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TO STOP A THIRD WAVE, INDIA HAS TO MASK UP 
Public health measures that work best are those that the people voluntarily adopt,  

drastically reducing transmission 

 

 As the smoke from countless funeral pyres rises above our cities, and desperately sick people line 

the corridors and wards of our hospitals seeking beds, medication and oxygen to relieve their virus-

damaged lungs, it is difficult to see a way out of the worst crisis India has faced since the plagues and 

famines of the 18th and 19th centuries. 

 The anaemic pace of the government’s vaccination drive is unlikely to slow the ferocity of this 

second wave of the pandemic, which epidemiological modellers predict could peak by the middle of May 

and gradually decline. If there is one thing to be learned from the tragedy unfolding before us, it is that 

unless active measures are taken, this second wave will be followed by a third wave, and perhaps more.  

 

Waves across the globe 

 If we look around the world, the United States has had three distinct waves since last March, as 

has Brazil. The United Kingdom had a small first wave, followed by nearly four months when cases were 

low and the virus seemed to be disappearing. This was followed by two explosive waves, which only 

subsided after a lockdown and an aggressive vaccination campaign in which 95% of all those over the age 

of 50 have been vaccinated to date, with the entire adult population to be vaccinated by the end of 

summer. South Africa saw a first wave peaking last August, followed by a second wave that began around 

November, and peaked in the first week of January.  

 Given this pattern, a second wave in India was almost a given. And once this wave recedes, it is 

highly likely that a third wave will build up, unless active measures are taken to stop it building up. Now is 

the time to think ahead and find ways to prevent the next wave.  

 Vaccines are the best option. But given India’s population, the slow pace of vaccination, inelastic 

vaccine supplies both in India and globally, and limited finances with State governments which have now 

been given the responsibility of vaccinating the bulk of the country’s population, this is not going to 

happen quickly enough to blunt either this or future waves.  

  

Tested methods that work 

 So along with vaccination, it is important to practise the full methods that have been shown to 

slow the spread of COVID-19 in different parts of the world: mask wearing, physical distancing, hand 

hygiene and a ban on mass gatherings.  

 These measures sound mundane and boring, but they work. They may not be as effective as mass 

vaccination, but in the absence of vaccines, they are perhaps the only way to reduce community 

transmission and slow the spread of the virus. Consider some of the evidence demonstrating the effect of 

these measures. 

 A study last year in the American Journal of Tropical Medicine and Hygiene found that countries 

where masks were widely used (either because of government orders or cultural norms) had lower per 

capita mortality from COVID than countries where there was no universal masking. A smaller study of 

transmission among family members in Beijing households, found that face masks were 79% effective in 

preventing transmission when they were used by all household members. 

 A comprehensive review of the scientific evidence for the use of face masks, published in January 

this year in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS), concluded that “near-universal 

adoption of nonmedical masks when out in public, in combination with complementary public health 
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measures” could reduce community spread, provided the measures were sustained. Mask wearing by 

itself will not be enough: it needs to be part of a package of measures that include rigorous social 

distancing, hand hygiene and avoiding mass gatherings. 

 The question is how can people be persuaded to wear masks? Conventional wisdom in India has it 

that wearing a mask only works when it is imposed as a police measure, with fines and punishments for 

non-compliance. Mask wearing and social distancing cannot be sustained through lathis. Public health 

measures that work best are those that the public voluntarily adopts because they see it as being in their 

best interests.  

 

Bangladesh shows the way 

 But there is evidence from an experimental study in Bangladesh that people will use masks 

enthusiastically if they are provided free, are comfortable, and accompanied with appropriate 

instructional material. A team of researchers, led by Mushfiq Mobarak of Yale University, carried out an 

experiment involving 350,000 adults in 600 villages in Bangladesh to try and understand how to increase 

mask usage. They found that mask usage tripled when they were given away free and accompanied by 

well-designed instructional material, as well as reminders from religious and community leaders and 

volunteers. These interventions increased the percentage of people using masks three fold. 

 Having volunteers in public spaces such as markets to remind people to wear masks and distribute 

masks to those who did not have them, as well as frequent messages from religious and community 

leaders, saw an increase in mask usage from 13%, when none of these interventions existed, to over 40% 

with them. One key to success was mask quality: masks needed to be comfortable to wear in hot and 

humid conditions, as well as being effective filters. Importantly, those who wore masks were also more 

likely to maintain social distancing.  

 Over the last year, India has built significant capacity to manufacture masks, so supplies should 

not be an issue. The cost of supplying reusable masks free will need to be budgeted for, but masks are far 

cheaper than vaccines and the economic benefits of avoiding crippling new waves of the virus should be 

taken into account. 

 

Reaching out the right way 

 Communication at the level of communities is the key to getting people to protect themselves this 

way. People need to be explained the reasons for mask wearing as well as the right way to wear a mask. 

Imaginative and creative communication campaigns are essential. In Bangladesh, community-level leaders 

as well as religious leaders were used to reinforce mask wearing and social distancing messages. Most 

Indian States have reasonable, well-functioning networks of health workers at the village and community 

levels who can be used in health campaigns.   

 These solutions may seem simplistic, but if the country is to reduce the impact of future waves, it 

is essential that they are put in place. Viruses are the most basic of organisms. And often, basic changes in 

human behaviour can drastically reduce the ability of a virus to transmit. Vaccines are the ultimate 

solution. But in the meanwhile, it is important to focus on what can be done right now if further disasters 

are to be prevented. 

 

 mask up (phrasal verb) – to wear a mask (face 

covering). 

 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. 

 measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 
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 voluntarily (adverb) – willingly, readily, 

spontaneously. 

 pyre (noun) – a funeral pile of wood for 

burning dead body. 

 desperately (adverb) – seriously, 

dangerously, perilously. 

 seek (verb) – try to obtain, attempt to find. 

 the way out (noun) – a method of dealing 

with a problem; solution. 

 plague (noun) – contagious, infectious, 

communicable disease. 

 famine (noun) – deficiency, shortfall, lack, 

insufficiency, scarcity (of food). 

 anaemic (adjective) – feeble, weak, poor. 

 pace (noun) – speed. 

 vaccination (noun) – treatment with a 

vaccine to protect against a particular 

disease; immunization. 

 drive (noun) – campaign, movement, effort, 

push. 

 unlikely (adjective) – improbable, not likely, 

doubtful, dubious. 

 ferocity (noun) – intensity, severity, strength. 

 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. 

 epidemiological (adjective) – relating to the 

study and analysis of the distribution, 

patterns and determinants of health and 

disease conditions in defined populations. 

 unfold (verb) – develop, evolve, happen, 

occur, transpire, emerge. 

 perhaps (adverb) – maybe, possibly. 

 look around (phrasal verb) – look at, check 

on, examine, study. 

 distinct (adjective) – clear-cut, definite, well 

defined, clearly noticeable, easily 

distinguishable. 

 explosive (adjective) – violent, intense, 

vehement; critical, serious, dangerous, 

perilous. 

 subside (verb) – diminish, decline, abate, get 

lower. 

 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. 

 aggressive (adjective) – forceful, insistent, 

vigorous. 

 campaign (noun) – drive, push, effort, 

movement. 

 vaccinate (verb) – inoculate, administer, 

introduce (with a vaccine to provide 

immunity against a disease). 

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

account, bearing in mind. 

 a given (noun) – established fact, reality, 

certainty. 

 recede (verb) – diminish, lessen, decrease, 

retreat. 

 likely (adverb) – probably, possibly. 

 build up (phrasal verb) – start, begin, 

develop. 

 think ahead (phrasal verb) – consider, 

contemplate, give thought to, deliberate 

about, weigh up, mull over, chew over, reflect 

on. 

 vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation that 

improves immunity to a particular disease. 

 inelastic (adjective) – relating to 

supply/demand which is unconcerned to 

changes in price. 

 the bulk of (noun) – most, larger part, larger 

number. 

 blunt (verb) – weaken, reduce. 

 social/physical distancing (noun) – a term 

that means actively avoiding crowded public 

places, is a key element in decreasing the 

rapid spread of COVID-19. This is an effort 

intended to limit exposure by reducing face-

to-face contact and preventing spread among 

people in community settings. 

 hygiene (noun) – cleanliness. 

 sound (verb) – appear, look like, seem. 

 mundane (adjective) – normal, common, 

ordinary. 

 in the absence of (phrase) – without. 
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 community transmission (noun) – 

community spread/transmission means 

spread of an illness/disease for which the 

source of infection is unknown. An infected 

person has no travel history to an affected 

area and no known contact with a person 

previously diagnosed with a particular 

disease. It is possible the patient is exposed 

to a returning traveler who is infected. 

 local transmission (cluster) (noun) – local 

spread/transmission means spread of an 

illness/disease for which the source of 

infection is known. An infected person has a 

travel history to an affected area. We could 

able to identify and trace individual cases, 

and ring-fence a cluster (of them) to prevent 

the spread of infection. 

 norms (noun) – standard, convention, 

guidelines, criterion. 

 per capita (adverb & adjective) – per person, 

for each, individually. 

 mortality (noun) – (in a particular time/for a 

cause) the rate/number of death. 

 universal masking (noun) – masking by all 

people. 

 household (noun) – family, house. 

 comprehensive (adjective) – broad-based, all-

inclusive, diversified, complete/thorough. 

 Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences (PNAS) USA (noun) – a peer-

reviewed multidisciplinary scientific journal. 

 complementary (adjective) – supportive, 

supporting, compatible, interrelated. 

 sustain (verb) – continue, carry on, keep up, 

prolong, preserve, conserve, protract. 

 rigorous (adjective) – careful, diligent, 

attentive, ultra-careful. 

 persuade (verb) – convince, influence, 

motivate. 

 conventional wisdom (noun) – the common 

or accepted understanding, belief, opinion of 

a given topic. 

 impose (verb) – force, thrust, inflict (an 

unwelcome decision). 

 non-compliance (noun) – indiscipline, 

misbehaviour, misconduct, disobedience. 

 interest (noun) – advantage, benefit. 

 show the way (phrase) – do something at 

first to suggest others what should be done. 

 enthusiastically (adverb) – interestingly, 

eagerly/keenly, vigorously, vehemently. 

 accompany (verb) – supplement, augment, 

enhance. 

 carry out (phrasal verb) – conduct, perform, 

execute. 

 triple (verb) – increase by three (times). 

 give away (phrasal verb) – dispense, hand 

out, provide something freely. 

 volunteer (noun) – participant. 

 intervention (noun) – the process of 

intervening in something; involvement, 

interference. 

 three-fold (adverb) – three times (as great/as 

much). 

 humid (adjective) – muggy, sultry, sticky, 

steamy (due to high level of water vapour in 

the atmosphere). 

 crippling (adjective) – weakening, damaging, 

impairing, destroying, spoiling, paralyzing. 

 take into account (phrase) – consider, take 

into consideration, have regard to, reckon 

with. 

 reach out (phrasal verb) – contact someone 

to obtain/offer help/assistance/cooperation. 

 imaginative (adjective) – creative, inspired, 

insightful, inventive, resourceful. 

 reinforce (verb) – support, strengthen, fortify, 

bolster up, underpin. 

 simplistic (adjective) – 

oversimple/oversimplified, superficial, facile. 

 put in place (phrase) – establish, set up, 

create/form. 

 organism (noun) – living thing, being, 

creature. 
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