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A MATTER OF CONCERN:  
ON INDIAN CORONAVIRUS VARIANT 

New variants do not always merit changes in public health response, but keep people alert 
 The Indian variant, B.1.617 and its family of related coronaviruses have been categorised as a 
Variant of Concern (VOC) by WHO, a classification which will now prompt greater international scrutiny of 
those who test positive overseas. While there are several so-called ‘variants of interest’, only three, other 
than the B.1.617, have been categorised as VOC — the U.K. variant (B.1.1.7), the South Africa variant 
(B.1.351) and the Brazilian variant (P2). Usually, in countries that detect emergent variants, it is the health 
authorities there who flag them as potential VOC. To qualify as one, the identified variant must be linked 
to increased transmission or be associated with more severe disease or found to be evading detection by 
diagnostic tests. Concerns that the B.1.617 may be playing a role in disease spread in India were 
expressed by scientists by mid-March. The INSACOG, or the Indian SARS-CoV2 Genomic Consortia, had 
flagged a variant with two concerning mutations, E484Q and L452R, that separately had been found in 
other variants elsewhere. INSACOG said they now seemed to appear together on a variant that was linked 
to a large fraction of cases in Maharashtra and began to be called ‘double mutant’ or even ‘triple mutant’ 
(as it also had another important mutation, P614R). 
 In March nearly 20% of the cases out of Maharashtra, which has consistently been among the 
most afflicted States, were being linked to the variant. However, it was in early April that this variant 
became formally classified as a lineage, B.1.617. It was only after the U.K.’s labelling it as a VOC that it was 
called so by health authorities in India. In fact, unlike the United States’s CDC or Public Health England, 
India still does not have a classification criterion for labelling viruses as variants of interest, or concern. 
Classifying variants is not just a matter of mere academic interest. Based on the prevalence, some variants 
may go on to become the dominant strain in a region or multiple geographies. It then becomes the 
responsibility of vaccine companies to check whether their vaccines continue to be effective. Such studies 
have already begun in India, but while laboratory studies show that vaccines continue to be effective, 
some of the emerging variants do seem to be better at evading antibodies. Along with monitoring 
reinfections and cases of breakthrough infections (testing positive after being double inoculated), flagging 
variants must be seen as a crucial health response. Detecting newer variants does not always merit radical 
changes in public health response — such as masking up — but they go a long way in reminding people to 
continue being alert, viewing vaccines as an important defence but not a magic pill, and keeping health 
authorities on their toes. 
 
 matter of concern (phrase) – something which 

causes worry. 
 coronavirus (CoV) (noun) – a large family of 

viruses that cause illness ranging from the 
common cold to more severe diseases. 
common signs of infection include respiratory 
symptoms, fever, cough, shortness of breath 
and breathing difficulties. In more severe cases, 
infection can cause pneumonia, severe acute 
respiratory syndrome, kidney failure and even 
death. (Courtesy: WHO) 

 variant (noun) – different or form or version or 
mutant of something (virus). 

 merit (verb) – deserve, warrant, justify. 
 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. 

 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. 

 categorise (verb) – class, group, list, label. 
 Variant of Concern (VOC) (noun) – A variant for 

which there is evidence of an increase in 
transmissibility, more severe disease (e.g.,  
increased hospitalizations or deaths), 
significant reduction in neutralization by 
antibodies generated during previous infection 
or vaccination, reduced effectiveness of 
treatments or vaccines, or diagnostic detection 
failures. 
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 classification (noun) – categorization, grouping, 
sorting. 

 prompt (verb) – cause, impel, urge. 
 scrutiny (noun) – careful observation, review, 

examination. 
 overseas (adverb) – in a foreign country. 
 so-called (adverb) – commonly named. 
 Variants of Interest (VOI) (noun) – A variant 

with specific genetic markers that have been 
associated with changes to receptor binding, 
reduced neutralization by antibodies generated 
against previous infection or vaccination, 
reduced efficacy of treatments, potential 
diagnostic impact, or predicted increase in 
transmissibility or disease severity. 

 flag (verb) – indicate, identify, point out. 
 potential (adjective) – possible, probable, 

likely. 
 evade (verb) – avoid, dodge, elude, escape. 
 play a part/role (phrase) – contribute to, be 

instrumental in, be a factor in. 
 Indian SARS-CoV2 Genomic Consortia 

(INSACOG) (noun) – INSACOG refers to the 
Indian SARS-CoV-2 Genome Sequencing 
Consortia. The INSACOG consortium of 
scientists, spanning 10 labs across the country, 
and involved in sequencing genomes of 
coronavirus samples in different States, had 
been giving regular updates on the threat from 
new strains to the government. 

 consortium (noun) – association, syndicate, 
corporation, federation. Consortia is a plural 
form of consortium. 

 sequence (verb) – determine the complete 
order of compounds/building blocks 
(nucleotides) of nucleic acids, such as RNA or 
DNA. 

 genome (noun) – the genetic material (a 
complete set of DNA, including all of its genes) 
of an organism. The sum total of the genetic 
material of a cell or an organism. 

 genome sequence (noun) – a process that 
determines the order, or sequence, of the DNA 
(nucleotides i.e., A, C, G and U) in each of the 
genes present in the virus’s genome. 

 concerning (adjective) – worrying, alarming, 
bothersome. 

 mutation (noun) – a significant and basic 
“alteration/variation” in the DNA sequence. 

 fraction (noun) – proportion, portion, part, 
amount, percentage, ratio of something. 

 consistently (adverb) – always, each time, 
invariably. 

 afflicted (adjective) – troubled, bothered, 
burdened, distressed, strained. 

 lineage (noun) – sequence. 
 U.S. Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) (noun) – The United States 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention is 
the national public health agency of the United 
States. It is a United States federal agency, 
under the Department of Health and Human 
Services, and is headquartered in Atlanta, 
Georgia. CDC is the U.S’s leading science-based, 
data-driven, service organization that protects 
the public’s health. 

 Public Health England (noun) – The Public 
Health England (PHE) was set up on 1 April 
2013 as an operationally autonomous 
executive agency of the Department of Health. 
Its mission is to protect and improve the 
nation’s health and to address inequalities 
through working with national and local 
government, the National Health Service (NHS), 
industry and the voluntary and community 
sector. 

 criterion (noun) – basis, standard; specification, 
guideline. (criteria is the plural form of 
criterion). 

 interest (noun) – advantage, benefit. 
 prevalence (noun) – it refers to the number of 

cases of a disease that are present in a 
particular population at a given time whereas 
“incidence” refers to the number of new cases 
that develop in a given period of time. 

 go on to (phrasal verb) – proceed (to do 
something). 

 dominant (adjective) – main, most 
important/prominent, most powerful. 

 strain (noun) – variety, kind, type; variant, 
mutant. 

 antibody (noun) – immunizer; it is also called 
‘immunoglobulin’; a protective protein 
produced mainly by plasma (blood) cells in the 
immune system in response to the presence of 
antigens (disease-causing organisms (bacteria 
& viruses) and other harmful/toxic foreign 
substances like insect venom). 

 breakthrough infections (noun) – people 
getting infections after they are fully 
vaccinated is when the infections are caused by 
circulating virus variants, with potential 
immune escape mechanism, which might 
reduce the efficacy of vaccines. These are 
called “vaccine breakthrough infections.” 
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 inoculate (verb) – to inject/introduce a vaccine 
into the body of someone to produce immunity 
to a particular disease; immunize, vaccinate. 

 radical (adjective) – thorough, complete, 
comprehensive, exhaustive, wide-ranging, 
extensive. 

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

 go a long way (phrase) – achieve great success; 
to be helpful for a significant amount of time. 

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

 defence (noun) – protection, shielding, 
safeguarding; security. 

 magic pill (noun) – a drug or treatment that 
can cure a disease quickly and completely; 
nostrum, elixir, wonder drug, magic bullet. 

 magic bullet (noun) – (quick) solution, answer, 
remedy, cure. 

 on one’s toes (phrase) – alert, wide awake, 
responsive. 

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

LOSING TRUST:  
ON K.P. SHARMA OLI AND NEPAL POLITICS 

Despite Mr. Oli’s loss, Nepal’s Opposition is still divided over an alternative government 
 Nepal Prime Minister K.P. Sharma Oli’s loss of a trust vote in Parliament on Monday comes at a 
particularly crucial time. The second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic has not only ravaged India but has 
also begun to affect its landlocked neighbour Nepal, leaving citizens reeling under oxygen shortages, 
spikes in the daily case load, and fatalities. Political instability is the last thing Nepal needs now, but the 
trust vote did little to resolve the issue of who will take over the role of leading the government. Mr. Oli 
won just 93 votes in the 271-strong House of Representatives where only 232 turned up to vote, with 124 
voting against him and 15 members staying neutral. The leading party in the Opposition, the Nepali 
Congress (NC) led by Sher Bahadur Deuba, with 61 members voted against Mr. Oli along with the Pushpa 
Kumar Dahal-led Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist-Centre) with 49 votes. The Maoists had just recently 
de-merged from the Nepal Communist Party after a Supreme Court ruling de-recognised its merger with 
Mr. Oli’s Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist). Mr. Oli could not command the full support 
of his own party as the 28 legislator-strong Madhav Kumar Nepal-Jhalanath Khanal-led faction within the 
UML decided to remain absent from the House. Mr. Nepal had taken up the cudgels against Mr. Oli in the 
unified NCP along with Mr. Dahal, and had opposed Mr. Oli’s decision to dissolve Parliament — a move 
which was also struck down by the Supreme Court. 
 Even more intriguing was the vertical split in another Opposition party, the Janata Samajwadi 
Party-Nepal (JSP) — the 15-member Baburam Bhattarai-Upendra Yadav faction voted against Mr. Oli 
while the 15-member Mahantha Thakur-Rajendra Mahato-led group decided to stay neutral. While Mr. 
Bhattarai and Mr. Yadav have taken a clear ideological position in line with their stated goal of a federally 
restructured Nepali state favourable to the plain-dwelling Madhesis — something that Mr. Oli had 
steadfastly opposed — the other faction is inclined to support Mr. Oli in order to wrest concessions for 
the Madhesis. The net effect of the trust vote was a loss of face for Prime Minister Oli, and yet it is not 
clear if an alternative government can be formed by the Opposition as things stand. Mr. Deuba enjoys 
support from the Maoists and the Bhattarai-Yadav faction of the JSP but it remains to be seen whether 
the Nepal-Khanal faction will decide to resign from Parliament to enable a victory for the NC. Nepal’s 
political class has been, more often than not, caught up in political tugs of war with frequent changes in 
regimes despite the people reposing their faith in democratic institutions through two “jan andolans” — 
the first removing absolute monarchy, and the second enabling a constitutional republic. At least now, 
when Nepal faces the onslaught of the novel coronavirus, the polity must rise to the occasion and work 
towards an alternative stable regime. 
 
 confidence motion/trust vote (noun) – a 

confidence motion, or a vote of confidence, or 
a trust vote, is sought by the government in 
power on the floor of the House in order to 
prove the majority. 

 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. 

 ravage (verb) – devastate, ruin, destroy, wreak 
havoc on, damage. 
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 landlocked (adjective) – (a country/state) 
surrounded by land. 

 neighbour (noun) – a country that is next to 
another country; (bordering) country. 

 reel under (phrase) – to suffer (due to a 
burden). 

 spike (noun) – a sharp rise/increase of 
something. 

 case load (noun) – the number of cases to be 
handled by a doctor at one time. 

 fatality (noun) – death, casualty, 
mortality/loss. 

 instability (noun) – uncertainty, 
unpredictability, precariousness. 

 take over (phrasal verb) – assume control of, 
take control of, gain control of, take charge of, 
take command of. 

 turn up (phrasal verb) – come, be present, 
attend, appear, arrive. 

 de-merge (verb) – separate, break up, split up, 
disunite. 

 de-recognise (verb) – withdraw recognition 
from; disclaim, refuse to 
acknowledge/recognise, renounce a claim. 

 command (verb) – secure, receive, get, gain, 
obtain. 

 faction (noun) – group, section, division 
(within a larger group). 

 cudgel (noun) – a short heavy stick/club with a 
rounded head used as a weapon. 

 pick/take up the cudgels (phrase) – fight, 
battle, agitate, take up arms. 

 dissolve (verb) – dismiss, disestablish, disband, 
abolish. 

 strike down (phrasal verb) – abolish, annul, 
nullify (a law or regulation). 

 intriguing (adjective) – interesting, fascinating, 
arousing, compelling. 

 vertical (adjective) – involving all the 
stages/levels (of a hierarchy). 

 split (noun) – division, rift, break-up, partition. 
 ideological (adjective) – relating to a system of 

ideas. 
 in line with (phrase) – in alignment with, in 

accordance with, conforming to. 
 stated (adjective) – specified, identified, 

expressed, mentioned clearly. 
 federally (adverb) – using a federal system of 

the regime. 
 plain-dwelling (adjective) – living/residing in a 

large area of flat land. 

 Madhesis (noun) – people who live in the flat 
southern region of Nepal (the Terai plains) 
which is also called Madhesh. 

 steadfastly (adverb) – firmly, resolutely, 
single-mindedly. 

 inclined (adjective) – disposed, willing, ready, 
prepared. 

 wrest (verb) – secure, acquire, take (by 
force/effort). 

 concession (noun) – favour, right, privilege; 
granting of something. 

 loss of face (phrase) – humiliation, loss of 
pride, shame, disgrace, discredit. 

 as things stand (phrase) – in the present 
situation. 

 enable (verb) – permit, allow, facilitate. 
 (be) caught up in (phrasal verb) – become 

involved in (something unintended). 
 tug of war (noun) – a dispute over 

power/supremacy; a rope pulling sport that 
directly puts two teams against each other in a 
test of strength. 

 regime (noun) – government. 
 repose (verb) – (of one’s confidence/trust) be 

placed in someone/something. 
 andolan (noun) – Hindi word; 

protest/agitation/movement (a group of 
people who share the same beliefs, ideas, or 
aims). 

 absolute (adjective) – autocratic, despotic, 
dictatorial, tyrannical, authoritarian, 
domineering, high-handed, draconian, 
autonomous, sovereign. 

 monarchy (noun) – kingdom, sovereign state; 
a form of government in which a country is 
ruled by someone who rules for life and 
usually receives their position from another 
person when that person dies (Courtesy: VOA 
Learning English). 

 republic (noun) – a group of people involved 
in a particular activity with certain equality; 
“The Republic” is a form of government in 
which a state (country) is ruled by elected 
representatives of the people (citizen body). 

 onslaught (noun) – attack, incursion, invasion. 
 polity (noun) – a politically organized society. 
 rise to the occasion (phrase) – to try hard or 

make every effort to overcome a difficult 
situation successfully.  
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