A India Covid crisis: families' plea for help amid oxygen shortages and mass cremations - video report
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Why India’s worsening Covid crisis is a dire problem
for the world
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The catastrophe unfolding in India appears to be the worst-case scenario that many
feared from the Covid-19 pandemic: unable to find sufficient hospital beds, access to
tests, medicines or oxygen, the country of 1.4 billion is sinking beneath the weight
of infections.

The two opposed assumptions of the global response to coronavirus - wealthy
countries in the west prioritising vaccines for their own need in one camp, and the
argument led by the World Health Organization for global vaccine equality in the
other - are also failing to hold as the scale of the crisis in India points to an urgent
need to prioritise the response there.

With the global supply of vaccines unlikely to pick up until the
end of this year, what is required now is international leadership and a recognition
that, despite the best intentions of the World Health Organization and the vaccine-
sharing Covax initiative to fairly distribute jabs, the pandemic may require a period



of more focused firefighting where difficult and sometimes unpopular decisions
need to be made.

That will require countries to look beyond their own health crises to see that the
pandemic could still get much worse without intervention. Experts have repeatedly
warned that allowing the virus to circulate unchecked increases the risk that
dangerous new strains will emerge and prolong the pandemic.

Models already exist for what could be done, including George W Bush’s initiative to
fight Aids in Africa under the president’s Emergency plan for Aids relief and the
2014 global response to Ebola in West Africa, which was seen as an international
priority.

The reality is that the magical thinking displayed by the Indian prime minister
Narendra Modi’s government - which claimed the pandemic was in its “endgame” in
March as the country careened towards a second wave of infections - was not much
different from the mistakes of other leaders, including the former US president
Donald Trump, who thought the virus would simply disappear, or the mistaken
boosterism of the UK prime minister, Boris Johnson.

What is different in India - a country with a fragile health system and even weaker
surveillance - is the huge possibility for harm locally and globally, perhaps on a
scale not yet seen in the pandemic.
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India has also dramatised the danger of an atomised approach in the global response
to coronavirus.

The world’s biggest producer of vaccines, the Serum Institute of India, was
supposed to supply doses under the Covax scheme to poorer nations, mostly in
Africa. Doses have now been diverted for India’s needs, which is itself has struggled
to acquire material for vaccine production from the US.

As a consequence of the crisis, this month India shipped just 1.2m doses abroad
compared with 64m in the three months prior.

China, which has heavily pushed its own version of vaccine diplomacy, has already
moved to fill that vacuum. Wang Wenbin, a spokesperson for the Chinese foreign
ministry, said that “China is willing to provide the necessary support and help” to
India, though he did not detail specific information. The UK government is to airlift
495 oxygen concentrators, which can extract oxygen from the air when hospital
systems have run out, 120 non-invasive ventilators and 20 manual ventilators to
Delhi, with Germany also likely to send an oxygen generator and other aid.

But what India needs immediately is supplies for its vaccine factories, currently
held up by US export restrictions, and tools, such as genomic sequencing, to
identify and control existing and emerging variants.

One hopeful sign is that the US has promised to “rapidly deploy” aid to healthcare
workers in India, where there has been a fourth consecutive day of world-record
Covid case numbers.

The US said it was in high-level talks to deploy extra help to Indian healthcare
workers and that it was gravely concerned about the situation there.

Dr Anthony Fauci, the US’s top infectious diseases expert, said on Sunday several
measures are being considered, including sending over oxygen supplies, tests, drug
treatments and personal protective equipment.

“Bottom line, it’s a terrible situation that’s going on in India and other lower middle-
income countries, and there is more we can do,” he said.

... we have a small favour to ask. Through these turbulent and challenging times,
millions rely on the Guardian for independent journalism that stands for truth and
integrity. Readers chose to support us financially more than 1.5 million times in



2020, joining existing supporters in 180 countries.

With your help, we will continue to provide high-impact reporting that can
counter misinformation and offer an authoritative, trustworthy source of news for
everyone. With no shareholders or billionaire owner, we set our own agenda and
provide truth-seeking journalism that’s free from commercial and political
influence. When it’s never mattered more, we can investigate and challenge
without fear or favour.

Unlike many others, we have maintained our choice: to keep Guardian journalism
open for all readers, regardless of where they live or what they can afford to pay.
We do this because we believe in information equality, where everyone deserves
to read accurate news and thoughtful analysis. Greater numbers of people are
staying well-informed on world events, and being inspired to take meaningful
action.

We aim to offer readers a comprehensive, international perspective on critical
events shaping our world - from the Black Lives Matter movement, to the new
American administration, Brexit, and the world's slow emergence from a global
pandemic. We are committed to upholding our reputation for urgent, powerful
reporting on the climate emergency, and made the decision to reject advertising
from fossil fuel companies, divest from the oil and gas industries, and set a course
to achieve net zero emissions by 2030.

If there were ever a time to join us, it is now. You can power Guardian journalism
and help sustain our future. Support the Guardian from as little as £1 - it only
takes a minute. If you can, please consider supporting us with a regular amount
each month. Thank you.

Support the Guardian % (Remind mein June> VISA m P Fayral




