private facilities are 
allowed to charge no more than ₹250 per dose. The central government played the role of a sole 
procurement agency that helped in driving down prices, thus addressing the issue of affordable access to 
vaccines. However, the new strategy abandons this mechanism and fragments the market into three 
layers namely, central government procurement, State government procurement and the private 
hospitals. This layering of the market would allow the producers to charge high prices from the State 
governments and private hospitals. In fact, both SII and Bharat Biotech have immediately announced their 
intentions to raise vaccine prices. SII will sell Covishield to State governments and private hospitals would 
have at ₹400 and ₹600 per dose, respectively, while the corresponding figures for Bharat Biotech’s 
Covaxin are ₹600 and ₹1,200 per dose. 
 The new strategy would shift the burden of vaccination of the young population, namely, those 
between 18-44 years, entirely on the State governments. This implies that the vaccination of a significant 
section of the population depends on the financial health of each State government, resulting in 
inequitable access to vaccines across States. Moreover, given their poor state of finances, most State 
governments may not be able to procure the required number of vaccine doses to meet the demands of 
the targeted population. In such a situation, a large share of the vaccine quota (50% of domestic 
production) earmarked for the State governments and the private hospitals could end up with the latter. 
 
In the U.S. 
 The decision to substantially deregulate the vaccine market raises serious questions in view of the 
reported advance of ₹45 billion made by the Government of India to the two vaccine producers in India 
for expanding their production capacities. The Federal government in the United States has done 
similarly, providing financial support to vaccine producers, who are now set to rake in their billions by 
charging high prices. Several public interest groups in the U.S. have asked questions as to why the tax-
paying public should bear the high prices of vaccines when Federal taxes have been used to beef up the 
vaccine producers. This question is more pertinent in India, where access to affordable vaccines is critical 
for ensuring “vaccination for all”. 
 
More open licensing needed 
 It is somewhat ironic that the new vaccine strategy, which could undermine “vaccination for all”, 
comes from a country that has long championed the cause of access to affordable medicines in 
international forums. Rather than hand over the reins of price determination to the duopoly in the 
vaccine market, the government should have urgently addressed the serious doubts over affordability of 
vaccines by ensuring a competitive market for vaccines. According to recent estimates, existing producers 
in India will be unable to meet the country’s vaccine requirements by some distance, and therefore, India 
needs more vaccine manufacturers to ensure uninterrupted supply. One positive step that the 
government has taken in this direction is to increase production of Bharat Biotech’s vaccine through the 
involvement of three public sector undertakings, including Haffkine Institute. We would argue that there 
is a need for more open licensing of this vaccine to scale up production. This would enhance competition 
in the market, enabling the vaccines to reach every citizen in the country. 
 
 undermine (verb) – weaken, subvert, 

sabotage, damage. 
 vaccination (noun) – treatment with a 

vaccine to protect against a particular 
disease; immunization. 

 universal vaccination (noun) – vaccination 
for all. 

 vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation 
that improves immunity to a particular 
disease. 

 strategy (noun) – plan of action. 
 give up (phrasal verb) – discontinue, 

abandon, renounce, forgo. 
 catastrophic (adjective) – destructive, 

ruinous, disastrous. 
 proportions (noun) – scale, range, volume, 

magnitude. 
 case-load (noun) – the number of cases to 

be handled by a doctor at one time. 
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 novel coronavirus (nCoV) (SARS-CoV-2) 
(noun) – a new strain (type/variety) 
coronavirus that has not been previously 
identified in humans. (Courtesy: WHO) 

 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. 

 unveil (verb) – present, disclose, make 
public. 

 revamped (adjective) – overhauled, 
reorganized, restructured, revived. 

 hallmark (noun) – distinctive feature, 
indication, sure sign. 

 phased (adjective) – gradual, incremental, 
step-by-step, staggered. 

 roll-out (noun) – official launch/introduction. 
 drive (noun) – campaign, movement, effort, 

push. 
 namely (adverb) – specifically, in other 

words, that is. 
 deregulation (noun) – the removal of 

(government’s) regulations. 
 substantially (adverb) – considerably, 

significantly, largely. 
 hitherto (adverb) – previously, earlier, so 

far/thus far, until now. 
 grant (noun) – allowance, allocation, 

allotment. 
 Oxford vaccine/Covishield (noun) – 

(ChAdOx1 nCoV-19) or (AZD1222) is a COVID-
19 vaccine candidate developed by Oxford 
University and AstraZeneca, UK Ltd. (named 
Covishield in India). Serum Institute of India 
(SII), a biotechnology company has 
partnered with global pharma giant 
AstraZeneca and Oxford University for this 
vaccine candidate ‘Covidshield’. 

 Covaxin (noun) – India’s first indigenous 
COVID-19 vaccine candidate (COVAXIN) 
developed by a Hyderabad-based company 
(Bharat Biotech) in collaboration with the 
ICMR (The Indian Council of Medical 
Research). 

 hand over (phrasal verb) – pass, transfer, 
assign. 

 reins (noun) – controlling power. (In general, 
rein is the long leather strap(s) attached to a 
horse’s head (usually on either sides), by 
which the rider controls a horse). 

 thus far (phrase) – until now, till date. 

 vaccinate (verb) – inoculate, administer, 
introduce (with a vaccine to provide 
immunity against a disease). 

 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. 

 objective (adjective) – factual, actual, 
existing, real. 

 livelihood (noun) – means of making a living 
with the basic necessities (food, water, 
shelter and clothing); means of support, 
subsistence, source of income. 

 rejig (verb) – reorganize, rearrange, alter. 
 extant (noun) – existing, present. 
 ambitious (adjective) – formidable, 

challenging, demanding. 
 frontline staff/worker/responder/personnel 

(noun) – a person who is among the first to 
arrive and provide assistance at the scene of 
an emergency. First/front line 
workers/responders typically include 
paramedics, emergency medical technicians, 
police officers, firefighters, sanitary workers 
& etc. 

 in sync (phrase) – working well together, in 
agreement. 

 dose (noun) – an amount/quantity of 
something. 

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 
account, bearing in mind. 

 scepticism (noun) – doubt, 
suspicion/mistrust, wariness, lack of 
conviction. 

 administer (verb) – dispense, provide, give, 
apply (a drug/vaccine). 

 in terms of (phrase) – with regard to, 
regarding/concerning, in connection with. 

 facet (noun) – aspect, feature, 
characteristic/nuance. 

 mismatch (noun) – discrepancy, 
inconsistency, contradiction. 

 inability (noun) – incapability, incapacity, 
helplessness. 

 cold war (noun) – a state of political and 
military tension between two countries, 
especially superpowers. 

 the Cold War (noun) – The Cold War was a 
state of political and military tension after 
World War II between powers in the 
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Western Bloc (the United States and a group 
of countries) and powers in the Eastern Bloc 
(the Soviet Union and a group of countries). 

 legislation (noun) – body of laws, rules, 
regulations, statutes. 

 Defense Production Act (DPA) (noun) – It 
allows the federal government to force 
companies to increase the production of 
critical supplies during national emergencies. 
It gives the executive branch substantial 
powers. It allows the president, largely 
through executive order, to direct private 
companies to prioritize orders from the 
federal government. The president is also 
empowered to “allocate materials, services, 
and facilities” for national defense purposes, 
and take actions to restrict hoarding of 
needed supplies. 

 culture (noun) – a method of multiplying 
microbial organisms by letting them 
reproduce in predetermined culture medium 
under controlled laboratory conditions. 

 lack (verb) – be without, be in need of, 
require, be short of. 

 onus (noun) – responsibility, duty; burden, 
liability, obligation. 

 crunch (noun) – critical (point). 
 departure (noun) – deviation, divergence, 

shift/change. 
 play a part/role (phrase) – contribute to, be 

instrumental in, be a factor in. 
 sole (adjective) – only, unique, exclusive, 

individual. 
 procurement (noun) – the action of 

procuring/purchasing something. 
 drive down (phrasal verb) – to make the 

price of something reduce to a lower level. 
 address (verb) – tackle, deal with, attend to, 

try to sort out. 
 affordable (adjective) – economical, 

inexpensive, reasonably priced. 
 mechanism (noun) – procedure, process, 

method, technique. 
 fragment (verb) – break up, disintegrate, 

break down. 
 imply (verb) – say indirectly, suggest, 

indicate. 
 result in (phrasal verb) – cause, bring on, 

bring about, call forth, give rise to. 
 inequitable (adjective) – biased, unfair, 

unjust, discriminatory. 

 moreover (adverb) – besides, furthermore, 
in addition. 

 procure (verb) – buy, purchase. 
 earmark (verb) – reserve, set aside,  set 

apart. 
 end up (phrasal verb) – come/appear, find 

oneself (to a particular course of action in 
the end). 

 deregulate (verb) – remove regulations 
from. 

 in view of (phrase) – because of, as a result 
of, taking into consideration. 

 federal (adjective) – relating to a system of 
government in which establishments such as 
states or provinces share power with a 
national government. 

 set to (adjective) – ready, prepared, likely to 
do something. 

 rake in (phrasal verb) – to make/earn a lot of 
money. 

 bear (verb) – endure, tolerate, suffer (a 
difficulty). 

 beef up (phrasal verb) – strengthen, 
reinforce, consolidate, improve. 

 pertinent (adjective) – relevant, appropriate, 
applicable. 

 ironic (adjective) – strange, unexpected, 
odd, paradoxical. 

 champion (verb) – uphold, support, 
advocate, back. 

 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 
 determination (noun) – setting, fixing. 
 duopoly (noun) – it is used to describe any 

market where two firms dominate. 
 affordability (noun) – inexpensiveness. 
 Public Sector Enterprise/Public Sector 

Undertaking (PSU) (noun) – Companies 
owned by the Union Government of India or 
one of the many state or territorial 
governments or both together in parts. The 
company stock is majority-owned by the 
government in a PSU. 

 open license (noun) – a set of conditions 
applied to an original work that grants 
permission for anyone to make use of that 
work as long as they follow the conditions of 
the license. 

 scale up (phrasal verb) – increase, expand, 
augment. 

 enable (verb) – make possible, allow, 
facilitate. 
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