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The threat posed by Omicron is tenuous and it will still be a few weeks before a comprehensive 

understanding of it emerges, but what is known unambiguously is that this latest variant of the coronavirus is 

extremely infectious. Nearly 50 countries now have reported its presence within their borders but insight into 

its effects is available only from South Africa. A preliminary analysis of patients in Tshwane district, in 

Gauteng Province of South Africa, which has been the global epicentre of the Omicron-led fourth wave, 

suggests that despite its infectiousness, Omicron is less deadly than other variants that have led the country’s 

previous three waves. When 166 new admissions were analysed, there were 10 deaths in the past two 

weeks, making up 6.6% of the 166 admissions. By comparison, the death rates in previous waves ranged from 

17%-23%. The major caveat, as scientists who are part of the South African Medical Research Council point 

out, is that patterns could rapidly change in the next two weeks as it takes nearly a month for infection to 

reveal its worst-case outcome of death, and so the current data of two weeks are insufficient. Trends in 

hospitalisation too are encouraging, the scientists say. 

Finally, the third piece is that an overwhelmingly large number of those needing intensive care were 

unvaccinated. Of 38 adults in the COVID wards, six were vaccinated, 24 were unvaccinated and eight had 

unknown vaccination status. Of nine patients with COVID pneumonia, eight are unvaccinated. Therefore, the 

prevalent wisdom that despite being highly infectious, vaccination — it is not clear if those in the wards were 

fully or partially vaccinated — significantly protected against disease and death. But vaccination trends in 

South Africa are not encouraging. Only about 30% of the country has had one dose and only 25% fully 

vaccinated. Reports have suggested that the South African government has actually had to delay vaccination 

because it claimed it had “too much stock”, underlining that problems of vaccine hesitancy or easy access for 

the greater part of the population was a challenge. As observed in previous waves, the first line of defence — 

or neutralising antibodies produced as a result of a prior infection or vaccination — was significantly reduced 

when confronted with the Beta or Delta variants. The same appears to be the case with Omicron, but the 

second line of defence, or cellular immunity, continues to be effective from the extant evidence. Hence, the 

lesson for the world continues to be that rather than focus on the novelty of Omicron, it is wiser to double up 

on efforts to completely vaccinate people and then, based on the evidence, consider booster or subsequent 

doses. 

 

 virulent (adjective) – highly infectious, highly 

contagious, rapidly spreading, communicable, 

transmittable. 

 pose (verb) – constitute, present, create, cause 

(a problem or danger or risk). 

 tenuous (adjective) – slight, insubstantial, 

negligible, weak; doubtful, dubious, 

questionable, vague, unspecific, indefinite. 

 comprehensive (adjective) – all-inclusive, broad-

based; all-embracing, complete, thorough. 

 unambiguously (adverb) – incontrovertibly, 

undeniably, unquestionably, unarguably. 

 variant (noun) – different or form or version or 

mutant of something (virus). 

 insight (noun) – understanding, realization, 

recognition, experience (of a thing). 

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

country). 

 epicentre (noun) – This word doesn’t come from 

the field of public health; it is the most 

prominent area with an outbreak (of a disease). 

Similarly, “hot spot” is not a public health term 

but has been used to describe areas with a 

particularly large cluster of cases. 

 infectiousness (noun) – the state/condition of 

being infectious; the ability of a disease to be 

transmitted easily from one person to another, 

especially through air. 

 deadly (adjective) – fatal, lethal, life-

threatening. 

 make up (phrasal verb) – comprise, form, 

compose, constitute, account for. 

 by comparison (phrase) – when compared, 

comparatively, in comparison, proportionately. 

 caveat (noun) – warning, caution, red flag. 

 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, 

indicate, draw attention to. 

 hospitalisation (noun) – the act of taking (or) 

admitting someone to (or) in hospital for 

treatment. 

 encouraging (adjective) – promising, hopeful, 

favourable. 

 piece (noun) – example, instance, occurrence, 

case; report. 
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 overwhelmingly (adverb) – with a great 

majority; to a very great degree. 

 unvaccinated (adjective) – not vaccinated to 

provide immunity against a disease. 

 vaccinate (verb) – inoculate, administer, 

introduce (with a vaccine to provide immunity 

against a disease). 

 vaccination (noun) – treatment with a vaccine 

to protect against a particular disease; 

immunization. 

 pneumonia (noun) – pneumonia is an infection 

of the lungs caused by bacteria, viruses, or 

fungi. It is treatable and preventable.  

 prevalent (adjective) – widespread, common, 

general, ordinary. 

 wisdom (noun) – knowledge, understanding, 

insight, discernment, perception. 

 significantly (adverb) – notably, importantly, 

crucially. 

 dose (noun) – an amount/quantity of something 

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

specific time. 

 underline (verb) – emphasize, underscore, 

highlight. 

 vaccine hesitancy (noun) – a reluctance or 

refusal to be vaccinated or to have one’s 

children vaccinated; reluctance or refusal to 

vaccinate despite the availability of vaccines. 

 hesitancy (noun) – reluctance, unwillingness, 

disinclination. 

 line of defence (noun phrase) – a method of 

defending oneself. 

 neutralizing antibody (NAb) (noun) – an 

antibody that defends a cell from a pathogen or 

infectious particle by neutralizing any effect it 

has biologically. 

 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). 

 confront with (verb) – tackle, face, grapple with, 

try to deal/cope with. 

 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”. 
 cellular/Cell-mediated immunity (CMI) (noun) – 

an immune response that does not involve 

antibodies, but rather driven by activation of T 

cells. 

 extant (adjective) – present, still existing, 

remaining, enduring. 

 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 

 novelty (noun) – originality, newness, freshness. 

 wiser comparative adjective of wise (adjective) 

– well advised, well thought out, well judged, 

rational, logical. 

 double up on (phrasal verb) – use/do twice as 

many of something. 

 booster dose (noun) – In medical terms, a 

booster dose is an extra administration of a 

vaccine after an earlier dose. 

 subsequent (adjective) – following, ensuing, 

future, successive. 

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

The U.S. government said on December 6 it will stage what it called a “diplomatic boycott” of the 

Winter Olympics, set to begin in Beijing on February 4. White House Press Secretary Jen Psaki said the 

decision was taken because “U.S. diplomatic or official representation would treat these games as business as 

usual”. These games, she argued, could not be treated as such because of China’s “human rights abuses and 

atrocities in Xinjiang”. The announcement came days ahead of U.S. President Joe Biden’s “Summit of 

Democracy”, with leaders and representatives from more than 100 countries; China and Russia were not 

invited. China’s Foreign Ministry has described the boycott as an “outright political provocation”, warning 

that China would take “firm countermeasures”. Sharp statements aside, the U.S. move is largely symbolic and 
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is unlikely to have a major impact. A diplomatic boycott, which means no official representation, holds far 

less weight than a complete boycott which would have meant the absence of American athletes. While 

Australia and New Zealand have also announced that their officials will not be present in China, it remains to 

be seen how much traction the U.S. campaign will receive beyond its allies. Russian President Vladimir Putin, 

who was in India earlier this week, has announced he will be present at the games, underlining the 

continuing closeness between China and Russia amid their divergences with the West. 

China has seized upon both the U.S. boycott and the democracy summit to launch a counter 

campaign. This week, China’s government released a white paper on democracy, saying there was “no fixed 

model” and criticising the U.S. system for its “money politics”, a message that Beijing’s officials hope will find 

sympathetic audiences in Asia, Africa and Latin America, particularly among those countries left out of the 

summit (including Sri Lanka and Bangladesh). India, meanwhile, has found itself treading the middle ground 

in this clash of values despite the downturn in ties with China. While Prime Minister Narendra Modi is among 

the leaders attending the democracy summit, New Delhi last month signed off on a statement issued by the 

Foreign Ministers of Russia, India and China expressing support for the games. The G20 summit in October 

had stopped short of doing so, merely saying it looked ahead to the games after the U.S. reportedly opposed 

a stronger declaration of support. The exchanges this week are a reminder of the current state of ties 

between the world’s two biggest powers, which have clashed over trade, Taiwan and the South China Sea 

among other issues, even though their two leaders, in a virtual summit last month, agreed to “responsibly” 
manage an increasingly competitive relationship. What has complicated that task is a growing clash of values, 

with ideological differences adding another element to a relationship already in trouble over trade and 

geopolitical leverage. 

 

 diplomatic (adjective) – tactful, sensitive, subtle, 

delicate; consular, foreign-policy. 

 boycott (noun) – ban, prohibition, sanction; 

avoidance, shunning, rejection, refusal. 

 diplomatic boycott (noun) – it means that while 

the athletes will still compete, government 

representatives/officials will not attend the 

event. It simply means no official 

representation. 

 winter olympics (noun) – a major international 

multi-sport event held once every four years for 

winter sports. The Summer and Winter Olympic 

Games organized by the International Olympic 

Committee occur every four years. The Summer 

Olympics, more popularly known as just The 

Olympics is a much bigger event with 204 

countries participating as of 2012. The Winter 

Olympics is an event on a relatively smaller 

scale, with about 88 countries participating in 

2014. Even though these events occur every 

four years, the summer and winter events are 

staggered so that there’s an Olympic event 

every two years.  

 clash (noun) – confrontation, fight, conflict, 

skirmish. 

 ties (noun) – association, relationship, bond, 

connection. 

 strain (noun) – tension, stress; pressure, 

demands, burdens. 

 business as usual (phrase) – a normal state of 

affairs, the daily round, routine, a normal 

pattern. 

 as such (phrase) – in itself, of itself, by itself, 

intrinsically. 

 abuse (noun) – misuse, mistreatment, 

maltreatment, ill treatment. 

 atrocity (noun) – act of barbarity/brutality, 

cruelty, inhumanity. 

 summit (noun) – meeting, conference, conclave. 

 Summit for Democracy (noun) – On December 

9-10, 2021, President Biden will host the first of 

two Summits for Democracy, which will bring 

together leaders from government, civil society, 

and the private sector to set forth an affirmative 

agenda for democratic renewal and to tackle 

the greatest threats faced by democracies today 

through collective action. 

 outright (adjective) – complete, entire, total, 

categorical. 

 provocation (noun) – inducement, incitement, 

stirring, goading; annoyance, irritation, 

agitation, vexation. 

 countermeasure (noun) – corrective action; 

solution, answer, antidote, cure. 
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 aside (adverb) – notwithstanding, nevertheless, 

despite that, in spite of that. 

 largely (adverb) – to a large/great extent. 

 unlikely (adjective) – doubtful, implausible, 

improbable, questionable. 

 weight (noun) – importance, significance. 

 absence (noun) – non-attendance, non-

appearance, absenteeism. 

 traction (noun) – popularity, acceptance; 

purchase, grip. 

 campaign (noun) – an organized effort which 

seeks to influence the decision making progress 

within a specific group. 

 ally (noun) – a country/state with an alliance 

with another one in which they promise to 

support each other militarily and to defend each 

other. 

 underline (verb) – emphasize, underscore, 

highlight. 

 amid (preposition) – in the middle of, 

surrounded by; during. 

 divergence (noun) – difference, dissimilarity, 

variance, contrast. 

 the West (noun) – The Western 

world/civilization consisting of the majority of 

Europe & the North America. 

 seize upon (phrasal verb) – to take an 

opportunity decisively. 

 counter (adjective) – opposing, opposed, 

opposite, contrary,  conflicting, contrasting. 

 white paper (noun) – a government report that 

informs people concisely about a complex issue. 

 money politics (noun) – a political system in 

which a politician will support the interests of a 

specific interest group in exchange for monetary 

support. 

 sympathetic (adjective) – in favour of, in 

sympathy with, approving of, pro, on the side of, 

supportive of. 

 leave out (phrasal verb) – exclude, omit, miss 

out. 

 find oneself (verb) – discover 

himself/hershelf/itself to be in a particular 

situation. 

 tread (verb) – walk, step, stride, go (in a 

particular way). 

 middle ground (noun) – intermediate position 

between two groups (which do not belong to 

either of these groups). 

 clash of values (noun phrase) – the clash of 

values is increasingly found between factions 

within the civilizations; between what can be 

called different interpretations of whatever 

these civilizations take as their collective 

conscience. 

 downturn (noun) – decline; setbacks, blows, 

upsets. 

 sign off (phrasal verb) – sign a register. 

 G-20 (noun) – The G20, formed in 1999, is a 

group of twenty of the world’s largest 

economies that meets regularly to coordinate 

global policy on trade, health, climate, and other 

issues. It brings together the world’s major 

advanced and emerging economies. The G20 

comprises Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, 

China, EU, France, Germany, India, Indonesia, 

Italy, Japan, Mexico, Russia, Saudi Arabia, South 

Africa, South Korea, Turkey, UK and USA. The 

G20 Countries together represent around 90% 

of global GDP, 80% of global trade, and two 

thirds of the world’s population. 

 stop short of (phrase) – shy away from, shrink 

from, draw back from. 

 merely (adverb) – only, simply, just. 

 look ahead (phrasal verb) – to think about what 

will happen in the future. 

 reportedly (adverb) – supposedly, seemingly, 

apparently, professedly, ostensibly, purportedly. 

 exchange (noun) – conversation, dialogue, talk, 

discussion, meeting. 

 virtual (adjective) – performing a task with the 

use of a computer, especially over a network. 

 virtual summit (noun) – online meeting. 

 growing (adjective) – increasing. 

 ideological (adjective) – relating to a system of 

ideas (ideology). 

 difference (noun) – disagreement, difference of 

opinion, misunderstanding, dispute, argument. 

 geopolitical (adjective) – relating to (the study 

of) the geographical factors (a country’s position 

on the earth, size, climate, and natural 

resources &, etc.) in world politics and inter-

state relations. 

 leverage (noun) – influence, power, authority, 

sway.  
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