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A new Greek tragedy has risen with the World Health Organization (WHO) designating Omicron, a 

SARS-CoV-2 variant, as a ‘variant of concern’ (VOC). While it took WHO several weeks to designate older 

VOCs such as Alpha, Beta and Delta as a VOC when they emerged, in the case of Omicron, which was first 

confirmed in Botswana, it moved without even waiting for reports on the variant’s increased likelihood to 

cause disease and whether it is denting the normal public health response. Omicron has now been confirmed 

in South Africa, Botswana, the U.K., Germany, Italy and travellers into the Netherlands and Israel. It 

reportedly has over 50 mutations, 32 of which are on the spike protein, which binds to human cells and is the 

preferred target for vaccines. Several of the mutations confer the virus resistance to monoclonal antibodies 

(mAbs) such as etesevimab, bamlanivimab, casirivimab and their combinations. Antibodies are the first line of 

defence against viral infection and mAbs are used in treatment. However, it is important to emphasise that 

every single mutation does not independently increase virulence and combinations of them might sometimes 

temper, and sometimes aggravate, virus properties. 

The virus has been detected in comparable numbers only in  South Africa’s Gauteng province, but 

the variant comprises over 90% of the fraction of genomes from those who tested positive there within just 

10 days. Some nations have already imposed travel bans on flights from South Africa. Given that Omicron is a 

variant of the virus that can be detected by the PCR test, these countries, rather than imposing a ban, should 

have taken the more considered step of screening passengers and followed the usual protocols of isolation 

and treatment. India has done well so far to adhere to this system and observing caution. Detecting a variant 

in a country does not imply it originated there. Travel bans punish South Africa for its transparency and 

forthrightness in alerting the world to this variant. South Africa’s number of daily infections — 2,828 on 

Friday — pales in comparison to daily numbers in the United States, Germany and Britain. However, a little 

over 10% in Africa have received one dose of a vaccine, compared with 64% in North America and 62% in 

Europe. The panic over the variant shifts blame away from the world’s colossal failure in not making more 

vaccines available in Africa even as many countries roll out third doses. From day one, the science was clear 

cut that the pandemic cannot end unless the whole world is protected. India must scale up supplies to 

COVAX, the international consortium seeking to vaccinate countries with limited access, as well as coax 

countries with surplus stocks to do so. 

 

 tragedy (noun) – disaster, devastation, 

misfortune, affliction, blight. 

 designate (verb) – name, call, label, classify. 

 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. 

 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. 

 Alpha variant (noun) – The UK Variant (Alpha 

variant) has a formal scientific classification: 

B.1.1.7. 

 Beta variant (noun) – The South Africa Variant 

(Beta variant) has a formal scientific 

classification: B.1.351.  

 Gamma variant (noun) – The Brazil Variant 

(Gamma variant) has a formal scientific 

classification: P.1. 

 delta variant/B.1.617.2 (noun) – Formally known 

as AY.2 or B.1.617.2, it’s a variant of the 

coronavirus, first identified in India, is renamed 

as the ‘Delta variant’ by the World Health 

Organization (WHO) and this variant is 

reclassified as Variant of Concern (VOC). The 

B.1.617.1 strain has been reclassified to a Variant 

of Interest (VOI) and labelled variant “Kappa”. 

 likelihood (noun) – probability, chance, prospect, 

possibility. 

 dent (verb) – damage, impair, cripple, erode, 

weaken, undermine. 

 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 
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education, policy making and research for 

disease and injury prevention. 

 reportedly (adverb) – supposedly, seemingly, 

apparently, professedly, ostensibly, purportedly. 

 mutation (noun) – a significant and basic 

“alteration/variation” in the DNA sequence. 

 spike (S) protein (noun) – spike (S) protein is the 

sole viral membrane protein responsible for 

coronavirus entry into host cells. 

 confer (verb) – give, grant, present (a benefit). 

 resistance (noun) – ability to counteract, ability 

to withstand, immunity from (a drug). 

 monoclonal antibody (noun) – antibodies that 

are made by identical immune cells that are all 

clones of a unique parent cell. (casirivimab and 

imdevimab drug products are monoclonal 

antibodies). 

 antibody (noun) – 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). 

 line (noun) – course, direction, procedure, 

technique, way, method. 

 defence (noun) – protection, shielding, 

safeguarding. 

 emphasise (verb) – call attention to, put stress 

on, underscore, highlight. 

 virulence (noun) – a measure of the severity or 

dangerousness of a disease caused by the 

relative ability of a infectious microorganism. 

 temper (verb) – moderate, mitigate, reduce, 

weaken. 

 aggravate (verb) – increase, intensify, worsen, 

make worse, exacerbate, compound. 

 comparable (adjective) – similar, matching, 

equivalent, corresponding, commensurate, 

proportional, proportionate.  

 province (noun) – territory, region, state (of a 

country). 

 fraction (noun) – a small part/percentage of 

something. 

 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. 

 sequence (noun) – the complete order of 

compounds/building blocks (nucleotides) of 

nucleic acids, such as RNA or DNA. 

 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. 

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

unwelcome decision).  

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

account, bearing in mind. 

 RT-PCR testing (noun) – Reverse Transcription 

Polymerase Chain Reaction (RT-PCR) Testing; it is 

one of the most accurate laboratory methods for 

detecting, tracking, and studying the coronavirus. 

It is a nuclear-derived method for detecting the 

presence of specific genetic material from any 

pathogen, including a virus. (pathogen is a 

bacteria/virus that causes disease). 

 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 

 considered (adjective) – thought-out, carefully 

thought about. 

 screening (noun) – examination, testing (of a 

group of people for the symptoms of a disease). 

The process of identifying healthy people who 

may be at increased risk of disease or condition. 

 protocol (noun) – procedure, convention, rules 

of conduct. 

 isolation (noun) – a complete separation from 

others of a person known or reasonably believed 

to be infected with communicable diseases. 

 so far (phrase) – until now, up to the present, up 

to this point. 

 adhere to (verb) – abide by, follow, obey, comply 

with. 

 imply (verb) – suggest, signify, say indirectly, 

indicate, point to. 

 transparency (noun) – clarity, 

straightforwardness, openness, honesty, 

unambiguity. 

 forthrightness (noun) – straightforwardness, 

frankness, candidness, openness, honesty. 

 pale in comparison (phrase) – to seem small/less 

important/less serious when compared to 

someone or something. 

 dose (noun) – an amount/quantity of something 

(a medicine/drug) prescribed to be taken at a 

specific time. 

 colossal (adjective) – huge, massive, very big, 

very large. 
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 roll out (phrasal verb) – launch, introduce, 

organize, inaugurate (something officially). 

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

well defined, precise, specific, explicit. 

 consortium (noun) – association, syndicate, 

corporation, federation.  

 seek (verb) – try, aim, attempt. 

 coax (verb) – persuade, cajole, prevail on, butter 

up, sweat talk.  

 surplus (noun) – the amount of an asset or 

resource that exceeds the portion that’s actively 

utilized. 

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

 

The questions raised by the Supreme Court of India about the criteria for identifying the 

‘Economically Weaker Sections’ (EWS) for the purpose of granting reservation are quite apposite. Faced with 

sharp questions that it could not answer satisfactorily, the Union government has obtained time to 

reconsider the criteria, especially the income norm that only those from a family with annual income less 

than ₹8 lakh can avail of the 10% reservation earmarked for the EWS category. It is now a settled principle 
that quantifiable data or proof of a detailed study are required to justify any category of reservation, as well 

as the norms that determine which section gets it and which does not. In this backdrop, it is logical that the 

Court would want to know whether there was any study before the Centre prescribed the norms for 

identifying EWS beneficiaries based on indicators of economic disadvantage. The enquiry by the three-judge 

Bench is necessarily circumscribed by the fact that the validity of the 103rd Constitution Amendment, 

through which the EWS quota was introduced in 2019, is before a Constitution Bench. In the ongoing 

proceedings, the Bench is considering the validity of the 27% quota for Other Backward Classes (OBC) and 

10% for Economically Weaker Sections introduced for admission to the All-India Quota (AIQ) of seats in 

medical admissions throughout the country. It has clarified that it is not examining any policy issue, but wants 

to determine if constitutional requirements have been complied with. 

The income criterion is undoubtedly an anomalous aspect of the EWS quota. An annual income of ₹8 
lakh is the limit beyond which an OBC family would fall under the ‘creamy layer’ and will be denied 

reservation. The same income figure is being used as the ceiling for identifying EWS. The moot question is 

whether those who do not face the impediments that come with social and educational backwardness can be 

equated with those who do. However, the current proceeding will only decide the validity of OBC and EWS 

reservation in admissions under the AIQ. It must be noted that the introduction of OBC quota in AIQ only 

brings the admission norms in line with prevailing policy. OBC reservation is applicable to admissions done 

separately by the Union and State governments in their respective medical institutions, but it was not 

implemented all these years for all-India quota seats. This pool is formed by the surrender of 15% of 

undergraduate seats and 50% of PG seats by the States. The absence of OBC quota in this category was an 

anomaly that has now been rectified. The larger issue that remains is whether reservation can be treated as a 

poverty alleviation measure and those not well-off but belonging to socially advanced communities can be 

given a share of the reservation pie. The Constitution Bench should resolve this question early. 

 

 criterion (noun) – basis, standard, norm, 

specification (criteria is the plural form of 

criterion). 

 Economically Weaker Sections (EWS) (noun) – 

Economically Weaker Section (EWS) or 

Economically Backward Classes (EBC) in India is a 

subcategory of people belonging to the General 

Category having an annual family income less 

than ₹8 lakh and who do not belong to any 
category such as SC/ST/OBC across India, nor to 

MBC in Tamil Nadu. 

 ask for (phrasal verb) – request, demand, call for. 

 basis (noun) – reason, grounds, justification, 

rationalization, motive. 

 reservation (noun) – a system of affirmative 

action in India that provides historically 

disadvantaged groups representation in 

education, employment, and politics. 

 apposite (adjective) – appropriate, suitable, apt, 

befitting. 

 obtain (verb) – be given. 

 norm (noun) – standard, convention, rule, rules 

of conduct. 

 avail (verb) – use, utilize, take advantage of (an 

opportunity/resources). 
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 earmark (verb) – set aside, set apart, reserve, 

designate (for a particular purpose). 

 quantifiable (adjective) – measurable (as 

quantity). 

 quantifiable data (noun) – the type of data 

whose value is measured in the form of numbers 

or counts, with a unique numerical value 

associated with each data set. Also known as 

numerical data, quantitative data further 

describes numeric variables (e.g. How many? 

How often? How much?) This data type can also 

be defined as a group of quantifiable information 

that can be used for mathematical computations 

and statistical analysis which informs real-life 

decisions. 

 as well as (phrase) – and also, and in addition. 

 backdrop (noun) – situation, scenario, context. 

 logical (adjective) – understandable, reasonable, 

sensible. 

 prescribe (verb) – stipulate, lay down, specify, 

impose, set down, determine, pronounce. 

 beneficiary (noun) – recipient, receiver. 

 indicator (noun) – measure, index; standard, 

guideline, criterion. 

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

judges. 

 necessarily (adverb) – inevitably, certainly, 

surely. 

 circumscribe (verb) – restrict, limit; regulate. 

 103rd Constitution Amendment Act, 2019 

(noun) – it introduces 10% reservation for 

Economically Weaker Sections (EWS) of society 

for admission to Central Government-run 

educational institutions and private educational 

institutions (except for minority educational 

institutions), and for employment in Central 

Government jobs. 

 Constitution Bench (noun) – a bench of the 

Supreme Court having five or more judges on it. 

These benches are not a routine phenomenon.  

Constitution Benches are exceptions, set up only 

if some circumstances exist). 

 proceedings (noun) – legal action, legal 

proceedings, judicial proceedings, litigation. 

 All-India Quota (AIQ) (noun) – The All India 

Quota (AIQ) Scheme was introduced in 1986 

under the directions of the Hon’ble Supreme 

Court to provide for domicile-free merit based 

opportunities to students from any State to 

aspire to study in a good medical college located 

in another State. All India Quota consists of 15% 

of total available UG seats and 50% of total 

available PG seats in government medical 

colleges. Initially, there was no reservation in AIQ 

Scheme up to 2007. In 2007, the Hon’ble 

Supreme Court introduced reservation of 15% for 

SCs and 7.5% for STs in the AIQ Scheme.  

 constitutional (adjective) – legal, lawful, 

legitimate. 

 comply with (verb) – abide by, adhere to, 

conform to, follow. 

 anomalous (adjective) – abnormal, irregular, 

peculiar, exceptional, unusual. 

 fall (under) (verb) – come under. 

 creamy layer (noun) – income ceiling for Other 

Backward Classes (OBC) reservation under which 

children of persons having a gross annual income 

of Rs 8 lakh or above for a period of three 

consecutive years would fall under the creamy 

layer category and would not be entitled to the 

benefit of reservation available to Other 

Backward Classes (OBC). 

 ceiling (noun) – upper limit, maximum, highest 

permissible level. 

 moot (adjective) – debatable, doubtful, arguable, 

disputable, problematic. 

 impediment (noun) – obstacle, barrier, 

obstruction, hindrance. 

 backwardness (noun) – the condition/state of 

not developed. 

 equate with (verb) – regard as the same as.  

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

accordance with, conforming to. 

 prevailing (adjective) – existing; current, present. 

 pool (noun) – group. 

 surrender (noun) – handing over, giving up, 

transfer. 

 absence (noun) – non-existence, lack, 

unavailability. 

 anomaly (noun) – something different, 

abnormal, unusual; oddity, peculiarity, deviation, 

aberration, exception. 

 alleviation (noun) – mitigation, moderation, 

reduction, decrease, eradication. 

 measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 

 well-off (adjective) – wealthy, rich, affluent. 

 belong to (verb) – be associated with, be 

connected to, be linked to. 

 pie (noun) – a whole thing that can be shared.  
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