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Politics
US Special Envoy on Afghanistan visits India
Khalilzad provided an update on the US peace and
reconciliation efforts in Afghanistan while recognising India’s
contribution to the war-torn nation.

India and Pakistan ‘red zones’ keep Covid-19 on the rise
New Delhi begins modifying its strategy as stringent lockdown
fails to flatten the curve.

Healthcare tax on sale of liquor to generate revenue
Himalayan state Uttarakhand government decided to levy
healthcare tax on sale of liquor and increase prices of petrol.

Explained: India lockdown and other lockdowns
A Stringency Index created by Oxford University shows how
strict a country’s measures were and the stage of spread it was
enforced.

Business
Will consider deferring new standards for auto industry
The government sought to comfort the auto industry to
consider demands to defer timelines for new regulations.

Biggest job creator short of labour amid vast unemployment
India’s construction sector as the country’s biggest job creator
is facing a shortage of workers amid a record increase in
national unemployment.

Economic Relief Package 2.0 soon
In an interview to India Today channel, Chief Economic Advisor said: “About US$4 trillion of money
tracks bond indices. India is expected to get a weight of 1.5-3%.”

SBI cuts lending rate
The State Bank of India reduces the marginal cost of funds based lending rate.

India to take on offshore currency markets amid virus tumult
India is taking its first baby steps to tackle a growing offshore market for its currency.

Focus
Toxic disaster: On
Visakhapatnam gas leak
The gas leak tragedy is a
reminder that safety is
paramount when exiting the
lockdown.

Vietnam and Kerala curbed
Covid-19 on the cheap
Their secret is quick and
efficient public-health
systems.

Let’s make behavioural
change sustainable
It was the pent-up demand
and uncertainty about the
availability of liquor that
overrode the fear of getting
infected. It also depends on
how strictly the lockdown
was implemented in different
states.
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Politics
US Special Envoy on Afghanistan visits India
The Statesman, 8 May 2020

NEW DELHI: In the midst of the coronavirus crisis, US Special Representative for
Afghanistan Reconciliation Zalmay Khalilzad (picture left) landed in New Delhi and
held crucial talks with External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar and National Security
Adviser (NSA) Ajit Doval today on the peace process in the war-ravaged nation.

Khalilzad provided to his Indian interlocutors an update on the US peace and
reconciliation efforts in Afghanistan while recognising India’s constructive
contribution in economic development, reconstruction and humanitarian

assistance to the war-torn nation. He said the US administration gave utmost importance to India’s
crucial and continuing role in sustainable peace, security and stability in Afghanistan.

Both Jaishankar and Doval reiterated India’s continued support for strengthening peace, security, unity,
democratic and inclusive polity and protection of rights of all sections of the Afghan society, including
Afghan Hindus and Sikhs. They told the US official that India was deeply concerned at the upsurge in
violence and supported call for an immediate ceasefire and need to assist the people of Afghanistan in
dealing with coronavirus pandemic, the External Affairs Ministry said.

They also told him that India remained engaged in extending humanitarian food and medical supplies
to Afghanistan to deal with the situation created by coronavirus. It was emphasised that putting an end
to terrorist safe havens and sanctuaries was necessary for enduring and sustainable peace and stability
in Afghanistan. Khalilzad was accompanied by Senior Director in the US National Security Council Lisa
Curtis and US Ambassador to India Ken Juster. The US point man on Afghanistan is on a three-nation
trip to Qatar, India and Pakistan to discuss the Afghan peace process and seek an accelerated timeline
for the start of intra-Afghan negotiations to end violence in the troubled nation.

India and Pakistan ‘red zones’ keep Covid-19 on the rise
KEN KOYANAGI, Nikkei Asian Review, 7 May 2020

MUMBAI/TOKYO: India on Monday entered Phase 3 of the world's largest lockdown, in place since
March 25. Although the action is being dubbed a two-week extension of the quarantine, it marks a
considerable relaxation of the ban on people's movements and interactions in many parts of the
country. With it, India shifted its COVID-19 battleplan from a uniform nationwide lockdown to more
locally tailored restrictions implemented by local governments. The move comes after the world's most
stringent lockdown succeeded in preventing a surge in infections but failed to move the daily infection
rate onto a downward trajectory.

On Monday morning, many urbanites in so-called "green zones" and "orange zones," where infections
are none or few, rushed out of their homes to buy beer and whiskey. Long lines were observed in many
cities immediately after some liquor stores were allowed to reopen for the first time in nearly six weeks.
The businesses allowed to restart in these zones include non-essential stand-alone retail stores,
including liquor shops, non-essential online shopping operations, taxis and ride-hailing services,
government and private-sector offices, and construction sites. The businesses allowed to restart in
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these zones include non-essential stand-alone retail stores, including
liquor shops, non-essential online shopping operations, taxis and
ride-hailing services, government and private-sector offices, and
construction sites.

Newly confirmed COVID-19 cases and deaths were on a constant rise
leading up to Phase 3. On Sunday, the nation experienced its largest
single-day increase in new infections, 2,487, and in fatalities, 83,
according to the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. Neighboring
Pakistan and Bangladesh are experiencing similar trajectories despite
their own lockdowns and restrictions. The common trend among
South Asian nations contrasts with that in richer countries and
regions, where lockdowns and severe restrictions have led to clear
results. In the U.S. state of New York, Italy and Japan the daily counts
clearly began decreasing within a week or two of lockdowns or
similar restrictions. And in the U.K., numbers at least plateaued. Even
major middle-income countries in Southeast Asia have succeeded in
flattening the pace of daily new occurrences.

The virus's persistence in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh reflects problems that these nations share.
Large segments of their populations are poor, the governments must make do with limited funding and
the health-care systems leave plenty to be desired. The per-capita gross domestic product in all three
countries is less than $2,200, well under the corresponding figures for major Southeast Asian
economies. In cities, millions live in dense slums where it is impossible to follow stay-home orders and
practice social distancing. The Indian government in 2013 projected that the country's total slum
population would surpass 100 million by 2017, up from the roughly 65 million counted in the 2011
census, the most recent. The World Bank and other researchers estimate Pakistan and Bangladesh have
more than 30 million slum dwellers. Orangi Town in Karachi, Pakistan, is widely believed to be the
world's largest slum. Population: 2 million.

A recent Hindustan Times report estimated Dharavi in Mumbai, the largest and most infamous of
India's slums, has 850,000 dwellers and a staggering population density of over 350,000 people per
square km. New COVID-19 cases have been occurring almost every day in Dharavi since April 1, when
the first case was confirmed. By Tuesday, cumulative infections stood at 632 and the death toll at 20. In
fact, during India's first 21-day stringent lockdown phase, there were visible signs that people were not
staying home. People hung out on sidewalks along major boulevards or left their homes to chat with
neighbors, even in Mumbai's relatively wealthy Bandra West district. Millions of informal-sector daily
wage earners lost their jobs and living quarters immediately after the lockdown was put in place,
creating a massive and sudden surge in poverty, hunger and bad hygiene. With this dynamic playing out,
the lockdown and social restrictions gradually lost their effectiveness.

At an online conference hosted by Harvard University in mid-April, Dr. Richard Cash, a senior lecturer at
the school, cautioned that hunger and deteriorated physical and mental health due to the lockdown
will lead to "far more deaths than the epidemic would cause." The Indian government's decision to
partially ease its restrictions appears intended to address the lockdown's severe adverse effects. Modi
seems to be betting that allowing economic activity to rev up in the green and orange zones will
alleviate some of the hardship being felt by daily wage earners who lost their jobs. If this is the case,
India's attempt to balance virus-control measures with maintaining economic activity will likely set a
precedent for South Asia.
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Healthcare tax on sale of liquor to generate revenue
NEERAJ SANTOSHI, Hindustan Times, 8 May 2020

DEHRADUN: Uttarakhand government in its cabinet meeting chaired by chief minister Trivendra Singh
Rawat on Thursday decided to levy healthcare tax on the sale of liquor and increase the price of petrol
and diesel in the Himalayan state. The price of the of Indian Made Foreign Liquor (IMFL) has been
increased by US$0.27 to US$2.65 per bottle, country-made liquor by US$0.27 per bottle and
foreign-made liquor by US$6.30 per bottle. With this, the state expects to generate additional revenue
of US$33.18 million. The price hike on liquor will be effective from Friday.

The price of petrol and diesel were increased by US$0.027 and US$0.013 per litre respectively. At
present, the price of petrol in the state is US$0.96 per litre and diesel costs US$0.84 per litre. The
increase in petrol and diesel price will help the state government generate additional revenue of
US$15.9 million. During the cabinet meeting, 15 proposals were discussed, of which 13 were passed,
said Madan Kaushik, cabinet minister and spokesperson of the state government. Kaushik said
various issues related to coronavirus epidemic were discussed during the meeting. He said they were
expecting the federal to categorise all districts in the state under orange and green zone within a day or
two.

At present, Haridwar is the only district which is under the red zone. The state has 61 positive Covid-19
cases out of which 39 (64 %) have recovered. “This situation here is much better than in
the neighbouring state Uttar Pradesh or at the national level,” said Kaushik. Kaushik said that 170,000
people stranded in other states have registered for return to the state so far. “Of these, 7,625 from
Garhwal and 4,895 from Kumaon have urged that they want to return using private vehicles. Those
who want to return through public transport provided by the state government include 79,592 from
Garhwal and 78,137 from Kumaon region. These stranded people will be brought back over the next
few days”, he said.

To retain the people who have returned to the state during the lockdown, employment through
Mukhyamantri Swarojgar Yojana will be provided to them, said Kaushik. “Under micro-, small and
medium enterprises, we have created three categories, and these people will be provided loans to start
their ventures here so that they can stay in their home state and earn their livelihood”, he said.
According to the state rural development and migration commission, over 59,360 migrants working
away from their home districts have returned to the state during the lockdown.

SS Negi, vice chairman of the commission, said, “We have utilised the database of the returned
migrants created by the state health department. Using the details, we contacted some of them to find
out what measures could be taken to make them start working here.” Negi said out of the total 60,000
people approximately, “65% work in other states like Delhi, Goa and Chhattisgarh followed by 25 % in
plain cities of the state and 5% in foreign countries like Australia, New Zealand, Gulf and China.”

Explained: India lockdown and other lockdowns
KARISHMA MEHROTRA, The Indian Express, 8 May 2020

NEW DELHI: It has been well understood that among various countries responding to
the Covid-19 outbreak, India enforced one of the strongest lockdowns at an early phase of case growth.
Now, an index created by the University of Oxford quantifies that. The Stringency Index has found that

https://www.hindustantimes.com/business-news/taxes-now-make-up-almost-three-fourths-of-fuel-prices/story-zxztGxHWpCUwRTxj2lcQ5K.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/coronavirus/
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/petrol-prices-go-up-by-rs-2-per-litre-and-diesel-price-goes-up-by-re-1-per-litre/story-x4ZYxoCJny0Na8DxLZ0KTK.html
https://indianexpress.com/about/coronavirus/
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India indeed had one of the strongest lockdown measures in the world — at a 100 score since March 22.
It was relaxed slightly on April 20 after the government eased norms for certain workplaces in regions
outside the red zones.

What is this index?
It is among the metrics being used by the Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker. The Tracker
involves a team of 100 Oxford community members who have continuously updated a database of 17
indicators of government response. These indicators examine containment policies such as school and
workplace closings, public events, public transport, stay-at-home policies. The Stringency Index is a
number from 0 to 100 that reflects these indicators. A higher index score indicates a higher level of
stringency.

What does the index tell us?
It provides a picture of the stage at which any country enforced its strongest measures. Oxford provides
an overlay of countries’ death curve and their stringency score. Some countries saw their deaths just
begin to flatten as they reached their highest stringency, such as Italy, Spain, or France. As China pulled
stronger measures, its death curve plateaued.

Explained: How India is responding to lockdown relaxations
In countries such as the UK, the US, and India, the Oxford graphs find that the death curve has not
flattened after strictest measures were enforced. From the highest death count at their strongest
measures, the countries compared were France, Italy, Iran, Germany, UK, Netherlands, Sweden, Mexico,
Canada, Belgium, Ireland, US, Turkey, Israel, China, India, and Switzerland.

How does India compare with others?
When compared to other countries with similar or higher case load,
India called its strict lockdown at a much earlier point on its case and
death curves. These 18 other countries had more than 500 cases
when they called their strictest lockdown, while India had 320. Again,
India had only four deaths on March 22, when its score reached 100,
while most countries had more deaths at that point (except
Switzerland; no deaths).

Coronavirus numbers explained: From 40,000 to 50,000 cases in just four days
Spain called for its strictest measures later in its case and death count than all others. Sweden has had
the most liberal measures in this set, and Iran the second most liberal. Other countries with a 100 score
are Honduras, Argentina, Jordan, Libya, Sri Lanka, Serbia, and Rwanda. India now has the highest
number of cases in this set.

What else does this resource cover?
In a research note, these researchers examined if countries meet four of the six World Health
Organization’s (WHO) recommendations for relaxing physical distancing measures. These are: control
transmission to a level the healthcare system can manage; the healthcare system can detect and isolate
all cases (not just serious ones); manage transfer to and from high-risk transmission zones; and
community engagement. India scored 0.7 (below Australia, Thailand, Taiwan, and South Korea) because
it scored 0 for controlling its cases. The highest scorers on this index, at 0.9, were Iceland, Hong Kong,
Croatia, and Trinidad & Tobago. Oxford found no countries meet the four measured recommendations,
but 20 are close.

https://indianexpress.com/article/world/italy-coronavirus-covid-19-tracker-region-wise-cases-deaths-and-recovered-6372176/
https://indianexpress.com/article/world/spain-coronavirus-tracker-region-wise-cases-deaths-and-recovered-6372552/
https://indianexpress.com/article/world/china-coronavirus-tracker-region-wise-cases-and-deaths/
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Business
Will consider deferring new standards for auto industry
DIPAK K DASH, Times of India, 8 May 2020

NEW DELHI: The government on Thursday sought to comfort the auto industry by promising to consider
the demand for deferring the timelines for new regulations, except those impacting road safety, while
indicating that the stimulus that is being closely tracked will cover all sectors of the economy, and will
not be limited to small businesses. During a webinar organised by lobby group Siam, road transport and
highways minister Nitin Gadkari said that his ministry will expedite the vehicle scrapping policy to
support the automobile industry amid the Covid-19 pandemic.

Siam has sought a one-year moratorium for current timelines set by the road transport ministry to
implement nearly dozen new regulations relating to vehicle safety and fuel efficiency and the need to
roll out vehicle scrapping policy. Sources pointed to the 2008 financial crisis when the government had
deferred the timelines for some new vehicle regulations to suggest that a similar strategy may be
adopted.

Amid a clamour for government support road transport secretary Giridhar Aramane said that the
proposals from SLAM were being examined and a decision will be taken soon. “The government of
India, Prime Minister’s Office and the department of economic affairs are already working on a package,
which not only includes micro-, small and medium enterprises but also the entire industry. All sectors of
economy are being taken care of by a comprehensive package being worked out by the government,”
he said.

Aramane said whatever can be done within legal parameter will be attended to without any delay. “Our
effort will be to ensure that the ministry will be ahead of everybody else to provide relief to a particular
industry (road and transport) and also helps other sector to revive,” he said. Listing our the suggested
interventions Mahindra & Mahindra MD and CEO Pawan Goenka flagged the issue of vehicle
regulations and uncertainty around nearly 20% BS-IV vehicle sold until March 30, which had not been
registered until April-end. Gadkari said it is a difficult issue to resolve since the Supreme Court has given
its verdict. However, his ministry will explore the legal options. Siam members also flagged how there
are few migrant labourers in tier-2 and tier-3 cities and how they are staring at no revenue for the next
six months due to restricted production from 7am to 7pm.

Biggest job creator short of labour amid vast unemployment
DHWANI PANDYA, Bloomberg, 6 May 2020

NEW DELHI: India’s construction sector, the country’s biggest job creator, is facing a shortage of
workers amid a record increase in national unemployment. That’s because internal migrants, who
comprise about half India’s workforce, are choosing to return to their villages after facing hunger and
weeks of uncertainty in cities because of the coronavirus lockdown. Modi’s government this week
permitted local administrations to transport their citizens across state, around the same time it allowed
certain economic activities to resume while extending most stay-at-home rules through May 17.

“While utmost effort is being made to keep the workers in safe and hygienic conditions, along with
food provision and masks allocation, the workers are not ready to return to the sites,” said Sandeep
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Runwal, managing director at Mumbai-based Runwal Group. The labourers want “to be with their
families as uncertainties rise around the lockdown,” he said. The challenge of retaining staff
despite 122 million people losing their jobs in India last month shows how difficult it will be for Modi to
restart Asia’s No. 3 economy, where the bulk of the workforce comprises so-called informal labour that
are denied security and benefits. Economists predict a rare contraction in national output and have
urged Modi to ensure food and a basic income for the poorest Indians.

The two-decade-old Goodwill Developers is also facing a similar squeeze. “We have not been able to
start any construction activity and it might take some time to re-start the process,” founder Hakim
Lakdawala said in an interview. India’s construction sector has been under pressure since late 2016,
when Modi invalidated currency notes, followed by the botched roll out of a nationwide sales tax and a
crisis in the shadow bank sector that funds developers. The lockdown further choked cashflow and
contracters were unable to pay workers.

The Confederation of Real Estate Developers Associations of India lists availability of credit and raw
materials as other impediments. “Unless there is a resumption in the whole supply chain management
of the industries feeding into the real estate sector, the process of construction will again come to halt
in the next few weeks,” said Amit Modi, CREDAI president.

Economic Relief Package 2.0 soon
Financial Express, 8 May 2020

NEW DELHI: An economic relief package to fight the Covid-19 crisis will come any time soon, chief
economic advisor (CEA) Krishnamurthy V Subramanian said on Thursday and indicated that borrowing
of around $60 billion to fund the rising fiscal deficit can theoretically be through listing government
bonds on the global bond indices. In March, the Reserve Bank of India announced the opening up of
key government securities to full foreign investment in a bid to find a place in global bond indices.

The federal government had budgeted gross market borrowing of US$103 billion for FY21 and had
recently announced its plan to borrow 62.6% of it in the first half itself. However, its plans have gone
haywire due to the Covid-19 crisis. While acknowledging the serious challenges being faced by the
businesses, the CEA refuted the notion of a large-scale distress, saying the Jan Dhan deposits have gone
up from the level witnessed in the week before the lockdown was imposed from March 25. The
economy could grow at 1.5-2% in FY21, with a contraction in the first half. This will be followed by a
V-shaped recovery, he said, drawing a parallel with a similar rebound witnessed after the Spanish flu
outbreak.

Talking about the debt-to-GDP ratio following massive borrowing to fund productive spending,
Subramanian said even if the country witnesses 4% real GDP growth for 5-10 years from FY22, the debt
levels will come down. The important point is that the rate of borrowing will be far lower than our
nominal GDP growth rates. The CEA said while the first package addressed the vulnerable sections
(mainly a demand-side measure), the next round of relief could focus on the supply side of the
economy, including the ways to boost credit flow or liquidity in the system. Already, the central bank
has initiated a raft of steps to improve liquidity in the system. Commenting on the need to have a
massive stimulus package, in sync with the ones offered by the developed countries, the CEA said if the
loan guarantee is removed from the package extended by the UK, it would be worth only 3.7% of the
GDP, and not 15%. Similarly, the US package will be worth 6.5% of its GDP, instead of 10%.

https://www.bloomberg.com/quote/723861Z:IN
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-05/india-s-jobless-rate-jumps-to-27-1-as-lockdown-hurts-cmie-says
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SBI cuts lending rate
The Telegraph, 8 May 2020

MUMBAI: State Bank of India (SBI) on Thursday reduced the marginal cost of funds based lending rate
(MCLR) by 15 basis points across all tenors. This is its second cut in less than a month. After the latest
reduction, one year MCLR against which retail loans are set will come down to 7.25% from 7.40%. SBI
had raised the rates on home loans based on external benchmark repo by 30 basis points, based on
increased credit risk for borrowers. The bulk of SBI home loans are linked to the MCLR. The bank also
introduced a special deposit scheme for senior citizens with higher interest rate.

Retail term deposits of the senior citizens of tenures five years and above will have an additional
30-basis-point premium, to protect them in the current falling rate regime. This scheme will be in effect
till September 30. The additional premium will not be payable in the case of premature withdrawal of
such deposits. However, SBI slashed its deposit rates for tenors up to three years by 20 basis points.
The revised changes will be effective from May 12.

The changes of rates based on external benchmark has taken effect from May 1. On the revision in the
lending rate, the country’s largest lender said the new rates will come into effect from May 10. This is
the 12th consecutive reduction in the bank’s MCLR. As a result of the latest change, equated monthly
instalments (EMI) on eligible home loan accounts (linked to MCLR) will get cheaper by around US$3.38
for a 30-year loan of US$33,157.

While SBI has kept the external benchmark-linked lending rate constant at 7.05%, the increase in home
loan rates has been done by raising margins by up to 30 basis points across various home loan products.
The new rates came into effect from May 1. Last month, SBI had reduced MCLR by 35 basis points
across the board and it came after the RBI slashed the policy repo rate by 75 basis points to 4.40%. SBI
had also passed on the repo rate changes to its borrowers by bringing down the external benchmark
rate.

India to take on offshore currency markets amid virus tumult
SUBHADIP SIRCAR, Bloomberg, 8 May 2020

NEW DELHI: India is taking its first baby steps to tackle a growing offshore market for its currency. Two
exchanges -- India International Exchange (IFSC) Ltd. and NSE IFSC Ltd. -- will on Friday begin trading
foreign-exchange settled rupee derivatives, part of a push to bring the market back home. The launch
comes amid the world’s most expansive coronavirus lockdown, which has crippled businesses and hurt
trading volumes in the country’s financial markets. The timing may make it harder for the contracts to
gain traction even as volumes in rupee trading overseas continue to grow. India’s policymakers have
been increasingly concerned about the growing heft of the rupee trades in venues overseas. The
average daily volume for the rupee in London totalled $47 billion in April 2019, according to the Bank
for International Settlements. That’s a fivefold jump from 2016, and more than the $34.5 billion of
trades executed locally at the time.

Offering onshore rupee derivatives is similar to what Indonesia attempted in 2018, when it launched
non-deliverable forward contracts settled in rupiah. While the forex-settled rupee derivatives may take
time to take off, the move will help the Reserve Bank of India get a better grip on the working of the
non-deliverable forward (NDF) market and help investors get better quotes than the spreads they are
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charged offshore, India Forex’s Goenka said. The RBI has allowed local banks to participate in
the offshore currency market from June 1, which could pose another obstacle to onshore contracts
from becoming popular, analysts say. NDFs, nominally a tool for hedging, are popular with investors
who want to bet on the currency without taking delivery. They’re often used in major financial centres
in place of currencies that don’t trade round-the-clock.

Some federal banks have blamed NDFs for causing
disruptions in local markets when spreads widen
overnight. In March, the spread between the
one-month onshore and offshore dollar-rupee
contract widened by more than one rupee, compared
with a gap of less than 10 paise (a monetary unit of
India, Nepal, and former Pakistan equal to one
hundredth of a rupee) seen normally, according to
data compiled by Bloomberg. It still remains

wider-than-usual at about 50 paise. India’s rupee has been among the worst-performing Asian
currencies in the past month, dropping 0.2% versus the dollar.

The onshore currency market should be kept at distance from the NDFs to weaken the transmission of
speculation, said Ananth Narayan, a professor of finance and former South Asia head of financial
markets at Standard Chartered Plc. “I would prefer if the bridges between the onshore and offshore
were made thinner,” he said. “Entities with genuine interest should be encouraged to trade onshore by
easing hedging rules.”

Contract specifications:
1. India INX will offer trading on dollar/rupee futures and options contracts for 22 hours daily from

4:30 AM to 2:30 AM of next business day.
2. The market regulator has set gross open position across all contracts at 15% of total open interest,

or $1 billion, whichever is higher, for brokers, institutional investors and eligible foreign investors.
The limit can’t exceed 6%, or $100 million, for other clients.

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-04-13/india-s-central-bank-doubles-down-on-a-market-that-it-despised
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Focus
Toxic disaster: On Visakhapatnam gas leak
The Hindu, 8 May 2020

NEW DELHI: The disastrous leak of a toxic chemical that has killed several people and left hundreds sick
near Visakhapatnam in Andhra Pradesh comes as a shock to a nation struggling to cope with a
prolonged lockdown. Residents of habitations around Gopalapatnam, close to the site where the LG
Polymers plant is located, passed out as the hazardous styrene vapour swept through the area at night.
Several deaths took place as people tried to flee, and the chemical rendered them unconscious.

There are horrific stories of people falling from buildings, or into wells and ditches as they lost
consciousness. They have become the first victims of the exit from the lockdown, when industrial units
were allowed to resume their operations. Styrene, the chemical involved in the disaster-struck plant
that produces polystyrene products, is included in the schedule of the Manufacture, Storage and
Import of Hazardous Chemical Rules, 1989. The rules lay down strict norms on how it should be
handled and stored.

Although it will take an inquiry to establish what caused the incident, the company and the State
government knew that the chemical was hazardous, characterised by poor stability under a variety of
conditions that could even lead to explosive situations. It is also reasonable to assume that the safety
mechanism built into the storage structures of something so hazardous was either faulty or allowed to
be overridden. Was the reopening work at the factory left to unskilled people, as some city officials
have said? These aspects must be probed in the inquiry to fix accountability.

The Andhra Pradesh government must focus immediately on the medical needs of those who have
been grievously affected by the gas leak, which has inevitably led to comparisons with the 1984 Bhopal
gas disaster. As a harmful chemical, styrene could have chronic effects beyond the immediate
symptoms. International safety literature cites it as a substance that may cause cancer; there is thus no
safe limit for exposure to it. Solatium payments and compensation for the victims and families are
important, but so is access to the highest quality of health care for the victims.

What happened in Gopalapatnam is also a warning for industries across India. Although some may see
the incident as a consequence of the lockdown, the States have the authority under the Central
government’s orders to exempt process industries. It needs no special emphasis that safety of
industrial chemicals requires continuous watch, with no scope for waivers. As India aims for a wider
manufacturing base, it needs to strengthen its approach to public and occupational safety. Transparent
oversight is not a hurdle to industrial growth. It advances sustainable development by eliminating
terrible mistakes.

Vietnam and Kerala curbed Covid-19 on the cheap
The Economist, 8 May 2020

NEW DELHI: The phone rings and a doctor picks up. “Sir, we’ve run out of ventilators. What do we do
when more patients come?” Soon after, a grim medic explains that the disease they are battling kills
three in four victims. There is no vaccine or treatment. Such talk has become commonplace in the time
of covid-19. Yet this is the opening of “Virus”. Styled as a thriller, it tells the true story of the struggle to

https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Visakhapatnam/visakhapatnam-lg-polimers-chemical-plant-gas-leak-updates-may-7-2020/article31523178.ece?homepage=true
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/what-is-styrene-gas/article31526255.ece
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contain an outbreak of the Nipah virus in 2018. The bat-borne pathogen killed 21 out of the 23 people
infected. But Kerala tamed Nipah within a month adopting an all-hands approach that included
district-wide curfews, relentless contact-tracing and the quarantine of thousands of potential carriers.
Kerala has used the same strategy to fight covid-19 with stellar results. It was the first of India’s 36
states and territories to report a covid-19 case, a medical student who returned in January from Wuhan,
the Chinese city where the epidemic started. By March 24th, when Narendra Modi, the prime minister,
declared a nationwide lockdown to combat the disease, Kerala accounted for a fifth of India’s cases,
more than any other state. Just six weeks later, it ranks 16th. As India’s active case load has risen by a
multiple of 71, Kerala’s has fallen by two-thirds. It has suffered just four deaths.

With 95 million people, Vietnam is a much bigger place. In dealing with covid-19, however, it has
followed a strikingly similar script, with an even more striking outcome. Like Kerala it was exposed to
the virus early, and saw a surge of infections in March. Active cases also peaked early, however, and
have since tumbled to a mere 39. Uniquely among countries of even remotely similar size, it has not yet
suffered a single confirmed fatality. Vietnam has recently battled deadly epidemics, during the global
outbreaks of SARS in 2003 and of swine flu in 2009. Vietnam and Kerala both benefit from a long legacy
of investment in public health and particularly in primary care, with strong, centralised management,
an institutional reach from city wards to remote villages and an abundance of skilled personnel. Not
coincidentally, communism has been a strong influence, as the unchallenged state ideology of Vietnam
and as a brand touted by the leftist parties that have dominated Kerala since the 1950s.

Cultural factors may have aided Vietnam’s effort, such as a willingness to study and learn from China,
social comfort with wearing protective masks, acceptance of being isolated away from home and
respect for expert advice. The age profile of Vietnamese covid-19 carriers has been generally younger
than elsewhere, giving more resistance to illness. Before the end of January Vietnam had declared a
national emergency, formed a top-level steering committee chaired by the deputy prime minister and
begun screening passengers and restricting movement. The effort to trace the contacts of infected
travellers drew on personnel from the army and civil service as well as health workers. As early as
mid-February, Vietnam had imposed stringent lockdowns on some districts, with communes of as many
as 10,000 inhabitants placed under heavy police guard. As in China, potential carriers of the disease
were quarantined away from their own families.

The government’s public-awareness campaign was equally aggressive, relying on text-messaging,
information-packed websites and downloadable apps as well as a barrage of some 127 articles a day,
on average, across 13 of the most popular online news outlets. Kerala’s state government has been
similarly energetic, from the chief minister, its top elected official, giving nightly pep talks to
village-level committees working to set up public hand-washing stations. Aside from showing logistical
efficiency in monitoring cases and equipping its health system, it has also emphasised sympathy and
compassion for people affected by the pandemic. The state has mobilised some 16,000 teams to man
call centres and to look after as many as 100,000 quarantined people, ensuring they do not lack food,
medical care or simply someone to talk to.

Both Kerala and Vietnam are keenly aware that the danger is far from over. Until there is a vaccine or
better treatment, Vietnam will remain on alert. Kerala is preparing for a huge influx of expatriate
workers returning from the economically battered Arab Gulf countries. More than 300,000 have
requested help getting home via a state website. Rajeev Sadanandan, a public-health expert who
spearheaded Kerala’s Nipah campaign, admits this is a big risk when state revenues are under severe
strain. “But”, he says, “there is no doubt in government or in our society that they must be brought
back and that we should stand by them whatever the circumstances.”
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Let’s make behavioural change sustainable
DINESH C SHARMA, The Tribune, 8 May 2020

CHANDIGARH: The current phase of the lockdown, which officials are now describing as a phase of
graded relaxation rather than lockdown, has seen the easing of norms in many parts of the country. In
the first two phases, only the essential services and products were allowed. In the current phase, shops
and establishments dealing with items categorised as non-essential have also been permitted to
operate. This included liquor shops and kiosks selling paan and tobacco products, among others. As
predicted, liquor outlets saw huge crowds which became uncontrollable at many places. One can argue
about the merits of this decision or about the dependence of governments on tax revenue from alcohol,
but what shocked public health experts is the complete go-by to physical distancing. Visuals from
several places show people standing close to each other or crowding around the counters of liquor
shops. Forget prescribed distancing, there was no distancing at all. This behaviour looked strange,
particularly when we have seen physical distancing being observed in grocery shops, fruit and
vegetable markets and so on, in the past few weeks.

This episode should not be shrugged off as antics of some random alcohol-crazy people, but studied
deeply as a case of human behaviour and the efficacy of communication strategies to change behaviour,
particularly during emergency situations like the current pandemic. After all, the promotion of physical
distancing is a key component of prevention and central to the communication messages pursued by
international and national health agencies, voluntary bodies, public health experts as well as social
media influencers. Then, why is physical distancing not being observed so vigorously, as we have seen
in front of liquor vends? Why are people in Kerala observing physical distancing, even at liquor shops?
The answers to such questions are not easy. It has a lot to do with the situation in every location as well
as the underlying socio-economic and cultural factors. Human behaviour is governed by scores of
factors. That’s why, only messaging or appeals for physical distancing would not have resulted in
behavioural change. For instance, the gathering of crowds in front of stores —for buying grocery,
alcohol, petrol or an iPhone — depends on multiple factors.

In the present case, it was the pent-up demand and uncertainty about the availability of liquor that
overrode the fear of getting infected — by not maintaining physical distance. It also depends on how
strictly the lockdown was implemented in different states, resulting in a surge in the demand for liquor.
Perhaps, there would have been similar rampages if food stores were not allowed to have been opened
for weeks. In contrast, the uncertainty in Kerala was low because liquor vends were opened for short
durations even during the earlier lockdown phases. It is not linked only to education or literacy levels,
as some people are arguing. Communication from government agencies should have taken into
account all these uncertainties while announcing the relaxations. Communication strategies aimed at
social and behavioural change ought to address social determinants that shape people’s behaviour.
Expecting people to observe physical distancing in urban slums like Dharavi — which has among the
highest population densities in the world — without providing adequate space to live or sanitation
facilities — would be futile. Asking people to wash their hands with soap frequently in areas where
there is scarcity of even drinking water would not lead to any behavioural change. We are bound to see
crowds — with no physical distancing — in Mumbai’s local trains and Delhi Metro post lockdown —
while the virus may still be circulating — unless we are able to address the long-term needs of safe
public transport in cities.

The focus of communication strategies during the pandemic has been on wearing masks, physical
distancing and handwashing, as immediate preventive measures during the lockdown. These strategies
need to cover other behaviour, such as cough etiquette, spitting in public places, nose-blowing and
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sneezing in social settings etc. Spitting in public places has been banned by several state governments.
Penalties will also be imposed. Along with littering, spitting was already prohibited in many states. A
total ban is a welcome and much-needed step, but it is not going to banish spitting altogether unless
cultural and social factors associated with spitting are looked into.

During a pandemic, like the current one, stigma is another issue needing the attention of the
communicators. While public health experts warn against the stigmatisation of those infected, several
government health officials, police and a section of the media are stigmatising communities, localities
and individuals. The common communication strategy adopted during health emergencies is fear or
shock. People respond when exposed to fear. It is the ‘self-preservation’ instinct that has kept people
indoors during the lockdown, driven by fear-based communication. The images of people dying in large
numbers — beamed on television channels with provocative headlines — fuelled fear and shock among
the people. The discourse does not include a rational difference between the epidemic and the
response to it in different settings. But invoking fear alone does not help. It has to be accompanied by
the capacity to take action at an individual level. And this depends on access to supplies, skills,
confidence, resources etc to manage the risk.

It would be fallacious to think that we are witnessing a behavioural change that would be lasting. For
behavioural change to be sustainable, we need to trigger a behavioural ‘contagion’. For communication
to lead to behavioural change, a deep understanding of factors responsible for the present behaviour is
critical. Mere knowledge of risk does not alter behaviour.


