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Researchers
sceptical because
predictions are
solely based on
statistical models

AFSHAN YARMEREN
IENGALEET

While an IT-Kanpur study
has predicted a fourth wave
of COVID-S in the country
from June to October, three
experts in Karnataka that the.
State's Technical Advisory
Commitiee (TAD) consuled
on this possibility are scepri-
cal of the study,

The paper by researchiers
from IM-Kanpur forecasts
rhar the fourth wave of CO-
VIO-13 in India will armve af

ter 936 days from the report:
ing; of thee first case, which is
January 30, 2020. Therefare,
the fourth weve starts on
June 22, 2003 reaching lis
peale on August Z3, 2023, and
ends on Dctober 24, 2022,
according to the paper,

As the same ream From 1T
Kanpur had precisely pred-
icted the third wave of Omi-
cron variant in January-Fe-
Bruary 2022, the Stare's TAC
had scugsht an expen revies:
on the paper by Rajesh Sun-
daresan from M5, Siva Ath-
teya from Indian Statistical
Institute, and TAC member
Giridhar R, Babu from the
Public Hezlth Foundation of
India,

According to the expertre-
views, the IIT-Kanpur's pap-
er sufters from several himita-
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TIT-Kanpur paper on fourth wave should be read with caution’

A file photoof a heatth worker collecting swab samples for
COVID-19 test in Bengalury,

tions. “As the predictions are
solely based on stwistical
models, they should be read
with caution,” the experts
have opined.

The TAC deliberated upon
the expert reviews at its 1615
meeting held on March 16

irrespective of the paper's
limitations.

Prof. Sundaresan has sid
the paper uses Zimbabwe as

the training data since “Zim-

babwe and India have the
e visible similarities
in the shape of the COVID

and recommended rthe State  waves'

o adopt a cantious approach

"But Zimbabwe and India

m The problem in
identifying wavesin
Inelia s that most
States do nol have
robust surveillance
systems. There sno
clearway ol
understanding the
expericd number of
eases of a disease.

GiFiHAR . BB,
TAC i

have very different vaccinat-
ed populations.  Roughly,
30% have taken at least one
dose and 23% two doses In
Zimbabwe. The situation in
India is  vastly different
(where vaccination is 70%
first doge and 59% second
dnse). These higher vaccing
tion numbers may sgnific

cantly delay & fourth wave
and may result in a differsnt
waive wicleh,” e said.

“The Zimbabwe wave in
Hovember was Hkely due (o

prediction) are that there isa
tendency of overfitting the
data and high sensitivity to
initial conditions.

“The natural progresslon

Omieron, To say Zimbat
Omicron wave width will ap-
ply 1o India's fourth wave
(which will passibly be dune
to & mew variant) is without
basis, A new duminant var-
iatit has 1o overcome Omi-
cron's prevalence and posst
ble ybrid immunity (duoe o

Delta/Omicron  infections
and  vaccimations),” Prof.
Sundaresan said

Several limitations

Painting cut that the predic-
tien sulfers from several Lun:
itadons, D Babo said the
major  drawhacks of the
Ganssian model (used in the

s of the pandemic dep

s on
several  factors,  Among
them, the actions taken dur-
ing the initial days of the aur-
break play a key role. For the
Zimbalwe wave to be similar
to India’s, there should have
been similarities with the
rest of the factors, In statish-
cal parlance, all other factors
should have been held con-
stant. Including vaccination
coverage, seraprevalence or
wider vesirictions, none of
the factors is similar. It s
puvely a coincidence thae the
width and peak of one coun-
try are similar o those of
another, Without proving

this, the authors cannot ga
aliead with forecasting,” he
said. “The problem in identi-
fying waves in India is tha
most States do not have ros
bust survelllance systens.
There is no clear way of un-
derstanding the expected
numher of cases of 4 diseasze
Therefore, it {3 difficult ro ex-
plain the excess cases that
occur,” Br, Babu pointed out.
Concurring with the rwo
experts, Prof, Athreya said
that predictions solely based
on statistical models should
be read with caution. *It is vi-
tal 1o monitor cases closely,
Iook for early warning signs,
do edtensive sequencing on
Lesst-positive cases and mple-
ment randomised sentinel
haserd testing on serc-survey
protocrd,” he added,

China reports two COV

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
BEIJING

China on Saturday reported
two COVID-19 deaths, the
first since January 2021,
amid a spike in the coronavi-
rus cases prompting authori-
ties to rule out relaxing the
much-criticised “dynamic
zero-COVID” policy of res-
tricting international travel

to control the latest
outbreak.
The latest surge in cases in

the last few weeks was a two
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year high in the country,
denting official claims of Chi-
na being one of the best per-
formers in curbing COVID-19
pandemic.

China’s National Health
Commission on Saturday re-
ported two deaths due to co-
ronavirus, taking the death
toll since the COVID-19
emerged in Wuhan in De-
cember 2019 to 4,638.

The Commission reported
about 4,000 new cases, in-
cluding 1,823 asymptomatic

cases, on Friday. In all 18,586
people are undergoing treat-
ment, it said in its daily
report.

The virus was prevalent in
15 provincial-level regions,
while cases continue to re-
main high in Jilin province
which reported 1,674 cases
on Saturday.

Vice Premier Sun Chunlan
has asked the health officials
to step up measures to con-
tain the virus.

Ms. Sun stressed that all

-19 deaths

those that need to be hospi-
talised or isolated should be
done so to completely stamp
out community infections,
and work must be done to
optimise the process of de-
tection, diagnosis, review
and information reporting.

She also urged efforts to
balance nucleic acid testing
resources across the regions
and improve emergency res-
ponse capacity, State-run
Xinhua  news agency
reported.
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Transmission of COVID-19
infection rare in babies

Less than 2% babies born to
COVID-infected mothers test positive

L

The SARS-CoV-2 virus,
which causes COVID-19, can
be transmitted from mother
to baby before, during and
after childbirth, but such oc-
currences are rare, accord-
ing to a study published in
The BMJ.

The researchers found
that less than two per cent of
babies born to covid-infect-
ed mothers test positive for
the virus.

However, they are more
likely to test positive when
the mothers have severe Co-
vid or were diagnosed after
childbirth.

The team led by research-
ers at the University of Bir-
mingham in the UK. also
found that vaginal births and
breastfeeding do not in-
crease the likelihood of ba-
bies testing positive for
SARS-CoV-2 when their
mothers have the infection.

The study examined data
from around the globe relat-
ing to more than 14,000 ba-
bies born to mothers with
COVID-19. Overall, 1.8 per
cent of the 14,271 babies with
SARS-CoV-2 infection tested
positive for the virus using
PCR tests, the researchers
said.

“Qurs is the first study to
use the World Health Organ-
ization’s methods to show
that it is possible for the vi-
rus to be spread from the
mother to baby while in the
womb, during childbirth,
and after delivery,” said stu-
dy lead Shakila Thangarati-
nam, a professor at the Un-
iversity of Birmingham.

The researchers noted
that mothers should be reas-
sured about the low risk of
viral transmission through
vaginal birth, skin-to-skin
contact and breastfeeding,
all of which should be en-
couraged.
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City's garbage disposal
bill set to go up

NAVEEN MENEZES
BENGALURU, DHNS

he cost of handling Bengaluru’s sol-
id wasteissettorise.

The Bruhat Bengaluru Mahana-
gara Palike (BBMP) has planned to build
three large transfer stations where the
municipal waste collected by auto tippers
from 8-10 wards will be shifted to compac-
tors for processing or disposal.

While the facility is expected to elimi-
nateroadside dumping points, such large
stations, experts say, will shoot up the ter-
tiary waste transport cost as auto tippers
will have to unnecessarily travel an addi-
tional 10-15 km to transfer the garbage.

This is the first such proposal where
each transfer station — consisting of
equipmentsuch as containers, hook load-
ers, weighing bridge, etc —will be able to
handle 150 tonnes of waste on adaily basis.
Bengaluru has at least 12 similar stations
butthey are much smaller in size and han-
dleupto 25 tonnesof garbage a day. While
a mini transfer station can serve a ward,
the proposed large stations are aimed at
covering an entireassembly constituency.

The BBMP feels large stations will re-
duce the secondary transport cost. “We
are currently spending Rs 2-3 lakh per
month on each compactor for disposing
of the waste. Now, one compactor carries
about 5-8 tonnes of garbage. When the

Auto tippers will take garba

"collected 8-0 s fer stations

new facility is up and running, we will be
able to compress and load up to 16 tonnes
of waste in one compactor. This will do
awaywith the need for more compactors,”
asenior BBMP official said.

The BBMP operates 580 compactors
for disposing of waste at landfill sites or
waste-processing plants.

Experts volunteering for solid waste
management are not happy with the
BDA’s new proposal.

“Thelarge transfer stationswillundoall
thereformsintroducedso far. Autotippers
that collect waste from a ward are able to
make a second trip because the transfer
pointis close-by. Having large stations per
constituency will force auto tippersto trav-
el unnecessarily,” said Sandhya Narayan,
an SWM expert.

She wondered how the BBMP would
find land for such large stations in the city
when it hasn’t been able to give smaller
sites for building 50 mini transferstations.

Asperthetenderdocuments, the BBMP
plans to spend Rs 39.80 crore on capital
expenditure and Rs 27 crore on their op-
eration and maintenance (O&M) for seven
years. The facility, officials said, will elim-
inate the need to transfer garbage, which
is currently done on roadsides.

Toaquestion,aBBMP official in charge
of the project said auto tippers would be
given only nearbywards, therebyreducing
the distance they would cover.

r

processing or disposal. The picture shows auto tippers lined up in Halasuru. pHFILE
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July 2022: BBMP sets fresh deadline to finish
Suranjan Das junction underpass work

BENGALURU, DHNS: The long-delayed Work at Wind Tunnel Road

work on the underpass at the Suranjan Reviewinga series of projects, Guptaalso
Das junction has got a new deadline and inspected the work site at Wind Tunnel
officials have beeninstructed to complete Road and gave officials six monthstowrap
the work on the stretch by July 2022, up the work.

Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike “Theretaining wall hasbeen construct-
(BBMP) Chief Commissioner Gaurav ed on one side. I have instructed the of-
Gupta visited the work site on Saturday ficials to obtain traffic diversion permis-
and interacted with the engineers over sions and complete the construction of a
thedelay. retaining wall on the other side and finish

“Theretaining wall hasbeen construct- the pending works within six months,” he
ed on both sides. The precast elements said.
have to be installed and I have instructed The civic body has already finished ac-
the officials to finish the pendingworksby quiring the land needed for the project
July,” Gupta said. from NAL and Isro.

BBMP officials blamed the delay in  Incidentally, Gupta, whovisited the site
works onshifting the treesatthe junction. last year, had set a September 2021 dead-
“The Karnataka High Court had tointer- line for the project.
veneinthe matterandsinceitwasresolved  Inspecting road restoration works at
afewmonths ago, the work has pickedup some of the 110 villages in the city out-
speed,” a senior BBMP official said. The skirts, the chief commissioner directed
project missed multiple deadlines, the engineerstoexpedite the work before the
latest one being September 2021. onset of the rainy season.

Sy .{-;l_;_ B b
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BBMP Chief Commissioner Gaurav Gupta and an official inspect the work
onthe underpass at Suranjan Das Road on Saturday. SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT
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‘Half of streets in Mahadevapura,
23% in Malleswaram not well-lit’

BENGALURU, DHNS

he safety of public spaces in
TMal]eswaram and Mahadevapura

assembly constituencies has scope
for improvement with better street-
lights and bus stops, an audit report has
revealed,

The audit report, released on Satur-
day by the Bangalore Political Action
Committee (B.PAC), showed 23% of
the audited streets and public places in
Malleswaramand 50%in Mahadevapura
must be well lit to ensure safety.

Taking part in the panel discussion
on the report’s key findings, BBMP Spe-
cial Commissioner (West) Dr Deepak R
L. vowed that the civic body will ensure
budgetary allocation to install new street-
lights and torepair old ones.

“Therewas confusioniftheinstallation
of streetlights had to be a centralised ten-
der or a decentralised one, which caused
adelay in the implementation of the pro-
ject. However, now we havedecentralised
the process and a budgetary allocation
will bemade,” he said.

Joint Commissioner of Police (Traf-

‘ ™ i
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Adiscussi

dn was organised by B.PAC at Rotary House of F iehib

onLavelle

Road on Saturday:. It was attended by MLA Arvind Limbavali. bH PHOTO/S K DINESH

fic) Dr B R Ravikanthe Gowda felt better
lightingwill ensure safetyand preventac-
cidents. “Weare passing on to the BBMP
thegeo-tagged information on the lack of
streetlights invarious areas. Better light-
ing will help reduce crime rates.”

Thereportalsosaidthe city’s busstops
can be enhanced with a Passenger Infor-
mation System and route maps. “Many
women passengers travelling late in the
eveningare notsure if the bus willarrive,”
pointed out Pooja Patel,amember of the
survey team.

Noting that the BMTC is working on

projects to ensure women'’s safety under
the Nirbhaya scheme, the corporation’s
Director for Security and Vigilance Ra-
dhika G said theyare working on pooling
in the data and live-tracking buses.

“CCTV cameras, GPS systems, and
panic buttons have been installed in 50
city buses on a pilot basis. Once we have
all the data, the Passenger Information
System will be implemented,” she said.

The audit, taken up by B.PAC in asso-
ciation with CGI, inspected 260 public
spaces with the help of 45 volunteers over
18 months.
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173 new Covid cases,
two deaths in state

BENGALURU, DHNS: The state reported on Saturday were
on Saturday registered 173 from BengaluruUrban (1) and
new coronaviruscasesandtwo Ballari (1).
fatalities, thereby taking the Of the new cases, 138 were
totalcasestodateto 39,44,605 from Bengaluru Urban dis-
and toll to 40,035. trict which also recorded 110
As many as 153 pa- %4y discharges. Only 30,718
Jeee-  tests were done on

fromvarious hospitals el Saturday. On day 4, the
after recovery, taking ¢ & number of 12-14-year-
thenumberofrecover- ¢ * old, who received
iesso farto039,02,497. " Corbevaxvaccinetouched
Thenumber of active cas- 1,14,517 (till 7.30 pm).
esacrossthestateisnow 2,031. As many as 92,940 were

The positivity rate for the day vaccinated on Saturday, taking
was 0.56%andthecasefatality the total doses given so far to
ratewas 1.15%. Thetwodeaths 10,25,62,995.
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India logs
over 2k fresh
Covid-19 cases,
Tl deaths

NEW DELHI, PTI: India’s
Covid-19 tally increased to
4,30,06,080 on Saturday
with 2,075 fresh infections,
while the active cases de-
clined further to 27,802,
according to Union health
ministry data.

The death toll due to the
viral disease climbed to
5.16,352 with 71 fresh fatali-
ties, the dataupdatedat8am
stated. Theactive casescom-
prise 0.06%ofthe total infec-
tions. The national Covid-19
recovery rate was recorded
at 98.73%, the health minis-
trysaid.

A reduction of 1,379 cas-
es has been recorded in the
active Covid-19 caseload
in a span of 24 hours. The
daily positivity rate was re-
corded at 0.56% and the
weekly positivity rate stood
at 0.41%, the ministry said.
The last 24 hours saw a total
of 3,70,514 Covid-19 tests
being conducted. India has
so far conducted over 78.22
croretests, it said.

The number of people
who have recuperated
from the disease surged to
4,24 61,926. The case fatality
rate was recorded at 1.20%,
it added. The cumulative
Covid-19 vaccine doses ad-
ministered in the country so
farunderthenationwide vac-
cination drive have exceeded
181.04 crore.

India’s Covid-19 tally had
crossed the 20-lakh mark
on August 7, 2020, 30 lakh
on August 23, 40 lakh on
September 5 and 50 lakh
on September 16. It went
past 60 lakh on September
28, 70 lakh on October 11,
crossed 80 lakh on October
29,90 lakh on November 20
and surpassed the one-crore
mark on December 19. India
crossed thegrim milestone of
twocroreonMay4,2021,and
three crore on June 23.
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Chinareports
first Covid-19
deathsin more
thanayear

BEIJING, PTI: China on
Saturday reported two
Covid-19 deaths, the first
since January 2021, amid
a spike in the coronavirus
cases prompting author-
ities to rule out relaxing
the much-criticised “dy-
namic zero-Covid” policy
of restricting international
travel to control the latest
outbreak.

The latest surge in cases
in the last few weeks was a
two year high in the coun-
try, denting official claims
of China being one of the
bestperformersincurbing
the Covid-19 pandemic.

China’s National Health
Commission on Saturday
reported two deaths dueto
coronavirus, the first since
January 2021, taking the
death toll since the Cov-
id-19 emerged in Wuhan
in December 2019t04,638
people.

The Commission report-
ed about 4,000 new cases,
including 1,823 asympto-
matic cases, on Friday.
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‘Covid situation
comfortable, may
change dramatically’

The guard must not
be lowered: Maha
addl chief secretary

——v—

MRITYUNJAY BOSE
MUMBAI, DHNS

he Covid-19 situation
Tis comfortable now

but may dramatically
change over the next few
weeks, the Maharashtra gov-
ernmenthaswarned amid the
emergence of anew variantof
the virus.

The active patients have
come below the 2,000 level,
which comes as a good sign,
however, the guard must not
be lowered.

Maharashtragovernment’s
additional chief secretary
(health) Dr Pradeep Vyas, in
acommunication toall collec-
tors, municipal commission-
er, chief executive officers of
Zilla Parishads has sent out a
precautionary note.

“Some new variants are
suspected to fuel infections
in Israel and other countries.
With restrictions almost re-
laxed, we need to be alert at
this point of time...,” Dr Vyas
sentinthe note.

According tohim, crowding
needs tobe avoided and mask-
ing needs to be stressed.

“Bealertinidentifying clus-
tersif SARI and ILI cases and
surveillance of the sameneed
be stepped up,” he said.

Dr Vyas also pointed out
that Maharashtra’s vaccina-

tion is below the national av-
erage and needs to be pushed

“Though at present we
are quite comfortable with
only around 2,000 active
Covid cases but situation may
change dramatically over the
next few weeks [sic],” he said
in the note dated March 17.

Dr Vyas said: “In past 24
hours some countries have
recorded the highest ever
new Covid cases since the be-
ginning of the pandemic two
years back.

South Korea has reported
6.21 lakh new Covid cases
in a day, Germany 2.62 lakh
new Covid cases in a day and
the UK nearly 94,000 cases
in a day.Population of South
Koreais about 5.18 crore and
thatof Germanyisabout 8.32
crore.

Compared to that in our
state with a population of
12.2 crore, the highest new
daily cases have been around
68,000 in a day in the second
surge. This comparison is to
show the extent of infection
in South Korea and Europe
[sic].”

DR PRADEEP VYAS
Addl CS (Health), Maharashtra

‘ Maharashtra's vac-

cination is below
the national average and
needs to be pushed up.
Though at present we are
quite comfortable with
only around 2,000 active
Covid cases but situation
may change dramatically
over the next few weeks
[sic].
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Can’t live in fear over
surge elsewhere: ICMR

‘Relaxations
Must Continue,
With Caution’

Nisha.Nambiar@timesgroup.com

Pune: India will not necessa-
rily go on to mirror the Covid
graph of countries currently
reporting huge surges in ca-
seloads, Dr Samiran Panda,
additional director general of
the Indian Council of Medi-
cal Research, told TOI on Sa-
turday. “Relaxations obser-
ved in states must continue.
The public health approach is
not living in fear forever,” he
said, adding that masks sho-
uld stay on and vaccine cove-
rage widened.

The comments follow a
central directive asking states
and Union territories to inten-
sify surveillance after cases
surged in parts of Europe and

'NO COUNTRY WILL MIRROR ANOTHER'

» China reported two Covid-related
deaths on Saturday, the first since

January 2021. It has reported

more than 29,000 infections since

the beginning of March
» Cases are rising swiftly in

Germany, Italy, Austria, Australia,

South Korea and Japan, among
others, in a ‘fourth wave’

(Various countries

drew up different
response plans.) So, no
one country would mirror
another country now. Even
if there is a rise in cases
elsewhere, it does not mean
it will happen here too

—Samiran Panda | ICMR

India should extend booster to all, say docs

I ndia must look at extending the third dose of anti-Covid vacci-
ne — booster or precaution dose — beyond 60-plus category to
ensure there isnodrop in immunity; doctors told TOI. Doctors sa-
id younger people suffering from cancer, TB and kidney dysfunc-
tion, who are immunocompromised, need an extra dose. Ty

Asia. Panda said while more
country-specific data is nee-
ded to formulate clear action
plans, India’s focus should be
on easing curbs along with en-
suring precaution. “We sho-
uld... be cautious and must
maintain surveillance and
hygiene,” he said.

As for the surges being se-
eninChina, Hong Kongand so-
me parts of Europe, the ICMR
expert said various countries
went on to draw up different
plans to reduce infections as
the pandemic progressed.

P Genomic surveillance, P9
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ICMR: Step
up genomic
and sentinel -
surveillance

p Continued from page 1

0, no one country would
mirror another country

now. Even if there is a
rise in cases elsewhere, it
does not mean it will happen
here too. We as a country
should step up genomic and
sentinel surveillance,” he
said, adding that, important-
ly, India also used a different
set of vaccines against Co-
vid-19. He maintained that
any planning must be based
on data generated from with-
in the country and not on ob-
servations from other coun-
tries. “But we should closely
monitor these developing
scenarios,” he said.

Covid cases have been
steadily rising in some parts
of the world, with weekly da-
ta estimating a growth of
8%-10%. China and Hong
Kong are attributing their
surgestothe Omicron’s BA.2
subvariant, but Indian offi-
cials have said that it is high-
ly unlikely a new variant
will lead to surges here, giv-
en the vaccination coverage.
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Tenders called for development
of 2 Bangalore Public Schools

Photo for representation

SruthySusan.Ullas
@timesgroup.com

Bengaluru: Work on Banga-
lore Public Schools, which we-
re announced in chief mini-
ster Basavaraj Bommai’s bud-
get, has been initiated with
Bengaluru Smart City Limi-
ted calling for tenders to deve-
lop two schools in the city.

The short-term tenders
propose Rs 4 crore for Cleve-
land School in Pulakeshina-
garand Rs2crore for a Padara-
yvanapuraschool in Chamaraj-
pet (both run by BBMP). The
technical bids will be opened
on March 23. The project is lik-
ely to be over in nine months.

The government had plan-
ned to develop 20 Bangalore
Public Schools — 16 run by the
department of primary and
secondary education and four

by BBMP — by giving them a
complete facelift. A sum of Rs
89 crore was allocated in the
budget.The plan to upgrade
infrastructure is the first step
in the overall effort to improve
quality of education. Follo-
wing this, teachers will be re-
cruited or rationalised.

“Any effort to improve in-
frastructure is about building
classrooms. It includes furni-
ture, projectors, staff room,
water filters, electricity, playg-
round development and com-
pound wall. In oneschool, alift

has been proposed due to lack
of space,” said Vishal R, com-
missioner, department of pub-
lic instruction. “For BBMP
schools, teachers will have to
be recruited by them. For our
schools, we will rationalise te-
achers. Better infrastructure
will bring in more students
and more students will lead to
more teachers,” he said.

The BBMP school in Pada-
rayanapura has 446 students
and Cleveland 650. The depart-
ment, however, has not yet de-
cided whether development
will happen on the model of
Karnataka Public Schools
where classes from LKG to
class 12 will be in one complex.
Theschools have been selected
from densely populated areas
where there are a large num-
ber of economically underpri-
vileged families will benefit.
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China reports
first Covid
deaths in more
than a year

Beijing: China’s health aut-
horities reported two Covid-19
deaths on Saturday, the first
since January 2021, as the co-
untry battles its worst outbre-
ak intwoyearsdrivenbyasur-
ge in the highly transmissible
Omicron variant. The deaths,
both in northeastern Jilin
province, bring the country’s
coronavirusdeath toll to4,638.

Both fatalities occurred in
elderly patients and were the
result of their underlying con-
ditions, Jiao Yahui, an official
with the National Health Com-
mission, said on Saturday. One
of them had not been vaccina-
ted for Covid, she said. The ma-
jority of new 2,157 community
transmissions came from Ji-
lin. The province has imposed
a travel ban, with people nee-
ding permission from police to
travel across borders. China
has reported over 29,000 cases
since the beginning of March.
It has pressed on with its policy
of lockdowns and mass testing
of millions of people as part of
a“zero-covid” strategy. rReuTers
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Ghop chop, alert the cops

Forest dept FIR says some trees were felled at lISc without

| Garima Prasher
mybangaloremirror
@timesgroup.com

TWEETS @BangaloreMIRROR

he Bengaluru Urban divi-

sion of the forest depart-

ment lodged an FIR against

Indian Institute of Science

(11Sc) for cutting full-grown
trees on the campus without seeking
mandatory permissions.

According to Ravishankar SS,
deputy conservator of forest,
Bengaluru Urban division, the case
was filed after the department
received multiple complaints over
calls in this regard during the last
week.

“We received multiple complaints
(in this regard). So we
deputed a forest officer
for an inspection and
discovered, some trees
were felled without
seeking the required
permissions. The range
forest officer filed a case
against [I5¢ and the
investigation is on. The
officers also met the reg-
istrar of the institute,
who denied any knowl-
edge of such activities
on the campus,” said Ravishankar.

The department has seized a
third-party vehicle from the campus,
which was being used to lift and
move logs.

“Five to six trees have been felled
illegally on the campus and an FIR
has been lodged against the institute.
We will conduct a thorough inquiry
and impose a penalty if (the institute
is) found guilty. We have also seized
a vehicle from the campus... used to
lift chopped branches and trunks,”
said Manjunath KG, range forest
officer.

Officials said the matter will now
move to the court. This reporter filed
an RTI with [[Sc requesting the insti-
tute to furnish details on permissions

received for the tree felling. Central
public information officer AA
Vasanthan, of 118¢, said responding
to the RTI, "No trees are being felled.
Only under unavoidable circum-
stances are any trees being replanted.
We are committed to preserving the
greenery on our campus,”

Dattatraya Devare, trustee,
Bengaluru Environment Trust, said,
“We got to know informally that tree
felling has been going on (at) the
campus. Those who value green
spaces consider the campus a model.
If trees are being cut under unavoid-
able circumstances with necessary
permission from the forest depart-
ment, they ([[Sc's management)
must be transparent about it.”

permission; students, employees claim hundreds axed

3

The campus is known for its vast green cover (as seen in pics)

it appears they forgot to add some zeroes
to the number of trees in the FIR... My wild

guess is that at least around 1,000 trees have
been cut in the last six months or so -iiScemployee

Some I8¢ staff and student mem-
bers pointed at irregularities in the
ongoing developmental work on the
campus and claimed, hundreds of
grown trees were felled over the last
six months to facilitate various con-
struction activities,

“Trees are being cut at multiple
spots inside the campus. Certainly,
the number cannot be four or five as
mentioned in the FIR. At least hun-
dreds of trees... For instance, behind
the Biology and Physics department
of IS¢, an area the size of a football
field has been cleared recently,” a
student said.

A staff member said, “It appears
they forgot to add some zeros to the
number of trees in the FIR... My wild
guess is that at least around 1,000

virees have been cut in the last six
months or so.”

Another staff member told BM, a
cluster of trees, close to Centenary
Visitor's House, next to the pedestrian
gate near MS Ramaiah Memorial
Hospital on Bel Road, have been
felled to construct post-doctoral and
international visitors blocks. It is said
a big patch was cleared for the con-
struction of an interdisciplinary sci-
ence division building a year ago.

“The management did not find it
necessary to consult the staff before
razing trees... Why not demolish old
buildings and come up with these
facilities? There might be ambitious
plans, but one cannot destroy the
city’s lung space in the name of
development,” said a staff member.
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Fourth wave? Jury
iS out on this one

BA.2 variant of Omicron behind 68.5 per cent of Covid cases in state at
present; experts say masking up and staying cautious are our best bets

| Sridhar.Vivan
@timesgroup.com

TWEETS @sridharVMIRROR

ith the World Health

Organisation (WHO)

sounding the alarm

bells of another pos-

sible wave, a debate
on whether India will witness a
fourth wave has been sparked off.
Many countries are now seeing a
surge driven by the BA.2 variant of
Omicron, However, this variant is
already dominant in the state with
68.5 per cent of the cases caused by
BA.2.

Dr SN Aravinda (Consultant -
Internal Medicine, Aster RV Hospital)
said, “From our past experiences, we
did not get affected too much in the
last wave because of the mass immu-
nisation program and the immunity
which the community developed.
Having said that, we should not take
things for granted.”

Sourcing data about the prevail-
ing variants in the country, Vijay
Anand (an independent Covid data
analyst) explained that the trend
chart shows how BA.2 Omicron is
now the dominant variant in India
with almost 98 to 99 per cent of
genomic sequencing having BA.2
variant. “The Omicron wave started
with BA.1 and BA.1.1 in December
and then BA.2 took over the other
variants during January and
February and became dominant
now. S0, a new wave now in India
due to BA.2 is highly unlikely as
India’s third wave driven by
Omicron was due to BA.2 only.”

The data of the genome
sequencing of Karnataka's Covid
cases (since January 1, 2022) shows

Easing restrictions
A few countries which are seeing a

huge resurgence in Covid cases are

now thinking of easing restrictions
rather than imposing fresh ones.
Italy, is easing many restrictions
over the coming weeks, including
requirements for most workplace
vaccination and mask-wearing.

Meanwhile, the German government

has decided to lift many pandemic
restrictions, even as the country
hit a new record high for newly
confirmed cases.

that 79.4 per cent of the current
Covid cases are Omicron-driven.
Out of this, BA1.1529's share is 28.1
per cent, BA1 is 3.5 per cent and
BAZ2 is 68.5 per cent while Delta’s
share is 17.6 per cent.

Dr Srikanta JT (Consultant -
Paediatric Interventional Pulmo-

138 test positive
Karnataka reported 173
fresh cases on Saturday
including 138 in Bengaluru.
The state also reported
two deaths including a
ET-year'-nld man who

died at his residence in
Bengaluru after complaints
of Influenza-like lliness (ILI)
and a 47-year-old man from
Ballari with ILL. The test
positivity rate for the day
was 0.56 per cent.

nology and Sleep Medicine, Aster
CMI Hospital) said that vaccination
and antibody titres post booster
doses are known to prevent major
morbidity as well as mortality. “It
does have some neutralising effect
on new variants but does not com-
pletely prevent it.”

However, Dr Aditya S Chowti
(Senior Consultant - Internal

Medicine, Fortis Hospital,
Cunningham Road) added that a
Covid resurgence could not be
ruled out at the same time. The
intensity is quite variable as the sec-
ond wave was horrific and yet, the
third wave was mild. My advice is
that despite vaccination and a cer-
tain level of immunity improving
the situation, this is not ultimate
and we need to be careful.”

Health Minister Dr K Sudhakar
had recently spoken on similar
lines. “Covid-19 hasn't gone.
However, it has been controlled by
vaccination.” He said that even
those who have taken the vaccine
should take precautions by wearing
masks and maintaining physical
distancing.

(with inputs from agencies)
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Problems in your area?
Send us a picture along with
specific details. And please,
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The signage in KJ Halli needs to
be fixed. Without proper signage
commuters may get confused
and lose their way.
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) Waste on fire

HSR Layout @uftx

Construction workers have been
dumping and burning garbage at
21st Cross, 13th Main in Sector 7.

Black hole p__
Kalyan Nagar

: s
f.ﬁ!‘

In Chelekere, a big hole in the
middle of the road is filled with
sewage water and waste. The
authorities concerned must fix
the road to get rid of the black
spot.
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A road that is

like no other

| Shreyashi Mukherijee
mybangaloremirror
@timesgroup.com

TWEETS @BangaloreMIRROR

nce upon a time, 4th Main Road,

Hoysala Nagar, was a well-tarred

road devoid of bumps and craters.

Commuting on the busy stretch
was simple for residents. Now, however, the
road is more of a dug-up pit, and let alone
driving, residents find it difficult to even
walk on that stretch.,

The residents say that their road had
been dug by BBMP months ago, however,
like most stories go, no effort was taken by
them later to complete the work they had
started. They say that the road is spoiling
the look of the entire area and there is not
enough space for vehicles to pass by.

Rasheed L, a resident of the area, said,
“The road is just terrible. There is no space
to walk; no space to take out the vehicles.
The entire place looks like a mess.”
According to him, the road has been like
this for months now, however, authorities
have not done anything to make it better.
“Every morning we get stuck in unnecessary
jams.”

Another resident of the area who wished
to remain unnamed, added that the road
had become so dangerous for kids and older
people. “If anyone is even slightly unmind-
ful while walking, he/she can get into a very
big accident. The road has become so nar-
row that even if three or four cars are in this
lane, it will become a traffic jam.”

The residents complain that the dugged
up road has taken up a lot of space and this
has hampered their parking options. They
have to park their vehicles in far off lanes
because there is no option to park it near
their residence.

Another citizen living in the area, said,
“This road is also affecting the business of
the eatery that is right next to it. Initially,

5

)

The dug-up piles of debris are kept on
the road itself, reducing space for
vehicles and pedestrians

my family and I used to go there quite
often; however, since the authorities dug up
this road, we have stopped going there.”

They also complain that the BBMP con-
tractors, who have taken up the work, work
for a few days and then leave the site. The
labourers too are clueless.

The residents, tired with the problems
brought about by this road have com-
plained to the authorities several times;
however, no heed was paid to their
requests.



@INDIAN EXPRESS

Page Number

Two MLAs promise to make their
constituencies safe for women by 23

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
@Bengaluruy

MAHADEVAPURA MLA Ar-
avind Limbavali and Malleswar-
am MLA Dr C N Ashwath
Narayan have declared that
they will work towards making
their constituencies more wom-
en-safe within the next year

At the launch of Bangalore
Political Action Committee
(B.PAC) B.SAFE Constituency
Public Place Safety Audit report
on Saturday, the Mahadevapura
MLA promised to make wom-
en's safety a priority in the con-
stituency. “There have not been
incidents of violence against
women in the constituency since
I took office. However, women's
safety will definitely be given
priority and all suggestions and
feedback in the report will be
welcomed,” he said.

The two reports were a com-
bined effort by 45 women B.
SAFE ambassadors from the
two constiteencies who identi-
fied areas in which there were
infrastructural gaps.

Representatives of Malleswaram MLA CN Ashwath Narayan's office and Mahadevapura

MLA Aravind Limbavali launch the report in Bengaluru on Saturday | aswsuxrssnaxe

The report highlights 1ssues
like the distribution of street-
lights, maintenance of public
toilets, functionality of CCTVs
and walkable footpaths de-
pending on the areas assessed.
The ambassadors collected
data from locals and assessed
the state of anganwadis, bus
stops, first-mile last-mile
(FMLM), primary healthcare
centres, markets, police sta-
tions, parks and public toilets
in the constituencies.

Limbavalisaid that abig hur-
dle in doing development
projects in the constituency
was due to land issues as well
as lack of funding. “Ma-
hadevapura is an underdevel-
oped constituency compared to
Malleswaram or Shivajinagar.
The installation of streetlights
will require improving the
roads aswell as grants for both.
However, we will definitely try
and implement all sugpestions
within the next vear,” he said.

Fresh from Punjab win, AAP prepares for battleground K’'taka

BALA CHAUHAN @ Bengalury

POST its impressive electoral
suceess in Punjab, the Aam
Aadmi Party (AAP) is now
looking to spread its winning
Arvind Kejriwal’s Delhi model
to other parts of the country,
including Karnataka, which
will go to polls in 2023,

“There is a three-fold in-
crease in support for AAF from
Bengaluru City post-March 10
results. Our survey shows that
Bengalureans are considering
voting for AAP as the party of

their choice in the next elec-
tions," Prithvi Reddy, Karnats-

fight against corruption, which
i5 the single largest problem in

ka state convenor and national Karnataka for the last three de-

executive membey, AAP told cades, Apart from corruption,

THNIE. He added that the
Punjab victory has bol-
stered the people’s de-
sire for change and
they want AAP

“Earlier, AAP volun-
teers had to introduce
themselves in their door
to-door campalgns in Benga-
lurn. Today, people recognise

and welcome the AAP cap,” he
said, adding, “The party will

we will go to people on the
. four promises: of im-
i proving education,
healtheare, bijli and
paani (electricity and
water),”
Accordingly, AAP,
Karnataka, has started a
fundraising campaign for the
upcoming BEMP elections.
To raise funds for the civie
elections, AAF 1s doing a fund-

raiser - AAP-Rising’ -- to help
run thecampaign on Sunday at
Chancery Pavilion Hotel on
Residency Road, between 11 am
and 1 pm.

“We had conducted the first
fundraiser in December last
year and the response was posi-
tive, But for Sunday's fundrais-
er, we have got an overwhelm-
ing response. The number of
donors has increased five times
fram the earlier event. Unlike
other political parties, our
funding is entirely through do-
nations made by supportersvia

online orcheque,” said Prakash
Nedungadi, vice-president,
Outreach, Bengaluru.

Bengaluru City president,
AAP. Mohan Dasari said, “Ben-
galureans are fed up with the
corruption, apathy, and inefli-
ciency of the BJP government
and BEBME Corruption at every
level, starting with the political
leaders, has prevented this city
from being truly a modern city
that cares for every citizen,
This is what AAP will do when
we win in BBMP and other elec-
tions in Karnataka."
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Govindaraj Nagar gets 3 projects worth Z18 crore

Bengaluru : Three development projects, including a government school, were sanctioned at a total
cost of Rs 18 crore for Govindaraj Nagar constituency on Saturday. All the three works — construction of
a government schoolin Police Colony, near Magadi Road, construction of Shri Ammembal Subba Rao
Pai Memorial Hall in Canara Bank Colony and special construction work by the Public Works
Department in the Canara Bank Colony — are expected to be completed in the next year. Presently, the
construction of the government school has already started with the nursery block. ENS

WITH CURBS GONE, KARAGA
FROM APRIL 8 TO BE A BIG DRAW

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE

WITH the most-awaited
Karaga all set to be held in
Bengaluru after a gap of two
years, its organising commit-
tee is apprehensive about se-
curity measures for the event
as the crowd is expected to be
massive and crowd manage-
ment will prove to be a task
for them.

At a meeting with the Ben-
galuru Urban District Commis-
sioner and Bruhat Bengaluru
Mahanagara Palike (BBMP)
Chief Commissioner, it was de-
cided to host the festival in the
traditional manner from April

8. The festival will culminate in
a grand procession(Karaga Ut-
sav) on April 16.

MLC P R Ramesh, also a
Karaga committee member,
told The New Sunday Express
that huge crowds are expect-
ed on all the days of the fes-
tivities. Even as the police
department, District Commis-
sionerand BBMP areworking
on the security, the commit-
tee is also working on ensur-
ing that special measures are
in place to prevent any unto-
ward incidents.

Another committee mem-
ber said they are also worried
that the event should not turn
into a Covid super-spreader.

Emotional, religious and cul-
tural sentiments are very high
regarding local festivals, So,
without hurtinganyone’s feel-
ings, the event needs to be
held. For this, a detailed plan
is being prepared by the offi-
cials and commit tee members,
he pointed out.

“We are also hoping that no
new restrictions will be en-
forced by the government by
that time. At present, all re-
strictions have been relaxed.
But two years back, just a few
days before the festival, re-
strictions were put in place.
We do not want the same to
happen this time.” the mem-
ber added.
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Identify hospitals
incities for clinical
surveillance: Experts

Such a move will help in tracing any
changes in symptoms, they feel

CHETANA BELAGERE
i Bengalury

WHILE experts in India feel
that the next few weeks are cru-
cial for the country as far as
monitoring for any new SARS-
CoV-2 variant goes, Karnata-
ka's health experts and epide-
miologists have suggested
setting up of elinieal surveil-
lance at some of the major hos-
pitals in big cities.

“South Africa could recog-
nise the emergence of the Omi-
cron variant as it noticed that
there is a different clinical va-
riety of Covid-19 manifesta-
tion. Similarly, in this silent
period, when the number of
cases is less, we need to ensure
we keep track of people coming
with Covid-19 symptoms and
how the disease is manifest-
ing,” said a senior doctor and
member of the Technical Advi-
sory Committee (TAC).

Experts suggest that hospi-
tals which get higher number
of patients — like the Victoria
Hospital, Rajiv Gandhi Insti-
tute of ChestDiseases (RGICD).
Bowring Hospital, etc., in Ben-
galuru can be identified
where doctors can be informed
to initiate clinical surveillance
to identify any changes in
symptoms. In these hospitals,
Covid-positive patients who
come with SARI/ILI, fever or
any symptoms different from
the Omicron presentation, can
be observed and genome-
sequenced.

A hoalth worker collects swab samples
from a man for Cowid-19 testing at the
Fempegowda Bus Station in Bengaluru
on Saturday | sHemamMeN

However, Dr Ravi Mehta, re-
nowned pulmonologist, Apollo
Hospitals, says that it all de-
pends on data.

“Clinical surveillance is im-
portant, but it all depends on
what we are looking at. If the
data from the countries show-
ing surge is indicating a new
variant, then it makes sense to
put in all resources there, Oth-
erwise, if it is the Omicronand
its sub-lineages, then there is
no reason to worry in India.
But vigilance has to be main-
tained,” he stressed.

According to sources, a de-
tailed discussion on the IIT
Kanpur’s statistical model, pre-
dicting fourth wave in India
from June 22, was held at the
recent TAC meeting by epide-
miological expert Dr Giridhara
Babu R, [1S¢ Professors Rajesh
Sundaresan and Indian Statis-
tical Institute Prof Siva Ath-
reya, and they found that there
were certain inherent limita-
tions in the forecasting.
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Allow biz travellers
to get booster shots,
says trade body

(HETANA BELAGERE @ Bengaluru

SEVERALIT companies and manufactur-
ing units planning to send their employ-
ees to European countries, especially Ger-
many, or those travelling on business from
Bengaluru, are finding it difficult to do so.
The reason being that these countries
want incoming Indian travellers to have
had either the first or second dose of the
prescribed Covid-19 and 270 days have not
lapsed from the date of the last dose.

Even if an adult is vaccinated with the
second dose in August, then the 270-day
period will have elapsed and they will be
considered as unvaccinated. The Banga-
lore Chamber of Industry and Commerce
(BCIC) recently wrote to Health Minister
Dr K Sudhakar seeking permission to ad-
minister precautionary doses for such
travellers, irrespective of age.

“It isbrought to our notice that
some countries in the EU
want incoming Indian trav-
ellers to ensure that both
doses of the Covid vacel-
nation have been admin-
istered and 270 days have
not elapsed from the date of
the last dose. In the event 270
days have elapsed, then the individual is
considered as unvaccinated. This norm
causes undue inconvenience to many busi-
ness travellers, as international air travel
is opening up in many countries,” BCIC
president K R Sekar said in his letter.

Sekar sugpested that those who have
been given two doses of Covid-19 vaccine
be allowed to receive additional booster
shots immediately after the expiry of 270
days, irrespective of their age, in case
they intend to travel abroad. A fourthshot
may also be considered in case the desti-
nation countries do not change their
guidelines for incoming international
travellers, he noted.

“We are getting requests from companies
and industries to ensure permission is giv-
en sothat business travellers are free of un-
necessary hassles of being in quarantine
after reaching the destination,” he said.
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CATCHING THE VIRUS

After battling Covid-19 for over two years, scientists and policymakers in India seem to be in agreement
that future virus research in humans as well as in animals must move in tandem

Shantanu Nandan Sharma

en virologist Priva

Abraham first caught a

glimpse of the Covid-19

virus, SARS-CoV-2, in

February 2020, her first

reaction was — “"What a

pretty virus it is!” Beneath the lensof a

powerful electron microscope what she

saw wasa moving object similar to thesun

and its ravs beautifully drawn by a pri-
mary school kid.

After two yvears, having relentlessly com-
batted thevirus inlabsand Gelds, she isnow
tweaking her remark. “It might look good
but let's not forget it is evil, which s refus-
ing to leave us so soon,” Abraham, director
of Pune-based National Institute of
Virology (NTV), told ET. Her corner room
on the ground floor of the institute houses,
amongothers, a 1940 black-and-white photo
of Mahatma Gandhistudving leprosy germ
through a microscope.

NIV, a premier institute under the Indian
Council of Medical Research (ICMR), was
instrumenta isolating & Covid virus
strain as early as March 9, 2020, making
India the fifth nation — after China, Japan,
‘Thailandand the US —todoso. Thisfeat, in
fact, was achieved twodays before the World
Health Organisation declared Covid-19a
pandemic. Behind this speedy and effica-
cious move of isolating the virus strains, a
gine qua non for developing homegrown
vaccines plus antibody test Kits, lies NIV's
biodiversity level 4(BSL-4) laboratory built
in 2012, the first such facility in Asia. The
famous Wuhan Institute of Virology in
China built such a lab only five vears later,
BSLA laboratory is vital for eliminating ac-
cidental leakages of live viruses even in
hostile conditions like an earthgquake.

Nodouht, thepandemic hasgi mpe-
tus to virus research in India, a neglected
discipline for decades, even kindling in
young minds a desirve to pursue it asa ca-
reer. But it has also brought to light some-
thing else. Scientists and policymakers in
India now seem to be inagreement that vi-
rus research in humans and animals must
maove in tandem. Pursuing such researches
in silos, as practised till now, has proved to
be counterproductive. As Abraham says,
the future lies in virus research encompass-
i i and theenvi =

Another noted virologistand visiting pro-
fessor of Ashoka University, Shahid
Jameel, says virus research in India needs
to improve. “Many more institutions
should be doing both basic and clinical re-
search around infectious diseases and vi-
ruses. More importantly, this research has
to be coordinated across multiple sectors

human health, animal health, wild ani-
mals and environment,” he says. “In the
Indian context, this will require coordina-
tion at the highest levels among the minis-
tries of health, agriculture (animal hus-
bandry), environment and forests.”

A concept called One Health has gained
momentum after the outhreak of the pan-
demic, even as scientists across the globe
are struggling to preempt incidents of in-
fectious agents jumping species. In his re-
cently published book Gaoing Viral, ICMR
director-general, Balram Bhargava, saysan
estimated 680% of known infectious diseas-
esand 75% of allnew, emerging or reemerg
ing diseases in humans have origins in ani-
mals, adding that all seven coronaviruses
found in humans, including the newest of
the lot, SARS-CoV-2, have most likely mi-
grated from animals, mainly bats, mice and
pets, He also highlighted a field study un-
dertaken in 2018 on bats and bat hunters in
Nagaland. Both international and Indian
scientists were part of that study, In fact,

ICMR has been involved in the research of
bat behaviour since 2001, Bhargava's book
further adds that using RT-PCR test, the
MNIV's bat surveillance team also spotted
pathogenic coronaviruses in two bat spe-
cies— Indian flying fox and Rousettus,

In Pune, ET also interviewed three senior
NIV selentists — bio-informatics special-
ist Sarah Cherian, molecular biologist
Varsha Potdar and epidemiologist Sumit
Bharadwaj — to understand the kind of
research being undertaken since
December 2019 when the scientists at the
institute first brainstormed about a possi-
ble roadmap to battle the virus that was
spotted in Wahan, NIV has 49 scientists in
total, most of whom are virologists. The
institute earlier played a critical role in
tackling Zika and Nipah viruses.

Basic and clinical research
around infectious
diseases and viruses has to be
coordinated across multiple
sectors — human health,
animal health, wild animals
and environment. In the Indian
context, this will require
coordination at the highest
levels among the ministries
of health, agriculture 4
(animal husbandry),
environment and
forests”
SHAHID JAMEEL,
Virologist & Professor,
Ashoka University

42.5 million

Total Covid cases in India since
January 2020

0.5 million

Total deaths in India due to Covid-19

7 5 Of all new, emerging or
rEing diseases in
humans have origins In animais

Number of coronaviruses found

in humans, all of which are
suspected to have migrated from
animals, mainly bats, mice or pets
of Health and Fam-
ing Viral® by Balram

Source: Mini:
it?umware'.' G0
Bhargava

Raman Gangakhedkar, anepidemiologist
and ICMR’s face at press briefings during
the first lockdown starting March 25, 2020,
says one of the possible reasons why
Omicron added 30 more mutations over
Delta is that the virus has had reverse zo-
onosis, meaning the pathogens getting
transmitted from humans toanimals.

“Weknow virusoften comes from bats and
other animals. But once it infects humans,
there is a possibility that it gets transmitted
todomesticanimals. And then it infects hu-
mans again. That is why we find a variant,
which suddenly acquires 30 more muta-
tions,” he says, adding that Omicron is
morelikeadistant cousin whereas the rela-
tionship among earlier variants such as
Alpha, Beta, Gamima and Delta is much
closer:

Meanwhile, Gol has embarked upon a
journey of cross-cutting collaborations

amonganimal, human and wildlife health
professionals by creating the One Health
consortium comprising 27 organisations,
including the All India Institute of
Medical Sciences in Delhi, National
Institute of Animal Biotechnology,
Wildlife Institute of India, ICAR-National
Institute of Veterinary Epidemiology and
Disease Informatics, et al. Also, the
National Institute of One Health,
equipped with a BSL-4 laboratory, is being
built in Nagpur, which in turn is expected
to work ina holistic manner involving vet-
erinarians, ecologists, wildlife experts,
epidemiologists and public health ex-
perts, among others, according to a writ-
ten reply to the Rajva Sabha in December
last year. The department of biotechnol-
ogy, which comes under the ministry of
science and technology, is the nodal de-
partment for this project.

Use of animals for virus research has an-
other set of challenges, Activists and
NGOsoften vehemently oppose sacrificing
animals for the sake of human wellbeing.
Also, the use of monkeys for research has
areliglous dimension — it's an animal re-
vered in India and scientists are circum-
spect in their use.

But for some specific researches, for in-
stance in the pre-clinical trial of Covid vac-
cines, experiments on monkeys are indis-
pensable. While developing Covaxin in

Q “We know virus often

= comes from l:gats and other
animals. But once it infects
humans, there is a possibility
that it gets transmitted to
domestic animals. And then it
infects humans again. That is
why we find a variant (Omicron)
which smidmlg acquires

30 more mutations”

RAMAN
GANGAKHEDKAR,
Former Head of
Epidemiology, ICMR /
a deep jungle near Nagpur: The animals
were brought by road. Once they got accli-
matised in cages, they were taken to NIV's
BSLA lab for trial, one batch getting
vaceines and another placebo. They were
then exposed to live Covid 5 to deter-
mine the efficacy of the vaccine.

The trial did not end there. Animals had
o be used in batches to clinically exam-
ine the exact status of their lungs and
other organs — lungs of those vacecinat-
ed, for instance, continued to be puffed
up with oxygen.

“"We follow the guidelines of animal eth-
les committee,” says NIV's Abraham, cit-

collaboration with Hyderabad-based
Bharat Biotech, NIV scientists needed two
dozen rhesus macaques for trial. Suchan
experiment had to take place after complet-
ingthe vaccine trial on miceand hamsters.
But in the summer of 2020, the monkeys
were not readily available. Finally, NIV sci-
entists with foresters canght 24 of them in

ing the example of an accidental capture
of a pregnant monkey ahead of Covaxin's
trial and its subsequent release, *We did
not use her: We caught her by mistake. She
delivered a baby and we subsequently re-
leased the mother and the child in the for-
est," sheatdds.

shantanishar malatimesgrgonm
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“HAVENOT
SPOTTED
REVERSE
ZOONOSIS CASES
ININDIAYET”

There have been instances in Denmark
where the Covid virus moved from hu-
mans to minks before returning to hu-
mans. Dr Priya Abraham, director of
National Institute of Virology, Pune,
tells Shantanu Nandan Sharma that no
such case has been found in India. She
adds that the future of virus researches
must encompass animals, humans and
the environment. Edited excerpts:

What is the current status of the
Covid-19 virus SARS-CoV-2?

This virus is still an invisible enemy
to the world. Under-vaccinated
countries and regions are more
susceptible. Also, it is still a problem
for the elderly as well as people with
comorbidities, particularly if they are
unvaccinated. 50 the virus is very
much around, but as the number of
vaccinated people and those exposed
to the virus have substantially
increased in India and many parts of
the world, we are relatively better off
for now.

How risky is the new Omicron sub-
variant, which has been fuelling the
recent spike of cases in China?

Omicron has a sub-lineage named
BA.2 and we are seeing that in India
too. It is the Omicron variant of
concern, not a new variant. In fact,
the predominant strain in our country
is now BA.2. As far as we know, it is
more transmissible and can evade
the immune response to some extent
but it is not causing severe disease or
death in those who are vaccinated or
have had natural infection.

Are there instances in India where
the Covid virus has gone from
humans to animals and back?

There have been instances in Den-
mark where the virus migrated from
humans to minks and returned to
humans. In India we have not spotted
any case of reverse Zoonosis as yet.

How important s it to adopt
coordinated virus research - of
humans and animals?

The government has given a lot of
emphasis on what we call One Health
- the study of infections in both hu-
mans and animals, As part of the PM
Ayushman Bharat Health Infrastruc-
ture Mission, a satellite One Health
centre is being built in Nagpur. A new
BSL-4 lab will be constructed there.
The centre Is likely to be ready by the
end of next year, latest by 2024,

Some of the deadly diseases come
from animals. For instance, if we
notice an unusual number of bats
or birds die in a particular region,
we must investigate it and study it
holistically. Qur future lies in virus
research encompassing animals,
humans and the environment,



China Reports
First Covid-19
Deaths ina Year

Beijing: China's health au-
thorities reported two Co-
vid-19 deaths on Saturday; the
first since January 2021, as
the country battles its worst
outbreak in two years driven
by a surge in the highly trans-
missible omi-
cron variant.
The deaths,
both in north-
eastern in}in
province, bring
'c"m':::“' the country’s

o covid death toll
phy to 4,638. Both

over 29,000 s

2 fatalities oc-
m"ﬂr;?:; curredinelder-
thestart ¥ PCENS 200
of March

of their under-
lying conditions, Jiao Yahui,
an official with the National
Health Commission, said on
Saturday. The majority of
new 2,157 community trans-
missions reported on Satur-
day came from Jilin.
— Reuters



