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LOCKDOWN GAINS:  
ON NEED TO AUGMENT HEALTH SYSTEM 

State shutdowns are inevitable, but they must be used to augment the health system 
 

 Several States have done the inevitable, going into a strict lockdown for a fortnight to arrest 
India’s calamitous descent into COVID-19 hell since mid-March. The horror of sweeping infections, severe 
disease and staggering death rates has made a lockdown a popular measure, unlike last year’s imposition 
on an ill-prepared nation. Public acceptance of restrictions comes with the realisation that the threat to 
life from a mutating virus has aggravated manifold, although the spread of the scourge, from about 9,000 
new daily cases in early February this year to over 4,00,000 in May, was brought about mainly by wrong 
messaging, massive political rallies and large religious events. After having been failed, what people now 
look forward to are measures that draw insights not from crude policing, but public health research. 
Unlike in 2020, the evidence is also stronger: WHO explains that SARS-CoV-2 spreads primarily through 
respiratory droplets and aerosols produced when people cough, sneeze, speak, sing or breathe, are within 
one metre of each other and also in crowded, poorly ventilated settings. Contact with contaminated 
surfaces poses another risk. Insistence on wearing good masks, distancing and a prohibition on risky 
gatherings, such as in restaurants, malls, religious sites, auditoria and on public transport are, therefore, 
essential. It is welcome that lessons have been learnt, and people were given time to prepare this time. 
Moreover, rather than shut out employment and services completely, home delivery services and some 
vending have been permitted. Tamil Nadu, which has commendably announced a relief of ₹4,000 for 
COVID-19, part of it to be disbursed during the lockdown, should avoid big gatherings at ration shops, 
opting instead for e-payments or doorstep disbursement. States should prevent crowding at shops open 
for limited hours by allowing door deliveries of all consumer goods and not just food, using online 
services. Travel for emergencies must be facilitated without harassment. 
 
 For an exhausted medical community, staggering under the weight of over 37 lakh active COVID-
19 cases and a severe shortage of medical oxygen and drugs, the pause in activity comes as a life saver. 
The lockdown window can help it manage existing patients while governments augment critical supplies; 
a slowing infection curve will give everyone breathing space in coming weeks, although the heart-rending 
death rate may take time to decline due to the lag effect. A drop in the vaccination rate poses a serious 
challenge, and it is incumbent on the Centre to arrange for vaccine imports or augment domestic 
production to scale it up. Testing access must also be dramatically increased by May-end to assess the 
true scale of the pandemic. Without such progress, the lockdowns may yield only small gains, since the 
opportunity to build the systems to handle another surge would have been frittered away, again. 
 
 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. 

 augment (verb) – improve, make better, boost, 
enhance, upgrade. 

 shutdown (noun) – closure of a (complete) 
system; closing down, winding up. 

 inevitable (adjective) – unavoidable, 
unpreventable, certain, inescapable, 
bound/sure to happen. 

 fortnight (noun) – a period of two 
weeks/fourteen days continuously. 

 arrest (verb) – stop, halt, end, restrict, prevent. 

 calamitous (adjective) – destructive, ruinous, 
disastrous, catastrophic. 

 descent (noun) – fall, drop, decline; 
degradation, degeneration, deterioration. 

 hell (noun) – misery, torment, suffering, 
affliction. 

 sweeping (adjective) – extensive, wide-ranging; 
overwhelming, complete, unrestricted. 

 staggering (adjective) – astonishing, shocking, 
surprising. 

 popular (adjective) – public, collective, social, 
societal. 

 measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 
 imposition (noun) – introduction, institution; 

enforcement. 
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 ill-prepared (adjective) – not prepared; not 
ready. 

 come with (phrasal verb) – be associated with 
an event; exist/develop as a result of 
something; accompany. 

 mutating (adjective) – evolving, changing, 
transforming, undergo (genetic change). 

 aggravate (verb) – increase, intensify, worsen, 
exacerbate, compound. 

 manifold (adjective) – many, numerous, 
multiple (types). 

 scourge (noun) – affliction, bane, curse, plague. 
 bring about (phrasal verb) – cause, create, give 

rise to, produce. 
 rally (noun) – gathering, march/procession, 

meeting. 
 look forward (to) (phrasal verb) – anticipate, 

expect, hope for. 
 draw (verb) – deduce, infer, conclude, derive, 

gather. 
 insight (noun) – deep understanding, 

recognition, realization, revelation. 
 crude (adjective) – bad, defective, faulty, 

inferior; rude, offensive. 
 policing (noun) – the enforcement of 

rules/regulations; overseeing, monitoring, 
inspection. 

 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. 

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

 primarily (adverb) – basically, especially, 
particularly. 

 respiratory (adjective) – relating to or affecting 
breathing (or organs of breathing). 

 droplet (infection) (noun) – an infection 
transmitted from one individual to another by 
droplets of moisture expelled from the upper 
respiratory tract through sneezing or coughing. 

 aerosol (noun) – In general, aerosols are liquid 
or solid particles suspended in the air. 

 aerosol transmission (noun) – airborne/droplet 
transmission; the spread of an infectious agent 
caused by the dissemination 
(spreading/distribution) of droplet nuclei 

(aerosols) that remain infectious when 
suspended in air over long distances and time. 

 ventilated (adjective) – allowing air to enter 
and circulate freely. 

 contaminated (adjective) – polluted, 
adulterated; infected. 

 pose (verb) – create or cause (a problem or 
danger or risk). 

 insistence (noun) – emphasis. 
 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. 

 prohibition (noun) – the act or practice of 
forbidding something by law; banning, 
forbidding, prohibiting, barring, debarment. 

 auditoria (plural noun) – plural of auditorium. 
 moreover (adverb) – besides, furthermore, in 

addition. 
 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 
 shut out (phrasal verb) – halt, stop, block. 
 vending (noun) – selling off, trading, trade. 
 commendably (adverb) – notably, deservingly, 

laudably, exceptionally. 
 disburse (verb) – pay out, give, hand out. 
 opt (verb) – choose, select, decide on. 
 disbursement (noun) – paying out, giving, 

handing out, disbursal, payment. 
 facilitate (verb) – make easy, make possible, 

enable; assist, help/aid. 
 harassment (noun) – persecution, pressure, 

irritation, coercion, intimidation. 
 exhausted (adjective) – tired out, worn out, 

weary, drained, fatigued.  
 stagger (verb) – operate/function uncertainly 

or precariously. 
 weight (noun) – influence, importance, 

significance. 
 pause (noun) – temporary stoppage, break, 

interval. 
 window (noun) – opportunity, chance, 

opening. 
 heart-rending (adjective) – distressing, 

upsetting, heartbreaking, sad. 
 lag (noun as modifier) – delay, slowing, 

slowness. 
 drop (noun) – decrease, reduction, decline, 

slump. 
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 vaccination (noun) – treatment with a vaccine 
to protect against a particular disease; 
immunization. 

 incumbent on (adjective) – binding, obligatory, 
mandatory, necessary, compulsory, imperative. 

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

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

 dramatically (adverb) – greatly, largely. 
 scale (noun) – extent, size, magnitude, reach. 
 yield (verb) – produce, give, provide 

(results/benefits/gains). 
 surge (noun) – sudden increase or rise of 

something. 
 fritter away (phrasal verb) – squander, waste, 

misuse. 

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

OUTREACH AND OVERREACH:  
ON JUDICIAL INTERVENTION DURING COVID-19 CRISIS 
As long as the court does not usurp executive’s role, action to mitigate a crisis is welcome 

 
 Judicial intervention in response to the Union government’s flailing response to the health crisis 
has reached its apotheosis with the Supreme Court order forming a 12-member national task force for the 
effective and transparent allocation of medical oxygen to the States and Union Territories “on a scientific, 
rational and equitable basis”. Making recommendations on augmenting the supply based on present and 
projected demands and facilitating audits by sub-groups within each State and UT is also part of its remit. 
The Court has also mandated it to review and suggest measures for ensuring the availability of essential 
drugs and remedial measures to meet future emergencies during the pandemic. In other words, the 
national task force has become a judicially empowered group that may significantly guide the handling of 
the health crisis set off by the second pandemic wave. Faced with proceedings in High Courts relating to 
the allocation and availability of oxygen, the Centre submitted that an expert committee may be 
constituted, consisting of persons drawn from public and private health-care institutions, to facilitate a 
fresh assessment of the basis for the allocation. 
 
 When the Karnataka High Court ordered last week that the Centre should supply 1,200 tonnes of 
medical oxygen daily to the State, the Centre rushed with a challenge to the apex court. Solicitor General 
Tushar Mehta argued that if every High Court started entertaining petitions on equitable allocation of 
oxygen, pandemic management would become unworkable. The Supreme Court declined to stay the 
order, describing it as a careful and calibrated one. Several High Courts and the Supreme Court are 
examining different aspects of the pandemic response, including availability of beds and oxygen. The 
trend did raise concerns about the judiciary encroaching on the executive domain. There is some merit in 
the argument that allocation of resources based on a formula related to the present and projected 
requirements of each State is indeed an executive function. However, as the daily infection numbers and 
death toll have acquired frightening levels, the constitutional courts felt obliged to take it upon 
themselves to protect the right to life and good health of the population. It cannot be forgotten that the 
judiciary drew much flak last year for its initial failure to mitigate the crisis set off by the lack of succour to 
millions of migrant workers. Justice D.Y. Chandrachud, who heads the Bench hearing the suo motu 
proceedings, has clarified that the Court was not usurping the executive’s role, but only wanted to 
facilitate a dialogue among stakeholders. As long as this position is clear, the present intervention need 
not be seen as a dangerous overreach. 
 
 outreach (noun) – the level of reaching 

out/activity/effort; involvement. 
 overreach (noun) – an act of trying to do too 

much or overdoing something. 

 intervention (noun) – the process of 
intervening in something; involvement, 
interference. 

 as long as (phrase) – provided that. 
 usurp (verb) – take over, appropriate, seize. 
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 the executive (noun) – the executive is a 
branch of government that enforces the law as 
written by the legislature and interpreted by 
the judiciary. 

 mitigate (verb) – reduce, lessen, decrease, 
make less severe. 

 flailing (adjective) – floundering, struggling, 
stumbling, blundering. 

 apotheosis (noun) – culmination, climax, 
high/highest point. 

 taskforce (noun) – unit, crew, outfit, section 
(mainly arranged for a task). 

 transparent (adjective) – open/candid, 
forthright, straightforward, honest. 

 rational (adjective) – logical, well reasoned, 
sensible, reasonable. 

 equitable (adjective) – fair, just, unbiased, 
impartial, even-handed. 

 augment (verb) – increase, intensify; improve, 
boost, enhance. 

 projected (verb) – estimated. 
 facilitate (verb) – make easy, make possible; 

assist, help/aid. 
 audit (noun) – inspection, examination, 

assessment, investigation. 
 remit (noun) – area of responsibility, area of 

activity, scope, ambit. 
 mandate (verb) – authorize, empower, 

appoint. 
 measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 
 remedial (adjective) – corrective, restorative, 

reparative. 
 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. 

 empowered (adjective) – authorized, allowed, 
permitted, commissioned. 

 set off (phrasal verb) – give rise to, cause, 
trigger, prompt, bring about. 

 proceedings (noun) – legal action, lawsuit, 
case, litigation. 

 constitute (verb) – form, create, set up. 
 draw (from) (verb) – obtain from a particular 

source. 
 rush (verb) – act rapidly/hurriedly. 
 the Solicitor General (noun) – the second-

highest rank for a law officer of the 
government. 

 entertain (verb) – consider, give consideration 
to, take into consideration, give attention to.  

 unworkable (adjective) – unrealistic, 
unfeasible, non-viable, impracticable. 

 stay (verb) – stop, prevent; postpone, put off, 
delay, defer. 

 stay the order (phrase) – stop a particular 
decision from being used; stay a particular 
action from taking place. 

 calibrated (adjective) – carefully assessed/ 
analysed. 

 the judiciary (noun) – a branch of government 
in which judicial power is vested. 

 encroach on (verb) – intrude, trespass, 
impinge, infiltrate, invade, interfere with. 

 domain (noun) – field, area, arena, sphere. 
 merit (noun) – good point, strong point. 
 indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually, undeniably. 
 toll (noun) – number, count, total (number of 

deaths). 
 frightening (adjective) – alarming, scaring, 

terrifying. 
 constitutional court (noun) – The Supreme 

Court of India is the supreme judicial body of 
India and the highest court of India under the 
constitution. It is the most senior constitutional 
court, and has the power of judicial review. The 
high courts that deal primarily with 
constitutional law are also called as the 
constitutional courts. 

 oblige (verb) – require, compel, bind, force, put 
under an obligation. 

 take upon (phrasal verb) – undertake, accept, 
tackle, adopt, assume, shoulder, embrace. 

 flak (noun) – criticism, censure, hostility. 
 lack of (noun) – absence, deficiency, scarcity, 

unavailability. 
 succour (noun) – aid/help/support, assistance, 

relief (during difficulty). 
 migrant (noun as modifier) – a person who 

moves from one region to another – either 
within a country or across national borders in 
order to find work or better living conditions. 

 bench (noun) – a court of law with a number of 
judges. 

 suo motu (phrase) – Latin term means “on its 
own motion”. It is used where a government 
agency acts on its own knowledge. 

 stakeholder (noun) – a person with an interest 
in something.  
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